Titan University Archives
Excer pts from the personal recor dings of
Chief Terraform Engineer Susan Witts

Access Restricted to Clearance AA2 or Higher
... Thefirst seeds arrived today, Raymond. | couldn't resist the urge to touch them. Dry little flecks of
nothing that will change aworld. The Stage One engineers can keep their comet-shifting launchers. The
Stage Twos are welcome to their landform machines and atmosphere purifiers. I'll accomplish as much or
more with these. One day, you'l see.
What ardlief to be off the trangt Sation! | don't care how big they are, or how modern, they gill make
mefed like I'm breathing yesterday's air. They're building more dl thetime. Eventudly, ther€ll be enough
gtations to handle the passenger and freight traffic to al the systems with terraformed worlds. Glorified
bus stops, crammed with customs officiads and other bureaucrats. | suppose the stations have their use.
But you won't catch me staying in one any longer than | must.
While I'm away, you're going to hear things on the news about me and this project. Don't worry. They'll
be good things. We have alot of support back home. Sol System is more than ready for this— Earth
hersdf isbursting a the scams with people eager to start new lives someplace that isn't amining dome or
station. We're making those places. I'm making those places, Raymond.
| hope you'll be proud of me. I hope you know how hard it was to take you back to Earth and leave you
with Grandpaand Grandma. WEell be together again. We both have to be patient.
| know that's hard, too. Back home, some people don't understand why they have to wait for Stage
Three, my stage. They want these beautiful worlds now, seeing only that sixteen planets have gained blue
skies and flowing water. But they have to wait, just like you and . Right now, the land is barren. The
cycling of nutrients through water, soil, and air hasn't even begun. They'll wait and be glad, Raymond,
because I'm going to bring life to these worlds, life that will wel come and nourish the people who come
here.
What adream were living! Humanity— prosperous, at peace, and ready for adventure— about to
expand as never before. Within the next fifty years, the first worldswill receive their immigrants— maybe
your children, Raymond— while terraformers like me will have dready moved on to the next set of
planetsready for Stage Three, then to the next. Well be like waves sweeping outward until human beings
areliving on every suitable world we've discovered. Until we own this entire sector of space.
Not that everyoneis happy about the terraforming project. Y ou'll hear complaints, I'm sure. Not too loud
or too many— it isn't fashionable to question humanity's Great Dream. But you'll read in your history
books how thisisareatively new dream for us, and some people gill hold to an older one. |s anybody
out there? Wedl had it, you know, in one form or another. Since well before | was born, Earth and the
system Universities were sending deep-space expeditionsin al directions, searching for otherslike
oursaves. True, they found life dmost everywhere, but nothing with intelligence.
We're alone, Raymond.
By thetime | was old enough to join such an expedition, our mission had changed. If we wanted
company, we were going to have to provide our own. We were to locate worlds with the right kind of
sun, the right elements, and no indigenous life. Stage One engineers were pelting planets with ice even
before wed finished cataloging al the possibilities. It was....
Drat. McNab's on the comm. Sorry, Raymond. I'll add to this|ater.
Bewel, my son.
And think of me out here, making you a brand-new world.
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Prologue

"What about the next world, Jer?* Gabby asked with acareful lack of interest. Her hands were sore,
having been clenched together too long under her swester.

Her companion— business partner, captain of the Merry Mate |1, and husband— keyed her request into
the boards, his stubby fingers sure and quick. From where she sat, Gabby could see the red band
staining the readout. "Posted," the man said, the word merely echoing what they both expected. "They're
everywhere, Gabby. Well have to move on.”

Gabby opened her throbbing fingers, pressing them over the roundness they guarded. The ship was no
placeto give birth, not if they wanted afuture for their child. Shedd known the risksin this search, but
they'd al seemed so digtant in the beginning, the possibilities so endless. Time had away of narrowing
options. She gazed at her husband, seeing past the shadows of beard and fatigue to his gentle,
round-cheeked face, and sighed softly, letting some of her tension out with her bresth. "We could try a
dation— judt for alittlewhile.

Jer Parddll winced, then covered the motion with acough. As though she wouldn't notice. But of
course she had. They'd been together too long, were so closdly linked as aworking team that one was
forever finishing the sentences the other had begun. " There's no such thing as a 'little while, ationside,”
he said dmost harshly, but it was hisfear for her. " Stations here would strip off our cargo and then make
uspay for air rights— might even impound the ship. Y ou know that, Gabby. They're as hard up asthe
rest of us, sincethe Quill." He scowled at the red-stained screen, clearing it with astab. " Stations don't
need more people. Y ou heard Raner, last stopover. Earth's clamped down— put holds on dl travel
vouchers and trangports. Who knows how long that will last? And if you try to stay ongtation? Head tax,
derilization for permanent residents, dowriesto keep immigrant status...." he took a deep breath. "We
cant livelikethat. Our child won't live like that. Our baby will be born acitizen, under asky."

Despite her concern, Gabby's spiritsrose alittle. A sky. The ship, now home and livelihood, was
supposed to have been temporary, merely their passage to aglorious new world. They were the lucky
ones, to gill have this much freedom when most had none. Jer's doing. He'd seen the way things were
moving and kept independent, protecting them from the increasingly desperate hordes clinging to the
dtations and fading hopes.

If you were planet-born, shereminded hersdlf, as she had so many timesin the past months, you
already had a home. A citizenship no one could strip away.

Gabby rubbed her thumb in little circles againgt a protuberance firmer than the rest, smiling to herself as
the push became harder and then disappeared with atremble like alaugh. "Whet are they like?"!

"The dreaded Quill?" Jer leaned back in hisdingchair, relaxing himsdlf, perhaps recognizing her familiar
preoccupation. "Probably three-meter tall giantswith googly eyes and long tentacles.”

Gabby raised one eyebrow. "That's not what you said yesterday.”

He chuckled. "I'll have anew one tomorrow, guaranteed correct, and just aswrong." Speculation was a
familiar game; the wilder the better. Not that anyone out here would dare claim to have redly met a Quill,
face-to-whatever— the mere suspicion of such contact guaranteed aride out the nearest air lock.
Everyone knew what mattered: the sudden, fragmented reports ... the stunning newsthat anon-Terran
life-form— the Quill— had accidentally been released on the terraformed worlds ... the way those
reports had ceased almost immediately. Then, worse, the terrible discovery that rescue teams sent to
those worlds died as well. Everyone did, whether they landed or hovered at low dtitudes.

But what turned areasonable fear of an unknown danger into outright hysteriawas that no one, learned
or otherwise, could determine the cause of death. Any bodies recovered by remotes appeared to be
perfectly hedlthy, unblemished by attack or contagion.

It was asif their lives had smply been stopped by the Quilll.

Gabby shuddered. "I didn't believe they'd been spread so far. Not to the unfinished worlds. But it must
be true— Earth's posted thisworld! Does this mean the Quill can survive where we can't? What hope's
left then, Jer?'

Jer reached across the distance between them and laid his hand on her shoulder. Gabby pressed her



cheek againgt itswarmth for amoment. "They can't Soread on their own,” Jer reminded her. "All the
Xenos say S0, Gabby. They're harmless now.”
"Harmless?' she echoed, unable to keep arare bitterness from her voice. "How can anything be harmless
that's ripped the very ground from under us? This was to be a human sector, Jer. More than a hundred
new worlds being made ready for us— for our babies— not for those mindlessthings!”
Jer withdrew his hand, an unhappy look on hisface. Gabby understood. They were ateam, but, until
now, she'd been the one aways able to see through atangled problem to its roots. Her loss of control
obvioudy flustered him as much asit surprised her. Jer didn't know what to say or do to comfort her.
Neither did she, she sghed to hersdlf.
"There are other worlds," he offered findly. "No one would transport a Quill now. They aren't going to
spread any farther, Gabby. Earth was wrong to pull in the deep exploration fleet— everyone says so.
There are other worlds out here," he repeated, asif Sating it madeit so.
She eased hersdlf from the dingchair with apracticed roll; Jer had tried to lighten the gravity inthe ship
from Earth-norma for her, but Gabby had detected his tampering and insisted her husband restore it. He
trusted her judgment, Gabby thought, though it was her first child. Not hisfirg, not technicaly. Hed
contributed to three offspring according to his biospecs, born of women who opted for his sperm,
probably drawn by his ship-suited smalness and childhood resistance to lar fever. Women were practica
that way. She'd be practical, too.
"I'll leaveyouto it, then," she said camly, stooping for aquick kiss. "Cdl meif something comesup.”
Jer Pardell watched Gabby waddle out the doorway to the passage with a mixture of pride, concern, and
ahope hewouldn't let go. It was different when you saw it happening, he thought, when the signs of
new life were inextricably wrapped in the one life more important than your own.
When she was gone, Jer turned back to the console. He called up the nav-tapes, grunting as he reviewed
the painstaking course they had followed over the past weeks, threading their way through space that
was supposed to belong to humanity and now seemed exclusively the property of something else. He
asked for aternatives, checking and regjecting courses based not on trade prospects or fudl, but on the
timing of an event beyond their control.
Nothing. Jer thought glumly of the gtations, built to service the expansion of humanity and now burgting
with homeless settlers. He shook his head once, hard. Then he unlocked a set of tapes older than the
others— junk redlly, family records of no interest to anyone else. He began to read.

* k% %
"Thereitis." Jer stared at the readout on the system. For once, the numbers added up to Terran norm
without the warning dash of red. But the little shiver that ran down Jer's spine did not escape Gabby's
sharp eyes, despite the distraction of a birth more impending than either of them had thought. "What's
wrong?' she asked.
Jer darted at her voice. "It'spossble nothing is," he said, eyes ill fixed on the numbers which measured
atmosphere, moisture, and climate, hisvoice filled with wonder. " The readout's good— damn good. We
don't have to be down long anyway. It's uninhabited.”
"Areyou sure?'
"The terraform station is empty; vegetation'swell in place. This had to be one of thefirst terraform
experiments— it'sway off the main lanes. Well have to let Thromberg Station know as soon as we head
back. Instant heroes, Gabby. That'll be us.”
Something in Jer's voice lacked conviction. Gabby froze and asked, "What about the Quill? | thought
they'd contaminated every terraforming project. That'swhat Earth clams.”
"Guess not, Gabby." His eyesflickered to hers and back. "Thisworld's not posted. No warn-off
beacons. Looksto be nothing onit at al beyond the standard. And,” this as she uttered asmall
involuntary sound, "I daresay we're past being fussy, if thisimpatient child of oursisto be born
downworld."
Gabby smiled a him as she eased herself into another position, her smile becoming fixed as another
contraction rippled across her abdomen. "Impatient is the word, husband-mine." She studied the readout,
then snorted. "What's this? Y ou've named it Parddl? Fool," she said fondly. "We can't afford to apply for



naming disposition. If every spacer's brat ended up with aworld named for them—"

"I didn't nameit." Jer reddened. He didn't seem able to take his eyes from the readout, as though il
finding their luck hard to believe. "I went through some old tapes. Family tapes. Thisis Pardell.”

"Oh." Gabby eyed her husband with some darm. He was neither a secretive nor acunning man, traits
sheld dways appreciated. "Y our grandparents must have had more credits once, then."

"No." Jer wiped his pams on histhighs before looking a her sdeways. "Naming privilege."

After five years, Gabby thought, he finally surprises me. "Y ou've been holding out on me, Jer. You
didn't tell me your family wasfamous.

"My grandmother was aterraform engineer. She wasfirgt to live on Pardell— that gave her naming
privilege. My father was born here."

Gabby felt adeep glow of rightness. With the exception of Earth, family members were dmost never
born on the same world. It made dl their searching worthwhile. Then aworry trickled through her mind,
aninconsstency. "Why didn't we come here firs? Why didn't you tell me?

"My family doesn't talk about my grandmother.” Jer didn't met her eyes. "And | didn't know abouit this
world until | looked in the old records. | thought my dad had wiped her tapes, but they werein the
database. | don't know if he missed these or somehow wanted meto find them one day.”

"I'd think your father would have been proud of her. Terra-forming—"

"Gabby ..." Jer looked at hiswife with a confused sadness. "They fought before | was born. He refused
to see her again— even changed our family name. Easy enough, since by then wewereliving on the
‘Mate and hauling freight to whatever station was being built. So | never met her or knew shewas dive
back then. Mom told me about her, after my dad passed away. Turned out Grandmawas about as big a
celebrity asthey come. Really famous. Mom didn't want me to find out from astranger.”

All her ingtincts said to let him stop there, that she redlly didn't want to know, but Gabby prodded: "Who
was she, J&r?'

"Susan Witts. My dad was born Raymond Alexander Witts-Pardell.”

"The Susan Witts ... 7" Gabby felt her face harden into fierce lines, but couldn't help that or the way her
voicerose. "Susan Witts infected the terraformed worlds with the Quill! All those people, hundreds of
thousands trapped on the stations— it's her fault we've no placeto go! It's her fault old Mother Earth
won't take any of us back. Do you know how many curse her name every night?"

"They can curse her al they want— she's hardly going to notice. Using her shuttleto give Titan anew
crater wasn't exactly an inconspicuous suicide, wasit?' He paused. " Susan Witts was never part of my
life, Gabby. | didn't see any reason to make her part of ours. Maybe I'd have told you, once we'd started
living on aworld shedd helped prepare for us. But then the Quill changed dl that. She couldn't have
known what they'd do, what would happen to dl of us, out here. It didn't matter— | couldn't tell you
whose grandson | was after that." His defense seemed oddly automatic, asif used to himsdlf so often he
no longer heard the words.

An abrupt shift by the baby under her ribs made Gabby swallow what she would have said. It gave her
timeto look at Jer, to see the new misery aging aface aready drawn with stress. A face she knew better
than her own by now. "Damn you, Jer," she said, but morekindly. "Thisisagreet timeto bring skeletons
out of ssowage. Anything else | should know before | give birth to your baby? A sister prone to mass
murder? Or maybe a great-uncle who believes the universeis carried on the back of ashdlfish?”

Jer leaned over to her, burrowing hisface past the collar of her coverdlsinto the warm softness of her
neck. His nose was cold. Muffled, he said, "Well bedl right, Gabridlle. | promise.”

Gabby rubbed his close-cropped hair fondly with one hand, her other stretched to the controlsto replay
theinformation on the world below them. All of a sudden, she needed dl the reassurance she could get,
unable to believe the work of the woman who had brought them to the brink of disaster could be their
sdvation now.

Parddll turned out to be pleasant enough, Terran-norm of course, with deep blue seas cut into thirds by
narrow, ribbonlike continents. If those continents|ooked a bit regular, well, everyone knew terraformers
had budgets, too. Only one continent showed significant amounts of green; these were patchy areas, as



though the terraformers hadn't bothered to finish their work, or asif they'd tried avariety of seedsand
only some had survived.

They'd not had time for more than a glance during approach before clouds obscured the view. Gabby
sat, slent, licking beads of sweat from her upper lip, She checked the shuttl€s fuel as surreptitioudy as
possible. Jer wouldn't be the first expectant father to have forgotten to top up the tanks. She didn't intend
to stay downworld any longer than it would take for the recordersto prove her baby's citizenship. Her
eyes glistened with anticipation and her thoughts focused inward again.

They landed without incident. Jer was a careful pilot under any circumstances, and now, with hisanxiety
for hiswife and unborn child, the craft touched the grass-coated ground with a master's gentleness. He
grabbed the equipment they'd packed weeks before, eyeing Gabby's pale, determined face with a
decidedly suspiciouslook. "Can you makeit?' he asked. "Do you want the grav belt?'

Gabby didn't think this deserved any of the air she was drawing in lightly through her nose, carefully
opposing the rhythm of her contractions. She stood and held Jer'sarm in an ironlike grip. He helped her
to the air lock, managing somehow not to bang her legs with any of the bags he carried. Not that she'd
notice.

Thear was warm, heady with the smdll of earth and life. Triumphant, Gabby alowed herself adeep
breath and doubled over in pain. Jer dropped everything, put his arm around her shouldersto keep her
from faling to her knees. A liquid warmth gushed between her legs, dmost immediately turning into achill
dampness. "Timing ... was never better, Jer ..." she managed to say past the smile the urgent pain couldn't
erase. At lagt, at last....

Jer wiped his hands dry, contented to his bones. His shoulders ached. Hiswrist throbbed, especidly
where Gabby's nails had broken through the skin. What strength she had! Everything had happened so
quickly. Hed have to watch this on the shuttle's vid recording when they were back on the ship.

The seed-heavy tips of the grass rustled together with every breeze, asif to remind them where they
were. He drew the fragrant air in through his nogtrils, trying to remember the last time held been to Earth
and if it had smdlled thiswonderful.

Welcome to your world, Jer thought to himsdlf as he sat beside Gabby, watching her deep. Thetiny life
curled between her breasts squirmed dowly, asif ddighted to find no obstructionsto the stretching of his
limbs. Jer stroked his son'sfist, then was amazed that such atight wrapping of fingers could uncurl so
quickly, like aflower opening. Hefdt love welling up from his heart, love such ashed never known
beforein dl hislife. Tears did unnoticed down his cheeks.

LOVE. Jer sobbed, his heart near to breaking with the emotion. Deep, warm, rich, the future, the past,
his eternity, Gabby's fulfillment— dl of this beat through him, against him. The baby's head teetered and
flopped. Jer saw his son's eyes, not quite focused, darkly blue. Another surge of love crushed him.
LOVE.

Gabby moaned in her deep. Her eyes flashed opened, stared at him, pits of terror. FEAR. Sharp, ice,
futility, ending— her armstightened convulsively over the baby. Somehow Jer managed to free himsalf
from the paralysis|ocking his muscles |ong enough to fling himsdlf over them both. The fear faded back.
Therewas time for Gabby to meet his eyes, for the knowledge in hersto bresk his heart. He drew in the
sweetness of her breath, the wet newness of the baby. Then LOVE came again, and crushed them
utterly.

The Quill were on Pardel| after all.

Chapter 1

Sammie's Tavern had been several meters of access corridor in the days before the Quill— before
Thromberg Station welded shut every second bulkhead to make more rooms throughout its Outward
Fivelevels, moving the crush of homedessinto space formerly intended for industria use and
warehousing. Across the hole gpproximating adoorway in onewall, its cut, jagged edges hammered into
asafer smoothness, Sammie's boasted afabric curtain to keep in the fragrance of stale beer and staler
patrons, atoken separation accomplishing very little at thistime of station-day, when odd-cycle work



crews were sumbling off-shift and even-cycle were staggering on. Still, visud barriers gave theilluson of
privacy, luxury in a place where there was amost none.

Thetavern, as aways, was packed so full it was difficult to seeif there were chairs and tables, let aone
find them. The press of flesh to flesh eased in only two places. One marked the narrow aide behind the
bar, necessary allowance so the bartenders could attempt to keep up with the demand with about as
much success as someone bailing an ocean with cupped hands. The other opening, lessimmediately
obvious but as well defined, was the room given one man, presently leaning againgt the counter likethe
res.

It was an unconscious distancing, a habit familiar enough to be unnoticed by al, including the dark-haired
man at its core. At first glance, he might have been any immie or stationer seeking amoment's oblivion.
His clothes were regular-issue tunic and pants, well-patched, with neater repair work than some and
cleaner than mogt. Unusud in this crowd, though not unique, he wore snug-fitting gloves. His spare frame
was dightly less than standard height, and lean to the point of dmost gaunt— but then again, so werethe
majority of hiscompanions. Few fattened or grew full height on sation-rations. The unremarkable man
douched comfortably over hisdrink, deep in conversation with the bartender. It was only the ingtinctive
way others avoided touching him, even when it required significant effort, that set him apart: a
nonmalicious avoidance, as though heformed anatura hazard, like the edge of acliff.

"Six dibs?' the man was asking, the words risng with disbelief, hishazd eyes squinted haf-closed as
though that was al he wanted to view of Sammiesthick girth, mismatched teeth, and amply-stained
gpron. "When d'you start importing Earth lager, Sammie? Four's pushing hard enough for the watery swill
you're pouring down our throats."

There were cheerful comments and nods of agreement from the men and women crushed
elbow-to-elbow aong the thin, tarnished metd bar, aswell as those leaning companionably on their
shoulders. The bartender shrugged irritably. "Prices up for ever'thin' Parddll. 1f'n you'd show up more
of'n, you'd be awvare—"

Pardd| flashed asudden grin, crinkling the skin around his eyeswhile stripping yearsfrom histhin
features. "If | showed up more often, Sammie, I'd be even more destitute than the miserable stationer
scumyou let in here—"

"Keep 't up, Pardell—" Sammie growled warningly. Stationers were not only outnumbered everywhere
on Thromberg by immigrants, or immies— the very people they'd been originaly been brought hereto
assst— there was no longer any obvious way to distinguish the two unless you accessed an individud's
regisiration data by retina scan. Or asked, which would likely earn you a bloodied nose.

The blending had been ddliberate, reconciliation and surviva in one. Thefirst, and deadliest, Ration Riot
had surged throughout the station two weeks after the partia collapse of the still-new hydroponics
system. As blame flew down every possible corridor on wings of fear, everyone's face grew pinched with
hunger; it only added fuel when stationers were accused of hoarding. The match was lit when rumor—
the only way newstraveled through the station— spread that only those immieswilling to be sterilized
and become stationers would continue to be fed. The uprisng was mercifully brief and contained to the
Outward Five levels. It was mercilesdy violent and consumed too many innocent lives.

In the anguished aftermath, enough truth was found behind both rumors that stationers throughout
Thromberg gathered in quiet, somber groups, unable to meet the eyes of passing immies, talking in
hushed tones about how the red enemies were the Quill and the blindness of Earth. Station indgnia
darted disgppearing: from atunic on this man, from the coats of dl the medsin the infirmary on night shift,
suddenly gone from every stationer working in Outward Five and e sewhere. Unorganized, unsanctioned,
and oddly healing— no one commented out loud, but the tensions between stationer and immigrant
dowly eased. Eventudly, only the original station records remained, kept to make sure everyone received
their fair share of work and food.

Good intentions aside, each knew the other— for better and worse— and the fina generation of immie
and gtationer kids grew up knowing precisely how to start each other'stempersflying.

"Aw, Aaron ... don't you try and pick afight again,” thisloudly insncere complaint came from Parddll's
right-hand neighbor, a stationer named Hugh Malley.



They'd been friends even before being orphaned by the third and most recent of the Ration Riots, nine
years erlier, afriendship presently belied by the bigger man's fierce scowl. Work in the recycling depot
hed laid its characteristic curve of muscle over aready massive shoulders and barrel chest, making
Malley's share of the bar surface necessarily greater than most. He took advantage of that space to
thump down one huge, scarred figt with sufficient emphasisto spill the frothy heads from most of the
containersfoolishly left Sitting in front of their owners. Grumbles about this waste were conspicuoudy
absent. "No fights," Mdley repeated. "We owe Sammie here dibs for the last ruckus. Y ou know | hate
cleaning up thisplace.

Pardell blinked innocently. "Y ou hate cleaning up anywhere," he replied, raisng hisown voiceto be
heard over the growing din as those behind began murmuring in anticipation. Sure enough, an ingtant later
the bar's bell sounded and, automatically, al of those presently leaning on the bar, including Malley and
Parddll, snatched up their drinks and straightened to let others squeeze by them. Sammie and his
coworkerswent into afrenzy, collecting dib chits from those moving out of immediate reach aswell as
from those newly arrived and impatient.

Malley settled his heavy forearms companionably on the shoulders of the two men now in hisformer
place, neither arguing beyond astrangled grunt. Parddll toasted the nervous-looking immiein front of him,
relieving any concern he might be drunk enough to try for the same service. The tavern settled back into
its comforting babble of voices and laughter as smoothly asif nothing had happened at dll.

Smooth, because it had to be, Parddl told himsdlf, helplesdy diding into one of those detached, intense
moments of thought that consumed him every so often, no matter what he was doing, or where hewas.
Heusudly tried to turn the feding from aloof to amused; he usudly failed, settling— as now— for amild
sense of didocation.

Whileit lasted, it was asif the tavern suddenly expanded dong each axis; the people crammed insde
faceless and strange, any movement dowed, every sound stilled. This bar, Pardell observed, with no
choice but to accept perception— was a monument to human adaptability. There was no doubt the
overcrowding on this and the other stations had produced its share of nightmares— he'd lived some—
but it had aso produced ways of coping. Queuing was alifestyle, manners an essentia skill. Therewasa
seething, reasonably efficient economy based on barter and turnabout. In fact, the entire station operated
that way, haf keeping the reverse daylight/night cycle from the rest, dlowing the available space and
equipment to be used around the clock. It had become the stuff of romance aswell as convenience, given
there was someone in every bed no matter thetime. It did make it awkward keeping track of anyone
on reverse hours—

"Rgoining usany time soon, Aaron?' Maley's rumble interrupted Pardd|'s thoughts, sartling him back to
anoaisy, companionable redity. The big man suggestively held up his own container, apiece of pipe of
generous depth, one end welded shuit. Intricate etchings covered its surface, extraordinarily fine work
considering the size of the hands responsible. But then Malley's appearance was the last thing to judge
him by, asmogt in their section knew. A ferociousintellect that absorbed anything and everything in
reach, off-shift Malley earned half again as many dibsteaching ashe did asalaborer. There hadn't been
asubject yet which he didn't know— or couldn't learn— well enough to keep ahead of his students.
Rumor had it, those joining Maley's work shift had to pass an exam. It was more accurate, Pardell
amiled to himsdlf as he congdered hisfriend fondly, to say only those willing to debate anything from
astrophysics to poetry while heaving scrap metal managed to keep sane.

Parddl| obediently raised his container, awhite plastic cup, to Maley's. In another place and time, it
would have been disposable. Here and now, despite its plain appearance, the cup was a prized
possession; its ship markings, Merry Mate |1, proof of aheritage few could claim and none could
replace. "1 wasjust thinking, my friend,” Pardell protested mildly after Spping his beer. "Therésno law
agang it

Malley wasn't letting it go, turning to look Pardell in the eyes. His own, dark brown benegth a broad
forehead and straight-line brows, were clouded. "Ther€s no law againgt butting in line, but the last person
we saw do it ended up in pieces. Messy, little pieces. Y ou know better than to make people nervous,
Aaron. Going al spacey in acrowded room is one of those nervous-making things. Okay?"



Nervous. Parddll looked down at his gloved hands, trying to think if there had been an ingtant of hislife
when he didn't have to listen to warnings, make the effort to blend with others. Suddenly, the boisterous
crowd, the heat and smells, the sounds— ever ything— became overwhemingly redl. Parddll inhaed
dowly and carefully through his nogtrils, fighting theirrationa urgeto gasp for air, recognizing thesigns
with helplessfrugtration and more than alittle disgppointment. He'd over stayed his tolerance. "Timel
headed home, anyway," he announced, pouring the rest of hisbeer into Malley's as nonchdantly as
possible. The reminder hadn't offended him; Malley was right. Odd behavior wasn't tolerated, not here,
where getting along meant being safely predictable and following the unspoken rules.

Those rules definitely included not pushing one's way in through the doorway so peopletrying to leave
were shoved back againgt others. Parddll and Madley turned a the commotion with everyone e sg, the
growl of outrage vibrating in awave from the door to the bar. The following, ominous hush let Sammi€e's
roar through clearly: "Enter onnaright, morons! Where're you raised, huh—7?"

Therest of what the usualy vocd Sammie might have said died away. "Maley! What's going on?"
Parddl hissed. Mdley, taler by ahead than most, was staring in the direction of the tavern entrance.
"Who—7?'

"Strangers,” Mdley said, astonishment clear in his hushed voice.

"How many beers have you had?' Parddl muttered, Straining to see for himsdlf. The station might be
burgting a the seams with humanity, but people kept to their own sections. Thromberg had sacrificed a
ggnificant amount of itsinterconnectivity through the emergency modifications to house the immigrant
popul ation trapped here, and, ungtated, Station Admin was nothing loath to keep itsinhabitantsin
isolated communities. Epecialy sincetheriots

No doubt Sammi€e'sregular clientele knew each other on sight, al too well. "Thought you knew
everybody," Pardell teased hisfriend.

"Shut up,” Maley said amost absently. "They're Uniforms. Earth Uniforms.”

"Earthers? On-gation. In Sammie's." Pardell wasn't sure which was more ludicrous: the ideaan Earth
ship could dock at the station without the news spreading trandight, or that such troops would smply
walk in herefirst. Outward Five was nowhere near the stem docking ring, by any messure. "In
Sammie's," he repeated numbly.

"Shheh. I' m trying to hear what's going on." Despite this, Malley gave alow growl! of hisown when
bodies suddenly pressed closer on dl sides, everyone facing the door with the quivering attention of a
crowd unsure whether to bolt or cheer. His strong arm made awall between Pardell and the nearest set
of shoulders. "Watch where you're going, Denery!"

Syd Denery's back rammed into Malley's elbow before the smaler immie could help himsdlf. He craned
his head around to face Pardell, an anxious look on hiswizened features. " Sorry, Aaron. Can't help it.
They're shoving us back to make room for the Earthers. Maybe you should head out before it gets
worse." With another contortion, Denery managed to twist minutely farther away, as he did so, informing
hisimmediate neighborsin an urgent, cheery whisper: "Hey, Aaron's back here, y'’know. Careful, you
loutd"

"I'madl right," Parddll said to theworld in generd, feding the familiar humiliating heat of an angry blush on
hisface.

"No," Mdley countered. "I don't likethis. Y ou should get out of here—"

Pardell sputtered: "How—7?" just as the unthinkable happened and amass of people fdl backward
toward him as though knocked flying in some game. Amid the cursing and apologies, hefdt contact on all
Sdes.

Confusion. Anger. FEAR!

... Time stopped. All Parddll could hear was his own heart, hammering like some frantic bird caged within
hisribs. There must have been dozens of people touching him, connecting with him, bombarding him with
their emotions until he knew he couldn't stand another feding ...

PTY.

... It drowned him even as his body was wrenched free. Suddenly, al of the connections were broken at
once as Parddl| felt himsdlf launched through the air. He had an instant to be amazed at the pile of



struggling, intertwined bodies beneath him before Malley's toss landed him on the floor behind the bar.
Anything broken? Parddl asked himself cautioudy, unwilling to move and find out. He remained curled
where held dropped, ignoring the spilled liquid and crumpled containers under shoulders and hip,
working on controlling the natural impulses of his somach and waiting for his heart to resume something
closer to anorma besat. Breathing took afair amount of concentration.

"Y ou okay, Aaron?' Sammie leaned over him, warily distant. "Malley's go'n nuts out there.”

Parddll jerked his head in what he hoped looked like anod and not the prelude to convulsion. Hed had
plenty of those asachild, learning to cope with his reaction to the inadvertent touch of others.
Adolescence had been worse, far worse; adulthood had moderated his body's confusion to atendency
to vomit and ablinding headache. Like the one presently building behind his temples. He swallowed
carefully, feding his somach subside, at lees.

Hisfriends would be upset to have done thisto him. They'd grown up together; very likely, he wouldn't
have survived the process without their help in kegping asafe distance. Mutua gain, Snce anyone
touching him recelved alow-leve shock, like agtatic discharge, but that had never diminished their sense
of responghility for him. Always the weakest. "Look out for Pardell." If hed heard it once....

Parddll felt his hands clenching into fists. "I'll befine, Sammie," he ground out, easing to hisfeet. He
glanced down at the mess on the floor. "L et me know the dibs on this—"

"Not your fault,” Sammie mumbled surprisngly. " Get that lump of aMadley outta here fore he tosses
someone bigger in my face”

Parddll didn't bother nodding, although his headache had tarted to fade. He was more intent on the
scene on the other sde. Thingswere, to put it mildly, rather interesting.

Likethe parting of aflood, the tavern patrons had somehow been dammed up on either side, many
jumping on tablesto gain a better view aswell as breathing space. It didn't gppear as though any had
left. Novelty was asrare as privacy, Pardd| thought, asintrigued asthe rest. The curtain hung limply
across the door, unmoving for perhapsthefirst time in a decade. There was an unprecedented amount of
filthy floor showing in front of the bar, aglimpse Pardd| could have done without, having recently been
pressed toit.

In the now-becalmed center stood the mannerless fourteen who'd caused such an uproar. Earthers for
sure, Parddll thought with wonder, dmost forgetting his sore head and battered body parts. Hed never
seen one before, but there was no mistaking ether the flawless uniforms or the well-fed faces. Seven men
and seven women, lined up in two tidy rows, smilar to the point of caricature. Someone, he decided,
liked jutting jaws, black hair, and high cheekbones. Thetroops, for they were patently military of
some kind, looked jittery, standing at avery uneasy attention with their eyesrolling asif attempting to
track everyone in the room at once. Pardell wasn't sure if thiswas because they were dismayed by the
closeness of the crowd or by being wegponless. Had they tried boarding Thromberg with weapons,
he reminded himsdf, they wouldn't have made it this far. Stationers and immies might not dways get
along, but neither tolerated Earther arrogance— not when Earth'sidea of helping the desperate meant the
occasiona supply ship and suggestions of patience.

Malley was standing closer to the bar than mogt, gtill part of the crowd. Although his jacket had split
open dong itsright shoulder mend again, there was no Ssign Sammie's fear of more flying bodieswas
about to cometrue. Parddl caught Maley's meaningful look hisway and shrugged dightly in reassurance.
Hewas bent, but nothing worse, thanks to hisfriend's quick thinking. Severd others, thelessdrunk,
mouthed "sorry™ a him or otherwise looked embarrassed.

Then the curtain opened to alow someone elsein and every loca face assumed the same expression, as
though ariper odor than usua had permeated the room. Sammie rubbed his hands margindly cleaner on
his stained apron before coming around to the other side of his bar, amove that raised more than afew
eyebrows. It settled several outstanding bets on what Sammie wore on his feet, Pardell chuckled to
himsdlf, watching afew of the gamblersin question glumly examining the splayed toesin their quite
serviceable, if homemade, thongs. "What's the meaning of this, Forester?' Sammie demanded without a
trace of his customary lowerdeck accent, inspiring the collection of other wagers. "I expect compensation
for thisinterference with my trade and customers—"



Sector Administrator Garfield Forester. No need for the name— everyone in Outward Five would
recogni ze the receding double chin and mottled skin, those odd washed-pae eyes under shaggy brows.
The man used every possible opportunity to stick hisface in front of them on the vid screen and complain
about something or other; let done his popularity as a subject on washroom walls.

Why was he here? Pardell wondered. Everyone knew Forester as astraightforward bastard: efficient
and ruthless, but not inclined to visit thosein his care. HEd gone from running the station's main cargo
baysto being in charge of ten thousand homeless. Needless to say, the change hadn't been appreciated
by ether sde.

Odd to see Forester without his usud trio of security from Inward Four, though Pardell was sure the man
had been delighted to exchange his scruffy escort for the spit-and-polish Earthers. After dl, station
security was distinguishable from their fellow stationers only by the crossed belts they wore on duty, the
belts holding vital equipment such as comm equipment, aforce rod or two, and, most importantly, aday's
rationsin case duty meant missing their scheduled turninline a the dispensers. Until those had been
added, escorts had tended to be unreliable around the supper hour.

Outward Five supplied security personnel for Inward Four, and so forth up the length of the station— a
policy that reduced the risk of having to hit amember of your own family over the head when maintaining
order. Of course, on Thromberg, the definition of order had evolved to suit the times. Station Admin
used to have volumes of picky little rules and regulations, with keen-eyed officers watching for crime and
mischief. Now, what mattered was containing trouble to one location, whether it was amafunctioning air
vent or the start of ariot. Thromberg's surviving security was very good at spotting trouble and locking it
down until trouble died away or killed itsdlf.

Anything e sewas handled locally. Each section had become like asmall town, with those who assumed
responsibility and those who happily avoided it. Both types understood that stability depended on the
whole more than any individual. Station Admin ignored the tendency of persistent troublemakersto
smply disappear. And, usudly, Station Admin could be ignored— except when they conducted sweeps.
Those annoying searches were ostensibly to look for hoarders, but everyone knew they wereredly
hunting station equipment that had been "relocated.” Kept people on their toes.

So why was Forester down here, with Earthers? It wasn't routine.

Pardell's own eyes narrowed thoughtfully as he took an easy, dow step back. Tanya, Sammi€e's oldest
granddaughter and seniormost of his bar staff, mirrored his movement, dipping forward with convincing
casuanessto scrub at aring marring the bar's metal surface that likely predated her birth, in the process
amost completely blocking him from view. He could just see Sammie's back each time she leaned
forward.

Not that Station Admin knew any reason to single him out, Parddl assured himsdlf, but it was dways
safer to avoid notice. He wasn't the only one quietly fading into the background. Sammie's was ahaven
for many unwel come e sewhere.

"Well be out of your way in amoment, Mr. Leland,”" promised Forester, hisredl voice athready echo of
those rich tones heard daily on the interstation comms— if any il paid attention to those
announcements. Parddll couldn't recall the last time held listened. "We're looking for anon-reg'd
individual named Parddll.”

Pardd| closed his eyes briefly, wishing hed placed his own bet. What were the odds? While he couldn't
for the life of him imagine why Forester came after him with Earth troops, there were some— minor—
infractions he could imagine might be of interest to Station Admin. Not that most in the room couldn't
say the same. Creative housekeeping had become an honored skill on Thromberg.

"Non-registered? By your people?' Sammie repested, putting adistinctly ironic twist to the words. "How
could that possibly be, Administrator Forester?”

By the sound, Forester had gritted histeeth. "Non-reg asin not a stationer or immigrant. Y ou know the
type | mean. Thekind of refuse that kegps you in business”

"I'll take your dur under advisement for litigation, Adminigtrator.” Sammie stepped forward, his stained
gopron jutting ahead of him, thick, capable hands curling dmost into fists. "What do you— or these
Earthers— want with this Pardel?"



Forester didn't retreat, but his erect stance devel oped something of abackward tilt. " That's none of your
concern, isit? Asyou've noticed, our guests have come quite a distance— |et's not keep them waiting
whileyou and | debate." Forester coughed, as though the well-shared air of the tavern was not to his
taste, or it could have been his proximity to Sammie. "1 want Aaron Luis Pardell. Now. | understand he
frequentsthislevel— has acquaintances here ..." Hisvoicetrailed avay suggestively. Then, loudly:
"Anyone know this man? Step forward if you do.”

Even Forester had to sense the rising tension in the room. Give one of their own to Admin? Pardell
asked himsdlf. Barely likely— and thered have to be areward or a serious grudge involved.

Give oneto Earthers?

Theréd be blood first, even from those who might otherwise consider Parddl himsdlf awaste of air.
"Asusud, your informants have lied to you, Administrator,” Sammie said with some of that tension edging
hisvoice. "Look elsewhere.

"Hey!" came avoice from the crowd. "Not so fast. | know the guy you're after— tall, heavyset fellow?
Parddll. Yeah, | know him. Hangs around the ration line alot, looking for handouts.”

In a falsetto, yet. Parddll bit hislip to contain agrin. Trust Denery. Hed owe the man mgjor dibsfor this
one. There were afew equaly unhelpful descriptions shouted out at random. Given the level of acohol
consumed in the room earlier, he was surprised no one burst out laughing.

Though Forester won't believe a word of it, hewarned himsdlf, losng that impulse himself, but he
won't risk looking a fool in front of the Earthers either. Pardell wished he dared |ean farther to one
sSdeor that Tanyas grandfather had thought to polish the metal sheathing behind the bar to make some
sort of mirror.

Fourteen pairs of fresh-from-a-box mag boots clanged in unison as the Earthers acknowledged a new
arrivd. Parddl's curiosity got the best of him and he sidled as close as he dared to Tanyato catch a
better ook past her ample shoulder.

Forester wastall for agtationer, closer to Malley's height than Parddll's, but without his mass; the
matched set of Earthersweretdl and lanky aswell. The figure now holding the curtain to one side, as
though uncertain of welcome or judtifiably offended by the atmosphere in Sammi€'s, was dwarfed by
comparison.

It didn't matter.

She, or he, wore afloor-sweeping, metallic green cloak, complete with hood and goggled respirator. It
resembled the gear used by the meds and their assistants during outbreaks of infectious disease, but
meade of layers of such fine, gauzdike materid it could have been mistaken for some flight of fashion. One
gloved hand kept the heavy, well-patched curtain open; the other held anotepad, curled protectively
within the crook of an arm. Thefigure took a step into the room, letting the curtain fal, then fumbled
abruptly at the respirator, findly pulling it down under her chin with an impatient yank.

For the face was female. Pardell released the breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.

Not a pretty face, he decided. Not one to easily forget either. It might have been the combination of
impatience and disgpprova drawing her lipsinto athin line— or the glitter of absolute determinationin
those bright blue eyes. Her cheeks were indented with the reddish pinch marks left by an ill-adjusted
respirator. Rather painful-looking marks at that. Not a happy |ady.

They were her troops, dl right, having frozen into arigid attentiveness the moment she'd opened the
curtain. Two more had followed her in, essentidly filling the cleared part of the room. Forester was
practicaly groveling. Parddl noticed everyone e se, including Malley, seemed suddenly more entertained
than wary, asthough the arrival of this mystery woman was part of afree vidshow. Maybe, he thought
with disgugt, they expected her to take off the cloak next and dance on the bar.

What she did do was take one more step to confront Forester. Given her expression and obvious
discomfort, the controlled, pleasant tone of her voice surprised Pardell almost as much as her clipped
accent— unfamiliar to an ear used to station drawls. "'Isthere a problem, Administrator?'

"I'm not getting the cooperation | expected, Professor Smith.”

Hard to imagine a less exotic name, which strangely added to the mystique. Pardd| found himsalf
leaning forward expectantly with the rest, till keeping behind Tanya Malley sent him awarning scowl.



Professor Smith arched one dim, dark eyebrow, then looked away from Forester to survey the room.
"I'm not surprised. What did you do?' she asked camly. "Threaten to close the place? | wouldn't
cooperate either.”

Sammie amost smiled, then apparently remembered it wasn't an expression that sat well on his square
face and compromised with anod. "Completely unnecessary, Madame," he said briskly. "Thisisa
peaceful— inn. The Administrator here, he comesin and disrupts my business. My patronsand | have
been subjected to indignities." He degpened hisvoice for emphasis. "And there's been adistinct 1oss of
dibs. | cantell you that without checking my tills"

Her other eyebrow rose. " 'Dibs? "

Pardell was amused by the contortions of Forester's face as the tationer heroically managed to keep his
mouth shut while Sammie went on to explain, at some length and with considerable gusto, the barter
system dlowing patrons to make their purchases based on recorded work exchanges. The crowd,
growing bored and likely thirsty, became involved by way of throwing out examples, many of them totally
incomprehensible and a couple profandly hopeful. The Earther woman appeared fascinated. "But we
don't call them in— the work, that is— very often anymore, Madame,” Sammiefinished. "It's coin of the
redlm these days."

"l see. Mr. Leland—"

"Cdl me Sammie. Pleas="

Pardell was sure he spotted the ghost of adimple at the comer of her mouith; it could have been the poor
lighting. "Thank you. Sammie. | believe there may have been amisunderstanding. I'm here to offer Mr.
Parddl ajob— ajob for which I would pay him in other than 'dibs," as you've ably explained them. |
assure you | mean him no harm and that it has nothing to do with Administrator Forester or any other
gtation personnd. So," Smith raised her voice, dthough she had everyone's rapt atention, turning ina
dow circle to address the entire crowd. Her gaze passed over the bar asif it wasn't there. Pardell fought
the urge to duck. "Please relay this message to Mr. Parddll for me: if he'sinterested, he should cometo
the docking ring, and introduce himself to any member of my crew. Therésaonce-in-alifetime
opportunity waiting for him. In the meantime,” this as she faced Sammie again, "my sincere gpologiesfor
disturbing you and for any losses you've incurred.” Forester began to sputter. The professor bent down
and picked up the broken remains of acup to wave under his nose. She silenced him completely by
adding: "Send the hill for the next three rounds to the ERC Deep Space Vessel Seeker.”

Professor Smith swept up her Earther troops, Administrator Forester, and her cloak, heading to the
curtained door with a suddenness that suggested she either knew very well to get out of the way of the
imminent stampede to the bar— or sheld accomplished what she wanted here and was in ahurry to do
the same elsewhere.

Or both, Pardell thought uneasily, distracted asthe bar's bell rang automatically, its message to patrons
lost in happy confusion.

Chapter 2

The cup had been washed so many times, the letters walking around its base were faded and broken.
Clear enough. Gail'sfinger followed the"Merry Mate |1 pensively, avoiding the razor-sharp edge
where the cup had shattered, aware the three men in front of her traded puzzled looks.

They don't appreciate the irony of it, she reminded herself, forcing down triumph and impatience with
the ease of tedious practice. To befair, they didn't have the information to do so; she had no intention of
providing it. She raised her eyes when she was ready and not an ingtant before.

"Have you briefed the guards you've posted on the dock?' she asked.

Commander Danid R. Grant of the Sol System First Defense Unit 518— presently assigned to the
Seeker — pressed hislipstogether in utter disgpprova, an dl-too familiar expresson. Unlikely to
change any time soon, she thought. The twenty-four FD troops and their |eader disapproved of many
things she required of them. "Asyou ordered, Dr. Smith," Grant said in atone so neutrd it grated. "They
aretowait for Parddl| to arrive, then immediately bring him on board to you."

At this, the man beside the commander, Captain Tomoki Tobo, gave another theetricaly-dismayed sigh.



For once, he seemed to have found common ground with his military counterpart. Neither of them
approved of bringing a Sationer— any stationer— on the Seeker. Their nove dliance had nothing to do
with her and everything to do with the thousands of angry would-be immigrants on the other sde of the
ar lock.

She didn't, Gail thought with sudden revulson, need to be reminded. Asif anyone from Earth could
forget what had happened in those first months after the Quill: the swarming and overloading of
unguarded ships, the pathetic broadcasts for help till traveling through the space that had swallowed their
senderswhole, theriots and near anarchy.

Asif any from a station could forget— or forgive— Earth's panicked response to the desperate flood of
returning immigrants, brought on by terror that they carried the Quill and would contaminate humanity's
center. The Patrol had been ordered to turn back any station-origin ship trying to enter Sol System, to
fire on and destroy those who refused to believe they couldn't go home. To defend against their own.
Sationerstry to take an Earth ship to Sol today? Only if they had a death wish , Gail decided. And
any of that particular bent would have readily found their desire satisfied long before the Seeker
docked.

On the surface, twenty years later, things were more civilized. There was an assumption of some
responsihility for the stranded immigrants by Earth, motivated by guilt aswell as sdf-interest, the latter an
awareness that casting aside the stations entirely could come back to haunt the home system. Not that the
dtations looked to Earth any longer for help or hope of afuture. Like Thromberg, twelve of the
thirty-three original stations had been stable for a decade or more. Some were close to sustaining
themsdlves, if not of growth.

The others? Wdll, no one spoke of those.

Gal looked from Grant to Tobo, finding it ironic that the survival of humanity under such desperate
conditions had become a source of fear; sufficient at least to bind these two together against her for the
firgtime

Until now, the two officers had maintained arelationship comprised of equa parts disdain and respect:
Tobo's disdain and Grant's respect. Tobo— short to Grant's regulation height, chubby to Grant's
regulation fitness, and of pure Kanshu lineage to Grant's peculiar blend of who knew how many
ethnicities comprised the military'sided soldier these days— spent much of histimeinventing waysto
demondtrate how little the troops understood about life on a starship. Grant, Gail had noticed, appeared
torn between his awareness that, onboard the Seeker, Tobo was a superior officer, and an obsessive
need to prove he and his people could handle anything. The Seeker'sjourney from Sol System had been
punctuated by the results— inconvenient at best and often messy. Gail had managed to convince Grant
that Tobo'sideaof randomly shutting down lowerdecks gravity in the middle of shipnight wasn't essentia
to histroops training for space. Convincing the vastly entertained Tobo, whom she suspected of hiding a
vidin the troops quarters, had taken afair amount of outright yelling.

Her inner smile faded asthe third man spoke, his voice high-pitched and scornful. "At the risk of
repesting mysdlf, thisisridiculous. With that plan, you'll end up with ahundred 'Pardells in your lap by
shipnight." Manuel Reinsez, like Galil, sat at his ease while Grant and Tobo stood amogt at attention. The
semi-retired Chilean xenopathol ogist was old even by the standards of Earth, which granted the risky
rejuv treatments sparingly, based on an arcane formula combining health factors and projected
contributionsto society. Gail suspected Reinsez had had more than one, or had qualified unfortunately
latein lifefor hisfirst. The man'sface wasn't merely wrinkled— his sdlow skin was so limp it draped free
from brow, cheek, and jawbones. When hefelt in the mood— or had had too much sherry— Reinsez
would pull theloose skin of hisjowls back to hide hisears, pursing hislipsto imitate afish. A dead fish.
A shark, more like it, Gail reminded hersdlf, careful not to show any response beyond polite atention.
She could handle Grant's anxious efficiency. The man was patently a superb officer, smply out of his
depth in their current Situation. The stats and vids of the station he had to rely on for information were so
dated as to be laughable and Tobo's campaign hadn't exactly boosted Grant's self-confidence.

Sheld probably been wrong to turn ablind eye to Tobo's peculiar sense of humor, but he was the closest
thing to afriend and confidant she'd had on thistrip; a closeness which didn't mean he knew everything



about what she was doing here.

Professor Reinsez thought he did. His presence was Titan Univerdty'slatest grip on her project and its
tightest. Without Reinsez on the Seeker, they'd still be in synchronous orbit over the campus, battling
endless red tape and obstructions, her aready minima funding sucked dry by bribesto faceless
individuals and shape ess organizations to keep fud in the ship'sbdly, let aone gain support to move her
project up thewaiting list.

Dibs, Gail thought wryly. The stationers had no idea how much cleaner that concept sounded.

"I'm well aware we may have to screen amultitude of impostors, Dr. Reinsez,” she said out loud. "But
unlessyou have a better suggestion ... 7"

Reinsez waved both handsin denid, douching more comfortably into hischair. "Not I, Dr. Smith. Not I.
Thisisyour show. I'm aong for the entertainment value.”

"And to report our findingsto Titan's Directors," Gail added gently, areminder intended for Grant's ears.
It never hurt to keep the cards in view, shethought. Theirs, if not hers.

"But of course, Dr. Smith," Reinsez agreed, eyes glistening within their deeply creased lids. "That goes
without saying."

"Then were done here." Gall put the cup shard on top of the pile of studies she planned to read later this
shipnight, after pulling free the topmost, withdrawing her attention from the othersin the certain
expectation they each had their own tasks to pursue and knew better than to waste her time.

Sure enough, Tobo and Reinsez left without another word, but Grant closed the door behind them,
turning back to stand in front of her again. Gail glanced up, lifting one brow interrogetively. "What isit,
Commander?'

"Have you heard from Thromberg about the remotes, Dr. Smith?"

Gail leaned back in her chair, atactic she'd devel oped to avoid craning her head at abad anglein order
to look attentively at anyone whose own head endangered doorways. Maybe, Gail hoped, he'd think
shewasrelaxing. Not for thefirgt time, Gail pondered the rumors about cloning in the military— Grant's
deeply chisded features, long-limbed form, and stiff bearing resembled histroops so closdy they might
have been younger versions of the man before her now— then dismissed them. It was smply that the
military had long ago adopted apolicy of physicaly coordinating its unitsto produce the desired look for
aspecific palitical event, like a matched team of horsesto draw a ceremonid coach. These days, Earth
had little other need for her soldiers: police forces dedlt with on-planet issues, and Sol System had its
patrol to handle off-planet ones. Mot citizens only knew there was till a planetary military during
parades or state funerals.

A few, such as hersdlf, bothered to notice Earth's military continued to zealoudy train its men and women
for anew role: to protect humanity against what might be out there. First Defense.

A mandate they'd failed with the faceless Quill, dying or retresting to safety with everyone else. Now, for
some unknown reason, Earth's military might, represented here and now by these twenty-five
cookie-cutter soldiers, guarded her. Gail tried not to scowl. A little overzealoudly, too, considering
humanity remained quite alone in the intelligent life department.

"I haven't heard, Commander,” shetold him. "If you ill fed it's necessary to deploy your satellites
outside the station, | can press the issue with Administrator Forester. But | don't hold out much chance of
success. They're— prickly— about survelllance here.”

Vids, familiar from every street corner and halway on Earth and her system companions, were
congpicuous by their absence on Thromberg. They'd al noticed it and, when sheld asked, Forester had
amogt refused to help them further, spouting what amounted to arant about the right to privacy. The
Earthers, hersdlf included, settled for feding mystified and, in Grant's case, more vulnerable. The remotes
he was S0 passionatdly set on using were his answer— independent bundles of cameras and other
devices which could be set to watch the station from adistance, giving them advance warning of ship
movements.

"Y es, completely essentid,” the commander inssted. "Y ou know | objected strenuoudy to docking the
Seeker inthefirg place. Y ou could have sent us on ashuttle, stayed in safety— and kept our only
wespon free."



"They wouldn't have let a shuttle dock under those circumstances,” Gail reminded him. Y ou know that.
And asfor keeping me safe ... 7' sheleft the sentence hanging between them like a chalenge, daring him
to pick it up. Sheld made it clear from the moment the military approached with its offer of protection that
she'd accept it for her work, not her person. Less publicly, but just as adamantly, Gail had ingsted
Grant's unit be under her direct authority, not Reinsez's. They'd surprised her by complying. Anything to
get the troops a little practice, shetold hersdf, not for thefirst time.

Perhaps Grant fdlt the same way. "Understood, Dr. Smith," he said, lips twitching as though about to
gmile. It was the closest to an outright expression she'd caught on hisface. "But perhaps| can suggest a
compromise. Let me send out one probe—" before she could utter her immediate objection, heraised a
hand to ask her slence, continuing quickly "— if they object, we can say it was amaintenance 'bot out to
check the ship that went astray. It would make one spird orbit of the main station cylinder, sending usthe
image, then drift off into space.”

"And if they haul it in?| need their cooperation, Commander. | can't afford to dienate these people in any
way."

"If they haul it in, it will be an ordinary 'bat, like the onestheir own facilitieswould use. The trangmitter'sa
bit more powerful, that's al, but they'd need an expert in current Earth tech to know." Grant paused asif
for emphasis. "1 think we're pretty safein that regard, since Earth doesn't et her experts migrate
outsystem."

Gall sat forward, chin on the hedl of one hand, and studied Grant's face more closdly than she ever had
before. He bore her scrutiny solemnly, his wide-set, brown eyes aimost pleading. Therewas a pulse
vigblein one temple, besting strongly benesath the faint whiteness of a puckered, oddly circular scar.
Otherwise, his smooth, olive-toned skin was unmarked, and unrevealing. "If they haul itin," shesaid at
last, "and have any complaints about it whatsoever, I'd have to claim no knowledge or approva of your
actions. For whatever that might count with them—" Gail began to shake her head. "1t'stoo risky,
Commander. What are you expecting to find out there to make it worthwhile?"

Commander Grant reached out and lifted the cup shard from its place on her pile of studies. A thrill of
aam fingered Gail's spine as he turned the shard in hishands, but al he said was. "Y oure ascientist, Dr.
Smith; I'm asoldier. Our jobsaren't all that different, you know. Like you, to do mine | need to observe
what's around me. Right now, that's a station without externd or interna vid feed for my peopleto tap;
it'sapopulation that, if not actively hogtile, isas close as|'d ever want to cometoit; and it'san
environment we can't hope to explore in person. We're no use to you— to your project— if we can't see
what's out there. Let me do this. For al our sakes."

Gall tried not to look relieved as Grant put down the cup shard, then she dowly nodded, just once. "We
didn't have this conversation, Commander,” she advised him coally. "And | didn't ask you to work with
Captain Tobo to have amaintenance 'bot do aroutine check on the Seeker while werein dock. Arewe
clear?'

Gods, an actual smile, Gall told hersdlf, though the expression strangely increased Grant's resemblance
to ahunting cat rather than diminished it. A definite smile accompanied by asnappier-than-usud saute. "l
didn't hear athing, Dr. Smith," he assured her. " And thank you." He rushed out, obvioudy eager to be at
hisspying.

Gall picked up the cup shard and idly followed itslettering with her finger.

No need for Grant to know she was every hit as eager as he was to see what else might be docked to
Thromberg Station.

No need at all.

Chapter 3

It wasn't fair! Pardell rammed hisfoot into its boot. Despite an anger sending spots before his eyes and
shortening his breath, he took care nothing was folded or pinched in the process. Next, he tightened the
strapsthat kept the overly-large mags attached to the soles; unlike the Earthers new gear, hiswas
cobbled together from a sequence of other space suits, and the mags to hold him safely to the station's
outer plates were cut from ones originally three sizestoo big. From Aaron Raner's suit.



He may have grown since, but he'd never fill them.

Thinking about the dead was unlucky, especidly here, where so many of the dead had been stored for
identification. The only place inside cold enough. Pardell could see his bresth when it passed through
the thin cone of light from hiswrist lamp.

Thromberg itself had bled that day, ripped along afragile seam during the frantic exodus of too many
people, in too few ships. There had been repairs and reclamation effortsin the years since, but nonein
this section of the aft docking ring, not yet anyway. Here remained only freezing air, darkness, and those
ruined, twisted structures no one was desperate enough to salvage. Y et.

Parddl closed his eyes and let the emptiness seep into his bones, resting his head againgt the frigid, damp
wall until the part of hisscdp in contact grew numb and ached with cold. Theisolation soothed him; a
shame he couldn't savor it long. Others used this passageway, aways hurrying, usudly in pairs or groups.
Pardd| didn't need to remember Maley'swarningsto know: blend into the mass, stay inconspicuous.
Hefinished suiting up, maybe slow by Earther standards, hetold himsdlf, but one of them would
never get this suit to hold air. One by one, Pardell snapped an assortment of small bagsto their rings,
having retrieved them from their hiding places. He tested each with a sharp tug. A loose fastener had cost
him an irreplaceable set of readers once, the bag floating out of reach to join the other such orphans
forming atenuous band in the vicinity of Thromberg Station. Station Admin routinely sent out bargesto
sweep clear the approach lanes to the stern ring. No one bothered back here.

Check done, Pardell switched off hislight, listening to his own breathing, fedling the soft press of thefrigid
darkness on hislips and eyelids. He tapped his helmet gently againg hisright leg, a child's habit, counting
out the seconds ... five ... fifteen ... one hundred and one ... ill no lights, no other sounds. Hewas
alone. The habit answered to caution aswell as courtesy: caution, in case he wasthis even-cycle day's
target for menaces ranging from the authorities sending down an engineer to acrazy after a'tagtic fix;
courtesy, because manualy cycling the 'lock was hard enough for one, so most of the older 'Siders
needed someone with stronger armsto help them through. If you saw or heard them struggling to catch
up, you waited.

Anger rushed back, making Parddll's hands fumble at the helmet fastener, anger at the Eartherswhose
elderly didn't suit up in the dark, but, even more, anger at one Earther in particular: the woman who had
waked into Sammi€'s and stolen his peace.

Pardell cued on the hemet's reddish interior illumination with hischinin order to see the gaugeslined up
below hisjaw; al that remained of the suit's fancy remote display pads were sedled-over stitch markson
each wrist. Only low-maintenance gear had endured decades of use— that, or what new devices clever,
desperate hands could cobble together. He made himself continue the checks, fighting the emotional
overload. Malley'd talked some sense, he had to admit it now, if he couldn't to Mdley's face— not right
away, at least. No onewould give him up; he had the choice of tailing it and keeping out of sight until the
Earther ship l€ft, or of attempting that long, impossible walk to the docks.

Smith hadn't realized what she'd asked of him, or if she had, she played some game he was safer clear
of— Malley had the truth of that aswell. How'd she think a'sider could make it to the stern docking
ring— the living, breathing heaven to the hell he crouched in now? Was she Earther-blind to the
difference when she'd been escorted down to Sammi€e's? Surely she'd noticed how the press of peoplein
the corridorsincreased with every level. Hadn't she seen for herself the change to a population whose
reflex was to crouch to one sde to dlow others through, and whose eyes never met in morethan a
courteous dide past, granting one another the only room they could?

Not the Earther, Pardell thought bitterly. Not with her troops and her Station puppet to clear the way
down.

And without that kind of escort, no way up. No way for him to cross the checkpoints without being
counted and discovered. No hidden shortcuts or byways that hadn't been found and welded shut by
now. Station Admin tolerated hiskind only aslong asthey stayed invisble,

Hedidn't have the air to waste debating the extent of Smith's craziness with himsdlf, Pardell judged,
tipping hishead to view the display within hishemet. Turning hiswrigt light back on, he followed itsthin
wispy beam, playing it over iced black walls until it reflected from faded lettering. Air lock S17. Parddll



gavetheinner door agentle pull to test for vacuum. When it shifted grudgingly in his hands, he swung it
wide with apracticed heave. There had been an entire series of ‘locksin this section, a set for each
docked ship: passenger hookups, emerg 'locks, service gates, the huge cargo passages. Since the
destruction, they were al supposedly inoperable, either damaged so they couldn't open— as children,
Parddll and hisfriends used to scare one another with made-up stories about ghosts, trapped insde— or
sedled when the ring was abandoned, to protect station integrity.

Air lock S17 showed traces of its sedl: shiny, congedled lumps the cutting torch had failed to melt free
clung to the doorframe here and there, looking like some blighted growth on the metal. 1t was, naturally
enough, acapita crimeto be caught breaking a station engineer's sedl. Naturally enough, no one
bothered to check down here aslong asthe ring stayed airtight and powered down. S17 had been an
emerg 'lock; as such, it was barely large enough to hold three in suits. Cramped quarters, but with a
bonus: emerg 'locks had dua systems designed to keep them functiona in power failures.

Or in afailureto provide power, Parddl grumbled to himsdf, stepping over the sill and reaching back
for the inner door. From this side, the door's scars and blisters were ample evidence entry had been
forced from outside the station, not in. Before his time. The mechanism hadn't been harmed, and he
braced both feet against the sl to use his body's mass to haul the door shut. The oversized mags didn't
help. It took threetriesthistime, and Parddll felt himsalf heating up, a maddening bead of moisture
winding itsdow path down the Sde of hisface. The suit's faltering conditioning system had the contrary
habit of alowing histoes to approach frostbite when he needed warmth, then, without warning, kicking in
to hoard every iota of hisbody heat so swest floated around in his helmet, beads stinging when they
collided with hiseyes.

He dogged closed the inner door and wasted no more time, diding the pand over the Sation air vent,
then cranking the hydraulic-asssted hand pump to evacuate the chamber until the sensorswould dlow
the outer door to be opened manually. It took fifty-three full pumps.

Parddll shone hislight over the outer door. It glinted from amisshapen ring of sted clipped to achain, in
turn spot-wel ded to the doorframe. The assembly was crude, but strong. A smilar one hung outside, in
vacuum.

He dipped his gloved hand insgde the ring, drawing it close to hisside. Jase Cohn claimed the ring was
from the neck sed of a'suit worn by astationer who'd tried to keep out hisfamily. It wasn't theright Sze
or shape, but the notion pleased some. Ring in hand, Parddll leaned his helmet against the outer door and
listened. Nothing. He brought the stedl ring up and thumped it, five times, in a specific rhythm. The
vibration reverberated through his hemet, like some muted bell. He listened again. Nothing.

Habit again, Parddll thought, but he wouldn't volunteer to be the first to break this one. Not so long ago,
there'd been an armed guard leaning outside at dl times, ready to dice the suit of anyone exiting the air
lock without the code. Or the code would be answered by another, perhaps awarning to be
weapons-ready, or demanding information. There hadn't been aguard since Rashid had died at the pogt,
victim of either old age or atoo-old suit— or both. It didn't mean, Pardell reminded himsdlf, there
might not be one this time. 1t would only take a change in the Situation to restore the salf-preserving
ingincts of the'sders. A change like Earthers on-gtation, naming names.

Safe for the moment from defenders and their ghosts, Pardell stepped out of air lock S17 and into a
scene of brilliant confusion, squinting at meta fired by the noonday sun.

The builders of Thromberg Station had perhaps fancied it aplanet, setting it in close enough orbit to a
white dwarf to make daytime on the station's surface a contrast between blinding glare and utterly black
shadow, itslight arich feast a any hour for the mammoth collectorsisolated from the station's spin. The
sky was starkly black aswell, except sunward, where the station's orbit paraleled a sparkling belt of
ice-rich cometary debris, raw materid for itsindustry and the sole reason life lingered in Thromberg's
giant belly.

The station had been built to process asteady stream of immigrants on their way to the six terraformed
worldswithin itsreach, capable of comfortably— abeit temporarily— housing thousands; providing air,
water, and food; complete with immense luggage and freight handling capability; and hosting the
bureaucracy, human and machine, to speed people to their futures. There had been loungesto entertain



those waiting their turn on the transports, and customs stations aplenty to catch those planning to take
advantage of their futuresin ways Earth didn't condone.

Today, the luggage and freight areas till echoed with work crews, but their armsloaded and harvested
transparent pipes packed with fungus and other smple organisms, the Stuff of life rather than persona
belongings or mail. If the exodus and riots hadn't killed so many, even that harvest might not have been
enough. The customs stations were rumored to bejails. Thelounges, Pardell had heard, were hospitas
now, places where those who'd lost dl hope could quietly apply for sterilization and so qudify for
permanent station citizenship. Therr rations, despite dl talk of equaity with immies, were supposedly
somewhat better. Maybe on the inward levels, Pardell thought wryly. His stationer friends seemed to
eat what he did. They drank the same swill, for sure.

If only by coincidence, the builders of Thromberg had planned well for the crisis caused by the Quill. But
they could never have imagined what would happen to their station's smooth, polished exterior.

Parddl shut the air lock's outer door, relieved to find himsalf alone, and surveyed the part of Thromberg
Station that no one acknowledged and no one dared touch.

Closest to himin the glittering metal forest wasthe Endeavour , her asteroid grapples biting deep into the
multilayered skin of Thromberg like the jaws of a bloodsucking insect. Welds, some old and some
fresher, made sure those grapples wouldn't come free again. There were welds and repairs on her hull as
well. Endeavor had been a battle zone, once, and bore her scars of melted meta proudly.

It was till a battle, merely frozen in time, Pardell thought. He could count— and name— dozens of
other starships from here; they continued beyond the long curve of the station, acrust thinning only where
too close to the inhabited sections within. Shuttle or transport, freighter or private yacht: each was|ocked
initsdeath's grip with the Sation, driving in pipesto sphon off air and water, many tapping station power
lines. All had sacrificed moving among the stars so those they carried could live, forming acity out of their
now-lifdessshdls

A city gtretching in dl directions, bordered by vacuum and held intact by abloody determination to
survive. Station Admin had tried to stop them, rgecting any responsibility for the shipswho'd ripped
Thromberg apart in their flight to Earth, only to be forced back by Sol System'skilling zone. The ships
had ignored dl warnings, knowing the station had no warships or wegpons, that it was atermind
designed to welcome voyagers, not protect itself. So the authorities had turned turtle, closing the docking
rings and sedling air locks, refusing to expose themsdlves even to service the dying ships.

Parddl'slips pulled back over histeeth as he looked for, and found, the Haida V. She was an old
freighter, apiece of junk that should have been out of service and scrapped, but the kind of ship abit of
coaxing and alot of luck kept running. She'd arrived at Thromberg with the rest, her holds jammed with
survivors from another ship crippled when her Captain hadn't believed Earth would fire on her own. The
Haida had been amost out of fudl and her Captain well out of patience with panic-stricken fools. After a
standoff lasting three days and two degths, she'd ignored both hysterical warnings and norma docking
protocols, ramming the dust-pocked nose of her ancient ship into the station with force enough to fuse
them together. Then she sent two groups of space-suited volunteers outside. One group stood armed and
ready, while the other drilled into the station and connected the ship's systems to Thromberg's own
lifdines

Station Admin hesitated— stunned perhaps by the audacity of the attack, despiteit doing little more than
lodging the nose of the Haida deep into Thromberg's whipple shield, that layer of metd and composites
ready to be sacrificed asit absorbed energy from the unavoidable rain of micrometeors and other debris.
Or perhaps there had been agonized debates on how to help or who to blame. Maybe, Pardell
sometimes thought wigtfully, someone had pleaded, "L ook the other way."

Meanwhile, other ships, many as closeto faling asthe Haida V, made their own decisions. Like adrift of
pollen landing on the mirrored surface of alake, they matched vel ocity with the dower &ft ring and
touched down asif by plan, choosing their times by when the station's spin shadowed her wounded side,
asif that kept what they were doing a secret.

It wasn't asecret, of course, nor wasit truly meant to be. By crippling their ships and welding them to the
dtation's plates, those returning from their attempt to reach Earth threw themselves on Thromberg's mercy



ingtead, waiting to seeif the air lock doors would finaly open and grant them the only home humanity had
|eft.

Parddl's eyesfollowed the feathered melt-lines along the Endeavour 'shull. 1t could have happened
like that, he sghed to himsdlf, straightening up and testing the hold of his mags on the gtation's pitted
shield plates before letting go of the door handle. But the stationers had been caught redling from the
damage caused by the exodus, parts of the station were uninhabitable; and calm reason till couldn't
refute the dread of the deadly Quill somehow arriving here next. Rumors burned through the station like
s0 many wildfires: maybe the Quill had contaminated the ships limpeted to the Sation like so many
parasites, maybe that was why Sol System had fired on their own instead of |etting them come home,
That had to be the reason.

Fear spread, and what could have been the brightest day in Thromberg's history turned into its darkest.
Desperate spacers burned their way through the station's 'locks and waged war in a maze of darkened
corridors; equally desperate stationers suited up and attacked the ships on the surface, many dying smply
from underestimating the passionless congraints of vacuum and gravity.

Too many died in places and ways they'd never imagined.

It was hard to say, later, if they fought each other or, on some deep, terrified level both sides thought they
were striking back at the Quill. Regardless, it might have continued until al were trapped or dead, but
abruptly dl hogtilities ceased. A ded had been struck, though neither Side ever admitted it. Insteed, the
spacersretreated to their ships, posting guards on key air locks to watch the stationersretreat in turn.
Station Admin quietly ceased any restoration of the sections directly below the ships, except those
repairs necessary to keep air and water flowing through the systems.

Soon, faces once familiar, now haggard and drawn into those of strangers, began showing up in theration
lines, sometimes doing occasiona work that didn't require an immigrant registration number or station
ident. They didn't have quarters or assgnments;, it seemed poor mannersto ask about either, when it was
common enough knowledge where they lived. It was atenuous tolerance from the beginning. During the
Ration Riots, the Outsders, asthey came to be known, were the first and easiest targets. Most learned
to stay away from large gatherings.

Old news, Parddl reminded himself, tilting back to judge the angle of the cable he wanted, dmost
unconscioudy listening for the reassuring whine of the suit's conditioning system asit dumped hest.
Today, 'sders had more in common with the virtualy imprisoned immigrantswho'd never fled the Sation,
and some immies frankly admired what appeared to be 'sder freedom. As if these ships could ever fly
again. To Parddl'sknowledge, few could boast real crews anymore, those with skillsfinding work inside
the station. The ships themselves? Most had been gutted for any parts worth trading. The station looked
the other way when 'sderslined up for rations, but it took something solid in hand to gain medica care,
clothing, or smply a pocketful of negotiable dibsfor beer.

The haphazard arrangement of ships, combined with their tangled roots into heaved and buckled station
plates, made moving around on the surface tedious at best. Pardell glanced up, checking for traffic on the
cable system. Clear. One break today, he told himself, inclined to feel morose.

The cablestethering the largest shipsto one another had origindly provided private comm feed between
their Captains but, as ship systemsfailed and died— or were scavenged— the cables had become
playgrounds and passageways for 'sider children. When those children grew up, they threaded more
cable from ship to ship until the black sky loomed behind aweb of glittering stedl. Along that web, one
could dide from one end of the docking ring to the other.

It wasn't for the faint of heart. Pardell switched off the mag under hisleft boot, careful not to disturb the
placement of that foot againgt the plate beneath him. There were two large homemade clips on his belt,
each attached by its own coil of fine wireto areinforced loop. Taking one clip in hisgloved hand, Pardell
opened it so he held ahook, before reaching down to very gently switch off the mag under hisright foot.
His position had to be just so, hisbody perfectly symmetrical—

He pushed off gently but firmly, arms outstretched, hook in hisleft hand, aiming for the uppermost of the
st of three cables catching sunlight in fiery streaks overhead. Passed thefirst. Missed the next by adim
margin; like most of his generation, he was prone to showing off even when adone. There! The hook



snapped closed around the third cable.

Parddl's body kept heading out into the void until stopped by his grip. He used the change in momentum
to sart hisspiraling dide along the cable, heading away from the air lock. The tops of starships swept by
beneath him, like the jagged rocks of adry river. Plenty of ways to die out here without snagging
your suit fabric on a rust bucket, Pardell remembered Raner'slectures, but his awareness of the hazard
posed by the shipswas at best subconscious; he was too busy watching for the glint of anyone else
diding in his path. Right-of-way mattered, when you were using inertiafor propulsion. There were severd
other space-suited figuresin sight, but al were specks beading distant threads.

Pardell readied the second clip on his belt to snag an opposing cable as it rushed toward him, amove he
made with the unconscious grace of practice and the necessity of risk. Time the spin and releaseright,
and you flew in anew direction with hardly any loss of speed. Timeit wrong— well, it would be adark,
three-hour trip, depending on whether you waited for your air to run out or spent it screaming for help
that couldn't possibly arrive soon enough. The only mobile ships were owned by Thromberg or Earth,
and they were snugged to the stern docking ring at the opposite end of the station.

Assuming either heard, or either cared.

There were acouple of kickoffs along Pardell's usual route home, spots where the cables passed close
enough to ahull to alow awell-timed push in the desired direction. Otherwise, he whirled dong with
deceptive downess, eyes dmost closed againgt the station's glare despite the autodark of hishelmet, until
he got aglimpse of something where nothing belonged.

Parddll, currently diding along using hisright clip, brought up the left onein timeto snag across-cable,
pulling himsf to ahdt.

Theingtant he stopped moving, he knew held made amistake, for the something, which with any respect
for physics should have continued in itstrgjectory, stopped aswell. It hovered dongside where he hung,
looking for al the world like aforlorn and misdirected work 'bot— except that, instead of the lurid
yellow of agation 'bot, thistiny satellite was a dishonest black, as though to prevent it from standing out
inthesunlight.

Not that there were any station 'bots, Pardell reminded himself. Everyone knew the last one had been
brought down by 'sider fire in the same conflict that dagged the Endeavour 's hull, adding alengthy list of
dangerous work assignments to those now done by living beings.

Parddl's mouth went dry as he pumped hislegsto sart diding down the cable that led away from his
home, daring the spy to follow him deeper into the network of meta that could snag it in the blink of an
eye. He was disappointed when the operator refused his bait, but the 'bot wouldn't last long anyway.
Spies weren't tolerated.

One thing was certain, Pardell decided with achill for once having nothing to do with hissuit. The
Earther wasn't trouble.

She was disaster.

Chapter 4

"It'samply asking for disaster!" Forester said, hands waving wildly enough to bring Grant's omnipresent
guards to semidertness. "What could have possessed you to breach our ruleslike that? What gave you
the right to risk everything we've managed to achieve?'

"It was amechanicd failure— amistake— and we have apologized," Captain Tobo replied, with
possibly a shade too much emphasis, but then, Gail thought, by her count it was the sixth time he'd
made the same point.

She schooled her face into something plessantly neutral, having needed to make her point only once: the
Earth Research Council vessdl was hers and, while on board the Seeker, Administrator Forester was her
guest. HEd minded his manners— at least made no overt threats— and, despite his passionate outrage,
appeared inclined to believe their protestations that the 'bot hadn't carried recording equipment, only a
short-range visud feed meant to show the exterior of their ship. Nothing that could transmit the length of
the sation.

They'd seen nothing.



Gail was convinced thiswas a bdlief the stationer preferred, rather than held. In her case, it happened to
be the truth, but only because the uproar from the station had been too immediate to give her timeto
view what kept Grant tight-lipped and Tobo gpologizing. Tobo, Gail thought curioudy, never
apologized.

Forester had shown up outside the Seeker 'sair lock before the 'bot had completed half its planned
passage over Thromberg Station, a passage terminated by a station-run barge with anet— that much
they'd told her. Strident officia protests from amost every imaginable station bureauicrat had arrived
amos smultaneoudy, dogging the comm system. So much for stealth. They might aswell have batted a
wasp nest from atree and expected its inhabitants to ignore the event. Gail hooded her eyes, looking at
Grant. Among the many questions she'd reserved for later was how the station had detected the military's
little gpy within minutes of itslaunch. Something wasn't adding up, Gail decided, but she didn't have
timefor new puzzles.

Time. It had always been her enemy. Herswas amind that raced through problems, grasping conceptsin
aflash of ingght before moving hungrily to new idess. So few processed at her speed that sheld long ago
learned to break her dissertationsinto pal atable chunks for academic reviewers, learned to
accommodate, if never to understand, why it dways took them longer to see the obvious connections.

It was ahard-learned patience, a skill she practiced even now, having needed it lately more than ever.
Her parents, while gppreciating Gail's gift, had known she would need such toolsto surviveit. Shed
spent her summer vacationswith a series of private tutors, receiving training in deportment and speech
more suited to someone planning to run for public office than a seven-year-old missing her front teeth;
lessons, as she grew older, ranging from meditation to manners, based in as broad arange of ethnicities
aspossible. Sheld shown aflare for diplomacy, for understanding cultura patterns and how forces
shaped societies.

A flare, but no desire. For as long as she could remember, Gail had known exactly what she wanted. She
wanted a problem to solve— a problem no one else could overcome. Something that would make al of
Earth st up and take notice.

TheQuill.

In her teens, Gail abandoned the socia sciences and became abiologist. A brilliant one. But the Earth
had thousands of brilliant biologists. She switched universities, studied xenobiology and terraforming. The
Earth had hundreds of expertsin those fields, most out of work. Even the never-inhabited Stage One and
Two terraform worlds had been posted with warn offs. In case.

Finaly, she became an anaytica historian, specidizing in recent events, pouring through manifests and
records, publishing astonishing works detailing for the first time the most probable course taken by the
Quill, postulating the direction of their origin— thefirst solid evidence asto the home of the deadly pests.
But no one cared.

The new worlds, confirmed or potentially contaminated, were abandoned; the stations were | eft to dedl
with their populations; and the Quill were merely something out there— something convenient to blame
for the quiet, steady reduction in Earther exploration funding, for the drawing inward and consolidation of
Earth's once-vast ambitions to endless renovations of the domed colonies on Sol System'simmediate
neighbors.

They'd cared once. When Gail was born, there were research facilities being established throughout Sol
System, dl devoted to finding away to destroy Quill tissue without harming the tender Terran ecosystems
built at such cost and with such hopes. They floundered on the same rock— there was no Quill tissueto
test. Every known specimen had been destroyed in the frenzy to protect humanity. The contaminated
worlds? The pests were there— the Quill Effect killed every human foolish enough to land— but the
most sophisticated remotes and robot probesfailed to retrieve ascrap of Quill tissue. It couldn't be
found.

Earth had given up years ago. She hadn't.

"Dr. Smith?"

Surprised her attention had wandered, Gail shook her head dightly, gambling she would probably
disagree with anything the stationer proposed, heard or not. Tobo's lips quirked, as though he knew



perfectly well sheld lost track of what was going on, before he said helpfully: "1 have no objectionsto
letting the station techs keep the 'bot and give it aonce-over. Maybe they can find out why it cut loose
from its protocols and went roaming.”

"Commander?' Gail raised her brow to get Grant's reaction. It wasthe FD'stoy, after all.

There was nothing to read from his composed features. "1've no objection, Doctor," Grant offered
smoothly. "Ship's equipment has nothing to do with me.”

Adminigtrator Forester didn't bother hiding hisrelief. Why? What was going on here? Gail wondered
again, intrigued in spite of hersdlf. "Thank you. I'm sure that will go along way toward aleviating any—"
he appeared to struggle for aword, then settled on alame: "— any questions about what happened.”

"Y ou take your privacy very much to heart here," Gail observed dryly. "Rest assured, | have no interest
in Thromberg Station or its population, with the exception of obtaining the assistance of Aaron Parddll.
Have you made any progressin locating him for me?"

Forester'sface tried to work into asmile but failed. " Surely there's someone else who can help you, Dr.
Smith," he ventured, with an dmost desperate air. "l can't imagine what possible use this man could be,
evenif wefind him. | havetotell youin al honesty: this Aaron Pardell may not even exist.”

"That's not the message you sent to Titan U, Adminigtrator,” Gail reminded him, chilling her voice severd
degrees. "In that, you claimed to have his birth record. | trust you aren't about to tell usthat wasalie."
"No! No. Wdll, not alie..." Forester, who'd been standing during histirade against the Seeker's
deployment of apotential spy, chose that moment to sink into the seat he'd been offered and earlier
refused. Out of the corner of her eye, Gail noticed Grant's two guards weren't relaxing. Probably
enjoyed having something to do, shetold hersalf, making a private vow to keep them very busy if
Forester was about to tell her they'd come to Thromberg for nothing. " There's no proof this Aaron
Parddl was actualy born here," Forester continued. "What's on fileis an gpplication for stationer birth
registration from an Aaron Raner— on behdf of achild he claimed to have found abandoned. It doesn't
say if the application was granted, but | doubt it was. There aren't any other records for the name.”

Gail glanced down at her notepad, tapping akey once, twice, until avery short list of names came up.
There. "Who isthis Raner?' sheinquired, keeping her voice matter-of-fact with an effort.

"Raner was agationer.”

"Was?' Commander Grant prompted when Forester didn't volunteer anything more.

"Was," repeated Forester firmly, asif that were that. Gail wondered if she'd be forced to have one of
Grant's expertstap into the tation's record system. They'd refrained until now, hoping for cooperation.
This, she decided, didn't sound as though much more would be forthcoming.

Meanwhile ... Gail opened her eyes exactly the amount to show her innocent atention. "If we believe the
application wasfor ared baby, Administrator, then Aaron Parddl was born shortly after the stations
impaosed absol ute birth control on their populations. Surdly there aren't many individuas his age—"
Forester leaped to hisfeet, his cheeks suffused with red. "Get your history straight, Dr. Smith," he grated.
"The gations didn't impaose birth control. Earth ordered the Sterilization of permanent station residents and
controls on immigrant fertility asacondition for food shipments. It was obey or starve— but we had
children when thisal started. And plenty were orphans.”

Gall lifted two fingersto hold Grant and his people, waiting until they'd definitely eased back before
saying softly, and quite sincerdly, to the outraged stationer: "I'm deeply sorry, Administrator. | meant no
offense, nor to bring back difficult times and terrible choices. But, despite your lack of records, I'm
convinced aman named Aaron Parddll is here, on Thromberg. So, if hisage can't help narrow our
search, what can? Y ou know your people. Will he come forward of his own accord?!

"No. I'm sure hewon't." Forester remained standing, a posture aimed, not at the anxious troops, but at
her— asif defending one of hisown. So, Gall told hersdlf. He wasn't compl etely motivated by
self-interest. Such anindividua would have been more— straightforward— to work with, if lessthan
trustworthy inapinch.

"Why?" she asked, truly curious.

"You're Earthers," Forester said, histone making it clear her question surprised him. "If thewefare of all
of us hasn't mattered to you before now— why should the welfare of one?’



"Had you considered that the welfare of this one might have an impact on everyone else on the Sation?”’
she suggested carefully, wary of what she might be reveding to Tobo and Grant, et done Forester and
the vids she knew full well Reinsez regularly tried to plant in her office.

Sheld migudged Forester'sintelligence aswell, or maybe life under Thromberg's harsh conditions had
honed hisingtincts. "Y ou're after the Survivor," the sationer breathed asif thoroughly impressed, then
burst into laughter with an amost hysterica edgetoit, histhin shoulders shaking. "Gods, if that doesn't
beat dl. Y ou and thisfancy Earther ship, these troopsin their me-only uniforms— faling for that tired
nonsense.”

Gail was spared having to answer by Tobo's quick: ™Y ou aren't making sense yourself, Administrator.
What are you talking about?'

"This place breeds alot of stories, Captain,” Forester gasped, dmost wheezing as he attempted to regain
something of hisdignity. "Hang around long enough and you'll hear even wilder ones. Maybe youll find
onemoreto your liking!"

Gall steepled her fingerson her desk. "Adminidirator, I'm many things, but | am not afool. The Survivor
Legends are just aswidespread in Sol System ashere.” A minor exaggeration. For Tobo, she added,
"The details vary, but al revolve around a brave hero who lands on one of the contaminated worlds and
returns with the secret of how to withstand the Quill Effect. Some versions include the establishment of a
hidden colony. Some have the Survivor forgetting the secret and wandering from station to station trying
tofindit again, only tofail. Others have him— or her— becoming the savior of humanity." Sheraised an
eyebrow. "Do | have the essence of it correct, Administrator Forester?"

Mirth forgotten, Forester nodded, tight-lipped.

Gail hardened her voice dightly, tapping her fingers on the desk in emphasis. " So, perhaps you can
accept that we are here for something other than chasing myths, that Earth might have financed this
state-of -the-art ship and my considerable expertise for something other than daydreams, and that if |
requirethisindividua, Aaron Pardell, perhaps— just perhaps, Administrator—" this with sudden
sharpness, "you and your station should bend every resource to my aid instead of offering obstructions.”
Her attack drove the red from Forester'sface, but he didn't back down. Thiswas, Gail reminded
hersdf, an individual who kept order among thousands of rightfully frustrated people. "Perhaps,
Dr. Smith," he countered dmost smoothly, "you and your— scientific— staff should share your reasons
with us, if you expect our help.”

If? Gail repeated to hersdf. Sheld come alittle too far to tolerate an "if" from aman like Forester. "'l
expect you to obey orders,” she snapped. "Or have you forgotten who runsthis station?”

"Orders?' He snorted derisively. "Oh, you mean TerraCor Limited? Or Earth? If you think either of them
has any authority |eft here, you've been badly mided, Dr. Smith. Thromberg'sindependent—"

"Isthat s0?' Gail put her handsflat on the desktop and pushed hersalf up so that she leaned forward,
straight-armed, and stared right at Forester. " Since we are being so frank with one another, let me be
totally clear with you, Adminigtrator. | have dl the ‘authority' | need to give any orders here | choose.
With one comm signal from me, the food supplements ready to unload from the dozen or so Earth
trangports docked dongside us stay in their holds. A word to that man beside you," anod at the ominous
Grant, "your station comes apart at the seams. If you have any doubts I'd do the one— or am capable of
the other— try me now."

Gail waited for Forester'sreply, carefully not looking at Grant— who in dl likelihood could do what she
said, given the crateslocked in the Seeker 's hold, but wouldn't— or a Tobo, who was likely completely
surprised by al this, but would keep astraight face. If you want something, Gail told hersdlf, claimit
first and loudest.

"None of that will be necessary, Professor,” Forester said heavily, first to break their mutud glare. "'l
don't doubt your authority or willingnessto exerciseit.” He met her eyes again, no defianceleft, only a
strange wistfulness. "We've been abandoned to fend for ourselves, you understand. Having Earthers
assume well merdy smile and ask how high to jump after dl thistime— well that's not going to Sit easlly
with some, that'sfor sure.

Gall seated hersdlf and nodded gracioudy. "I have no intention of demanding theimpossible,



Adminigrator. My needsremain very smple.”
"Parddll,” Forester said, shaking hishead in totd disbelief.
"Parddll," Gall agreed.

* * %
"Y ou werelucky."
Gall leaned her head back againgt aluxurioudy embroidered cushion, her lipstwisting into agrin. "Luck,
my dear Captain, had nothing to do with it. Forester wastesting me. My guess? Anything other than a
strong response from me would have opened the doors to tedious rounds of bargaining, and | have no
intention of being blackmailed to get what I'm after. They must have thought they had an edge with that
'bot of Grant's—" Shelet her smilefade. "Y ou did record atransmission, didn't you?"
Grant and Tobo were the only ones|eft with her in the office. The three of them st &t their easeinthe
broad, welcoming chairsin one corner, sSipping on the faintly bitter tea Tobo insisted be served. Gail was
faintly surprised Reinsez hadn't already stormed in, demanding explanations or, at the very least, annoying
her with hisanalysis of what he would have done.
Had he been the one in charge, shetold hersdf firmly. Which he wasn't.
Nor was Reinsez immune to the aftereffects of his own favorite sherry, something Tobo ensured wasin
plentiful supply in the ship's galley, hence rare moments of peace such asthisin which to contemplate
what might happen next. After he dept it off, the university's watchdog would doubtless skim through dl
the vid recordings he could find. Gail was reasonably sure her office and bedroom were clear of the
devices— she'd had Grant's people sweep both very quietly, five times now— but, as a home, she
undressed with the lights off to be sure. There was something, she thought, about never knowing who
might be watching.
"Deployment Specidist Peitschisvery capable. Here." Grant tossed her the viewer, adisk aready set to
play. Hisface turned inexplicably grim. "It's— well, it's not what | expected.”
Tobo gave ashort, humorless bark. "Who would?" he said, then waved impatiently at Gail, urging her to
seefor hersdf.
She cued the viewer with one hand, raising her teacup with the other as she started watching the dizzying
perspective provided by the 'bot as it spun away from the underbelly of the Seeker and headed out along
the seemingly limitlessarc of Thromberg'swhite flanks. Theimage quaity was as exceptiond asthe
subject was dull.
Gail took anidle sip then froze, the cup barely touching her lips, as the 'bot began passing over what was
not in theleast dull or ordinary.
"Good gods," she whispered involuntarily. "What—? They have afleet out here?'
"Once, maybe," Grant corrected, hisvoice rough and low. "Watch. The'bot'sgoing in closer. See?!
Shedid, indeed. Plainly, the ships were derdlicts, attached to the station's hull by abewildering variety of
wires and conduits, grapples and beams. "What amess...." Gail muttered to hersdf, finding herself
offended at the Sght, asif some parasitic fungus grew on the station's Sde. "What are they doing? Storing
scrap?'
"Surviving," was Tobo'slow growl. Gail spared amoment to put down her cup and look at him. For the
first time since they'd met on Titan, Tobo's face was completely serious; if she didn't know him better,
she'd say he looked asthough he'd love to strangle someone.
Gail gazed back into the viewer. The 'bot had moved on, but the blight of dead ships continued— it
must coat the entire aft ring of the station, she redlized with sick wonder. No questions now why
Forester was so anxious about external surveillance— or why the Seeker had to choose between such a
limited selection of gpproved docking approaches. They kept this part of their artificia world well out of
gght of vistors.
The question was why?
Then, Gail saw it. "What?' she exclamed before she could stop hersdlf, her fingers hurrying to pausethe
display and back it up afew heartbests.
She watched a second time as the 'bot dowed to follow a space-suited figure careening along one of the
cables dung between the ships. Just as Gail was sure the figure was out of control, one of itsarms swung



outward, somehow latching onto another cable and so coming to an abrupt halt. The 'bot went up close,
30 closg, it reflected itsdlf in the blackened curve of ahelmet.

A helmet that belonged in some museum. Gail felt as though sheld stepped back in time. Who would use
such antiques these days? And therest of the suit was a mess, crisscrossed with tape and mends until
the original silver blue was dmaost obscured.

The figure moved in an odd fashion that nonetheless effectively propelled it away. Gail dmost protested
when the 'bot siwung in another direction, forgetting thiswasn't live feed. Then she subsided, seeing that
the space suit wasn't alone out here. Once she knew what to look for, the barnacle crust of ships
swarmed with life, diding down cables, moving in and out of air locks, working in smal groups.
"Surviva," she echoed Tobo's judgment, and shuddered. "They're— living?— outside the station?' The
visua turned black and shut down. It must have been when the station discovered the 'bot. Which meant
that Forester and the rest knew perfectly well what was out there.

"I'd heard talk from freighter captains,” Tobo said. "I hadn't believed it— you hear al sorts of junk—"
"Thisisred," Grant objected.

Tobo took the viewer and gected the disk, turning it over in his hand thoughtfully. "Y es."

Gail was pleased her hands didn't shake as she picked up her teacup and refilled it. "What did these
captainssay?'

"That Thromberg was damaged when so many immigrantstried to run for Earth at once— to go home,"
Tobo said inadow, careful voice, asif listening to his own words. "The stationerswere just as afraid of
the Quill, but they had nowhereto run, no ships of their own. When the immigrants were— turned
back— at Sol, those that survived tried to return here. But the stationers believed their ships had been
contaminated by Quill."

"That'sridiculous—" Gail began.

"By what we know now. Then, it was believed Earth fired on the ships and drove them back to prevent
the spread of the Quill."

Grant'svoice did into the following pause: "A dation can't defend itsdlf. The rings were designed to
expedite the movement of large numbers of ships. All they could do was refuse to help— they must have
sedled up the docking rings, locked the ports and air locks. The station |eft them outsideto die,” He
spoke as though making atactical observation, until the last, when the words dropped a startling,
menacing octave.

"Lifefindsaway," Gail observed, watching the disk harbored in Tobo's hands. "Life survives however it
can, wherever it can. Like these people— by staying on their shipsal these years.”

Tobo pocketed the disk and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. "According to what | wastold,
that's not quite true. The Outsiders, asthey're called, are supposed to have secret ways on and off the
dation. The stationerslook the other way, too busy dealing with theimmigrantswho didn't leave."

Gail and Grant traded glances— hiswas decidedly gloomy. "Why don't | like wherethisisgoing?* he
asked neither of themin particular.

"Because," Gail answered, "it may mean we've been looking in the wrong place for Aaron Pardell.”

Chapter 5

Like her young owner, the Merry Mate |1 was skin over bones, more patchwork than whole, and worth
little more than her massin materials by most standards.

Parddll felt uncommonly aware of the Smilarity after the day's events. "Asif | care what any of them
think," he muttered under his breath as he hung his suit over the linein the gap between his second- and
third-best socks. There weren't fourths, but he'd never needed them anyway. He pinched the fabric of
the nearest. Still damp. It took forever to dry things anywhere except in the warmth of the galley, but
Raner had brought him up to know food and laundry shouldn't mix.

The suit was sweat-damp insde and, to be honest, gave off an aromathat didn't belong in agdley either.
His boots were worse; hed had to pour liquid out of both and the linings shed irreplaceabl e bits of
themselvesin the process. Encountering the Earther's spy 'bot hadn't helped the old gear's function, nor
had his unusualy long, circumspect route home afterward. At least the ation's clean-up barge had come



hunting— aforgivableintruson, since it scooped up the 'bot— but by then Parddll hadn't felt like taking
any more chances.

Smith had been hunting him. He knew it as surely as he knew the entry codes for the ‘Mate.

Parddl gave hisempty suit an unnecessary whack as he ducked under it. "Why?Why me?" he asked the
universein an aggrieved tone, despite knowing held get no answer, despite amouth-drying suspicion he
knew the answer aready.

Other years, earlier years, there would have been a chorus of responding voices, ranging from cheery to
profane. The 'Mate'sthree cabins, gdley, and private washroom might technically be hislegacy from his
foster father, but her space was aluxury not to be wasted. Aaron Raner had |eft their port open to
anyonewilling to put up with what he vaguely termed his son'salergy. Some stayed only until witnessng
young Parddll's convulsions, especiadly those who inadvertently touched him and caused one. Others had
stayed for years, becoming family until accident, old age, or station temptations took them.

Raner had never explained what debt or obligation turned him from stationer to Outsider, even when
Pardell was old enough to understand the difference and young enough to ask. He did know it had
something to do with him, that for some reason Raner couldn't keep him on the station and had chosen to
stay here with him. Asachild, he'd suffered confused pangs of guilt; as he matured, he grew to
understand how very lucky he'd been to have the stationer care for him. Raner, aquiet, peaceful man,
had been killed before Pardell could express either feding, cut down with so many othersinan ade
dippery with wasted blood.

Since then, Pardell had hoped for company, having been raised to share hisliving space and unhappy
aone. But there were no longer enough 'sdersto fill the ships and most stationers were unwilling to
venture outside even if they'd been welcome.

Immieswerewelcome. A handful had ventured outsde in the early years, seeking missing family or
friends, trying to comprehend the findity of the new distinction between in and outsde. Most had
reentered Thromberg, afraid to trust their lives to aging equipment for the sake of alittle more room and
privecy; very few, infact, risked any of what little security station registration, address, and work ident
granted them. They'd lost enough alreadly.

Unspoken was the burden of choices made by elther side, and consequences to be borne, however
unfair.

Pardd| busied himsdf in the galey. He brought out the bags held carried on his suit, opening acoupleto
dump his share of the daily ration on the table: an odd assortment of bars, jellies, and some quasi-mauve
globules Yves McTavish, theimmie working the dispenser this shift, had proudly announced looked just
like grapes— afruit grown on Earth. Give them credit, Parddl grinned to himsdlf, for putting the same
thing in our hands every day and making it ook like something new. Asfor the grapes— Parddll
held them up to the light and shook his head. Familiar with the station's idea of how best to keep
everyonefed, he knew food could comein different shapes and textures, some warm, some cold. It
made life more interesting. But mimicking Earth plant material? 1t seemed pointless and allittle obscene.
Perhaps it comforted the older ones.

Doubtless the Earthers had brought their own supplies.

For amoment, as Pardell nibbled a"grape," curiosity consumed him. What would ared grape belike?
Were there any on her ship? What €lse might be different?

ParddI's thoughts unfolded, freezing the moment, expanding the gdlley of the 'Mate outward until he lost
every sense of himsalf and saw only events, consequences, possibilities. He saw forward to atime when,
unless checked, the differences between humanity's sundered parts would become so pronounced there
could be no commondlities, to a potential future when Earther would name adistinct speciesaswell as
culture. They would meet the alien, no longer knowing themselves.

"Assuming," Pardell told the grapes, forcing himself free of abstraction, "they ever let usbreed.” That was
the crux of it; thefertility inhibiterswere in the "grapes'— in dl the rations so no one could escape them,
even if anyone was crazy enough to want to disrupt Thromberg's precarious baance. Of course, he knew
better than to express any opinion on that subject near the hard-eyed immie women. It took little these
daysto launch the camest, most retional female into an uncomfortably detailed and direct commentary on



the passing of time and its effects on awoman's body— especidly since the latest Earther stupidity.

Not that anyone blamed them, he thought. Some charitable group or other in Sol System had raised
fundsto send atransport to Thromberg, a transport loaded with embryo storage equipment and cases.
Noticeably lacking was the equipment to thaw the embryos, the explanation being that the group would
carefor the unborn, making sure theimmigrants had alasting legacy, aliving posterity which would live
safety on Earth.

The ship had been sent back empty, except for ashort, somewhat unlikely suggestion on whereto send it
next. What good's a legacy I'll never hold in my arms, Parddll could hear Amy Denery now ... We
came out here to make families and a new world, not to be harvested.

Filled with these and other restless thoughts, Pardell toyed with hisrations. Usualy held pull out areader
if he had to eat done. Today, he knew he couldn't concentrate and tried for anovel arrangement of food
on hisplate instead. He created one, but it required the annoying grapes be squashed between two
fingersand lined up in aspird from the middle. Their interiors were avery ordinary and disgppointing
pink.

Abruptly, the result reminded Parddll of the way Maley's mother'sinsides had spilled over the floor as
she pushed both him and her son ahead to the safety of the air lock, strange whorls and cloudy,

trand ucent sheets steaming as their warmth spent itsdlf on theicy, dark surface.

He grabbed the plate and flung it, and its contents, against the wall.

"Wadteful, young Aaron.”

Parddl| garted violently, fearing that the Earthers had followed him home and somehow knew the
precious codesto his ship, even as he recognized the voice and relaxed again with ashudder. "Damn it,
Rosdlind," he said unsteadily. "It's not polite to snesk up on people.”

Rosdind Fournier, forty years his senior and once senior systems engineer on afreighter which had failed
to hold its crew or air, tsked-tsked at something. His lack of respect or the fake grapes? Pardell
wondered nonsengicaly, his heart till pounding as he watched her enter the galley. Rosalind was
naturally eegant, though dressed in bits and pieces of other people's clothing, atal, willowy woman
whose age showed only in the salt and pepper of her hair and the fine lines edging her mouth and eyes.
She even moved the clumsy artificia hands her crewmates had fashioned for her with aterrible grace, her
own hands having refused to release the white-hot handle keeping the emergency lock open until
everyone el se had escaped the inferno behind her.

It was said she shot her own captain for trying to push hisway out before the wounded.

All Pardell knew for surewas Rosalind and Aaron Raner had been close— close enough that she had
the 'Mate's codes, and lived here with them more often than not. Until Raner died. Then again, he
reminded himsdlf, nothing had been the same after that.

"How have you been, Rosalind?' Pardell asked, having recaptured something of his breath. He
intercepted her attempt to salvage the food held thrown at thewall. "I'll do that." It wasn't the wasted
grapes— hewas dl too familiar with her spacer's fastidious horror of loose objects, despite the 'Mate's
current condition.

"I heard what happened in Sammies," she said, taking aseet at the galley's long table and spreading the
contents of her ration bag alongside his. Exactly the same, save her pseudo-grapes were intact, but that
was to be expected. The point was to show one wasn't planning to freeload. Asavisitor, you chippedin
everything you had, if you wanted ared welcome and not directionsto the nearest air lock. Of course,
Rosdlind was family— there was no question of her right to Sit here any time she chose. But she dways
observed the courtesies, particularly those she and Raner had established for the Outside in the first
place.

Parddll eyed his guest, well aware there was aso no question of Rosalind Fournier's ability to take what
shefdt she was owed— from anyone. "The Earthers" he returned shortly. "Newstravelsfagt.”

"Hardly news," she said offhandedly. "Nothing calsin for docking rights without my hearing about it firs.
Y ou know that." He did. There were those 'siders, Rosalind prime among them, who had never ended
their vigilance where it concerned either ship movements or new regs from the gation. For some, Parddll
thought haf-resentfully, the old habits would rule until they died.



"Then what bringsyou here?'

Rosdlind's eyes narrowed. Disapproval. "I heard about your little accident.”

The blush heated his cheeks again. "1t was nothing—"

Rosdlind gestured to the water container in the middle of the table, producing ametd cup from her
pocket. Parddll filled it, then poured one for himsdlf. They spped in unison, once, then again.

Thesmall ritua soothed him, as shed doubtlessintended it should. "It redlly was nothing, Rosalind,” he
repeated more camly. "Y ou needn't worry. Hugh Malley was right there and got me out of it— abit
uncomfortably, mind you. | wasfine"

Her lipstwitched. "The man thinksfast. A good friend, young Aaron.”

"Thebest," Pardell concurred, then fell glent.

Neither spoke for along moment: Pardell no longer interested in conversation, given the uncomfortable
nature of the likeliest topic, and Rosalind apparently deep in her own thoughts.

Inthe quiet, the Merry Mate |1 hummed, her machine voice at the edge of detection, her systems
purifying and warming the air, recycling waste, lighting the darkness. Asachild and, to be honest, even
now when alone or escaping uneasy dreams, Pardell imagined the ship hersalf was aware and ableto
think; slent not by choice but because her machine thoughts were smply too different from hisown to
share. Knowing himsdf aready too different, he kept such fanciesto himself.

Stll, Pardell viewed the past, not as Raner or others had told it to him, but asif he could see it through
the 'Mate's sensors, for this ship had borne mute witness to the events that brought Rosalind to sitin
slence across from him at thistable and led to so much blood and fear.

Parddl could seeit dl now, asthough reflected in the water of hiscup ...

... Adrift, derdlict, abandoned. The approaching freighter looming out of the utter dark, her grapples
dipping forward to gather in the lost one. The code to open her ports delivered by the only one who now
could, Sationer Aaron Raner, hisface streaming with tears as he races through empty corridors caling
the names of the missing, reigniting ship systemswith hisvoice, sncedl but the emergency beacon have
falen to standby levelsto conserve power.

In the last place helooks, the man finds a cold speck of life, life that whimpers and shrieks at his touch.
Crewed again, Srangers fumbling, then sure at her controls, retracing afamiliar taped course, the
approach to Thromberg locked in and accepted. All systems nominal.

Docked time, drive systems dormant, a pause like peace. Communication links to the station activated;
traffic dong thelink is steady, unremarkable.

Suddenly, proximity darms shrill through every plate and joint. Danger! Damage! Thieves! The
dationer, Aaron Raner, isback, keying in codes to mute the ship's response to what is happening at her
locks. Burning, voices, power fluctuations, the scream of evacuating air. Agreeable, sensible ordersto
sed up tight. Then al fail sefesareturned off and the Merry Mate |1 finds hersdlf ripping awvay from the
gation. Danger! Damage! Thieves! Her machine cries are Slenced again, thistime with alock, thistime
for good.

A tape grants sability and purpose. She acceptsit, switching system drivesto trandight, aiming for the
origin of her living cargo, if not her own. Origin for the 'Mate was the Callisto shipyards, in orbit around
Jupiter. Perhaps, if machines had longings, shefeels one for the safety of home.

Thereisno safety here. Thisisn't aconvoy; she's one of acrowd, atorrent, a streaming irregular mass of
trandight drives corrupting the very space she rides until some tumble off course, losing themselvesin
nothing. Their find signals pass through what's ill real and travel ever away, becoming ghostsfor the
future.

Meanwhile, voices argue throughout her corridors, unfamiliar voices debating topics of no concernto a
ship; Raner's voice urges caution, reason. The stationer does not touch her controls but holds the codes
for their use. When not caming others, he stays with the tiny speck of life, spesking words repetitivein
their softness, adapting tools to touch without pain.

A restful timefor amachine, given direction and asked only for speed. Does she dream then or hum in
chords of power?



Plummet from trandight. Sol System.

Raner has muffled her darms; she can't shout Danger! Damage! Thieves! But warn offs streak red
across dl her boards. The strange crew and Raner curse and shout to no avail. They use her sensorsto
seefor themselves,

Vagt distances are made conquerable by convention; so the patrol ships knew to wait here for incomers.
Thisisthe lane swept clear of hazards for those bound to Earth. Now it isfilled with them.

How absurd to smply stop, hanging Solward of Neptune. How much more absurd to stop as one of this
company of vagabonds, this fleet come together for no more organized rationale than fear hasitstime and
any movement can seem to safety.

Incoming tranamisson: Turn back. Sol Systemis under quarantine to protect humanity fromthe
Quill contagion. No one from the stations will be permitted to enter until this ban is lifted.

Turn back or be destroyed.

The 'Mate's chronometers keep track of time passing; her crew arefrozen in place.

A broadcast from one of their companions: garbled, incoherent pleading. It ends abruptly.

Danger! Damage! Thieves! The 'Mate'sadarms are mute, but her views show for those waiting how the
leading ships are being targeted two at atime, five, now ten.

Raner shouts a command; the tape is g ected, reversed, reinserted. The ship hitstrandight breaking dl the
rules; space shatters around her as others do the same, space that splintersinto light as those who
hestate become smal sunsinstead.

Do ships mourn? Humans do.

Do ships comprehend governments and laws? Humans must. The Patrol who killed the ships enforce the
laws set by Earth for dl of Sol System. Earth isthe heart and mind of humanity, an overburdened heart
and overcrowded mind perhaps, but nonetheless the seat of dl policy. What Earth fears, everyone fears.
Oh, there are other voices. The great system universities— Titan, Luna, Phobos, and, the oldest,
Antarctica— come closest to independence and pride themsalves on being opinionated. Their mandateis
to look outward, to pave the way for humanity to expand beyond Sal, to seed a future beyond Earth. But
the Quill had struck them first and hardest, stealing away the terra-forming projects they'd designed, at
the same time crippling the huge corporations who'd invested everything in humanity's next stage of
growth. The universities and corporations had learned the lesson of fear well.

Danger! Damage! Thieves! Not quick enough. A blast catches up astrandight engages; the 'Mate
screams without sound. Autorepairsinitiate, cut speed, necessitate deviation, alter the panicked flight.
Other ships are hobbled, some crippled, somedie. Their combined flight isahalting one as suited crews
work to exhaustion hel ping passengers, bundled within freight canisters because there are no more suits,
make the dangeroustrangt to hedlthier ships.

Thetiny speck of lifein the "Mate's cabin deeps; perhaps ships do aswell, given acourse and repaired
systems.

Plummet from trandight. Thromberg Station.

The Merry Mate |1 isaready late; Raner utters acommand to stop them before approach islocked.
Suspicion or caution; both are improvements over blind risk. Perhaps the ship approves.

Her screens capture the crew. They stare out at the spectacle of the vast cylinder of the station besieged
by hundreds of ships, large and smdll, fully intact to bardly holding air.

Raner cries out at something he sees. A ship careens past them, too close, out of control, bleeding her air
asflame. Danger! Damage! Thieves! the 'Mate cries slently. Specks tumble from the ship: pieces of
debris, suited survivors. The station isforgotten in the urgency of dealing with what can be done.

Codes dlow the unlawful— gravity off, both of the '‘Mate's freight locks open to space, her holds
scoured to vacuum, her interior protected only by bulkheads and access door locks. A silent cacophony
as both mag boots and scrap thump home on her outer surface, a confusion of what should be saved and
what her sensors scream to avoid. It continues, Spreadsinto her holds as some move within while others
resch her hull.

The proper place of thingsis restored: relief to systems designed to prevent risk. The holdswarm, fill with
ar aswell asmoans and molecules of scorched flesh. Thereisawoman Raner caresfor, ignoring urgent



demands about courses and futures. She left her handsin the other ship, it seems; not the most sorely
wounded, since her voice liftsto be heard with Raner's, discussing courses and futures after all.

A ship can see dl ways at once; insde, outside makes no difference. The 'Mate'sforward viewsfill with
Thromberg's white curve, emergency patcheslike fingernail scratches of dull gray metd scoring its
perfection, every intact docking port inhospitably closed.

Communication links overload repestedly, kicking off-line astoo many voices demand to be heard.
Perhapsthe ship is overwhelmed with human passions and cannot bear to listen. One voice gets through,
calling for Raner by name. Perhaps the man is overwhelmed and cannot bear to answer.

Do ships grow impatient? Boards flash demands as resources run low— perhaps that is one and the
same,

Do humans? Never doubt they consider time an enemy. Asthe hours accumul ate, the voices sputter and
fade to ominous, waiting silence. Many on the "Mate deep. Raner does not. He divides histime with
mechanical precision between the baby, the woman— Rosaind— and the ‘Mate's view of the station.
Sensors, like adegping dog's ears, react firgt to change. One of the dozens of ships hovering in line with
the 'Mate powers up without warning, unforgivably closeto others— Danger! Damage! Thieves! the
‘Mate would wail if she could. No need for her larms— Raner stands at the view screen, statue-fill,
watching the ship as she moves deceptively dowly from the line, acceleration disguised by perspective,
heading for Thromberg.

The Haida V sends out her ship-protest as proximity aarms and emergency ident codes, machine cries
humans can ignore at will. Thromberg's horrified echoesfill the monitors with flashes of red. The collison
foolsthe eye but not sensors set to calculate the tangents of debris. The Haida is pockmarked by shards
of the gation's metd asthey ricochet off her hull; the 'Mate braces hersalf to be next.

Haida staysin place, her nose fused within the mass of buckled plates by either luck or desperate
planning. Suited figures leap from her air locks, drifting down to the larger mass of the station, some with
cabling stringing out behind them that catch the last flare of sunlight over Thromberg'slong belly.
Wrongness. Perversion. Are these concepts to a starship? Perhaps the 'Mate rationaizes the attachments
as being like those in a shipyard; where hoses and other lines are temporary, messy things, where humans
work together to aid and repair ships. There's no doubt the Haida needs aid and repair.

There's no doubt others do aswell. Asthelight from the star Thromberg orbits as homeislost behind her
rim, the waiting turnsinto something else. One by one, then by the dozen, other ships power up and
approach the station— ever so dowly, asif fearing to be chased away again, asif lacking the bold
courage— or insanity— of the Haida. They hurry to touch down in the shadows, crews scrambling
outside in the utter cold to gnaw their way into the ation's promise of warmth and safety.

The docking arearolls back into dawn, waiting ships synchronized to its spin, strange sllence from al
concerned. Below, the station's surface looks oddly normal, like the landing field on some airless moon.
Thisiswhere ships should be, thisiswhere they were welcomed once. The ‘Mate listens, but where
there should be the reassuring overlap of codes and instructions comes only silence. Saving grace for
al— those landing understand they must touch only here, on the docking ring itsalf, or risk wobbling the
seemingly invulnerable gtation from her orbit.

Nightfal. There are new stars nearby as shipsturn on their docking lights to avoid ramming one another
as wave after wave descends to join the others on the station. The '‘Mate is soon aone.

Do machines face conflicts within their programming? Humans must. Rosdlind arrives on the bridge, given
room by therest. She stands by Raner, the stationer, for amoment, both ook at the scenein the 'Mate's
screens, then shewhispersin his ear. He shakes his head violently, uttersincoherent words. Others grab
hisarms, they arerough, the 'Mate isadarmed by violence near her controls. Danger! Damage! Thieves!
but her silenced voice countsfor naught.

There is sudden gtillness. Raner shakes an arm free, stares at Rosdind, then reaches forward to input the
codesfor manua control. The 'Mate drifts down and away from hersdf, an inner distancing that perhaps
brings a certain resigned peace. Raner pulls his other arm from anow-loose grip and leaves the bridge to
carefor thetiny speck of life.

Doesthe 'Mate know thisisher fina journey? Perhapsthereis comfort in that aswell.



* * %

Pardell knew there was no point rushing Rosdind. She'd seen the worst his peculiar nature could do, had
sat with him while Raner tried drug after drug to control the convulsions. Sheld made sure someone
would stay with him after Raner's death, although making it clear she couldn't bear to remain. Since then,
her habit wasto drop in, like this, unannounced but usualy for reasons that showed she kept track of
him. It had been comforting, until today.

Today, Pardell thought suddenly, he'd had too much of being watched, even by those who cared
about him.

Rosdind's right hand was thick and paddldlike, incgpable of fine movement. Her left hand was more
elaborate. Under itsthree-fingered glove was asmal yet powerful servo mechanism her crewmates had
liberated from an internd repair 'bot with no further need for it. At the moment, Rosaind wasusing it to
turn her cup in delicate circles on the tabletop, dternately gripping, twisting, and releasing. She could as
eadly squeeze its metd flat, but Rosalind loathed waste. She seemed to find her own movements
fascinating, and didn't look up at him when she asked suddenly: "Why do you risk it, young Aaron?"

He knew what she meant and considered pretending he didn't, then shrugged. "Sammie's? It's not arisk.
I'mwith my friends, Rosdind.”

Her eyeslifted. They were apae gray, with flecks of oily black; cold, penetrating eyes that missed little
and forgave nothing. "Y our friends hurt you today."

"It was an accident!" Pardell snapped. "My friendslook out for me— they dways have. With them, | can
be mysdlf and not some—" the word died on histongue.

"Fresk?'

It shouldn't hurt from her, Parddll told himsdlf fiercely, not when he thought it all the time himself.
Butitdid.

Rosalind reached for hishand. He put hisfingersinto her gloved prosthess carefully, dowly—
forgiveness— remembering all the times she'd been the one to bandage his knee or some other scrape,
or help fit anew-to-him suit as he grew out of the old pieces. Her |oss had given her the ability to touch
him, and he would never forget that comfort. "I don't want to upset you, young Aaron,” shetold him, her
voice Softer than usud, dmost gentle. "But sometimes you need reminding. Y ou dideacable sofineit
scares me— it scares dl of your friends.”

Pardell took back his hand. "What do you want me to do, Rosalind? Lock mysdlf on board the 'Mate?
Use the comm as my only way to interact with others? Don't you think this—" he held up his hand and
gtripped off its glove, feding the cold touch of air; benegth, his skin was pae and clean, veined under its
surfaceinfaint gold, like theimperfectionsin marble"— is punishment enough, without making it
completey impossble for meto have anormal life?' He Sghed and looked at her. "Theres such athing
asbeing too safe”

"There's such athing asbeing not safe at all, young Aaron,” Rosalind turned hiswords back on him, her
eyesfull of foreboding.

"The Earthers,” Parddl sighed again as he pulled on the glove, feding exposed without the covering even
though it did nothing to protect him from touch. "I'm not afool. Whileit would be niceif the Aaron Luis
Pardell they hunt has inherited controlling sharesin amgor Earth conglomerate, maybe TerraCor itsdf,
everyone knows there's nothing about me worth anyone's attention but my— condition. Unlessyou're
planning to tel meit'smy wedlth." Hiswave extended to include the gdley around them and, by thet, the
dead ship hersdf.

Rosdind merely looked pensive, asif held given her something new to consider. "Don't undervaue the
old girl," wasdl shesad.

"And don't underestimate the curiogity vaue of amutation,” he said sharply, refusing to be distracted.
"What else could it be? They've dways been after the station to report any deformities or sickness— we
al know it'sto justify how Earth trests us here— now somehow they've heard about me. Sure, they'll
pay me. Anything to have afreak to show off."

"Obvious" Rosdlind agreed, then added deliberately: "Isthe obvious dwaysvdid?'

Parddll's thoughts fractured and re-formed, as she'd intended, and he squinted at her. ™Y ou know



something about these Earthers™ he said suspicioudy. "What?"

Servo fingers stroked their paddle counterpart. "Not as much as either of uswould like," Rosalind began
by admitting. "I know their ship, the Seeker . She was shown off last year by Titan University's Works
Department as some sort of marvel— a prototype research vessd, crammed full of the latest scanning
gear and who knowswhat else. Thisis her first recorded departure from Sol System, although her
captain and crew have deep-space experience. And | know Professor Gail Veronika Ashton Smith, of
more disciplines than are worth mentioning— if only by reputation.”

"And—" Pardd| prompted, his mind's eye flashing on asmall, round face with determined blue eyesand
ahint of dimples.

"Smith issaid to be exceptiondly brilliant, to have dienated or Ieft behind most of Earth's academic
community, and gpparently has one mission in life— to destroy the Quill."

"The Quill?* Pardell made a grimace and tilted his homemade chair back to consder this. The "Mate had
long ago succumbed to the practicalities of furnishings that could come and go with the people using
them. Rosalind had hated it when Raner ripped out the retractable stools and traded their mechanismsfor
medicines, Pardell remembered the day as one of their more memorable arguments. He'd hidden in the
abandoned bridge. "Then— why me?" he asked her, now thoroughly puzzled. "I don't know anything
about the Quill beyond what comes through station scuttlebutt. They're giants with googly eyesand long
tentacles, last | heard.”

"Or they were never athreat at al."

"Pardon?’

"Y ou heard me." Rosdlind made a sharp metdlic sound by tapping afinger againgt the tabletop,
demanding his attention. "There are those who believe Earth deliberately planted rumors about
contamination to cover up their own failure— that the terraforming engineers couldn't do what they
promised and the worlds weren't ready. No dien invasion, no fata Quill Effect. Smple incompetence.
And if it were true— how long do you think any of uswould stand for what's happened as aresult?”
The Quill, a hoax? Parddl stared at her, then sniffed, then findly broke out in alaugh he could no more
help than he could fly. "Y ou've been Outside too long, Rosdlind. Y ou can't haveit both ways— if there
are no Quill, why would Earth send Smith to destroy them? And what about al those who never returned
from the contaminated worlds? Are you saying they were ambushed— or kidnapped— by embarrassed
engineers?' He managed not to laugh again— her expresson having gone from tolerant to that icy glare
those pale eyes ddivered so well. "Well, think about it, Rosdind," he said persuasively. "How could a
cover gtory that caused mass panic and hysteria, that cost al those lives, possibly hold together? People,
Earthers or not, aren't that stupid.”

"Inlarge groups, people are far worse, young Aaron. I'm sure you remember.”

He clung to what mattered, willing to grant Rosalind whatever fantasy held her. The older oneswere
often stuck intheir own preferred view of things. " So you think this Smith doesn't know about my
condition— that she's here because, for whatever reason, shethinks | can help her with the Quill." A
flood of something new coursed through Pardell's thoughts. So that's what hope feels like, hetold
himsdlf, trying to keep it from hisface. "Her job offer might be the red goods, after all.”

"Areyou ligening to anything I'm saying, young Aaron?' Rosalind demanded, her voice cold and even.
"Nothing good comes from Earth. Nothing. Whether you believe in the Quill or entertain other
possihilities, there hasn't been a ship dock with suppliesthat didn't have aprice, or atransport arrive that
didn't bring some new redtriction or other trouble with it. What matters hereis al betsare off. | don't
know— and you can't know— what Smith wants. The only thing certain isthat an Earther is desperate to
find you ... and that better warn you, young Aaron. That better keep you out of public view until her ship
leaves dock and then some.”

A chill of excitement, not fear, raced down his spine even as he nodded obediently. Anything, Parddll
told himsdlf, had to be an improvement over being sought as a freak. Heldd find away to hide histrue
nature; it could be done. It had to be.

"Wipethat notion," Rosadlind Fournier told him bluntly, too used to reading his expressions. "Now."
Parddll blinked & her. "What notion?"



She snatched his hand before he could moveit out of her reach, clamping shut her servo fingers until he
winced with pain and stared at her, quite astonished. She was hurting him deliberately. Why?

"Do you think you are the only one so desperate for afuture you'd try breathing vacuumiif it looked
promising?' Rosalind asked dowly and clearly, asif it was necessary for each word to sink into hismind
separately, like hot rivets. Her fingers didn't relent their pressure; instead, they squeezed tighter. "Thisisn't
some fantasy from one of your readers, young Aaron. Those people want something. Y ou don't know
what it is; you can't begin to guessthe price."

He'd had enough. Of her. Of everything. "Let go of my hand,” Pardell ordered, in avoice that burned
passing up histhroat. "Now."

Rosalind looked down at their hands; hers opened and Parddll pulled his back to safety. The fingers
throbbed. ™Y ou know you can't trust them,” she persisted. "At least tell me that.”

"I don't know anything— that's the problem, Rosalind. And | won't find out here, will 17" Pardell
subsided, fedling a sudden despair as unsettling as the hope had been. "1t's pointless arguing. | couldn't
reach the Seeker and this Professor Smith evenif | wanted to.”

Her look was the same one she used to give him when he protested hisinnocence as a child, caught with
the evidence of alate night raid on the ration cupboard ringing his mouth. "It would be difficult,” she
conceded almost cautioudly.

"Impossbles morelikeit," he nodded, then it struck him. "But you could go, Rosdlind.”

"Me?" she arched ahairless eyebrow.

"Sure," Pardell spoke faster, warming to hisidea. It could work! " Station Admin has you registered with
full sationer status. Y ou've been in the stern docking ring adozen timesthisyear done. More, | bet.”
Rosalind nodded reluctantly, asif suspecting being truthful might not be her wisest course. "I don't keep
count. Y ou know none of these semi-automated Earther ships have engineers on crew, so sation calls
me to help with emergency repairs on the odd stuff. Pay's respectable, if the company's not. Why should
| gothistime?'

Ah, hewas sure he spotted aglimmer of interest in her eyes. ™Y ou could check things out," Pardell
continued, trying not to sound too eager. "Maybe have agood look at this marvel ous prototype starship
whileyou'rethere. Do alittle fact-finding. In the interests of learning more about the Earthers and their
plans”

The glimmer had grown to an dmost sparkle, though Rosdind's expression remained doubtful. "Thisis
extortion, young Aaron,” she accused. "Y ou know I'd love to get a peek insde that ship.”

Thistime he reached for her hand. "Not extortion, Rosalind— hel ping me. Help mefind out what | might
be missing. | don't want that ship to leave and never know."

"Andif it isthe obvious, after al?' she asked him.

Pardell could almost hear Raner'svoice. "You can trust Rosalind; she'll never avoid the painful
places in the name of kindness."

"If they are after afreak," hetold her evenly, "they can try another sation.”

Chapter 6

There had to be another way to hide the thing, Gail grumbled to hersdlf as shelooked into the mirror
and used amicro scalpe to make asmdl, preciseincison in her scalp, just beneath the hairline and
above her right eye. Sheld numbed the areawith ointment, but there was no way to numb her revulsion
about dicing her own skin.

Gail pressed her finger behind the bloodless cut, her other hand at the ready. Got it. She surveyed the
long, thin shard captured in acrease of her palm, less than pleased to have to rely on black-market tech.
But the device had passed her tests on Earth.

Time to seeif it had done the job she'd asked of it out here.

She dipped thetiny object into an dmost invisble dot in adisk that otherwise looked perfectly normal.
When done, Gail did the disk into a pocket. Before leaving the washroom, she took asecond to run a
bead of skin sedant dong theincison, surveying the result critically before nodding to hersdlf with
satisfaction.



Gail's quarters were larger than standard, although standard on the Seeker would have been generous
enough. There were fancier staterooms, but they were reserved for visting dignitaries or Sponsors—
potential or present. Gail's meticulous habitsin her office and lab were here, in precious privacy, tossed
quite literally aside. The floor was buried under clothes and overflow paper. Her bed was blanketed in
reports and note- covered scraps. Carpet showed in a serpentine path from the door to her bedside and
to the washroom— Gail's concession to the needs of the cleaning stewards.

Gail found areasonably clear space on her bed to Sit cross-legged, viewer in hand. In casethe FD's
latest sweep had missed one of Reinsez's little spy-toys, she made a point of holding up adisk with an
easly-read labd asif considering it— something fact heavy she might be expected to review before
deeping. Dozens such hung in the storage bags suspended from her celling. Then, she palmed the one
and inserted the other from her pocket, bending forward so even someone standing beside her couldn't
see past her shoulder and hair to the screen.

It had worked. Whileimage quality varied from remarkable to adequate, depending on thelighting and
her proximity to taller others, Gail held in her hands avisua record of her trip through the Sation,
including the time wasted in meetings and meals. She sped past the latter, then dowed the playback to a
crawl beginning with her first look insde Mr. Leland'sdim, smélly bar, easily marked by the changein
brightness as she/d removed her veil to assst thevid.

How could so many fit inside? Gail asked hersdf again. The washroom of the campus faculty club
offered more floor space. She remembered the smooth fed of the bar in the club's main lounge, dl
sculpted wood, designed to give every patron a choice between tota privacy or the subtle hint of others
nearby. The maximum that spacious room had ever held was probably half of those crowded into
Sammies. Nothing like this— overwhelming physicality. Gail shuddered.

Those on Thromberg Station didn't seem to mind. Despite the fact that several of Sammi€'s customers
were definitely theworse for thelocal brew, they'd dl seemed healthy and happy enough, given most
were a the extreme lower end of the normal range for body mass. Forester had boasted about the
success of thalr ration distribution system. Gail supposed the line between preventing starvation and
providing adequate nutrition had blurred for al of them years ago.

Therewas no audio, but Gail didn't requireit, confident of her ability to recal anything said that mattered.
It was her eyes she didn't trust, knowing the tricks they played on memory: the way the brain stored
images that were like averages of what wasredly there; the way fleeting glimpses were lost before you
could notice what you'd seen; even the way one eye was maddeningly blind to what the other saw at any
moment intime.

She adjusted acontrol. Too close aview of Sammie's mismatched teeth panned outward to the crowd
behind. Gail hdted theimage.

That man. Huge, long-armed, the face of agod, and a standing shock of red hair that must cause trouble
ina'suit helmet. HEd be gtriking in any group on Earth; here his massive frame was so out of place she
remembered him vividly. What she hadn't remembered seeing wasthis.

Hewasn't looking at her.

Sheld had the rapt attention of everyone from the moment she'd lifted the curtain. The proof wasin this
recording. Y e, as Gail advanced the playback second by second, she saw this one man had glanced
away from her and back toward the bar.

It was aquick, furtive glance. Gail would never have caught it without the vid. So, she asked hersdif,
what or who were you looking at, my giant friend?

Half an hour later, Gail removed the disk, surreptitioudy diding in the one sheld pretended to watch into
the viewer before tossing it aside. She dropped back on her piles of reports and blankets, legs till
crossed, fedling the stretch burn pleasantly dong her lower spine and outer thighs.

Sheld found him. The direction of the big man's glance had helped, but once sheld known where to look,
it had been easy. His clothing betrayed him. The figure ever-so-briefly glimpsad from behind one of the
aproned bartenders didn't belong there, despite being dressed like every other customer in shabby
dationer gray.

Gall had stared at hisface— what the image reveded of it— so long that now, when she closed her eyes,



she could still seeit. Intense, shejudged it. A little scared, but too curiousto stay hidden, like ayoung
fox sheld encountered during acamping trip. Not handsome by Earth standards— there was something
not right about the cheekbones, close under the skin, an unusua angleto hisoddly large eyes, or maybe
the chin wastoo firm for therest of the jaw. Not an ugly face, Gail decided, but different. If he were
smiling, her tired mind went further than she planned, it might be quite a nice face.
Which was irrelevant, Gail told hersdf firmly, pushing out her legsto clear some deeping space. She
was willing to bet shed now seen Aaron Luis Pardell in the flesh and equally sure traditional methods
weren't going to find himin person.
A good thing, she yawned, Pardell had such an easy-to-find friend.

* k% %
While Gail had no intention of sharing her vid or its method of conced ment with anyone ese, the
description she supplied was more than enough for Forester. "In Sammi€s?' he interrupted before she
was half done. "That's got to be Maley— Hugh Mdley. Second-generation stationer. Worksin metal
recycling. We don't have many hissize here.”
"| can believethat,” Grant said dmost fervently. Gall wasn't surprised Grant remembered Mdley. She
waswilling to bet Grant and his people had automatically ca culated how much more forceit would
require to subdue aman of Malley's size— or how much of the tranquilizer they'd all carried conceded in
their deeveswould be necessary to put him down hard, should he be a threst.
They'd agreed to appear weaponless, she reminded hersdlf, the entire debate ringing completely clear in
memory, but not to being that way.
"So now you want Malley instead of Pardell?' Forester |ooked as though he wanted to comment, then
met her eyes. For some reason, he changed his mind, saying smply: "Good. Maley | can find for you. He
doesn't use his room share much, but he's got a hideyhole in the same section as the recycling plant. Most
of theworkersdeep close.”
"Why?' Gail asked curioudy.
"It'sclose," the Stationer repeated. His tone seemed to expect her to share some inside joke. When she
didn't respond, Forester continued dmost impatiently: "The incoming loads wake them up. They move
fast enough, they get to sort the scrap firg— usualy nothing, but enough tech and hardware dip by the
ingpectorsto make it worthwhile having quick eyes and quicker fingers on both shifts™ '
"Y ou dlow peopleto sed from the scrap meta ?*
Gail answered Grant's question when Forester looked offended. "It's to the Station's benefit to be sure
nothing'swagted," she said calmly. "l imagine there are smilarly independent operations throughout
Thromberg, aren't there?' She didn't wait for an answer. "How soon can you contact Malley?'
"Man'sgoneto bed," Forester said after aglance at his wristchrono.
"It'sthe middle of the afternoon,” Grant protested mildly, as aware as Gall that the station kept Sol
Standard time, as did every ship.
"Even-cycle, yes" Forester agreed. "Judging by when we found him in Sammie's, Maley runs odd-cycle.
Now's his dead of night."
"Thenwake him," Gail said. "We don't have thetime to waste, Administrator.”
The stationer shook his head, then rubbed one hand over his chin asthough to emphasize the grizzled
whiskers beginning to sprout here and there. "L ook, it's bad enough you folks have me running double
cycle. It's not doneto interrupt someone's deep, okay? Y ou can't make it up later— someone el se needs
the bed."
Now that Gail paid attention, Forester did look exhausted. Unhealthy-looking at best, now dark
shadows stained the skin under his eyes and his skin was distinctly paer. Y our bed, too?' she asked
skepticaly.
"Of course," heinformed her, looking surprised by the question. ™Y our people kegp asking for me by
name, rather than consulting my office. | haven't made it back to my quartersfor my assgned night since
you arrived.” Forester smiled somewhat wanly. "I sincerely hope you'll be able to do without my services
soon, Professor Smith, or I'll be of very little use to anyone.”
Asif you'd willingly leave dealing with us to anyone else, Gail decided, but said only: "My apologies,



Adminigtrator. We were not aware your staff would keep you from your bed smply to answer routine
requests. Let my comm officer know whom to contact during your night cycle and well be sureto leave
you in pesce.”

"Dont worry. | wouldn't have missed dl this," he confirmed unnecessarily, tired eyes gleaming. "I'll catch
afew winks, then get hold of Mdley for you. My office?' Forester paused suggestively.

"Here," Grant countered, before Gail could utter aword. His ook to her wasn't asking permission. She
nodded anyway.

After the station adminigrator |eft, Gail turned to the commander, anticipating his curiogity. "Y ou want to
know why I've asked to seethisMdley.”

Grant, his posture subtly relaxed once the stationer was gone, tilted his head to one sde, regarding her
with abland expression. "I trust you'l tell mewhat | need to know, Professor, when | need to know it."
They'd learned a fair bit about each other on the trip here, Gall said to hersdlf, inclined to be amused.
"Wdk with meto thelab, Commander," she said impulsively.

His agreement meant dismissing one of the two FDs standing guard outside her office. Normdly, one
would stay by the locked door while the other followed her. Gail had grown so accustomed to their
unobtrusive presence, she il didn't know the names of more than a handful of the specialistsin Grant's
unit.

She dill didn't know why she put up with their shadowing in the first place— especidly on the Seeker —
but the FD higher-ups had been quite clear. She was key to this mission's success, so shewould be
guarded even in atotal lack of apparent threat.

Grant matched hislonger stridesto her impatient ones, their feet in syncopated rhythm asthey headed
down the main corridor. Waste of precious time. Gail begrudged the distance from her officeto the
lab— her quarters were midway, at least— but Tobo had insisted she keep herself close to the bridge.
His reasons were sound enough, she had to admit, but the design of the Seeker hadn't been meant to
accommodate a scientist who was aso essentialy in command.

No, shethought, her kind was supposed to keep aloof from the day-to-day running of the ship and
intheir place, aboard the science sphere. The Seeker had been designed for a specific purpose: to
conduct potentialy hazardous research in space, most particularly, research into dien biologiesand
technologies, should such ever be found. From the outside, her structure was deceptively smple, apair
of asymmetrica spheres connected by adender cylinder. Her trandight drive protruded from the
underside of the smdller, aft sphere, dmogt an afterthought jarring its graceful curveto an
atmosphere-capable snout. Thiswas the command sphere, containing the bridge, crews quarters, cargo
holds, and her office— in other words, the half of the Seeker responsible for getting them place to place.
And now perhaps more, Gail thought, diding her eyes Sdeways and up. From this perspective, Grant
was a column of blue-gray uniform topped by the stiraight line of afirm jaw and black hair that was
beginning to show abit of curl asit grew out of whatever regulation length hisformer duty had required.
Othersin hisunit were dso letting their hair grow, which wasn't helping her tell them gpart at any
distance.

Gail didn't know them and she didn't know— yet— what they'd done to the Seeker during her orbits of
Titan, beyond the fact that modifications had been made. Titan University had been grimly silent during
the entire process and neither she nor Tobo asked for details. Gail had been reasonably sure any
questions would have stopped not just the military's preparations but her mission itself.

After walking in mutua silencefor severd minutes, more because Gail wasn't goingto sart a
conversation in any halway filled with passing crew, they arrived at the first of two interior lockouts. One
of Grant's people stood stone-faced by the doorway, but Gail ignored her as she entered the day's code
then waited the interminable seconds as the door's sensor net compared its stored version of Gail Smith
with the one trying to pass. The door talked to itself for afew seconds, then swung open.

The others believed they had equal access, Gail thought with satisfaction, knowing better. One of her
first tests of her military supporters had been the establishment of anew, hidden, leve of clearance. She
could now lock them al out, should the need arise. Especidly Reinsez. Gail wasn't fool enough to think
Grant's people hadn't done the sameto her, but in this, she waswilling to gain what leverage she could.



Past the door, they entered the automated walkway. Each took hold of asupport bar along thewadll as
thefloor shifted into motion, taking them through the Seeker 's wasplike waist to the core of the larger
gtern sphere. That sphere held the research facility itsdlf, currently home to the over sixty scientistsand
techniciansworking in the Seeker 's maze of |aboratories. Most of the space remained unassigned, waiting
apurpose. They could build dmost any device or tool they might need within it, then dismantle the parts
when done to be ready for the next experiment.

The waist itself, Gail thought as she and Grant stood till, yet sped aong as the conveyor moved them,
could be much more than it seemed as well. The semitransparent walls and ceiling were deeply
corrugated, the only hint that this corridor differed in any way but length from others on board. The
corrugation dlowed the waist to be extended in stages. Thefirst changed itsinterior into agravity-free
chute for emergency travel between the spheres. A further extension turned the chute into anarrow
tether, little more than ahousing for power and communications cabling, aswell as holding the two parts
of the ship together. The publicized reason for this festure was so the science sphere could be dragged
through the upper limits of an atmaosphere to conduct its research. The unstated reason wasto contain
any dien biohazard rel eased within the sphere.

Last, and not least, the science sphere could completely detach. This option had two purposes. firg, the
sphere could beleft in orbit around an interesting world for prolonged research, while the mobile
command sphere went for supplies or to gather other data at adistance. The other?

If adeadly dien pest, such asthe Quill, contaminated the science sphere, it could be destroyed.

Gail wasfully awarethat Titan U expected her to keep their precious new ship in one piece. Shehad a
tiresome pile of memas reminding her that retracting the tether and reconnecting the sphereswas
prohibitively expensive and risky. Of course it was— since reattachment required crew working from
outside, let aone the downtime before the Seeker could move safdly.

She was dso aware that the waist, because of its versatility, was the only area of the ship guaranteed to
be free of vids. Robotic sweepers automatically scoured every foreign molecule from itsinterior following
any use. A most convenient cleanliness.

"Holding," Gail warned Grant as she twisted her hand on the bar to pause the walkway.

They were gpproximately midway, thewaist stretching to amost pointsin both directions, the opaque
surface of walkway and hand bars exaggerating the effect. The transparent walls and ceiling formed a
black arch overhead, presently shaded against Thromberg'stiny sun. Gail dwaysfound it strangely
claustrophobic, unsureif her discomfort was because she knew her hand on the wall was mere
centimeters from vacuum or because of the smal red switch on the bridge that could instantly negate even
that protection.

S0 the place made her queasy—it remained ideal for her purpose. "I'vereason to believe this
stationer, Mdley, can get amessage to Pardell.”

Grant raised one eyebrow. "Progress, then."

"l hope s0," Gail said, perhaps more fervently than sheéd intended. "Well see if Forester's cooperation
extends far enough to be useful. In case it doesn't, | want your people to be ready to do somedigging ...
now that we finaly have a name which appearsin their database.”

Grant's eyes brightened. No doubt he had to listen to complaints from his missionless and bored
experts, Gail thought with some sympathy. "A name makes adifference,” he admitted. "A big one. Are
you sure you want usto wait, Professor?’

She frowned, but not at Grant. "We both agree thisisavolatile Stuation. They were faster picking up
your probe than expected— and their reaction wasn't pleasant. | daresay the same could hold true for
any typeof intruson.”

A nod. "A reasonable conclusion. When— if— you want us to proceed, be assured welll take
extraordinary precautions.”

What those might be, Gail didn't want to know. What she did need was extraordinary cooperation. "I'll
be blunt with you, Commander," she warned, seeing his eyes narrow ever so dightly in anticipation that
here was likely the real reason for her invitation. Good. She liked working with peoplewho tried to
predict her. It made so many thingseasier. "Theres no if. Before we undock, | want you to grab as much



information as you can from Thromberg's systems about Malley, about Pardell— because | don't trust
Forester's explanations— and two other names. Aaron Raner." She paused.

Grant didn't hesitate. "The man who requested the adoption papersfor Pardell. No problem. The
other?'

Galil reached across the narrow corridor of thewaist to tap Grant ungently on his broad, hard chest. "This
information comes to me, and me alone, Commander Grant. Are we clear?’

Hedidn't salute, but there was something of the intention in hiseyes. "Y es, Professor. My peopleand |
arefully aware of the chain of command.”

Satidfied, Gail let hersdf amile. "The last name— for the moment, at least— belongs to a Royce/Douglas
freighter, Picarclass, origindly registered out of Earth and trandferred to Thromberg twenty-three years
ago. The Merry Mate I1. Her reg code was AJST 866 C1066."

There was nothing subservient in the look this gained her. "So," a shade too palite, "despite al the
protests, you wanted the probe out there. To look for this ship.”

She did like working with Grant. Gail arched one brow, then twisted the handle to start the conveyor
moving again. "What | want is a shorter distance to my lab, Commander, but we each have to ded with
what we have, don't we?"'

Chapter 7

Not smart. Pardell didn't need to imagine Rosdind's dry voicein hishemet to know her opinion. Part of
him shared it.

But what was he supposed to do? Sit dlonein the 'Mate? Wonder what was happening on-station?
Worry that hisonly chance for abetter life was preparing to undock?

After Rosdind had left— without promising more than to consider heading up to the docking ring— hed
thought it over from every sde until hisbrain ached. If the 'Mate till had acomm system, he could have
contacted the Seeker himself. A joke suited to his mood. Oh, there was a panel marked "comm ops' on
the ship's bridge— with nothing left behind it but the ends of connectors. Currency, long spent.

But there were other comm systems.

Pardell dowed his descent dong the cable by twisting the hook to add friction, reaching the station plate
with virtualy no force left to send him back up again. He flipped on the magsto lock down the soles of
his boots before releasing his hold. Habits. There were noneto guide him in deding with strangers.
Thisair lock was in poor shape. Hardly anyone used it these days, preferring to walk the longer route
through Thromberg's air-filled corridors. Truth was, Pardell told himsdlf, there waslittle need anymoreto
avoid moving through the station. Rosalind and her cohorts might deny it, but he could see atime coming
when, if nothing changed, the station would quietly accept dl who were left outside— if only to replace
those lost within. How long after that Thromberg's population could continue to survive, hed no idea.
They shouldn't have lasted thislong, but people were stubborn that way.

Parddl'slips twitched in what was close to agrin. He probably had alittle too much of that stubbornness
himsaf.

The warped outer door ill held tight, but Pardell waited until he was through the inner one and it locked
behind him, before removing his hemet and looking around. No onein sight— not that thisfar corner of
the abandoned ring was ever popular. Too much debris blocked line of sight and therewastoo littlein
the way of dternativesif one was trapped here. He was one of the few who routindly used thisair lock,
something only he and Malley knew. They had a secret place nearby— one of those things kids did who
played together without the complete gpprova of adults.

Not much of aplace, evenfor ahideyhole, but it sufficed. The innermost layer of the whipple shield
overhead had been rammed through the interior wal plates and down into the floor, coming
heartstoppingly close to opening up this part of the station to vacuum. Engineers and techs had stabilized
it with sprayed cement and left well enough aone. People didn't like thelook of it. Fine by him. Pardell
listened to his heartbeat and nothing else for a count of one hundred and one, then heaved aside what
looked like atwisted mass of worthless plastic but was a pand woven from the least appedling scraps
they could find.



He paused, using hiswrist lamp to survey theinterior of the cavelike space. Mdley'd surprised atrio of
'tastic headsin here once. Unfortunately for the trespassers, it had been after the stationer had reached
hisfull growth and temper. Pardell preferred amore cautious, limb-preserving approach and kept himsalf
ready to retreat if necessary.

The thin beam of light did down the ominoudy tilted dab of metal forming the roof and two walls of the
shelter— some of it melted and re-formed— then briefly investigated any pile of scrapslarge enough to
hide an unwelcome guest.

Or awelcome one. Parddl's face burned unexpectedly at the al too clear memory of surprisng Malley
with alady friend. The faint light had seemed awel come and Parddll had hurried inside, only to confront
abewildering tangle of dow moving limbs and far more exposed flesh than was sensible out here where
skin would freeze to metdl. Aghast that hisfriend would bring anyone el seto their hidden place, hed
hesitated amoment too long. No, in honesty, held been mesmerized by the sight of gentle touching,
fascinated by their soft sounds of pleasure.

Malley's outraged roar when he'd redlized they were being watched had not been one of those. Pardell
had dammed on his hemet and run back to the air lock, cycling through it faster than was at al safe,
knowing full well Maley would never follow him into vacuum.

They'd never spoken of theincident, but ever since, as now, Pardell made sure to check every corner of
the room before committing himsdf to stepping insde.

Pardell shook himsdlf. Hewaswedl aware of his own limitations and, while sometimes desperately
envious, it was only right his closest friend should enjoy what normal people did with one ancther.
Maybe the Earthers had a cure for what isolated him like one of those monks he'd read aboui.
Parddll tore off his suit glove, rubbing that hand over hisface asif to rub away the entire notion. It didn't
help that his heart began to pound and his breath came treacheroudy faster. I'm an adult, hetold himsdlf
furioudy, embarrassed at this|gpse into adolescence even aone and unwatched. | have greater

concer ns than wanting to know how it feels to touch a woman's flesh, to be touched, to ...

Not to mention those were the very last thoughts he needed in his mind when negotiating with the Earther.
He winced, then focused on the here and now, deliberately removing his suit one piece a atime, rolling
up any dtill-sticky pieces of tape— discarding those now-usdless strips whose adhesive had finished
outgassing to vacuum— and putting each into asuit glovefor later.

They'd put in hooks and made structures that were faintly chairlike— the place was quite homey, if you
didn't mind decorating with what even Thromberg considered disposable. Most of the materia againgt
the walls and coating the floor was insulation. The cold could kill you, the moment you forgot about it.
Malley's suit hung, limp and musty, to theleft of where Pardell hung his own. Although hewasin ahurry,
Parddll gaveit aquick check. Mdley hated wearing the thing with a passion, even though a suit had
saved hislife once. Parddll expelled afrosty breath in exasperation. The battery waslow again. No need
to wonder why— Mdley had atendency to plug an extra heater into it, epecialy when he came down
here to worry away a some equation or problem at al hours of hisnight cycle.

Parddl gaveit aquick recharge from his own suit battery. It was adark, never-mentioned truth that there
weren't enough suitsfor everyone on the gtation. Not even close. Although heid chosen to live Outside,
Raner had done what he could to make sure hisfamily and friends had suitsfor their children. Mdley's
gtill had the leg fabric from that origind gift. He and Pardell had used it to extend the arms on this one.
Good thing Mdley had findly stopped growing.

Pardd|'s hands dropped away from their fussing over the other suit. He was wasting time. It was morning
for those running odd-cycle. Malley would be on the recycling floor, heaving metd fragmentsand
engaging his coworkersin debates on the nature of consciousness between loads. If he wanted to catch
him— and get Malley's hel p accessing the comm system in the factory— held have to hurry before the
morning shift broke for rations. Depending on whether Mdley had students, he could head off in any
direction, leaving Pardell waiting for him in the corridor where held doubtless have to endure everyone's
guestions and gpologies about last night at Sammie's. No thanks.

Parddl pulled the mags from his boots, tucking them negtly beneath his hanging suit, then stood up
graight, looking down at himself until he was dmost cross-eyed, making sure his coverdlswere astidy



as possible. There was nothing he could do about the wrinkles at each joint and around his waist— those
came with being a'sider and spending most of your time crammed inside space gear.

After making sure the pandl was across the opening, and pausing to listen for any sgn he wasn't done,
Parddll Ieft. Asaways, he did so with the smallest twinge of worry. Their cave wasn't acomplete secret,
aswere hisother hiding places. Leaving hissuit here felt dangerous, despite Maley's assurances of its
safety. Those assurances rang somewhat hollow at best, since Pardell knew perfectly well hisfriend
hoped one day he'd forget about the "Mate and stay inside Thromberg for good.

Not likely. The '"Mate was home and security. Leave her? Not unless Parddll had anew future and anew
= s * kK

" 'Bout an hour ago, wouldn't you say, Denery?' Lang looked up from the cardsin his hand, frowning a
bit in concentration.

"Less" Syd Denery replied quickly. Hisface, usually cheerful, was presently drawn in worried lines that
had nothing to do with his chances at besting Tommy Lang a rummy.

Pardd| looked from one man to the other, trying to grasp what they were saying. " Station Admin came
down here, mid-shift, and just took Malley with them?'

Both nodded. "Didn't bother explaining,” Denery said, anticipating Pardell's question. "Then again, when
dothey?'

"Who wasit?' Thelightsflickered, once, and al along the narrow space, workers began getting to their
feet, ready to return to their shift. He hadn't been quick enough to make it before the break. If only he
had— Pardell eased out of the way, pressing his back against the wall beside Denery's chair. Habit as
well as courtesy. It was easier for him to avoid the moving mass of people than expect dl of them to
avoid him.

Lang folded his cards and tossed them into the pile on the table. "I take it thereés no timeto win my dibs
back thisround, Syd," he grumbled as he stood. " '‘Bye, Aaron. Y ou coming?’

"Beright there, Tommy. Cover for meif I'm dow— right?' Denery waited until the other left with anod
before saying: "Therewerefour of them. Faces| didn't know. Anzetti said held seen a couple of them
before— wasn't sure where."

"Did they say anything? Why they wanted Mdley in particular?’

The off-shift wastrickling into the corridor, claming their turn & rations and chairs. Denery did to his
feet, coming to lean beside Pardell and speaking in a quiet voice that nonethel ess sent shivers down
Pardd|'s spine. " Spouted some nonsense about having him talk to Station Admin over improvementsto
theline down here. Asif that would happen. But you know Malley. HEll grab any chance to blow off
steam about how things are done."

" So they— or whoever sent them— knew exactly how to get him to leave without kicking afuss or
cdling over thefloor boss.

A flicker of something grimin Denery'seyes. "That's my guess. | don't likeit, Aaron. It's not routine.”
Not routine. Stationer code for dangerous, since anything unexpected in Thromberg was considered a
threat. It usually was. Parddll nodded, feding sick to his somach. "Earthers," he breathed the word,
rather than say it out loud, with dl these earsin range. Denery paled but didn't argue.

Instead, he looked up at Pardell and said urgently: "Y ou get home, Aaron. Hear me? Ther€'s nothing you
cando. Youwait and I'll— I'll get word to you somehow when Malley's back."

Parddll had to smile. "Syd, you don't have the dightest ideahow to get a message Outside and we both
know it."

"I know when my friends are in sewage up to their eye sockets, that'swhat | know," thelittleimmie said
firmly. "Just you listen to me, Aaron. Please. And stay out of Sammie's— at least for now. Forester's | eft
his people there."

"Sammiemust lovethat.”

Syd Denery snorted. "No doubt. Heard he's charging them rent for their table. You listento me," he
repeated, lifting one hand asthough to put it on Pardell's shoulder, then stopping just intime. "Y ou get
home and stay there. Thisis probably nothing anyway. We should be fegling sorry for whoever hasto



listen to Mdley ranting about apha sorting protocols and bin sizes."
"I will, Syd," Parddl said earnestly, though not specifying which suggestion he planned to follow. "And—
thanks."

* * %
When you grew up in aplace, you knew that place. Pardell might not have spent every waking moment
on the gtation, but he and Malley had been determined wanderers as children— too full of energy to stay
closeto ether'shome and too full of themsdavesto stay where it was safe. Hed had the Outside as an
extraplayground, true, but it was the tunnellike Inside that had fascinated them both. They'd explored
every nook and cranny within their section of Thromberg. Since many of those had been add-ons
following theriots, or subdivisons built without consulting the sation'sengineers, it was entirdly likely the
youngsters knew it better than anyone else.
So Pardell hardly needed to glance at level numbers or corridor codesto find hisway from the recycling
floorsto the back entrance to Sammi€'s. Once there, he hesitated, automatically easing to one sdeto let
gtaff and others pass him with agenerous margin, and considered what Denery had told him.
Station Admin had taken Maley someplace. If the Earther was involved— Parddl | couldn't help but
focus hisire on one Earther in particular— then Malley might even be on the Seeker by now. His ship.
Parddll was consumed with sudden jealousy. The Seeker was his opportunity. Hisbig chance. But the
feding faded just as quickly. He knew, beyond doubt, that Maley had been taken to get to him, not asa
subsgtitute. Someone knew them both, well enough to know Malley wasthe key. The why of it was easy.
If they thought Parddll would refuseto step forward, if they werein too much of ahurry to hunt for him,
then thiswasthelogica ploy. What it said about their ruthlessness— about her ruthlessness— |eft Pardell
cold.
It definitely changed hisplans.
"Aaron Pardell?' the voice went from wel coming to scolding in the space of the two words. "What are
you thinking— get in herel™
Parddl followed Tanyaingde. The back of Sammi€'s was a combination of living quartersand
goreroom. Sammie kept hisremaining family close. HEd been one of the first businessmen to come
on-gtation and, during the glory years, had sponsored more and more of hiskin to join him. Sincethe
Quill, hed lost fourteen dl told, including Tanyas father and grandmother to pneumoniaduring a
lockdown that |eft the medica supplies on the wrong side of the sedled bulkheads.
The rest dept here on beds made from crates of beer. Since Thromberg's one and only brew had alife
expectancy of about aweek, those beds were in constant flux, frequently being dismantled at the most
inconvenient times, according to Tanyaand her sbs. Theroom itsdf followed the origind curve of what
had been afreight-capable halway. Curtains darkened the half set aside for those on the opposing cycle.
The entrance to the bar itself waslocked from this sde. Sammie preferred ddliveriesto comein the same
way as customers.
There wasthe smdl of something cooking from one corner. The tavern received abit extrain the way of
rationsto sdll at the bar— the balance sheet meant mogt of that extra came out of the family's alotment,
so Sammierarely let it leave the soreroom. Parddll politely declined an offer to share, after putting his
own bag of rations on the nearest table. It would ether be therefor him later, or replaced with another.
Those inside Thromberg observed the courtesies aswell as any 'Sider.
As hée'd hoped, Sammie was home, Sitting behind the sheet of meta that served as adesk. On seeing
who followed his granddaughter insde, the bartender waved him over impatiently. "Pardell, you're just
tenkinds of fool latdy, aren't you?”
"Nice seeing you, too, Sammie," Parddl said, sitting on the nearest bed and pretending not to notice how
quickly Tanya pulled the door closed despite the cloying warmth and smellsinside. "Hear you have
regular customers now."
The bartender exposed severa misplaced teeth in ahungry grin. "Payin’ ones at that. | could use more o
them types.” Then he put his handsflat on the desk and stared a Pardell consideringly. ™Y ou'd be better
elsawhere, Parddl.”
"So people areteling me.” Pardd| didn't try to keep the emotion from hisvoice. "Meansalot, Sammie."



"Not enough, obvioudy. Or you wouldn't be here."

Odd how Sammi€e's speech patterns changed at whim. Pardell drew his mind back from itstentative legp
into distraction, fiercely determined to keep to the here and the now. "I'm here because | need more than
warnings, Sammie," hetold the bartender. "It's no good for me to hide where I'm deaf and blind. | don't
know what's happening. | can't find out what the Eartherswant." He paused, then went on in avoice that
surprised him by shaking with anger: "And now it's more than me— they've taken Hugh Malley."
Sammie blinked once. Pardell felt more than saw Tanyaand a couple of others move closer. Y ou know
for afact Mdley'swith the Earthers?' Sammie asked, reasonably enough, "Man's been in trouble before
without your help, Aaron.”

"Syd Denery wasthere. Said four from Station Admin came for Maley— took him right out of his
shift— made up some story about Maley's opinion being important in aredesign of the factory.”
Tanyalaughed once. "That would do it."

Pardell kept his eyes on Sammie, whose face was gradudly twisting into a scowl. The bartender was
unofficidly themost influentid person in this section of Thromberg. Nothing happened here Sammie didn't
know about— nothing was decided by the residents without consulting with Sammiefirgt. "Not routing,"
that worthy spat after due consideration.

Parddll nodded, "That'swhat Denery said.”

The scowl degpened. "Didn't think Forester would make the connection between you two— it's not as
though he's ever down here. Or would have noticed.”

"Someone did." Before that sounded like an accusation, Pardell added: "Who doesn't matter. And if
Admin'staken Madley inward or stern to ask about me, we can pity the fools who haveto talk to him.
Butif it'sthe Earther ..." Helet hisvoicetral away.

"Seemsto me they don't need to ask Malley athing." Thisinterruption came from Tanya, who stepped
forward until she stood againgt her grandfather's desk, a vantage point alowing her to glare down at them
both. "If they want you that bad— well, it'sworking just fine, isnt it? Y ou aren't playing it smart.”
Hedidn't quite smile. Tanya should have been a mother by now; she had dl the fire and no oneto
protect. It didn't pay to cross her in this mood, but he had no choice. "We don't know what they want,"
Parddll gated, hisvoiceflat and leve. "All we know isthey're changing things.” He hesitated. Therewas
nothing to be gained by talking about Rosalind's reaction—'sder business would only make them
unessy.

Sammie'slook sharpened, as though he knew Parddl | could have added more but chose not to; he only
sad: "You said you wanted help. What kind?"

Something tight inside Pardell eased, and he took a deeper breath to cover it. "I need to find out what's
redly going on: where Maley is; what the Earthers want; how far Forester will go to back them.”

An unexpectedly e oquent wave of athick-fingered hand. "I can ask some questions. No guarantees
they'll be answered— or how fast. No matter what the Earthers are redlly after, they've sent people
running for sealed sections. Theréstak of stockpiling, Aaron Pardell. That's serioustrouble, true or

not."

Parddll closed hiseyesfor an instant. Worse and worse. Damn her. This place that worked so well on
the surface depended on the most fragile balance of trust and mutua sdlf- interests. Any push— any at
al— could destroy it. Helooked at Sammie, putting al his determination into hisvoice, saying: "We have
to know the truth about them. If it'sonly me on thar lig, that's going to help— but the longer it takesto
be sure, the less people will believe anything but their fears. | have to talk to the Earther— Dr. Smith.”

A gternlook from her grandfather quelled Tanyas outburst before it was more than an indrawn breath.
"It can be arranged,” Sammietold him bluntly, an unusua admission of the power he could exert if he
chose.

"Thank—"

"But," Sammie continued, interrupting Pardell's gratitude, his own tone heavy, "it's not your decision or
mineto make."

Pardell searched the other's face, reading nothing in those suddenly worn-looking features but grim
gncerity. "Whoseisit, then?" he asked, honestly curious.



"Therell beameeting. That'sdl | can say.”

"To decidewhen | can talk to the Earther.”

Sammiewaved afinger at Pardell, looking irritated. "Not when. If."

Parddll swallowed hard, a physica action that helped to keep down the questions he desperately wanted
to ask. No point pushing Sammie— not if he wanted help. But he couldn't help one dipping out:
"Whoever they are ... why would they care? How could what | do possibly matter to anyone else?’
Hedidn't redly expect an answer, but Sammie drummed hisfingers on the metal, a soft counterpoint to
hiswords: "Y ou know how it's been, Aaron. Immie, stationer— or 'sider— we've survived by taking
care of our own without Earth interference or help." Sammie paused until Pardell nodded impatiently.
"What you don't know isthere's another sideto it. It's nothing to be proud of, but it'sthe way things are.
Haven't you ever wondered why folks here never cdll their familiesin Sol System and ask for handouts?
We have families, you know. Some of them well-off and even powerful. But no one here goes begging to
Earth for persond gain.”

"Thromberg Admin controls the comms—" Pardd| ventured, flashing to his conversation with Rosalind
and her paranociaabout Earth, hoping he wasn't meeting its partner here of dl places.

"Admin? They have nothing to do with this. Listen, Aaron. There are rules here. We dl obey them,
'Sdersaswdl aseveryone ese. Y ou enter on theright. Y ou share. Y ou don't butt ahead in line. And you
don't contact anyone off-station without permission. No deals on your own." Helifted hishand and
dammed it down, making Pardd| jump.

"Youtry,” Sammie continued in dmost awhisper, dthough it hardly seemed anyone else so much as
breathed in the storeroom. "Y ou die.”

Chapter 8

"We have a— small problem, Dr. Smith." Gail cocked her head, although there wasn't avid pickup on
her desk comm. "Did you not notify methat Mr. Malley was on hisway to my office, Tau?" Second on
this shift to Commander Grant, Comm Speciadist Tau was one of thefew in the First Defense Unit Gall
had come to know— but not because of his obvious competence. No, poor Tau was a man so utterly
reliable and practical, Tobo had managed to trick him more often than any of the others on the trip here.
Eventudly, Grant had had to ask her to intercede.

There were some strange, unidentifiable sounds through the speaker, then Tau's voice came again,
somewhat breathless. "To be precise, Doctor, | notified you that Mr. Malley had— arrived— at the air
lock, with his escort.”

"Dont keep ether of uswaiting, then. Bring him up here."

"That's our problem, Dr. Smith. He— ah— doesn't want to come on board."

A corner of Gail's mouth twitched as she imagined what might be happening outside her ship. So much
for Grant'singstence on having this meeting take place in her office. "Stay put," she ordered, then shut off
the comm and grabbed her cloak. Thromberg kept itsinterior too chill for her taste.

If they'd tried any harder to make the man welcome, someone would be in the hospital , Gall
decided afew moments later. From the way everyone stared at her, sheld surprised them al by walking
out the air lock— ahappy circumstance directly related to there being only one guard at her door at that
moment, and that one seemingly traumeatized by the choice of following her quick exit or staying behind to
cdl inawarning.

No, if they'd set out to make a spectacle out of what should have been adiscreet visit, they couldn't have
been more successful. Malley was standing to one side, dressed in what had to be protective gear from
his workplace. The broad belt, worn and ripped overals, and heavy shoulder padding did nothing to
diminish his gartling resemblance to agladiator. The man was beyond massive, Gail decided admiringly.
And beyond annoyed.

Her own eyes narrowed as she ignored the station personnel, busy helping two of their members up from
thefloor plates, and four of Grant's people, arrayed between the entrance to the air lock and the ship.
Instead, Gail studied Malley'sface. He'd noticed her arrival aswell, standing motionless except for
perhaps adight heaving of his chest. One of the tears on his|eft deeve looked fresh.



It was the swest that cued her. Hed hardly exerted himself enough, in this cold air, to have beads
glistening on forehead and cheekbones, arunnel passing in front of one ear to dide under ajaw that was,
literdly, clenched to the point of pain. His eyes kept darting past her to the open air lock. Their pupils
were dilated despite the bright lighting.

S0. Gail heard the pound of footsteps behind her and could see for herself the ring of curious onlookers
gathered at adiscreet distance— for Thromberg— which meant at least two hundred people could hear
anything said. "Welcome, Mr. Madley," she said camly, stepping completely away from the air lock.
"Let's not bother going insde, if you don't mind. | fed liketaking awak. Would you join me?"

She wondered if anyone else saw and understood the flash of surprised gratitude— and shame— that
swept across Malley'sface. Before Grant, who doubtless was either behind her or listening in, could
argue, Gail walked right up to Mdley and dipped her hand under hisarm. It felt more like a stedl girder
than flesh, yet there was a feather-soft trembling perceptible under its surface. Sheld been right: more
than anxiety or distrust— possibly afull-fledged phobia. The cause didn't matter. They'd never get this
man into the ship of hisown free will.

Malley nodded stiffly, accepting the direction she indicated. Gail had the distinct impression that not only
would any direction away from the air lock have been acceptable, but that only her hand on hisarm kept
him from balting.

"My apologies, Mr. Malley," she sad quietly, steadily, asthough she dedlt with distraught men three times
her masson adaily basis. "1'd no ideathe Administrator would be so zedlousin interpreting my request to
meet you."

Unlike Grant, Mdley matched her shorter strides without obvious effort, perhaps a consequence of lifein
the crowded Outward Levds, she thought, where he must rarely be able to stretch hislegs. They were
hardly inconspicuous— Grant's people had quickly moved to enclose the two of them within abox of
blue-gray, matching them step for step— buit it felt private enough.

"Y ou should beflattered, Dr. Smith," Malley replied, his deep, low-timbred voice running through her
bones like adistant rumble of thunder— a sound she redized held likely never heard. "Forester isn't
prone to being zed ous about anything— let done requests.”

An educated voice, at that, now seemingly free of discomfort. Gail tilted her head to look up a him and
promptly discarded all preconceptions sheld had about this conversation and thisman. "Mr. Mdley, I'll
not waste your time or mine," she said bluntly. "1 know you're friends with Aaron Parddll. | need you to
convince himto talk to me. It'svitd."

"Vita? Aaron?' Mdley repeated, not bothering to deny her knowledge. "Nice enough guy,” he went on,
deepening his aready low voice an improbable octave. "But apretty lady like you could do so much
better." He pressed hisarm againg hissdeto gently imprison her fingers, and smiled down at her asif
they were strolling done under moonlight, instead of on acold deck in the middle of athrong of nosy
drangers.

Gail yanked her hand free, hearing a choked-off cough from behind. Grant. Mdley'sflirting had been a
deliberate attempt to put her off-balance— she couldn't believe sheld let him startle that much response
from her. When she checked Malley's face, there was nothing warmer in its expression than amild
satisfaction. "Thisisn't ajoking matter, Mr. Malley," she said evenly. "Do you want meto get into issues
such aswhy Mr. Parddll isn't registered on-station? We know what's outside—"

Madley startled her again, thistime by the speed with which he stopped, took her arm in one hand and
put the other across her mouth to silence her. Gail met his eyes; the urgent message in them made her
wave back her darmed guards without hesitation. The big stationer bent down until his breath warmed
the skin of her ear. "If you'l talk like that— here, in the open— you don't know enough.”

He released her, then stood back as though equally prepared for her guards to attack him or for her to
resume their walking conversation. Involuntarily, Gail licked her lips and tasted the st from his hand.
"Understood,” she said findly. "L et's go somewhere private. Y ou pick the place," she added immediately,
seeing him swallow and reasonably sure it was the thought of the ship, not her offer.

"My sort doesn't get up here much,” Malley pointed out.

"The Docking Adminigtration Officeisn't far." Thisfrom Grant, who'd obvioudy had more than enough of



being a spectator. Hislips were now pressed into ahard line and the look he threw Maley was one of
clear threat. Mdley grinned in acknowledgment. Not a man who backed down, Gail concluded, adding
another pieceto the puzzle.

Grant had been right. The office was attached to the outward curving wall of the docking ring, between
two sets of ship-sized air locks. It waslittle more than aroofless box housing some station staff, a
countertop, and the seemingly inevitable line of peoplewaiting their turn. Gail let Grant Sweep everyone
out of the room, willing— thistime— to stand back and let her troops perform alittle intimidation. It
worked on the office staff, who protested only weakly; it seemed to amuse Malley.

When the smdll, cluttered space was emptied except for themselves, she claimed the only chair behind a
desk and gestured Malley to take the one opposite. As he sat, the chair groaning in protest, Gail gestured
to therest to leave them.

Predictably, after nodding an okay to his people and watching them file out, Grant didn't budge. Gall
waited. Madlley looked from oneto the other, definitely amused now. Findly, Grant took aquick step
forward, bringing something from his pocket to place firmly on the desk in front of her. Then heturned to
Malley and said: "I'm on the other side of the only exit, Stationer. Don't forget that.”

Instead of a sneer, which Grant probably expected— and deserved, the melodramatic oaf— Madley's
face turned quite serious. " She's safer here, with me, than anywhere on this station,” he told the obvioudy
angry officer. "A conversation— that'sal.”

Grant wasn't buying it. "Just mind yoursdlf, Maley— that's dl | care about.” He sdluted Gail in away that
left no doubt of his disapproval, then spun and marched out of the room.

"Ishe dwayslikethat?'

Gall gazed at the device lying in front of her on the stained desktop, making no moveto touch it. Any
contact with it would doubtlesstrigger both an ear-splitting larm and most regrettable action from those
waiting outside. "Hefeds| take unnecessary risks," she explained, unsure why she didn't want Grant
migudged by this man.

"Doyou?'

"No," Gail said frankly. "I only take the necessary ones."

"Such as coming here, looking for Aaron.” Mdley leaned back, stretching out legs with thighs each
broader than her waist. The chair gave one last protest then was slent. Malley was probably used to
furniture complaining. "Do you mind?" he asked her, tapping one of his shoulder pads.

Gail steepled her fingers and rested her chin on their tips. "By dl means, make yoursdf comfortable, Mr.
Mdley."

He unclipped the straps crossing his chest and upper body, then lifted the entire mass over his head. For
aningant, Gail thought he planned to tossit into a corner, then he grinned at her and put it down on the
floor with only amuted ring of metad to metd. "Musin't get your soldiersimagining I'm throwing things a
you."

Taking off the pads, Mdley shed years aswell— his shoulders till unusudly broad and overmuscled to
Gail's eyes, but now morein proportion to the rest of his body. Where the fabric covering his upper arms
had worn through, the skin showed overlapping patterns of bruising, some brownish yellow, the latest an
angry purple, asthough he routinely hoisted heavy objects up on his shoulders without care. Coupled
with the strong, fiercely intelligent lines of hisface, he was aparadox Gail found inconveniently
fascinating. She put it down to therarity of sweaty manua laborersin her life and schooled her
expresson carefully.

After dl, here was asource of information potentially more useful than anything Grant's experts could
scavenge from Thromberg itself. She started with the practicd. ™Y ou didn't want meto talk about those
ships outsde the station. Why?"

Malley kept his easy smile, but she thought his brown eyes hardened. "No," he rumbled. "That's not how
thisisgoing to work, Dr. Smith."

Sheblinked. "Pardon ... 7"

"Firgt, you owe methedibs|'m losing being here and not on my shift." Hewaited for Gail to nod, then
went on in determined voice: " Second, | want you to arrange a meeting between me and your pet, Sector



Adminigrator Foregter.”

Gall blinked. "Why?'

"I was hauled up here on the pretense 1'd get a chance to express my opinions on how things are being
done on my floor. Wéll, | want that chance.”

She kept from amiling & this, merdly nodding again.

"Good." Mdley brought his big hands up and locked them behind his neck. " Then there's only one more
itemto clear up, Dr. Smith."

"And thet is?"

"What the hell makesyou think I'll talk to an Earther about my friend, my home, or anything else, for that
metter?'

Not an outright refusal, Gail decided. A challenge. There were stakesinvolved here she didn't know,
but at least Malley wasn't leaving— yet. There had to be something he either wanted, or needed. She
thought it highly unlikely hed simply tell her what that something was.

"| appreciate your candor, Mr. Mdley," she began, more cautious than she'd ever been with Reinsez—
or Grant, for that matter— suspecting Malley of adifferent level of intelect, aswell asbeing fully aware
hiswas a persondity forged under circumstances completely aien to her own. She dared not
underestimate him. "While I've many questions, they can keep. It'sonly my curiosity, after dl.” Gall
smiled, just enough to deprecate her own words. "'If you're uncomfortable talking to me, | can giveyou a
message for Mr. Parddll. Y ou can go back to your work immediately.”

Malley closed hiseyesdmost to dits, asthough this helped him read her face— or as though he was
daydreaming. "Oh, I'm a curious man, mysdlf. Curiouswhy Dr. Gail Smith, Head of the Department of
Xenoecology and formerly lead researcher in xenobiological warfare— both at Titan University, Sol
System— wants so badly to find one man. Badly enough to risk her neck and ship— not to mention
potentidly ignite ariot on Thromberg Station.”

"Y ou know my work?" Hearing the surprise in her own voice, Gail could have bitten her tongue. Hed
thrown her off-baance again. Damn him.

"Information getsout here, if little else,” Maley announced asif he hadn't noticed. "'I've read your last
eight papers— of those Titan dlowed to go public, anyway. Some of your findings were interesting.”
Gail wasn't sureif shewas gppdled or offended. " Some?"

He opened hiseyes again, his expression one of guilelessinnocence. She wasn't fooled, being an expert
inthat expresson hersdf. "While I'd enjoy discussing the finer points with you someday, let'sleaveit that
| don't see any possible connection between your legitimate research on the Quill and Aaron Pardell.
Which leaves me wondering what line of inquiry you aren't publishing— and how much risk to Aaron,
and this station, you'd consider necessary to further it."

Gail dmost dammed her hand down on the larm, more than ready to have Grant and his troops grab
this complacent, obstinate, overstuffed lump of aman and drag him on board the Seeker where they had
the meansto get answersto any question they wished. She wasn't sure which stopped her: imagining the
triumphant "I told you 0" on Grant'sface, or the potentia for violence from the hundreds of stationers
milling between this office and the air lock.

"Y ou could try telling methe truth, Dr. Smith," Maley suggested, the corners of eyeswrinkling good
humoredly, asif he knew and relished her frustration.

"Trust you, Mr. Mdley, with my liféswork— just like that?" Gail was so far from sdf-control she barely
managed to get the words out. "Y ou have no idea—"

"And neither do you, Dr. Smith," he countered, suddenly reveding the extent of his own emoation, feet
thudding to thefloor plates as he sat upright, massive arms swinging down with his handstightened into
fists. "Y ou dock as though you own the place. Y ou expect usto jump a your whim. And you have the
gdl to think I'd betray my friend for aday's dibs and a chance to shout at Forester. Think again!”

"| could have you hauled on my ship—"

Before Gall could finish her sentence, Maley was on hisfeet with that speed she found so unlikely in such
ahuge man, looming over the desk. He pushed the darm within reach of her fingers as he put hisface
within a handbreadth of hers. His voice wasincredibly low and utterly cold: "And | could snap your neck



before your precious Earther grunts came through that door."

Gall bdieved him— he'd only need one hand— but she matched his glare with one of her own, refusing
to retreat despite the hairsrising on the back of her neck. "That comes under necessary risk, doesn't it?"
shesad coally.

She caught him off-balance, for once. Madley's teeth flashed in another of hismercurid grinsand he
straightened, then pretended to bow to her. ™Y ou don't lack for spine, Dr. Smith.”

Since hers currently felt remarkably like aliquid, Gail fixed her expression into something gpproximately
pleasant. "Nor do you. Y ou know they'd kill you."

Malley shrugged. "They'd try," he corrected gently, with the sublime confidence of someonewho
probably hadn't lost abattle on hisown turf in years. Gall didn't bother explaining that Grant and his
people wouldn't fight fair— he probably knew.

And this wasn't a man to have as an enemy, sheredized abruptly. Asan dly, held be indispensable.
Therewas only oneway and, once Gail saw it clearly, she didn't heditate. "Y ou say you want the truth,
Mr. Mdley. Fine. But know this: that truth's more dangerous to the stability of your station than any
conflict between us could be."

"I'm the best judge of that, Dr. Smith." Hislipswere still tight, but she had hisinterest. Shewas sure of it.
"And | won't promise to keep your secrets. Not if they'll harm anyone on or off Thromberg.”

"If you'retheman | think you are," Gail said bluntly, "once you know why I'm here, what I'm hoping to
accomplish, you'll keep it to yoursdlf. I've no worriesthere." She paused, then went on with an urge to
honesty shewas usually ableto resst: "But | haveto warn you," shewent on. "What I'm going to tell you
will put aburden on you and on your friendship with Aaron Pardell—"

What he might have answered, Gail didn't find out. As she drew a breath to continue spesking, there was
acommotion at the door to the office. A flustered-looking Grant burst in, managing to stay ahead, barely,
of what appeared to be an angry delegation of stationersled by Administrator Forester himsalf. Behind,
they could see thefour other Earthers surrounded by stationer gray.

Madlley sat back down and stretched out hislegs once more. "Dr. Smith," hetold her, "welcometo
Thromberg Station.”

Chapter 9

Hugh Madley hadn't returned to hiswork, his hideyhole, or his assgned quarters by night, odd-cycle.
Pardell ignored the changing rhythmsin the corridors— and coming through the wals of Sammie's
Tavern— that marked the swing from day to night for some, night to day for the rest. It was no longer
fifty/fifty, asin the beginning. There were aways degths, some years more than others. There weren't
replacements. Fate had taken more from odd-cycle, so its night was alittle less peaceful, alittle more
intruded on, year by year, by those whose clocks woke them and sent them to work instead. One day, if
nothing changed, they'd blend back to one clock and watch for timeto end in synchrony.

Pardell shook off the reverie. Malley wasn't back. No need to expose himself hunting the news— it
arrived on the feet of odd-cycle folks coming infor alast drink and left with those even-cycle folkswho
liked starting their day asthey ended it. It'd take no more than an hour to spread throughout Outward
Five.

Speculation? Ah, that ran more than walked. Didn't help there was scuttlebutt from the third cousin of
someone's aunt who happened to be on the stern docking ring and who saw Malley with the Earthers.
No, thought Pardell, rubbing his eyes and stifling ayawn, that hadn't helped at all.

Hard to sort the many versonsinto possible or nots. Anything could be true, with that woman and her
ship leeched to Thromberg. Stories so far had ranged from Malley being shot, to his entering the Earther
ship and not leaving it. Thosetwo, at least, Pardell didn't believe for an ingtant. The dock would have
exploded &t the least violence to one of their own— and Malley enter an air lock?

Parddll rolled over in the bed Tanyad lent him, pulling ablanket over ashoulder, feding suddenly as cold
asany time hedd been Outside. Mdley'd been in an air lock exactly once. Thetime his dying mother
tossed the two of them in one for safety. Pardell closed his eyes, remembering in spite of himself ...

... It had been like some game or areader story at firs— something new happening, achangein routine.



The boys had taken it that way; children do. The corridor main lights had been kicked out by Admin,
hoping to stop people moving to and fro, but that only added to their trembling excitement. Mrs. Mdley
had made them put on their suits— achancefor Aaron to show off hisskills, giving hisfriend lots of
unasked-for advice. He and Hugh— she was the only one who caled her son by his given name— had
jousted with their boots, until Mrs. Maley hushed them, made them finish suiting up, and took them to
hide in the abandoned aft docking ring.

Where did theriot start? Who died first? No one lived to explain it to those who survived. The thread of
violence that reached the Maleys wasn't even part of the main struggle, just apack of would-be looters
being chased by the more righteous and better-fed. The boys and Maley's mother had been caught ina
vicious crossfire probably neither sde later remembered. Neither accepted the blame, for sure.

Mrs. Malley had pushed them into the nearest air lock. Pardell could till fedl the pain of her emotions
through him when he recdled that day, asthough her hands had burned through his suit, driving him to do
anything to save her son and himsdlf, fedingsintensfying even as her hands dipped down his back and
away.

Shed loved them both.

And held doneit, seding the air lock, ignoring Maley's screams and pleasto let him out, to let him go
back to her. Both of them being in suits, at least hed been safe from feeling Maley'swild grief aswell as
hisown.

Hed doneit, rapping out the code, opening the outer door, grateful to the quick-thinking 'sider guard
who'd grabbed his hystericd friend and hauled him to the safety of vacuum. They'd been saved. Parddll
had lain back on Thromberg's white outer plates, soothed by the infinite darknessin amost every
direction, shuddering as much with relief as grief. Maley had clung to the guard in absolute, blind terror,
losing in oneingtant not only his mother, but everything that defined his universe.

Malley had never, ever, been ableto go near an air lock since....

No, Parddll thought, tasting the nightmare again, his friend wasn't on the Earther ship. Not unless
they'd drugged or overpowered him somehow.

Shewas capable of that, he didn't doubt it, but there was no reason. What possible gain could having
Malley on her ship provide? To wring the truth from him— another popular rumor? Easier to takehimto
the Admin offices and let Forester try to bore Malley into confession.

"Psst. Aaron. Y ou awake?"!

"Yes," hewhispered, mindful of the others deeping in this side of the soreroom. Herolled to hisfeet,
dropping the blanket and squinting in the dim light. It was Silvie, Sammie's daughter and Tanyas mother.
"Therés news? Red news?'

She chuckled softly at hisqualification. "Not about Maley— dthough | do like the latest, the one saying
he planted a big kiss on the Earther right in front of al and she didn't look too worried about it."

Parddl| gtifled alaugh. "That soundslike something Maley'd pull. But | don't see the Earther taking it so
wdl."

Hefollowed Silvies slhouette to the dit in the curtain and out into the lit section of the long room. There
were people he knew gathered there, a couple of faces |ess familiar than the others. Most were older, the
typethat were easier to peg asimmie or sationer if you knew the signs. No 'sders, other than himself.
No surprise there.

No room to spare either. They'd pushed aside the beer crates to make a half circle where the oldest sat
shoulder to shoulder. He must have dept after al to have missed these preparations, although moving
things quietly was something you learned about the same time aslearning to walk. Others waited
cross-legged on the floor. A few stood, making a shadowed back row beyond the lights.

Room for him, of course. Pardell stepped forward, nodding thanks as they moved completely out of his
way when for one of their own they'd smply turn abit and make ajoke of not stepping on toes. He
knew where they wanted him. They'd |eft one crate waiting in the middle, under the brightest light. He sat
onit, keeping hisback straight as held been taught, resting hishandsin plain sight on histhighs.

Sammie still wore his gpron— it was abusy timein histavern and doubtless he was planning to be back
there as soon as business was done here. Whatever business that might be, Pardell told himsdif,



wishing hed thought to at least run hisfingersthrough his hair first and blinking grit from his eyes.

"You dl know Aaron Raner's son,” Sammie introduced him briskly. "I've told you what went on last
night, with the Earther Smith and Adminisirator Forester.”

"Half of uswerethere, y'old fool!" came from the back row.

"Surprised you remembered, Warren," retorted another voice. Therewas arill of laughter, quickly
muted.

Sammie chose to ignore the byplay. "This meeting's been called to hear Aaron Pardell's request to
contact these Earthers himsalf. He knows he needs your permission,” thisdightly louder to be heard over
amurmur of low voices— an unhappy murmur. "Tell them your reasons, Aaron,” hetold Parddll. "Tell
them what you want to do."

Their sudden attentive silence wasn't comforting. Pardell was used to trying to fade into crowds, not
being the center of dl eyes. He struggled to find his voice, coughed once, then finally got to hisfedt.
"Thank you, Sammie. Everyone. | didn't think so many would—" care, wasthe word trembling on his
lips. He changed it to "— take the time to hear my request.

"What I'm asking is permission to find out why this Earther camelooking for me, what she wants. A
comm link would be enough. I've no need to meet her face-to-face.”

Someone in the back caled out: "Didn't you see those dimples, Pardell?' and was shushed. But the
comment broke some of the tension.

Pardell couldn't quite smile, but he felt alittle more at ease. These were family, in the sense that most
were Raner'sfriends, even if they'd likely come morein curiosity about the Earther than interest in alone
'Sder. "l saw them, thanks. I'm more concerned with what she's done with Hugh Malley."

Therewere, surprisingly enough, no ribald suggestions following that. Perhapsthey shared hisworry. Or
had some respect for Roy Malley, Hugh's uncle and sole blood relation awvay from Sol System. Pardell
could see Roy out of the corner of hisleft eye, seated, as usua, closest to the door. The eldest Mdley
was asour, sllent man, prone to either dismiss or criticize anyone younger or who hadn't stepped on dirt
sometimein their past. Seeing Roy here— wll, that meant Malley's abbsence was something at least one
other took serioudy.

"Soit'sMdley you're worrying about, isit? Here | thought you were planning to ask for aticket home."
Parddll squinted but couldn't see who'd asked the question. Didn't matter— they al waited for his
answer. His hopes? They wouldn't serve him well here. Or Mdley. He shrugged. Y ou know where my
homeis" he said flatly, abitter taste on histongue. "Think this Earther plansto fix up the 'Mate?' Pardell
paused and looked around at as many of them as he could see, findly resting his eyes on Sammie. "Sure,
shetalked about ajob for me. We dl know it was an Earther lie to draw me out. But why? Why me?"
A snort from Fy Wilheim. "Wedl know why, Mr. Touch-Me-Not," the former welder growled, hishand
waving toward the sound of Parddll's voice. Wilheim had lost hissight using inferior equipment and now
worked even-cyclein recycling, opposite Maley's crew. Pardell knew him well enough. Not fond of
'Sders— there was history, aterrible one, behind those clouded eyes. Otherwise, afair man and onethe
others respected. That didn't keep the blood from Pardell's cheeks as the others nodded in agreement
with the old, hated nickname. "What bothers me is how they knew you existed— and how to find you.
Someone's been talking out of turn.”

Out of turn. A death sentencein times past. Pardell spoke up before it got worse. "'l can ask her,” he
offered. " She won't know how we fedl about that. She won't care. | can find out. The more we can learn
about this, the better. It'sthe not knowing that's dangerous.”

"Toayoungster.” This, from Silvie, produced another round of nods. "Therestimesit's best to keep
heads down and doors locked.”

They weren't going to agree, Pardell realized with anumb shock. They'd rather he hide down here until
the Earthers gave up. They'd prefer anything to taking arisk. "What about Hugh Maley?' he asked
desperately.

"Welook after our own, 'sSider.” There was a shuffling of feet and restless movement, as though those
words out of the darkness were al they'd waited to hear said.

Pardell looked into each face, "That'sit?" he demanded, no longer keeping the heat from hisvoice. "'l



can't contact the Earther— and you won't let me help Malley? It's because of me he'sup there!”

Sammie moved closeto him, but didn't put acomforting hand on his shoulder, as he might have with
anyone else. "Hush, boy. There's nothing you can do that won't make thingsworse. Think it through.
Here, in Outward Five, we know you both— we have afair ideawhat the Earther's play iswith getting
Malley to the docking ring. We dl understand they're hunting you, not dedling with him. But the rest of
the station? They're wondering what's up. They see a stationer— one of our own— getting cozy with
Earthers. They see rules being broken and don't know why."

"What are you saying?' Pardell asked, fedling asthough hislips were numb.

Wilheim answered for Sammie: "The Earther isn't Malley'strouble. Shefinds out heisn't her ticket to you,
she's done and sends him back down. But if she doesn't do it fast enough, Malley's going to be up against
the rest of the station. Only we can fix that, Pardell. No offense, but there's no good bringing 'sidersinto
thismess." He paused, blinking though his eyeslooked at nothing, or asif somehow they saw more than
he wanted. " There's no good spreading more about you ether,” Wilheim went on. " Station's on edge.
They'll be suspicious of anything— unusua— now."

Roy Malley nodded, as did most of the others. Pardell sank back down to his seat. First Rosaind and
now this. Hedidn't know if he was grateful to have others take charge, or terrified.

It didn't matter. Even as he nodded a mute good-bye to each of his seniors, Pardell could fed hisown
resolve hardening. The Earther was his problem and Mdley was hisfriend.

He wouldn't abandon ether.

Chapter 10

On the surface, it was a peaceful meeting of open-minded souls. A lie. Gail had endured its like enough
times during her academic career to know when sharks cruised benegth the polite smiles and offers of
refreshments, waiting for the careless or exhausted swimmer to make that one mistake.

Oh, sheld been here before. The setting didn't matter. On her own, Gail was confident she could talk her
way out of what appeared to have once been abanquet hall and was now the seat for Thromberg
Station's governing council.

Unfortunately, Commander Grant sat to her |eft, literdly quivering with tenson. The stationer, Hugh
Malley, sat to her right, histoo-casua posture just as clearly an indication of how he judged their risk.
Was it a necessary one? she asked hersdlf, surveying thosefilling the room. It gppalled her till, how
many individuasthe station would cram into any space. The air quaity had to be suffering. Shefound
hersdf involuntarily taking shallow breaths, through her nose, until she redized Maley was amused.
Risk?— Not as though they'd had a choice, Gall thought, taking a deliberately deep breath as she
reached for aglass of water. They hadn't been offered anything more sustaining— she waslong past
regretting skipping breakfast. The stationers had moved quickly to overwhelm her guards and bring them
here. They'd been made to wait for hours, apparently to face— who wer e these people, anyway? Less
than agovernment. More than arabble. Most were older. It was their number and determination, not
their individua strength, that had brought the Earthers here. But they had something €sein common. Gall
struggled to put her finger on the notion. They al had thelook of people who had survived and intended
to keep on surviving; there was a certain hardness to their faces, athriftiness to their movements and
gpeech. Ordinarily, thiswould have been reassuring, but Gail thought again of sharks and waited for the
gleam of tegth.

Sometimes, afrontal assault worked best. Besides, Gall told hersdlf, at this rate her somach would start
complaining for her. She picked out Administrator Forester, presently standing in the row encompassing
those privileged to Sit at the long L-shaped table. "Since | am being treated as a prisoner, Administrator
Forester, am | to assume I've committed some crime?* Gail demanded, making sure she projected her
voice over theindistinct noise of so many breething and shuffling about. "If so, | expect to be notified of
any chargesimmediately— with the Captain of the Seeker linked by comm aswitness.”

Any shuffling died away. Forester looked decidedly uncomfortable to have been singled out. Good. But
he didn't answer. Instead, awoman directly across from Gail spoke. "I am Lesh Nateba, Dr. Smith.
Chief Adminigtrator for Thromberg Station, Y ou haven't committed any crime we are aware of— unless



itisof gupidity."

When sharks strike, Gail remembered, it's usualy from below and fast. They go for ataste, not ahold; to
test apotentid prey, rather than risk the unknown. "Being uninformed can lead to several misconceptions,
Chief Adminigrator,” Gall replied camly. "Enlighten me."

Nateba, as severd here, had ivory-white hair in stark contrast to her dark skin. Her eyeswere darker
gtill, and not the least warm. ™Y ou have entered into private negotiations with this stationer—"

"Hugh Malley, Outward Five," that worthy piped up. "In case Forester hasn't enlightened you."

Gall resisted the urge to glare to her right. Nateba was doing an admirable job of attempting to impae
Malley with alook anyway, for dl the good it would do. Grant made an dmaost subliminal growling
noise.

"— private negotiations, as| said," the Chief Administrator continued past the interruption. "Explain
yoursdlf. Dr. Smith," she added quickly, before Malley could take a breath to answer.

Something wasn't tracking, Gail recognized suddenly. There was hodtility toward Earthers here— that
wasn't new. But there seemed even more hostility being directed a Mdley, who she would have sworn
was a person who made more friends than enemies. He was one of their own, after all. She suspected a
prohibition against direct contact between the regular station dwellers and such as herself. Forester
should have warned her. Instead— she glanced at him speculatively— he'd deliberately encouraged her
to meet with Mdley. A trap, of sorts. Had Madley been in onit? Sheld guess not, given hisaverson to the
air lock and his passionate refusal to contact Pardell.

But Mdley must have known how his people would react to their private meeting— yet hed been the
onetoingst. Hed been willing to risk it. Why? Gail shook her head a her own thoughts. "Explain
mysaf? There's nothing to explain beyond what I've dready told Adminigtrator Forester,” Gail enjoyed
the man'sflinch at being named. "I'm looking for someone on Thromberg. Hugh Malley knows him.
That'sdl thereistoit.”

"So you have been— or are— seeking private negotiations with yet another on the station,” Nateba
leaned her head toward the man beside her, who promptly whispered something into her ear. "A person
not registered. One Aaron Pardell.”

Gail could fed Mdley diffen through hisarm againgt hers— anecessarily tight fit given how many shared
thetable. So. Therewas adanger to hisfriend in thiswoman's questions. No, Gail thought, not her
guestions— in her learning of Pardell's very existence. If Pardell wasin some danger on the station, she
could use that to convince Madley to bring hisfriend to her, given she could ever arrange another private
conversation with him. The odds of that happening appeared about nil.

"I have no problem with any and dl of my discussonsbeing public, Chief Adminidtration,” Gail said
smoothly. "Asl've said, I'm authorized to be herein order to further my research. I've no interest in your
interna business, nor do | intend any disruption—"

"Itsabit latefor lies, Earther.” The teeth were showing plainly now, and othersin the room leaned
forward asif scenting blood themselves. Gall tried to ignore the hot breath stirring her hair asthose
behind moved too close for comfort. "Or did it surprise you when we detected your spy satellite? Would
you be equally surprised to know your clumsy digging into our data banks was just as obviousto us?'
There was amuitering from the gathered crowd— around two hundred, Gall fataistically estimated—
after each of these announcements. Gail did take the timeto turn and glare at Grant, whose face bore no
expresson a dl. It was his"against hopeless odds' face— sheld bet onit. If it was meant to expresshis
expectation of surviving her ire about his so-caled experts lack of sealth, it was appropriate.

Gail not only planned to survive this meeting, she intended to profit fromit. Y ou haven't brought us here
to talk about whatever the Seeker might— or might not— have done," she said as much to the crowd as
Nateba "What do you want, Chief Administrator? An gpology? Fine. I'll write one up for whatever you
deem necessary. Y ou want meto leave? I'd love to— but not without finding Aaron Parddll. Sincethis
man," she jerked her head toward Mdley, "can help me and you obvioudly cannot, | suggest you let us
gettoit.”

Nateba sat up alittle straighter, perhaps startled to find prey that flashed teeth in response. "Malley?' she
used his name asthe sum of her questions.



"The Earther'snuts,” Maley rumbled from beside Gail. She could fed his degp voice through her arm
agang his. "l don't know aParddl. If | did, I'd never turn him over to her. For any reason.” Thislast a
message aimed at her, no doubt.

"S0." Nateba consdered this, again leaning to one side, then the other, listening to whispered comments
from her companions. She collected opinions from those behind her aswell. "Thromberg's abig place,
Dr. Smith," she said finally. "No one's denying there are those here who aren't registered with Station
Admin— some awaysdip by. Criminas, mostly. Now, if your Parddll isone of those, I'd say he'shardly
worth your time or ours. And if Malley'sno help ... ssemsto me you don't have much reason to stay.”
Grant moved unnecessarily in his seet, not about to rise, just | etting her know he agreed with everything
the gtationer was saying and wanted nothing more than a peaceful exit from this crowded place. What his
people and Tobo might be doing on the Seeker a the moment, Gail redlly didn't want to think about—
she was aware there were FD contingency plans, particularly asrelated to her indstence on visiting the
gtation in person. None of them were likely to produce the resol ution she needed: Pardell— and this
Malley— both in her grasp and cooperative.

"Do you think much about the Quill, Chief Adminigtrator?* Gail asked, arching one brow. Shetook asip
of water, giving them al timeto do exactly that. "They are an enemy we share—"

"If they exist!" This shout from the crowd wasn't worth a glance in acknowledgment. Gail knew from the
settling around the table that she had their attention. The name of their mutua enemy il had that power.
"Maybe you choose to ignore the Quill. Y ou can, tucked here on your station.” Gail smiled thinly. "1, on
the other hand, think a great deal about the Quill— but you know that, of course. Y ou've checked my
credentids. I'm humanity's expert on the Quill." Gail sharpened her tone and leaned forward. "1 am not
here to waste my time or yours. Thromberg isn't my destination. I've stopped here because I'm collecting
human genome markers, markers crucidly important in testing retrieval equipment. Pardell, who does
exig, isthe sole surviving descendant of afamily linel need. And that retrieva equipment?’ She paused
for effect, but it was hardly necessary— she had them all. "It'sto collect samples of living Quill tissue,
tissue we must have in order to devel op away to wipe them off the terraformed worlds. Worlds, |
believe, that belong to your people.”

The silence was pal pable, as though everyone crowded into the room had turned to stone. Gail'sinitia
feeling of triumph began fading. It faded further asthe slence erupted into two hundred voices a once,
and a huge hand around her caf yanked her painfully from her chair to land on her rump under the table.
Grant was underneath dmost the same ingtant, the three of them— for it had been Malley's painful grip
pulling her down— huddling together. It would have been ridiculous, except for the look on both men's
faces. For once, they seemed to be in perfect harmony, both glaring at her.

Almogt immediately, Grant began leading the way to the nearest end of the table, crawling swiftly. Chair
legs became obstacles as everyone around the table surged to their feet, their chairsfaling to the floor
and rolling thisway and that. The shouts and other sounds were confusing without seeing what was
happening. There didn't ssem to be anyone searching for the missing "guests.”

They reached the end of the table, and Grant lifted one hand to hold her back as he cautioudy climbed
out. Mdley, perhaps assuming shewas afool, reinforced that caution by wrapping his hand around her
ankle. Gail didn't waste the bregath it would take to hiss disapproval. Grant quickly leaned down to signdl
them out.

They— and Grant's four guards who had been held off to one side and were now slently gathered
around their commander— were the only people left in the room. Three huge exit doorsremained gar.
Gail waswhirled around as Malley snatched her shoulder and pulled her to face him. *Now you've done
it, haven't you!" he snarled & her.

Grant, perhaps sharing that opinion, didn't intervene. Insteed, as Gail stood paralyzed, he asked the
dationer: "Where have they gone?'

"Where do you think?' Malley growled, giving her ashake before letting go, Perversdly, Gail reached out
and fastened both hands on hisarm.

"Where have they gone?' she demanded. "Tell usl What's happening?'

If ever there was doom written on aman'sface, she saw it in Maley's. "What's happening, Dr. Smith?



he repeated in atightly controlled voice. "Y ou've given very frightened people a choice of targets. Mot
of them are going to help destroy your ship before any living or dead Quill contaminatestheir only
home."

"Wedon't have any—!"

"And therest?' Malley said asif hedidn't hear her frantic protest— or asif it wasirrelevant, which, Gall
had the sickening redlization, it most assuredly was. "Therest are now hunting Aaron Pardell. Thanksto
you, Dr. Smith."

Chapter 11

Under the circumstances, Pardell couldn't afford the risk of traveling where othersdid. It didn't matter
much— there were no free-run corridors leading from the Outward Five to the stern docking ring
anyway. Of course, that's not where he was supposed to be going. He'd suited back up and made his
way totheair lock to satisfy Sammie, who'd sent Tanya as a reluctant escort to be sure Pardell had
heeded good advice and headed home. Parddll didn't think Maley would mind Tanya seeing their
hideyhole. From her careful lack of curiosity, heimagined sheld visited dready.

He checked hisdide, taking histime despite the urgency hefelt. The stationers who met in the back of
Sammiegsknew their kind. There were no old fools on Thromberg, Pardell reminded himsdlf. HEd had
to believe their warnings of the danger to Mdley.

Pardell felt trapped even out here, despite the endless distances to every side but one. He carried
Madley's suit Strapped to his back, asif carrying the man. It had meant waiting in the air lock until he was
sure Tanya had |eft, then sneaking back on-station to retrieve the gear.

Getting the massive Sationer into the suit was a problem Pardel| 1eft to the unimaginable future.
Hewatched for others of hiskind out here, aware Rosalind and others wouldn't approve, hoping to spot
them firdt. It was dmost impossible to identify one another outside. Everyone's suit bore patches and
replacement parts gleaned from the same sources. Only style stood out, and there wasn't much Pardell
could do to disguise hisown. Few were asfast or graceful on the cables, and, though he delayed where
necessary to be careful, he had to move at his best pace. He chose routes through abandoned ships, a
spreading graveyard where the cable system was no longer maintained. Risky, but lesslikely to be
observed. Asfor explaining why he carried an extrasuit? That would take some doing. Hed rather not.
The brief rest at Sammie's had helped. He'd eaten abit aswell. Still, Pardell fought to keep hishands
from shaking, blinking sweat from hiseyes. Thisside of Thromberg wasin daylight again and his suit
struggled to maintain his core temperature within anything resembling safelevels.

He dropped more than did down the last stretch of cabling, coming to rest in the shadow of a
Nautilus-class private yacht. A fancy toy, brought out here during the first wave of optimism and wedlth,
abandoned when her holds ran empty and her crew sought sturdier quarters. 'Sider kids used to play on
it. Parddl ran his glove over the deek curve of ahull destined to swim in atmosphere aswell as vacuum,
digtracted by thoughts of lift, drag, thrust— teased by imaginings of dropping through a cloud to come
out again in sunlight.

Sunlight without an atmosphere was afar lessfriendly thing. Pardell wrenched hisfoolish, wandering mind
back to the present, angry at himsalf again, and again tired of that anger. One day, he'd learn to focus on
atask and amply doit.

Such aswhat lay ahead. Resolutely, Parddll leaned down and activated his mags, feding the thump
through hislower legs as his boots flattened to the ation's outer plate. Thromberg's stern horizon made a
paired arc before his eyes, not as smooth as the aft section had been before the 'siders attached their
ships. No, the stern ring had originaly been intended to receive only freighters and automated cargo
barges. It was festooned with servo handling arms and other gear— now amost half nonfunctiond,
according to Rosdlind. Still, arare glimpse of Thromberg's grand design before the Quill.

It would take him about an hour to walk to the nearest air lock. More importantly, it would take
one-quarter of atank of air if he paced it right. Parddll hit the chin switch and read his gauges. He ill had
three-quarters of atank, the difference from full being what had brought him along the cablesto here.
Parddll carried one extraair tank— all he owned. It was an old emerg unit, about one-haf the capacity



of the one on his back, but he'd tested it before. Hed made sure the tank on Malley's suit was full, not
that he'd touch it. If they couldn't both make it back, what was the point?

Hetook onelast look at the comforting confusion of ships and cables that was home and safety, then
began hismarch. The joke would be on him, if the air locks of the stern ring had been sedled from inside.
Thunk. Lift the hed to release. Swing the foot forward and down. Thunk. Lift the hedl to release the back
foot. Swing it forward ... Pardd| logt himsdlf in the sensation of effort without struggle, satisfied to be
moving in adirection that might help Maley without arguments and confusion. Everyonetold him what to
do. No onelistened. Thunk ... Lift ... Young Aaron, don't trust them ... Swing ... Thunk ... Young
Pardell, we don't want your help ... Mr. Touch-Me-Not ... Lift ...}

Freak.

Thunk ... At least now, here, it was his choiceto be afool or hero, precisaly which depending on severd
factors beyond his contral.

Asthe dice of station making up the stern ring came closer, Parddl| redlized held forgotten one of those
factors.

Thereweretiny suited figures ahead. Not many, and none between him and his chosen air lock, but there
could be more hidden in the intense black shadows cast by the servo booms and other equipment. So
far, they all seemed busy with their own tasks. There wasn't much he could do beyond hoping they were
aso focused on their upcoming shift change, timed, for convenience out here, to the gpproaching
terminator asthe gtation rolled from sunlight to darkness.

Some of those workerswere at the bases of what Pardell didn't at first credit to be starships. Hisfeet
kept moving as he sared at what the Merry Mate |1 and her sister ships had been. Perhaps some of
these were just as old or as ready to be scrapped in favor of newer models, but to his eyes, they were al
whole and beautiful, free of the haphazard cables and piping, ready to fly.

Onein particular caught hisfancy, an odd-looking thing set apart from the rest. It must be docked asfar
to thissde of thering as possible. Since that docking placed it closest to hisair lock, hewas relieved to
see the ship didn't have any suited figures bustling around its exterior. In fact, there was nothing neer it a
al, alack of comparison that kept him from judging itstrue size until he was much closer.

When he did comprehend the scale of the ship, Pardell gasped. It was amongter of its kind, made up of
two globes, one much larger than the other, the smaller nestled properly into area docking port rather
than rammed down onto a buckled plate and held by welds and scraps. The globes were it both inside
and out, sparkling like the decorations Silvie used to hang in Sammie'sfor specid days, until so many
were "borrowed" she'd given up. The starship's globes were linked by a strange, dark tubelike structure,
visble mainly in slhouette, though it, too, possessed afineline of red lights, asthough the ship's builders
had ingsted on fanciful touches everywhere.

Parddll didn't need the extravagant lighting to know it was an Earther ship. Most were, except for some
freighters, barges, and tows the station had managed to keep operationa. Not to mention only an Earther
ship would be so distinctly new initsdesign.

There was a precise moment in his approach when he became convinced thiswasn't just any Earther
ship— but her ship.

The Seeker .

That was the moment Pardell dmost panicked and turned back. Then calm reason reasserted itsdlf. Why
would they be looking out over the empty curve of the sation? Even if they did, what could he appear
but another of the workers— abeit onein a suit less maintained than most. Given Earther snobbery, they
likely wouldn't notice that much. They probably had proximity darms— the 'Mate did, until Raner sold
those parts as well— so held be cautious not to get too close. That was all. Just keep it casua and head
for theair lock.

And hopeit was till functioning. The unguarded part, held teke on faith.

For therest of hismarch ... Thunk ... Lift ... Swing ... Parddl studied the glittering technol ogica wonder
that was the Seeker , memorizing every detail in view. HeEd share them with Rosdind later— once she got
over her pique that he was the one to see this beauty first. And recovered from her justifiable rage over



hiswillfulness Hmmm. Thunk ... Lift ...
Then again, Pardell nodded to himsdlf, maybe held savor this particular experience on hisown.

Chapter 12

They'd been searched, enthusiagtically, by stationerswho likely knew all about concedled knives but
who, it seemed, had no conception of the talents of the Earth military when it came to concedling anything
dse

Grant and hisfour were dill pulling toys out of various parts of their uniforms, as Gail and Malley
watched in fascination. Grant's four? Gail struggled to dredge their names from memory, aware thetwo
men and two women were preparing to risk their livesto return her to the Seeker . Ah, yes. George Tau,
of course, but aso Combat Speciadists Art Mitchener and Natasha L oran, and Deployment Speciaist
Dianne Peitsch. Amazing how etting their hair grow was starting to transform them into individuas. Tau's
was jet-black and straight, glossy in the station's lighting. Mitchener and Loran both sported curls, his
tightly spirded, hers beginning to fan out dong the line of her chin. Peitsch's might try to be Sraight, but
shehad apair of widow's pegks driving her locks in every direction but down.

They'd traveled together al these months, these four among the twelve rotating as her persond guard, a
guard until now Gail had deliberately ignored and would have happily been without. As she stood beside
the oddly comforting bulk of Hugh Malley, watching the FDs assemble various devices from the parts
they'd carried hidden, she found hersalf wishing for no more than another irritating walk from her officeto
the lab with these people following behind, their greatest daily risk being caught dozing outside her door
by Grant.

Asif hearing her thought, Grant lifted his eyes from what he held even as hisfingers made the last
connectionsto what was suddenly aminiature transmitter. "They didn't seem overly concerned with us,
Dr. Smith," he said, perhaps mistaking her slence.

"Yet," Maley offered, leaning one hip on the table.

Gail waved away both comments. "We must contact Tobo. Hes—"

"The Captain and our people back on the Seeker have been kept informed,” Grant said, flashing agrimly
satisfied smile. He— and the others— reached up to the topmost buttons on their uniforms.

"Novids?' Gail snorted. Well, if ever therewas atimeto be grateful for her orders being ignored, this
was one. She held out her hand and Grant dropped the tranamitter into it without hesitation. "It's
autosynched,” wasdl hesad.

Gail waked afew steps away, not for privacy, but because she couldn't stand till when so much could
be happening outside her control. She thumbed on the device. "Receiving,” chirped Tobo's voice.
"What's your status, Captain?' she asked.

"We seem to have inherited your meeting, Dr. Smith,” Tobo answered in areassuringly dry tone. "Sofar,
they're milling around the main air lock. Shouting. Nothing terribly interesting. However, therésaszable
number here aready and more are arriving as we speak.” He paused, then reported: "Grant's people
want meto prep the ship to undock without station cooperation but—"

"Doit. | don't how much you could pick up from their remotes— or what the troopers told you— but the
gtuationisserious.”

Another short pause. When he spoke again, Tobo's voice was grim. "Dr. Smith, if we undock on our
own, areyou aware it will rupture thewal in this section? Are you ordering me to murder these people
because they are afraid of the Quill? I'm afraid of the Quill!™

"I'm ordering you to makeit clear to Thromberg Station that | won't have my ship and misson
threatened. Power up and disengage from your end, but hold position. | hopethat'sal it will take," Gall
said measuredly. "If they force matters, give them as much warning to evacuate as you can, but don't
hesitate to blow the couplings and get the Seeker out of here. Am | understood, Captain?”

"Yes, Dr. Smith. But we're not leaving without you.”

Gail dmogt smiled. "Good. Because I'm not planning on staying here. Smith out.”

"Hold it!" This stern command wasn't for her. Gail whirled to see Mdley hdfway to the nearest exit. The
stationer could move quietly when he chose. She aready knew he wasfast. Grant's level voice stopped



Malley in histracks. He shrugged and walked back to them. A small, sharp gesture from Grant sent Tau,
Loran, and Mitchener to each of the still-open doorways.

"| thought you were done with me, Earther,” Malley said mildly. "Seemsto me you have red lightsto
gpare on your console asit is. Not going to be easy getting your boss here back on her ship— if theré'sa
ship to get back to, that is."

"The Seeker can take care of hersdlf,” Gall disagreed sharply. "You and | till have businessto discuss.”
"Y ou don't quit, do you?' Malley raised his huge handsin exasperation, |etting them drop asapair of
snub-nosed weapons took aim at his midsection. He glanced at them and curled alip in scorn— perhaps
unimpressed by tranks. "Any business of yours hasto wait," he snapped, al pretense at charm wiped
away. "l need to warn Aaron. Now. Y ou can't do that. No one else can. Let me out of here."

Gall stared up a him. "I've a better idea," she said. "Bring Pardell to us. Well protect him ... | giveyou
my word. HEll be safe from the mob on the Seeker "

The stationer took a deep breath that shuddered near itsend, asif heimagined facing the air lock again,
then shook his head. "Evenif | believed that— even if | thought Aaron would be safe from you once on
board— there's no way to get him from Outward Five to here. HEd be picked off at the first reg
checkpoint. And that's assuming the checkpoints are till open. If this escaatesto ariot, every corridor
will locked down to try and contain it. Thromberg's survived riots before, Earther.”

""So how do you intend to warn Parddll?' Grant asked reasonably. "If he can't come here, how can you
go there?

"I don't," Malley growled back, his expression clearly showing his opinion of Grant's assumption. "We do
have comm systems, Earther— and not al are controlled by Station Admin. Aaron hasfriendsin
Outward Five. Good ones. They'll help— get him out of the way once they know what's coming
down-corridor at them. | just have to get word to them.”

Gall tossed the miniature transmitter to Maley, who snatched it from the air with asurprised grunt. "L et
mesetit up for you..." Grant's offer trailed away as Mdley made quick work of keying in anew
frequency, then began tapping the pickup in arapid code rather than speaking into it.

"What about us?' Gail asked Grant. "We can't risk the ship or any more personnel.”

Grant accepted the transmitter back from Malley, whose tight-lipped look of relief seemed dl the thanks
they'd get. Gall wasn't offended. How could she be, when her ill-chosen words had put hisfriend in
danger? She couldn't change that, but she didn't plan to leave this station without Pardell either.
"Mdley? Any ideas?' Gail could see Mdley was startled by the commander's question. She wasnt,
having expected Grant to use every advantage he could find. A loca expert could make dl the
difference,

Malley grabbed achair from the floor, righted it, and sat himself down, stretching out hislong legs. "On
how to get you to your ship? None. Sorry."

"Could you get us sationer clothing?* thisfrom Peitsch.

Hedidn't quite laugh, but the skin around his eyes crinkled. " Clothing wouldn't be enough. | mean, just
how you stand would give you away." When Gail and the others exchanged puzzled looks, Mdley did
laugh, if without humor. "The distance you put between yourselves. No one here would waste that much
gpace— it'srude. And your posture? Well, there's no other word for it, you look too damn arrogant.

Y ou couldn't pass yoursdves off for an instant as anything but what you are. That's not taking into
account how you smdl.”

"Smel?" Gail asked involuntarily. "We don't—"

Malley laughed again. "Y es, you do. New fabric. Expensive scents. And you wash in water, | expect?
Often?' He made it sound like asinful waste.

"Point taken. No disguise,” Grant concurred. "Will they let us back to the ship without afight?"

The dationer drew in hisfeet, leaning forward to rest his elbows on hisknees. Evenin this position, he
could meet Gail's eyes without looking up. "They don't like or trust you, Earther. Now you've gone and
started the notion that Quill could be near the station. So you're talking about terrified people— who
dont like or trust you. A fight? There wouldn't be one. Thefirst shove, thefirst swing, abovedl, any hint
you've brought those on-station—" Malley pointed at the wegpons ill loosdly held in Grant'sand



Peitsch's hands "— and you'll be dead. Any one of these people would never harm you. But get ariot
darted?' Mdley shivered, hisvoicetraling awvay.

"No ganindday, then," Gall made hersdf say briskly, trying not to swalow hard asthe bilerosein her
throat a the suddenly too-clear image of being torn limb-from-limb by amob.

Grant looked thoughtful. "From what you'retelling us, there could be. Let them mill around. Keep them
focused on the Seeker 'sair lock. The station shunted us away from the other ships, remember? That
means there are 'locks not in use nearby.”

"Y ou'rethinking of having your people on the Seeker meet uswith suits at one of those," Gail guessed.
"Then we could exit the station away from the mob and smply walk to the ship.”

"Might work." Thisfrom Malley in avoice so cam it sounded unnaturd. " Stationers and immies don't
tend to think about— Outside— if they can help it. They'll assume you're the sameway." He pressed his
lips together, then added as though the mere thought was difficult to express. "Best warn your peopleto
be on their guard. I've— heard— there may be others outside that don't take well to Strangers.”
"Thanks," Grant said, then raised abrow interrogeatively. "We could use your help, stationer.”

"Their thinking I'm helping you iswhat got meinto thismess," Maley retorted, rising to hisfeet and
dusting off imaginary soil. "I'm better clear. They see mewith you, I'll be thefirst one turned into floor
paste.”

Gail shook her head dightly, stopping what she knew would be Grant's offer of another suit, and asylum
for Maley onthe Seeker . The stationer would refuse— she knew it. Instead, Gail gestured to the
transmitter and Grant dropped it into her hand. "Do we have another?' she asked. At hisnod, she
stepped closeto Mdley, again surprised by how much Madley there was, and held out the transmitter.
"Takeit," sheurged him, pressing it into his hand when he hesitated. "Call meif you need help— for
yoursdf or Pardell."

Hisfingerstrapped hers around the transmitter. Instead of leaving, Malley looked down at her with a
frown. "Wasit true? About Aaron and your retrieval device? There's achanceto capture living Quill?!
He spoke dmost reluctantly, asif part of him feared the answer.

Gall didn't move. "Yes" She could hear Grant's low voice but not make out the words. Presumably he
was making arrangements with the Seeker . Right now, al that wasirrelevant. Madley was her chance—
perhaps her only chance— to get to Aaron Pardell. And, she reminded hersdf, hisship.

"How certain—?" Maley began, then stopped himsdlf with a head shake. "Nothing's certain.”

"It's certain enough to bring me here," Gail told him quietly, earnestly, trying to project al of her own
belief into her voice and expression. "We won't know until we try— but | swear to you thisisthe best
chance weve had since the Quill arrived. It might be the only chancein timefor the people on thisand
the other gtations. It's that important.”

Malley released her hand but stayed. His voice degpened— a sign he was troubled, Gail now suspected.
His eyes were haunted. "That's what you meant— when you said knowing why you needed Aaron would
change everything."

"y es"

"Not everything," Mdley disagreed. "Heismy best friend. My brother."

Gall didn't flinch, aware Grant had gathered his people again, aware time was growing short and nothing
guaranteed any of them would live once they |eft thisroom. ™Y ou know him better than anyone, then.
Would Aaron Parddll want to help the people on this Sation?" she asked very softly. "Ishelike you?'
"He's better than | am,” Malley said, dmost to himsdlf. "We kid around, but when push comesto grab,
Aaron'sthe kind who'll do without before seeing anyone €l se go hungry. Always been that way.
Everyone who knows him is happy to give him room, no question.”

"So if heknew why | needed him, held want to help.”

"Dr. Smith—"

Gall ignored Grant. "Am | right, Mr. Maley?"

The stationer nodded very dowly, then his eyes narrowed as he stared down at her. "It doesn't matter.
Aaron's asoft touch— I'm not. I'velogt track of the number of times|'ve kept him from starving himsalf
inagood cause, which doesn't mean | don't till doit. I'm not prepared to believe you that this project of



yoursissafefor him. | do believe you haven't told me anything close to the entire truth.”

Grant interrupted again, but kept hisdistance. "Dr. Smith— they've left the Seeker. We must go to
whatever air lock we can reach and start sgnaling our location.”

"Tdk to Parddll,” Gail continued pressng Mdlley, trusting Grant to physicaly haul her away if things
became truly urgent. "Keep the transmitter and contact me when you can— I'll send you more
information, if that'swhat it's going to take. Just talk to him about it."

Malley looked amost convinced, then looked past her to Grant. ™Y our man'sright. Y ou haveto get
moving."

"Mr. Mdley. Hugh."

"I'll comewith you asfar as| dare," Mdley said instead of answering her directly, taking her arm and
shoving her in Grant'sdirection. Gail didn't bother objecting— the man seemed incapable of noticing how
much she didiked being pushed hither and yon. Besides, Gail admitted honestly, following Grant asthey
hurried toward the leftmost door, stationer manners were legitimately the least of her worries now.

Chapter 13

It wasn't fair, Pardell grumbled to himsdlf. Oh, the air lock hadn't been sedled, but he'd foolishly
expected anything to do with the stern docking ring to be in pristine condition. He should have known
better— Thromberg showed her stress marks everywhere.

He secured Madley's suit and tugged a hammer from hiswaist belt. The outer door appeared to have not
been opened— or lubricated— during hislifetime. With acareful air of "I'm busy working" for any
observers, he began smacking the 'lock's emergency manual release, his other hand holding tight during
each blow so the force didn't knock his mags free of the station plate. Hed automaticaly clipped aline
from his suit to aring designed for that purpose, but it would look pretty embarrassing to have to haul
himsdlf back into contact, through an Insider mistake.

Three smacks and the handle budged a quarter turn. He wrestled it the remaining distance, then waited
impatiently for theinterior clampsto disengage. Theair lock should evacuate itsaf automaticaly to
receive him, aquick process that for some reason was now taking an eternity. Pardell dared aquick look
around.

There were suited figures emerging from the smaller globe of the Earther's ship.

Nothing to do with him, Pardell told himself. He turned back to the 'lock. The indicator was red;
clampswere ill in place. Choosing aspot at random, Pardell struck the door again with his hammer.
Maybe the Earthers would assume thiswas amafunctioning air lock and choose one of the otherswithin
an easy wak. Maybe they were out doing pointless maintenance on a ship obvioudy perfect. Maybe
they'd never used suits before and wanted to go for astroll in vacuum.

Parddll told himsdf the swest burning one eye was due to his suit protesting itslongest usein years and
tried to keep from looking around again.

But he couldn't help it. The indicator flashed green just as he turned around— almost certain heéd seea
row of figures closing in on him, figuresin new suitswith only one owner and full tanks of air, maybe even
propellant rigs that worked.

He was wrong— they'd moved away from him. Parddll frozein dishelief, so ready for confrontation or
worse he found himsdf gripping the hammer asif somehow it could be aweapon. How could they be
ignoring him? After dl, the Earther spy 'bot had practically touched his helmet.

But they were moving away. Infact, thefirst pair were now passing within the terminator, suit lights
flaring as the station's own shadow caught them in its darkness, the rest following.

Like him, each of thefigures carried an extra suit.

Parddll swallowed what salivahe could find in hismouth. Not routine, an darm hammered in hismind.
Something was wrong. Something major. These Earthers weren't an attack force— al they carried of
any szewerethe uits.

They were arescue.

And who would be with any Earther in trouble insde Thromberg?

Damn. Damn. Damn. Parddll used the word aswell as his hammer to reset the stubborn air lock release



back into its closed position— safety for anyonetrying to exit aswell as covering histracks.
Then he grabbed Maley's suit and headed after the Earthers, quite sure thistime he was being afool and
not a hero, but seeing no alternative.

Chapter 14

A ghost station, peopled by discarded things. Gail watched where she stepped, trying to avoid the litter
of paper, trampled boxes, and, more rarely, food— al items presumably dropped astheir owners
answered their passions and ran to join their neighbors. Surely some must have run in the other direction,
she thought uncomfortably, worried about family or friends. Perhaps not. There were no children here: a
suddenly ominous difference.

Aslong asthey were done and unobserved, Malley appeared willing to stay with them. A good thing—
he'd remembered enough of his own trip to the Admin offices and then to the Seeker to guidethemona
route different than the one they'd been brought aong, claming it wasfaster. Gail kept to hersdlf the
obvious: that speed madeit the likeliest route for the mob aswell. She found hersdf straining to see
ahead, worrying about catching up to stragglers.

"Fedslike the damn aft ring up here," Malley said after along silence, punctuated only by the rapid thud
of their boots. Their pace was short of arun, but quick enough.

Gail thought she was the only oneto hear, being beside the stationer— Grant and Tau werein front, with
Loran way ahead and the other two acomfort behind. "What do you mean?* she asked, willing to be
distracted.

Malley glanced at her, then shrugged. "Deserted. Empty. No one livesin the &ft ring— it wastoo
damaged. Therésair, but no heat. We don't have many placeslike that. So thisfeds very— strange. To
me. | guessyou're used toit. Being donein aplace.”

Listening to the sounds of six pairs of boots marching in quick time, Gail wasinclined to grin at this, but
answered him serioudy. "It depends on where you live, Mr. Malley. On Titan, everything's orbita or
under domes. Spaceisill a apremium. Not so much as here—" amasterful understatement, Gall
thought, "but most share accommodations, eating areas, halways. Y ou have to go to Earth or Marsto
find enough room to be done. Even there, people seem to enjoy being crowded into cities."

"But you've been in the open?' Malley asked, maybe alittle too nonchaantly. Gail looked up out the
corner of her eyes and saw hisjaw clench once, spasmodically.

"It'snot necessary,” she said quickly, trying to imagine alife spent entirdy withinwals. "And a sky—
well, it'slikearoof, redly.”

"Redly," he repeated, from histone not in the least fooled by her efforts, but perhaps appreciating the
attempt. "I'll take your word for it, Dr. Smith." '

"Gail," she corrected, for no particular reason, unlessit wasthat her title, from Mdley, felt morelikea
chalenge than an acknowledgment of rank.

"Left corridor,” Mdley caled out softly. Loran, hearing this, checked back over her shoulder for
confirmation, then went left a Grant's nod. They carried their weapons hidden in pockets, ready for use
but not in plain sight. More of Mdley's advice. Gail hoped it would be enough.

"Sow up!" Thewarning came suddenly from Malley. "There's ajunction ahead with the main corridor to
the Outward Five levds. It'swhere | came up. The stern docking ring and 'locks begin just past that
point."

"What do wewatch for?' Grant asked, signaling his people ahead with caution. Maley hung back and
Gail gayed with him.

"You'll know troubleif you seeit. Could be no one'sthere. They could have locked it down aready.”
"Or?' Gail whispered, asthey al fell slent, eyesfixed on Loran as she eased to the wal's end.

"Or there could be some ruckus underway down-corridor— if stationers from up heretried to storm past
our folksto get Pardell. There's not much good will between the levels” From the gpparently
unconscious way Malley's hands kept forming fists as he spoke, Gail was reasonably sure he would have
vadly preferred an active role in whatever might be happening.

Loran's hand moved in an al-clear motion, sweeping them forward. Grant didn't let them hesitate in the



opening, athough Gail took aquick ook as she ran past. Opening? There was none. A few stepsin, the
corridor ended at amassive stedl plate that must have been swung out from the walls, then spot-welded
in place. It wasn't airtight; just people-proof.

"Well, that'sardief,” Mitchener said from behind Malley.

The stationer muttered something under his breeth, then said louder: " Sure. If you like your riots made
officia and your friendslocked on the other sde.”

Gail knew what Mdley didn't bother adding: that had been hisway home.

A grange vibration in the floor plates began shuddering up through Gail's feet. She started to reach out to
halt Grant, to ask him what it was, then she heard a sound— like the ocean crashing against the rocks
outsde her family's oceanfront home in the south of France. There were gull-like noisesaswdll. It was
amog soothing ...

Until Gail put the vibration and sound into context. Ahead of them were large numbers of moving people,
shouting, smashing things. They were about to catch up to theinhabitants of this place.

Then she did reach out for Grant, but he stopped before she could touch him, motioning them againgt the
far sde of the hall. Loran came back at a breathless run, panting out the unnecessary. " Around the
corner, where it opens up to the ring proper. We can't go any farther, sir, without being seen. There must
be thousands—" She sucked in air, then said more camly: "Theresan air lock closer to us. Best we have
troops coming from it, than stand outside knocking in plain Sght, Sir. In my opinion.”

Grant gave ashort laugh. "My preference, exactly. With your permisson, Dr. Smith?' Heheld up a
trangmitter.

Gail glared at him and waved impatiently. Thinking about a mob and being close enough to fed and hear
the power of hundreds of enraged people were completely different things.

"That's my cueto head dsewhere, Gail," Malley said into her ear.

Startled, Gail turned her head before Mdley drew away, and found hersalf nose-to-nose with him.
Before she could so much as blink, the big stationer grinned and planted a quick, light kiss on her cheek.
Then he was off, running back the way they'd came.

"| takeit welet Mdley leave?' Grant commented, one corner of his mouth deepening.

Gail narrowed her eyes. "Think you could have stopped him?"

The commander's mouth spread into the beginnings of area smile. "Probably not quietly.”

"Sir?' Tau came forward with the transmitter. "They're at the outer door now. Sasha's predicting three
minutes to get it open— equipment's not in AA shape. Then they'll be through, with our suits. It'sa
passenger egress, designed for hand luggage aswell. Werein luck.”

"Why?' Gail asked.

"It could have been one of the emerg locks," Grant explained amost absently. "Those fit amax of two,
maybe three, suiting up insde a atime. We'd have to defend the air lock through three complete cycles
minimum to get everyone suited and out. Lots of time for mistakes." He checked hiswristchrono. "Asit
is, we should al be able to enter, lock up, and suit without undue risk."

"Y ou didn't mention this potentia problem when you brought up this plan, Commander,” Gail sadicily.
"It wasn't aproblem, Dr. Smith. The FD's orders are to get you to safety. Any air lock would have done
that. Thisisjust— more convenient— for the rest of us." His brown eyeswere frank and his
matter-of-fact tone dared her to argue.

Shedidn't. His orders dedlt with the continuation of her project, not an evauation that the life of Gall
Smith was worth more than any of the others now leaning againg the wall, waiting through avery long
three minutes.

Had this been an unnecessary risk? Gail asked hersdf, thinking over the past hours as criticaly and
digpassionately as possible. Without Pardell and his ship, wasthe project already afailure? Y es, shewas
sure of it. The others didn't redlize how key thisindividua wasto her plans— if they had, knowing how
difficult and unlikely it wasto find one person on one of these sations, Titan U would never have let her
haveitsflagship.

Was the project worth dying for? Gal listened to the steady, patient breathing of the others, trying to
ignore the sounds of violence from the near distance. Her life? She knew hersdf too well, flaws aswell



as strengths. Death hardly seemed ahigh price for vindication of her work and ideas. Gail understood,
without any pride, that the reason her mouth was so dry and her heart pounded inside her chest asiif
trying to run away itsalf was her dread that dying here, now, meant losing everything sheld done. Of being
forgotten or, worse, being remembered asafoadl.

Their lives? Sheturned her head, keeping it against the wall, to look at her guards— her companions.
They could careless about the placein history of Dr. Gail Veronika Ashton Smith. They were better
than she was, Gail thought, echoing Maley'sjudgment of hisfriend. They were prepared to spend
themsalvesin order to free humanity— ironicaly, the very onesthreatening to rip them apart— from the
Quill.

Sherolled her head straight, staring at the opposite wall. In the end, Gail decided with aborupt clarity, it
didn't matter what motivated any of them. That prize was worth thisrisk and more,

Tau's voice was steady: "They'rein, Commander. Air's up to pressure. Ready to open the inner door on
your mark. Wait—"

"What'swrong?' Grant demanded, using hand signasto bring Peitsch and Mitchener forward, keeping
Loran near Gail.

"They aren't doneintheair lock," Tau reported. "A station worker was coming in at the same time—
indicated some problem with his gear— Sashatakes responsbility, sir."”

"'Sasha can take latrine duty, when we're home," Grant muttered darkly. "Okay, give the word— and
make sure they keep the civilian out of theway. This hasto be fast and smooth, people. Keep weapons
out of view. Dr. Smith— will you need ass stance with your suit?*

Gall trandated that as: do | need to waste anyone? and dmost smiled. "'I'm capable, Commander.
Deploy your people the best you can.”

A curt nod.

Then, it was happening. Grant moved them at abrisk walk and Loran stayed with Gail. Just aswell,
because asthey came around the fina bend in the hallway the scene ahead would have made Gall run
back the other way if sheld been done.

The docking ring expanded in front of them, itsfloor and lofty roof curving away in the distance, onewall
seeming to disappear into shadows and gantriesto Galil'sleft. To her right, the various air lock doors
began, the nearest of those a heart-stopping distance till to cover.

No one stood between them and that safety.

Anirrelevant detail, snce more people than Gail had ever seen in one place before stood just on the
other side of theair lock.

They'd never makeit.

Chapter 15

Hed madeit. Easy asrations. Pardell stood inside the 'lock, waiting for the air to cycle, studioudy
ignoring the s in those achingly perfect suits.

Thered been the risk they'd recogni ze him from the surveillance tape the 'bot must have made— but
minima. Why would everyone on the ship be privy to such information? No, hed marched right up
behind them, switching on hiswrist and helmet lamps as Thromberg's comforting, chill shadow caught up
with him aswell, then waited patiently as the Earthers fumbled to open the outer door. Hed dmost
offered to help.

Hed sartled them, dl right. When an Earther finally spotted him waiting patiently behind the group,
thereld been agreat deal of gesturing, likely abowe function or two, and doubtless frantic chatter on
whatever comm link they used among themsdlves. HEd heard their questions to him on the open
frequency, of course, but tapped the side of his helmet with one gloved hand and shrugged, mouthing
dlent words they could see by the light under his chin. They'd seemed to have no problem believing his
suit was malfunctioning. Likely, they'd looked at its patches and cobbled together parts and wonder how
it worked at al, compared to theirs.

Pardell came closeto forgetting his situation in hisenvy, running his eyes over what wasto his suit what
the Seeker wasto the 'Mate. He held Maley's behind him and aslow as possible, likely out of their field



of view.

Not that these were people interested in him. Quite the contrary, they were every bit asfocused and
tense as Pardell could imagine ateam about to enter hostile territory would be. Hed debated whether to
move right to the inner door, so they'd let him out first and he could scamper out of the way, or whether
to hang back. They'd decided for him, lining up in pairsand leaving him in the rear, the suits they'd
brought lying on the two side shelvesinside the 'lock, the ones once used to keep luggage and parcels
from underfoot as passengers waited to disembark.

However, they appeared to be planning to keep their own suits on, even their helmets.

Pardell wasn't about to tell the Earthers what to do, but he disapproved. Stationers had learned long ago
how easily suits could be cut, hoses ripped apart. If the Earthers anticipated trouble ingde the station,
they'd be better off to leave their gear inthe air lock, with aguard.

While fervently hoping for no such problern, Pardell knew held attract far too much attention— of the
wrong sort— if hewaltzed in looking like alost 'sider. As soon asthe air was hafway cycled, Pardell
began stripping out of his suit, fingers fumbling as he rolled up and stored his pieces of tape, clamping on
his emerg tank so its supply would be bleimmediately. He didn't expect to havetimeto spare on
his exit. He shook out as many wrinkles as he could from his best fifthhand coveralls and ran fingers
through his hair, finding it soaking wet with sweat. Some of the ends were till frozen. Parddll sghed
wigfully, looking at the racks now filled with suits— heredly could use anew one.

The Eartherslooked even taller once Parddl took off his mags and straightened to hisfull height.
Probably astal asMaley. Their suits had some play to deeves and girth aswell. Not that the Earthers
were likely to want to replace Mdley's suit with one of their own, Parddll admitted to himsdlf. But he
could usetheir help getting the reluctant stationer into either. All of them.

Something to worry about later. Pardell braced himself asthe inner door unlocked, the air cycle done,
fedling cold drops diding down his neck astherest of his hair thawed out, and shiversthat had nothing to
dowithcold et all.

Chapter 16

Onsomelevd, Gall fet numb, asif her limbswere chilled but unableto shiver for warmth. She waited for
Grant, putting her trust in him because she had no other choice. By some quirk of mob psychology, no
one of the multitude filling the floor ahead of them waslooking their way. It gppeared they were struggling
to get past one another, to join in whatever was occurring farther down thering.

Where the Seeker was docked.

"Grant," she said quickly. "What if Tobo threatensto cut the ship loose? That should clear thering.”

He kept hiseyes on their destination, but answered: "If they believe him, they'd have to evacuate this
way. We'd be trampled.”

Gail pressed her lipstightly together, keeping back other suggestions, likely as usdess. The man knew his
job. She hated othersinterjecting their notionsinto her work— you'd think she'd know better.

Grant turned and faced them dl. His olive skin didn't reveal much, whether apallor or flush, but that was
made up for by the deep lines stretching from nose to mouth. His voice was confident, with aharsh
undertone. "We get Dr. Smith ingdethat air lock. The stationer was right to say it only takes onething to
turn the beast against us— make no mistake, that many people together can't think, can't reason, only
react. We keep it cdm. We keep it normal. No eye contact— no talking. If it gets ugly, use whatever
forceisnecessary. Clear?”'

Loran and Tau echoed the word. Mitchener merely nodded. Peitsch turned her dark eyes on Gail and
sad gently: "Well get you there, Dr. Smith."

"Get usal there, Grant,” Gail said, trying to keep her voice Seady. "That's an order.”

He sketched a salute. "We'l do our best, Professor.”

They walked out into the open, hugging theright wall, Gail tucked within afragile shell of blue-uniformed
flesh moving with the nice, easy pace Grant had stipulated. Between Loran's el bow and Mitchener's
walst, Gail could see the edge of the mob growing closer, backsto her still. The sound they made
rebounded in the huge expanse of the ring, turning what might have been achant into aloud, inchoate



roar. Grant'sanalogy of abeast wasalittle too accurate. Gail fixed her thoughts on aniggling satistica
problem sheld been dedling with on the trip to Thromberg.

Theair lock door was opening, dowly, dowly.

Still the beast seemed unaware what was happening.

Five more steps. Gail lost her concentration as her tiny group reached the spot where they were as close
totheair lock asthe nearest part of the mob. They gained five steps. Ten more. A pair of faceless suited
figures stood in the open doorway; one waved to them to hurry; she could see others behind.

A shout, clearer than the rest, yet wordless. They'd been seen!

Grant refused to hurry, keeping them to awalk.

Another shout, achorus.

Gall kept her eyeson theair lock, now so temptingly close. They might makeit.

It began in dow motion, like avid she was replaying for details. A group sprouted from the mass ahead,
coming asif to intercept them— the suited figures erupted from the air lock. The two groups blended into
confusion, hemetsrising well over the heads of the stationers. One by one, the helmets disappeared as
more and more gtationers redlized what was happening and sought an available target.

No more waking. Even asthe battle wasjoined, Gail was grabbed by both arms and lifted as her guards
raced for the still-open air lock.

One man stood in their way, raising his arms and moving quickly to one sde asthree Earther wegpons
amed a him. The unfortunate stationer who'd been inthe air lock, Gail remembered, feding arush of
sympathy even as her own armsfdlt as though they were being torn from their sockets. Then shewas
tossed insdethe air lock, scrambling on hands and knees to reach the nearest suit. Shetried to ignore
what might be happening behind her.

She couldn't, when all sound outside the air lock abruptly ceased.

Gall turned, still crouched on the metd floor, suit haf pulled up oneleg, and looked out.

Grant, Loran, one of the suited Earthers— that suit diced open and usdless, aswell asleaking blood—
and Tau stood with their backsto her, weapons out and ready. There was a motionless, perfectly
symmetrica arc of mob only paces beyond aline of crumpled shapes. Bodies. Too many. Gall didn't
look at them closdaly, knowing she'd recogni ze two and should know more.

Why the standoff? she thought dmost hystericaly. The mob could overwhelm them in a heartbeat. Gall
spotted Grant's hand making a push-behind gesture. He wanted her to close the hatch. She couldn't. Her
mind told her it was necessary, but she was frozen in place— terrified any movement would restart the
killing. She was capable of abandoning them, not of murdering them.

The mab'slips began moving. Not loud, thistime, but one word, softly, asthough it named something
they feared and had to rouse themsalvesto attack. Gail strained to hear it, then didn't need to as she
redlized no onein the mob was looking at the Earthers— they were looking at the lone stationer il
gtanding besidethe air lock. Galil leaned forward dowly until she could see him clearly.

Aaron Pardell.

Chapter 17

An oddly useful time for his mind to disengage, Pardell told himsdlf with approva, feding histhoughts
spiraling wider and deeper with every pulse of his name on thelips of strangers. If he wasn't
contemplating the patterns of energy within a cohesive mob— seeing the edges as week, volatile things,
the core as hel plessinertia, the front asthe line of directed force— hewould likely be gibbering with
terror and curled up in afeta position on the floor. Since that would be an embarrassng way to face
deeth, and doubtless Malley would tease him for eternity in whatever afterlife friends shared, Pardell
clung to thisandytica frame of mind with al hismight.

The Earthers. He fdlt no pity. They'd done this— turned reasonable, courteous individuasinto thisraving
monster— and earned the consegquences. Anguish for the stationers and immies motionless on the floor,
yes. He could fed that. And for those who would wake from madness and find blood on their hands.
Thereld been suicides after each of the Ration Riots; there would be more tomorrow.

He was curious how they knew to name him. If it was possible to pick faces from the mass, were any



those held recognize in return? Had the Earthers labeled him, somehow, or wasit assmple ashis
walking out that air lock, in that company? Pardell turned the ternatives over, examining each, seeing
how the results varied based on preconceptions.

A blast of fear laced with hate dammed againgt his detachment, ripping it to shreds. Pardell gasped and
found himsdlf back against the wall. No one had touched him. He could only assume it was so many
experiencing the same emotions a once.

What were they waiting for! Did they want him to run for the air lock and his suit? Wasthat it? To prove
he was dedling with the Earthers before tearing him apart? Would the Earthers turn their weapons on the
crowd again, on his behaf?

Pardell serioudy considered pretending to attack the nearest Earther guard so she'd shoot him and end
the suspense.

"Parddl ... Parddl ... Parddll ... "

He might want aname change after thisaswell. He closed his eyes, deciding thiswas dl anightmare and
he was passing out from carbon dioxide poisoning in hissuit, likethetime...

"Aaron!"

Pardell's eyes flashed open and he looked around frantically. There was only one set of lungson
Thromberg that could shout and be heard over the growl of the mob. What was Maley—?

There was abroad halway leading from the stern docking ring to Parddl's | eft. The thinnest part of the
mob lay between it and the tableau in front of the air lock. The hdlway mirrored asmilar one,
half-blocked by debris, in the aft ring. Pardell blinked away the urge to start comparing other features,
garing with disbelief at anew mass of people rushing toward him.

Maley wasin front— no problem spotting the mammoth idiot, Pardell thought wildly, nor identifying
others similarly impaired. There was Denery, and more familiar faces from Sammie's. Worse and worse.
Evenif al of Outward Five had opted for a change of scene and a chance to bloody noses, they were
still outnumbered a hundred times over and by amob who'd dready killed and been killed.

"Thisway!" Pardel| turned his head right just enough to confirm the urgent command camefrom the air
lock. Dr. Smith— looking agrest dedl lessimposing with her hair mussed, oneleg in asuit, and tears
pouring apparently unnoticed down her cheeks— was holding on to one edge of the inner door frame.
"Please, Pardell. They'll kill you. Hurry."

He was suddenly, glorioudy angry. "Thisisal your fault,” he accused, disregarding the mob, their chant,
and the onrush of hisfriends. "L ook what you've done!"

Smith seemed oblivious to common sense aswell, stepping right out of the air lock and starting to move
toward him, dragging the suit, only to be blocked by one of her guards. She looked over the arm holding
her and shouted: " They've died for nothing if you don't come with me! Grant— let go of me— That's
Pardd|!"

Parddll turned away deliberately, then wished he hadn't. The press of new bodies from the left, led by
Madlley, had not so much met the outer edge of the mob as been absorbed. Friend and stranger milled
around one anather, not fighting— yet— but pushing with angry cries. At least it was diminishing the
number of people chanting his name, which was ardief.

Therewas an ingtant in which he somehow found and met Maley's eyes, an ingant in which Pardel| felt
an unreasonable hope the sudden arrival of calmer minds might prevail and they'd dl talk about thislater
over Sammiestruly awful beer.

Then, warned by the sudden dismay on Malley'sface, Pardell whirled to find dozens of hands reaching
for him. Hetried to run, but logt dl control of hislegs at thefirst deceptively gentle brush of fingers againgt
hisarms and back.

Anger. FEAR!

... Heforgot how to breathe as the daggers of emotion penetrated every part of hisflesh, the number of
contacts changing as others grabbed for him, then were shocked loose ... but more replaced those ... and
more....

RAGE!

... It had never been likethis... Atitsworst, he'd aways known he'd survive, that thereéd beanend ...



His heart faltered, fought, fatered again ... He convulsed in agony, heaving up under the hands ...
HATE!

... What was Aaron Pardell crumpled into itsalf ...

Thenwaslogt.

Chapter 18

"Aaron!" Gall thought the wals must have amplified Mdley's horrified cry— she did know shed never
heard anything approaching that sound from a human throat until Pardell vanished benegth a surging mass
of attackersin front of their eyes. She struggled againgt Grant'sarm. "Help him!™ she shouted. "Y ou have
to hep him! He'sthe onethisisfor!”

Grant literaly threw her back into the air lock— L oran following a his barked command to immediately
gart forcing Gail into the suit— but her words had penetrated. Grant and Tau holstered their weagpons
and started pulling people off the tower of moving flesh marking where Pardell had stood.

Their interference should have incited the mob againgt the Earthers again, but didn't. Loran, once sure
Gail was suiting up on her own, hurried to the inner door with her weapon ready, her face set and grim.
Gall, pulling on her gloves, looked past the guard's shoulder. Each person Grant or Tau grabbed and
pushed aside seemed confused, disoriented, asif they'd been stunned. Most wandered away, while
others stood in place for afew seconds, rubbing their hands over their faces or arms. Asthe mob saw
the dull-witted faces of these compatriots, it faded back, edges dissolving, except where Malley and
company continued to shove their way forward.

Oncethey succeeded, Mdley let out aroar and launched himsdlf at the remaining bodies, clearing them
off through the smple expedient of latching his big hands around any body part available and heaving with
al hisgrength. Oddly, those so mishandled didn't complain, merely picked themsalves up from the floor
to hobble or crawl away.

Grant and Tau were edged back aswell. Severa of those who'd come with Mdley, most with black
eyes or bloody noses marking their effortsto negotiate their way through to this spot, quietly but definitely
placed themsalves between the Earthers and their besieged friend.

Loran didn't prevent Gail coming out where she could see— perhaps the guard was angry enough at the
death of her fellowsto believe Gail deserved to see the corpse of the man sheld tried to find.

What Gail saw, shedidn't & first believe. There were il between five and eight bodieslyingina
haphazard mass, none of them moving. It wasimpossible to tell which was Pardell— they al worethe
same stationer gray.

And all these people were dead.

There was no mistaking it. Those faces she could see bore adreadful rictus, as though every muscle had
convulsed at the moment of degth.

"Did you shoot them?' she asked Grant in alow-pitched voice, unsure how she could have missed that
and puzzled how they would have died anyway— the FDs weapons were |oaded with heavy tranks.
Their shotsinto the mob hadn't killed anyone, merely knocked them cold and guaranteed a pounding
headache to follow in an hour or so.

"No—" Grant's voice was equally perplexed.

Malley wrapped his fingers around another ankle, then uttered a curse and released his grip asif burned.
Themob found its voice again, thistimein panic-stricken flight. Gail heard screams of "Quill!" and
"Monger!" over the genera mayhem of thudding feet. In only minutes, they were alone, except for those
from Outward Five— and Mdlley.

He'd ignored the mob, instead taking two men with him to methodically tear gpart what had been a
freight trolley before the mob turned it upside down. Mechanicaly, Gail finished fastening her suit's
gloves, coming to stand beside amotionless Grant. Loran and Tau, aong with the surviving suited rescuer
from the Seeker, had gone to check on their fallen.

In seconds, Malley was back. He didn't acknowledge Gail or the others by so much asaglance, going
straight to work. He and another man used a grappling arm and its chain to snag the leg belonging to one
of the bodies over Pardell— that grip alowing them to drag the body aside. They repeated the process



on the next.

"What?' Gail took a step forward and the nearest stationer took notice and held up his hand to stop her.
"Stay back, Earther," hewarned. "It's not safe to touch him in thisstate. Let Malley dedl withit."

"Ded withwhat?' she demanded. Had the big stationer lost his mind, and the rest were humoring
him? She stared at Mdley, only now noticing how his hands bled as he worked and his shirt hung from
hislower armsin bloodstained strips.

Grant spoke from beside her. "He must have forced open the metal sheet blocking the corridor ... let his
friendsup here”

Galil tapped the shoulder of thelittle stationer who'd warned her. "Did you know Pardell was here? Is
that why you came?"

The man turned to look at her and shook his head. Hiswizened face held aterrible grief that silenced
whatever ese Gail thought to say. "We didn't know you had him," hetold her, shrugging. "Mdley sent
down awarning about Aaron, but we dl thought he'd headed Outside and home. Safe.”

"Then why did you come?* Grant asked when Gail didn't.

"Outward Five doesn't care much for being locked down. And Malley seemed to think you Earthers
might bein aspot— he owed you, for thewarning to Aaron." The Stationer— or immie, Gail realized,
since she couldn't tell them apart— scowled and spat at her feet. "We'd have come sooner if we'd
known you lied— that you had Aaron here."

Grant took up her defense. "Dr. Smith didntt lie. If you look inthe air lock, you'll find two suits: Pardell's
andonein hissize™" henodded at Malley. "Pardell came after hisfriend on hisown.”

"He must have walked the length of the Sation," Gail added almost to herself, aghast at the thought of
trusting that ancient, taped-together suit. "Then followed our people. Hewastrying to find Malley.”

The dationer let out aheavy sigh. "Always playing hero,” he said gruffly, but offered no apology for his
accusation. "There," with grim satisfaction as the last body was pulled free and they could see Parddll.
There were no marks on his paeface. It looked just as sheld memorized it from her vid recording. Gall
later remembered that was the most remarkable thing, how Parddll had seemed untouched by those who
had tried to destroy him. He looked— peaceful.

Sheamost missed the shalow riseand fdl of hischest.

Malley, till holding the grappling hook in ahand that dripped blood in mindlesslittle spirals on the floor,
didn't. She saw him close hiseyes once, tightly, asif hisrelief was too much to bear, then open them and
stare at her.

"Your ship," Malley began in ahoarse whisper, asif that warning shout had scraped histhroat raw. "It
has the latest Earther med tech? Redl doctors?”

Gail nodded. "The best," she assured him quickly, startled how her own voice came out thin and ligbleto
break.

"Mdley—?" This protest from the Sationer near Gail. "Y ou cant—"

"What choiceisthere?' Mdley answered roughly. "Do you think he's going to deep this one off without
help, Syd?If he does, think their families—" hiswaveincluded dl thefdlen, but lingered over the circle of
corpses near Pardell, "— could bear him to stay?"

There was alow murmur of voices from thefifty or so who'd remained. One came louder than the rest:
"Wasn't Aaron'sfault.”

"When did that matter?* Maley coughed to clear histhroat. His next words, "I'm going with him,”
brought a sudden silence.

The stationer he'd called Syd wasthefirst to speak up. "Malley. Makes some senseto let them take
Aaron— help him, if they're willing— but it makes none to have you tangled up with Earthers. People will
talk—"

"Tak," Madley repeated, histone one of utter scorn and his raw voice breaking with passion as he went
on: "Y ou think I'm worried about talk! Those who know mewon't believe it— those who don't? Guess
who locked Outward Five down! So you worry about talk. I'm going to make sure the Earthers treat
Aaonright.”

Here and there, Gail saw heads nodding dowly, grudgingly, then more. Then most. In spite of giving their



approva, expressions ranged from grim to grief-stricken.

"I'll watch your stuff, Madley," Syd offered, giving yet another of hisheavy sghs.

"Uh-uh," Mdley disagreed. "Y our wife can watchit." This prompted a smattering of laughter as Syd
blushed. "Have Amy settle my tab and Aaron's at Sammie's— don't any of you try to claim what's not
yours"

No one seemed to be fooled by thislast warning. Gail watched, hardly sure what shefelt as one by one,
the stationers thumped, patted, or hugged Mdley in farewell.

Afterward, each took aturn to gaze down at Pardell, some brushing tearsfrom their cheeks. Many
crouched at adistance, or went to a knee to whisper something. No one touched him.

"WEell see you to the ship, then." Thiswasn't so much an offer as an order from the stationer named Syd.
It brought another, quicker, round of nods.

Gail looked at Grant, recognized his "not-on-my-watch" look, and spoke before he could open his
mouth.

"Whatever— or whomever— it takes to get Pardell on the Seeker ," she ordered, pitching her voiceto
hisearsaone. "That's what matters now."

Chapter 19

So they retraced their steps through the strangely vacant docking ring surrounded by another escort in
dtationer gray. Gail was till flanked by guards— Loran and Grant, Tau and their surviving rescuer, who
turned out to be Ops Specidist Allyn— and Malley was with them.

Malley and some of the others had righted the trolley and scavenged ameta dab, used asacountertop in
anearby office. Without offering an explanation of why they wouldn't touch Pardell or accept help, they'd
employed other scraps of metd to push and pull his body on to the rectangular dab. It wasthen lifted on
the trolley, making areasonable gurney. Now, ahead of them, Malley pushed it lone, moving as quickly
asthe rickety structure would alow. Hed also refused any first aid for his hands or lower arms. He, like
Grant, seemed to think their solitude could end without warning.

Grant, unwilling to gamble on what might happen if either the authorities or the mob returned, had asked
the stationersto carry the bodies of the fallen FDs so he and the rest could keep their wegpons ready.
Others brought the suitsfrom the air lock. Gail had suggested leaving them behind, an ideathe Sationers
seemed to find incomprehensibly wasteful. She didn't waste her breath arguing.

Despite an air of urgency, it was afunerd procession, not arescue, Gail thought, hoping she had more
than deaths to bring back to the Seeker . Her eyes kept flicking to the limp form on the trolley, questions
she didn't bother asking— yet— filling her mind so she was honestly startled by how soon they reached
the Seeker's 'locks. They'd been that close.

The mob had done its best to get at the ship, with bare hands and, from the look of it, some portable
cutters and welders. The main and freight 'locks were inoperable; Gail didn't need to be an engineer to
seethat for herself. Theinner door of the emerg 'lock was damaged, but intact, being designed to stay
functiond through worse.

However, that entrance into the Seeker was guarded.

A lonefigure stood statue-till in front of the inner door, an older woman with graying hair wearing a
gpace suit remarkably like Parddll's. She dangled her helmet from one hand, watching them approach.
Another Outsider, Gail concluded.

Malley stopped thetrolley with Pardell's body severa paces before reaching the air lock, ignoring Grant's
immediate protest, then moved to stand to one side of it. The other stationers hated aswell; the Earthers
doing the same as Gall fiercely ordered them to hold till.

Gail heard aname whispered somewhere behind her: "Rosdind.”

"Dr. Smith," Malley cdled without taking his eyes from the woman. Gail shook Grant's hand from her
arm impatiently and went to stand on the other side of Pardell, careful not to touch even the edge of the
dab supporting him— much as she would have enjoyed something to lean againgt. She could fed Grant
moving up behind her shoulder.

"Is he dead, young Hugh?' the woman asked, her voice toneless and flat. Her face reminded Gail of a



painting sheld seen of asaint— ascetic, proud, inteligent. The 'sider must have been stunningly beautiful
before events carved themsavesinto her skin. Even now, she was remarkable.

"No, maam,” Mdley sad. "It'sone of hisfits. Too many— too many touched him before |— there was
no way—" Another might have taken pity on the man as he struggled to spesk through his emotions,
offered comfort. This Rosdind merely waited while Madley steded himsdf to go on. So, Gail thought. No
friend of yours, stationer.

Gail spokefird. "I've offered the medica facilitieson my ship to help Mr. Pardell. Areyou ardative? Do
you want to comewith him?"

Those cold eyes released Maley and turned on her. With an effort, Gail kept from flinching; there was
that much latent power in the woman's gaze. " Offer me your ship, Professor,” Rosalind said, "and I'd
consder it." The woman's empty hand lifted in an odd tossing-away gesture. "Otherwise, | prefer my
freedom.”

Gail nodded gravely. More than another Outsider, she decided. A former spacer, that was certain. A
leader here? Definitdy. "My invitation remains,” shesaid camly.

The woman came forward, ignoring them as she looked down at the unconscious Pardell. Without
warning, shereached out to grip hisjaw. Gail wondered why Maley didn't object, since held prevented
all other contacts, then she saw that the woman'sleft hand was robotic, clumsy and ugly, but capable of
gently turning Pardell's head from side to Sde asif shetried to read something from his dack featuresand
closed eyes.

There was nothing to read on her face at dl.

Thewoman named Rosdlind let go, then backed away to leave the path to the emerg 'lock open. "He's
beyond what we can do,” she said to Gall. "If you are willing to try, do so. But don't think this puts young
Aaron— or any of us— under obligation to you. Those scaes are not in your favor, Earther.”

"l understland—" Gail started to say.

"Doyou?' Rosdind chalenged, but instead of elaborating, she crooked one sted "finger” at Malley.

"Y oung Hugh. Make sure he comes home again. Alive— or dead.”

Malley nodded, lipstight. Accepting hisvow, for Gail judged it no lessthan that, the 'sder woman lifted
her helmet and lowered it in place on her head, her face vanishing behind itsreflective visor. Gall redized
with ashock both her hands were artificid— what she'd taken for aclamp held in agloved hand was the
woman'sright hand. The arms of Rosdind's suit ended in cuffslocking over her wrigts.

"Hold, there! Earthersl Don't move!" Gall, like the others, turned her heed at the distant shouts. There
were figureswalking, not running, their way. Shelooked back quickly, only to find Rosdind was
nowhere to be seen.

"Interesting woman," Grant said with distinct admiration. "Who is she?'

Maley shook himsdlf, like aman rousing from atrance. "That, Commander, was Rosdind Fournier.” He
looked a Gail asthough tempted to say more, then shrugged and said: "We don't have time to waste out
here. Let'sget himinsde."

"Theres asretcher on theway,” Grant assured them. It was obvious the impromptu trolley wouldn't fit
through the hatch.

Then there was the question of getting Maley himself in— Galil eyed the huge, exhausted-looking
stationer, wondering if one trank would be enough.

Asif hed read her mind, Mdley pullled hislips back from histeeth in what didn't remotely resemblea
gmile. "'If you can keep both doors open, Dr. Smith, I'll get Aaron— and mysdf— insde.”

Gail nodded and looked pointedly at Grant, who shook his head but pulled out his transmitter to consult
rgpidly with the Seeker on how to override the air lock's protocols. Leaving Tau to keep watch, he sent
Loran and Allyn hurrying through the ‘lock. Between them they carried Peitsch's body.

Meanwhile, Malley went over and collected his space suit from the stationer who'd carried it thisfar.
Taking oneleg of the suit in each hand, Mdley grunted with effort then pulled. The fabric resisted then
gave adong old seams and new ones. He kept ripping at it, his expression surprisingly peaceful
congdering the effort he was exerting, and the speed with which the authorities— for Gail could now
recognize Forester among those in the lead— were approaching. There was abustle around the air lock



as horrified crew members came out to retrieve the remaining bodies.

The suit tanksfell loose and rolled away. Then abattery pack. A stationer picked those up. Those
nearest looked more amused than surprised. Syd, again closeto Gail, confided: "Malley'd never put it on
anyway."

When he was done, Madlley kicked aside most of the suit pieces but held what now were two long strips.
"Mdley— you Stationers! Keep the Earthers away from their ship!” This order was alittle too clear for
comfort, athough its effect on their escort was to provoke some loud, and cheerfully obscene,
countersuggestions. Malley's friends moved out in aring, making it clear they planned to block or delay
any interference.

Malley himsdf was moving with feverish haste— Gail wondered how much of that speed was hisfear of
the authorities and how much was covering histerror of the air lock. She ressted Grant's effort to push
her toward the now-open inner hatch, but took a quick look to be sure she could see through the interior
of theair lock to the open outer door. Y es, the Seeker 'sbright welcoming interior wasin plain view.
There was adretcher waiting, with FDs starting to bring it through.

There wasn't time. The first group of Forester's people had arrived and, from the angry shouts, were
trying to bully their way through. They were outnumbered by Malley's cohorts— temporary Stuationin
light of the reinforcements heading their way.

But Mdley wasready. He'd dready tossed the two straps held made over Parddll's body at chest and
hips, bringing the ends around under the rectangular metal dab, and tying them tight. He then bent at the
knees beside the trolley, massive thigh muscles sraining his coverdls, and reached onelong arm
underneath to hook hiswounded fingers over the dab'sfar edge, gripping the nearer onein hisright hand.
Hetucked hisleft shoulder under the metal.

Gail thought no one watching beieved what Maley was intending. Sheld seen the bruiseson his
shouldersfrom lifting and carrying, but this was beyond reason. Just as she started to cal for them to
abandon the stretcher and help the stationer— bedlam behind letting her know the struggle was growing
physical— Mdley expelled aquick breath and smply stood up.

It didn't matter that he immediately lurched sdeways under his awkward burden— he turned that
movement into a staggering lunge toward the opening to the Seeker . Gail expected both men to land on
thefloor plates, but somehow Malley kept upright and moving, even as hiswhole body shuddered in
reaction to passing insde the 'lock. The crew with the stretcher scrambled out of hisway.

Grant pulled her dong behind Malley. "Don't touch the body!" she shouted desperately, then saw Loran
among the group waiting for them. She'd know to warn thoseinside.

Scattered cheers spilled around her before al sound from the docking ring was muffled by the inner door.
Grant threw the lever to lock it.

Somehow, Mdley'd madeit adl the way into the Seeker'sumbilical corridor— atemporary, though solid,
link to thisair lock they could retract or abandon, depending on the Situation.

Gail sugpected he couldn't have stopped inside the air lock itself.

The stationer was on his hands and knees, taking huge, rapid gulps of air. Hed dropped the dab to the
floor, one end of it having caught the lower rim of the outer doorframe so the whole doped. The
makeshift strgps held, keeping Pardell in place. The rough handling hadn't touched his dack
expressionlessfeatures.

One of Parddl'sarms sprawled limply over the sde— gloved fingers so closeto Madley's, Gail rushed
forward in darm. "Get back," she ordered a curious crewman. "Maley,” she began more gently. "Watch
your hand—"

His bent head moved in what she took for anod of understanding, then he drew his hand away from
Parddl's, leaving abloody streak on the floor. Another deep breeth, then Maley pushed himsdlf up to St
back on his hedls. His eyes were bloodshot but alert enough.

"How do we handle Parddll?* she asked bluntly. He looked up at her and nodded, rising to hisfest.
Around them, the confusion was developing order asfresh facesin FD blue-gray and crew white took
over, asteward rushing to help Gail out of the space suit she didn't redize she ill wore, two morewith
med staff bars on their shoulders standing hesitantly near their supposed patient. Either the dead guards



or something said by the living ones made those two look very nervous. Gail, looking down at that pale,
thin, somehow deadly face, couldn't help but agree.

"He has a— condition,” Malley said, relaxing enough— or exhausted enough— to lean on the nearest
wall. "It hurts him to be touched. Always has. Makes him sick. Sometimes, it sendshim intofitslike this,
where he's unconscious for afew minutes.”

"Therésmore," this grim accusation from Grant, who hadn't |eft Gail's Sde. " Something happensto
people who touch him."

Malley shook his head— not denid, Gail thought, but regret. "A nasty shock, usudly, like the kind you
get from agtatic buildup.”

"That wouldn't kill anyone," Grant pressed, staring down curioudly at what appeared to be aharmless
young man. Perhaps he was assessing anew letha wegpon. Gail understood that side of the military
mind-set— it was useful, even if she didn't care much for it.

"Aaron's never killed anyone," Malley started to protest, then sighed. "Okay. Theworseitisfor him, the
worse the shock you get if you touch him. See? Until now, nothing like this— he's knocked out a couple
of people. It isn't pleasant.”" Despite hiswords, Malley's tone lightened momentarily, asif remembering an
incident from their childhood. Then hislipstightened. "What happened out there— it was bad. I'm
amazed he survived—"

"Those who touched him didnt," Gall finished. "How long does this— reciprocd charge— last?"

"It doesn't matter. Y ou can't touch him. Ever. Not even with gloves. Understand?' Malley's voice was
under iron control, but still had a desperate edge. "It hurtshim.”

Gall looked down at Parddll's skintight gloves, noticing they were newer than therest of hisclothing asif
recently replaced. If they weren't protection, she wondered abstractly, why did he wear them? "That's
thedrill, then," she told the med gtaff. ""Use surface contamination protocols and remote handling arms
only. Make sure everyone'sinformed and the affected corridors are cleared ahead of time. | don't want
accidents.”

Madley sagged, asif he hadn't been sure sheld take hisword. Gail saved any further questions— they had
time on their side now— and stepped out of her mag boots when the steward nudged her legsin
reminder. It actually hurt to be free of the extraweight. Gail knew herself close to the end of the energy
adrendine and necessity had given her— just like Mdlley.

Grant, on the other hand, appeared disgustingly fresh, asif the day's events had been atraining exercise.
Gail used this as her reason to glare at him and order: "I want Mr. Pardell taken to the science sphere's
medical facilities, not to the Seeker's hogpital bay. Understood?!

"Yes, Dr. Smith.” Smoothly. Gail supposed the professional paranoid in Grant was satisfied by the tighter
security possible there. Fine. She wanted the widest scope of testing equipment available— and her
scientists, not a crew doctor, conducting those tests. If there was anyone e se she could have delegated
to command— or it had been any other situation— she pushed away the desire to head to the lab.
Curiogty wasaluxury she couldn't indulge.

Malley straightened from hisdouch. He didn't say aword as he watched the med staff and two of the
FDs carefully lift the dab, and so Pardell, to the waiting stretcher. He didn't need to.

"Mr. Mdley will be staying with Mr. Parddll," Gail added. At least then it sounded like her idea. "Make
sure he's comfortable and those wounds are treated.” She let her eyestravel over dl of them.
"Commander, report to my office when you're done in the science sphere.”

Then Gail walked away briskly, her footsteps immediately picking up echoes as Grant sent her
ever-present shadows in her wake. Maybe there was more she needed to do or say, but Gail knew full
wdll that if she didn't leave now, she'd be the one leaning on awall.

And weskness was something she didn't— for al their sakes— dare show.

Chapter 20

Gail should have known she couldn't escape S0 easily. A delegation was waiting for her at the end of the
umbilical corridor— an angry one a that.
She would have stalked past the spuittering, flushed Reinsez in an ingtant, relying on Grant's peopleto



deflect any foolish intention to chase her down the passageway to her office, but Tobo waswith him.
The Seeker's Captain, Gail Sghed to herself, deserved better— especidly in light of what she'd ordered
him to be ready to do.

Stll, shewasn't prepared to lose her va uable momentum. "Walk with me, gentlemen,” Gail ordered
quietly, fixing her eye on Reinsez who, wondroudy, shut his mouth and moved out of her way.
"Commander Grant and | will give you acomplete briefing in—" Gail winced inwardly but continued
without missing a beat "— thirty minutes. He'stidying up afew detalls. | can, however, gpprise you of
our immediate Stuation.”

"It'sworse than | thought?' Tobo asked, his eyes somber but keeping it genera. He understood, as
aways, there were things she wouldn't say, not in front of Reinsez.

"It'sbetter,” Gail retorted. "Weve succeeded in finding and bringing aboard Aaron Pardell without having
to bribe or coerce station personnel—" That for Reinsez. "Unfortunately, asyou are awvare, weve
suffered unacceptable casudties. | don't want anyone leaving the ship." Thiswith force. "Thrombergis
not stable. And no one is expendable.” Today, Gail quaified to hersdf, quite sure that was dl she could
promise.

"We can undock at your order, Professor," Tobo assured her.

Gail gave him aquizzical look, not sure shed heard correctly.

Tobo smiled tightly. "Y our— diversion— pulled the stationers away from uslong enough for my crew to
do amanud disengage from al of Thromberg's systlems. We're floating free, Dr. Smith, and can move
out— without damaging the station— when you're ready.”

"Now. Let'sleave now!" Reinsez blurted. "We must. Y ou aren't to take risks with this ship, Smith—"
"Or with you, Dr. Reinsez?' Gail sngpped, coming to an abrupt hat and forcing them dl to do the
same— or walk through her. "'l remind you, you're here as an observer for Titan U, not to give orders.”
Shereented, seeing how his skin had grayed benesath its surface. Thelast thing she needed wasto send
Titan's representative to join Pardell in the hospital. Minimum, they'd insist on her running back to Sol
System for areplacement. "'l have no intention of risking the Seeker, or our mission,” Gail promised, sure
of thelatter and hopeful of the former. She starting moving again. "Arewe safeto Say asis, Captain
Tobo? I've some remaining business with Thromberg. It won't take long— but it iscriticd. | wouldn't ask
otherwise"

He nodded, but was quick to qudify the decision with: "I recommend we vent the umbilica corridor and
sedl the outer hull. Commander Grant's people sent three of their 'bots to watch for attempts from the
outsde.

Reasonable. All quite reasonable and exactly what she didn't want. So much for resting. "My office—
twenty minutes" was al Gall said, grateful beyond wordsto seethelift ahead. "In the interim, nothing
moves, no further decisionswithout calling me. Are we clear, Captain?'

Tobo gave her ahard, suspicious ook, but didn't argue. Gail entered the lift and, with an eyebrow, made
sure she and her guards wereits only occupants.

The door closed, and the lift began to descend. Gail gripped the handrail, using it to counter the floor's
disturbing tendency to float under her feet. She snapped out: "Inform Commander Grant he's got fifteen
minutes.”

"Yes, Dr. Smith."

Gail dlowed hersdf to drift in her own thoughts— mostly comparing the value of a shower to grabbing a
mesdl, and whether it would be better to skip both for aboost shot, much as she hated relying on
gtimulants— when something else entirdly made her flush and look up again. "I didn't get to tell them,
before they died,” she said suddenly.

The two, both men and of the same body type and coloring as Grant, appeared nonplussed. " Professor?”
asked one, his voice uncertain.

"I'd planned to apologize. For resenting you, when what | resented was having this— this shepherding—
forced on me by your superiors. I've taken it out on you, al of you."

They exchanged uncomfortable looks. One was younger than Gall hersdf, sheredized. "We haven't
noticed, Dr. Smith," he said.



Her emotionstoo complex to sort out, Gail found she could till be amused. "Trust me. It's not my
custom to ignore people I—" suitable words eluded her. How did you refer to people who'd die for you?
"What are your names?' she asked, instead. Y our whole names.”

"Tech Specidigt Chris Taggart, Dr. Smith. And thisis Wegpons and Code Specidist Michad Picray.”
Picray ducked hishead at theintroduction. "Dr. Smith."

The lift stopped, but Gail found herself too unsteady to let go of therailing as the door opened. "Well
met, then, Taggart and Picray,” she said, to cover the moment. "1 have to be ready for abriefing.” Gall
wasn't sureif shewas reminding them or hersdlf.

She must have looked about as capable as she fdt. "Would you— like some assistance, Dr. Smith?”
Picray asked.

Gail considered this, then shook her head and pushed herself forward. "Thank you, but aslong asyou
keep the way clear, | can makeit.”

If Mdley could enter an air lock— her new benchmark for raw, persona courage— she could stay on
her feet and cross a hallway under her own power.

Chapter 21

Malley followed aboot through his nightmare. Aaron'sright boot, specifically, which conveniently
protruded aworn hedl from beneath the immaculate and likely new blanket an Earther had tossed over
hisfriend. Hefixed hiseyeson it and ignored the barrage of strange threatening him from every sde.
Harder toignorethe ar. Malley took in the lightest possible breaths, despite his aching muscles and
lungs, wary of the unfamiliar thickness of it. Humid, warm, and perfumed, possibly by red flords— the
combination was something immies would probably kill to draw into their nogtrils and agtetioner like him
wanted scrubbed. It carried no reassuring back-of-the-tongue taste of metal; the only human scent
seemed to be hisand Grant's dried sweat. Those lacks seemed worse than the shadowlesslighting or the
less-than-firm floor beneath hisfeet.

Aaron's boot traveled | eft, then right, then straight. He kept pace with it. Besde him, if he glanced down,
Malley knew he'd see the no-longer gleaming boots of Commander Grant matching him step for step.
Likely couldn't take him now, he thought without shame, fully aware held passed the limits of his body.
Just aswell Syd had dipped awesgpon from one of the dead Earthersinto his pocket during the
confusion. Someone else had passed him a knife, now secured in the top of his boot. He sincerely hoped
neither would be necessary before he knew hisway around this—

Ship. Usetheword, he admonished himsdif. It wasn't what sent that nauseating fear through his body.
Malley understood precisely where that weaknesslay. Until today, he hadn't cared, since he hadn't
imagined ever wanting to go through—

An air lock. He made himself think the words, remember every step. It hadn't been pretty, but he'd done
it. The next time—

There, he stopped. Obvioudy held have to leave the ship eventudly, but for now there were other things
to dedl with, starting with here and now.

Herased hiseyesfrom Aaron's boot at |ast, deliberately looking around at what was, after dl, no more
threatening than a corridor wider and taller than you'd expect on something smaller than atation, with
skin-smooth, pink-white walls. Hed assumed they'd gone directly into the ship, but their first turn had
taken them from hard flooring to this cushioned stuff. Over it, the stretcher'swhedsrolled noisdlesdly.
Synth-rubber, held bet, for both flooring and tires— a source of complex carbohydrates Thromberg had
recycled through biologicaswell before Malley had been old enough to realize he was egting his old toys
and mattress. Even today, the packaging protecting shipments from Sol System wound up in the digestion
tubes. There were always jokes about how Sammie€'s beer improved after afreighter arrived.

The floor was resilient compared to bare meta, but not luxurious. Maley decided some of the wilder
gtories about theinsde of Earther shipswere untrue. For one thing, he didn't see plants hanging from the
ceiling and running water used for decoration. And he could till hear footfals. His, Grant's, the two
guiding the stretcher, the three uniformed guards leading and the pair behind— they refused to fall into
rhythm, echoing adong ahal Malley thought unlikely to be thisempty. Smith's orders, no doubt.



Hedidn't trust her at dl.

He'd had no other choice, Mdley told Aaron's boot.

Malley studied Grant with quick, Sdelong glances asthey continued, understanding the grim weariness
marking astrongly featured, otherwise well-controlled face, but more interested in ng the easy way
the man moved despite a posture suggesting sgnificant siffnessin hisspine. They adl moved that way, the
dationer noticed. Shared training.

Hewas harder pressed to explain why they looked so much the same, when the crew appeared to be,
like the station, a heterogeneous mix. "Areyou clone-sibs?' he asked finally. Malley'd read about thisand
smilar techniques— seemingly commonplace meansfor increasing the number of smilar organisms back
on Earth. If s0, thismeant Grant had lost more than afew underlings.

Grant tugged aloose lock of his straight black hair and pointed ahead. The guard he indicated had black
hair, dl right, but it was Sarting to kink asit lengthened. “"No. Our units are formed by appearance—
looks better on parade.”

Parade? He didn't see this man— or his people— doing much of that. Mdley snorted. Did the Earther
think he was totally naive? "Wouldn't be anything to do with how matching troops could make it
harder for an enemy to identify key individuas?' he asked. "' Such as yoursdlf, Commander? Or how they
might underestimate your number? Should we discussinfiltration?!

Grant's eyes showed alittle more interest. "These are aspects most people don't trouble themsalvesto
consider, Mr. Mdley. | find your grasp of them remarkabe— in ametal recycler.”

"Oh, | grasp many thingsthat might surprise you, Earther,” Malley answered.

They cameto amagor junction, with this corridor splitting into three aswell asa st of liftsalong onewall.
The guards |leading the way entered the centermost corridor without hesitation, but one of the med staff
turned to Grant and protested. "Commander. The hospital bay isjust around the corner. Areyou
ure—7?"

"Quite sure, crewman,” Grant said, with an impatient jerk of hishead. His hand was occupied steadying
Pardell's space suit over one shoulder. When Grant saw that Malley had noticed, he shrugged. "Weadl
grabbed something.”

The suit looked like so much refuse againgt the Earther's one-owner uniform and probably smelled as
ripeasitsage. Sill. "Hed be sorry to loseit," Malley acknowledged gruffly, nodding at the unconscious
Pardell.

Grant looked dubious but didn't argue or pass the heavy suit to anyone el se.

"Of course, you wouldn't have known that. Which means you brought it for the professor,” Malley
continued. "In the interests of her project.”

It was as though shutters did behind Grant's eyes, the way his expression went from tired professona to
full caution.

Malley grabbed the stretcher with both hands to stop it. The white-clad meds jumped away in shock and
the uniforms trained wegpons on him. "Which iswhy she wouldn't want Aaron going to the nearest
doctor,” hetold Grant, ignoring dl the others. "I do."

Thistime Grant did dide the suit from his shoulder, passing it to the nearer of his guards, but hishand
sgnal put away their weapons. He then spread his arms and showed the palms of his hands, asif he
thought Malley'd be fooled into thinking them harmless. Or asif he thought the stationer had sngpped— a
judgment Malley wasn't quite ready to pass on himsdlf yet.

"Y ou told us about your friend's condition, Malley," Grant said in areasoning tone. "The hospita bay in
the science sphereisthe only choice— it's equipped to handle anything the research team could imagine,
including quarantine facilities and those remote handling arms. That's what we need, right?"

Until he knew more— Malley lifted his hands from the Stretcher in surrender, sure the Earther knew it
was atemporary one. Blood dripped to the floor from the deepest of several metal gashes on hisleft
palm, and, self-conscioudy, Maley pressed that hand againgt the fabric of his coverdls.

"Here, r," one of the med staff tugged at his elbow, holding out a sheet of what looked like clear pladtic.
"For your hand." Before Malley could argue, the Earther took hiswrist and turned his palm to face up.
He quickly applied the plastic sheet, smply laying it over Malley's hand. It ssemed to melt into apliable



gel on contact, perhaps responding to warmth, oozing into the lines and creases— and wounds— on any
skinit touched. Equdly startling, the materid immediately stopped the throbbing pain Maley honestly
hadn't noticed until now.

Wordlesdy, he held out his other hand, Thistime he saw how the Earther pulled the plastic clear of a
protective layer, careful not to let it touch any surface before the stationer's skin. When the man pointed
to Malley's shoulder, Malley shook his head. "That can wait. But this—" he held up his hands, now
encased in what felt like trangparent gloves, "— thisisamazing. Thank you."

"My pleasure, Mr. Mdley," the med answered with asmile. "WEell sedl the cuts permanently for you
later. And please don't worry. Commander Grant's right about the equipment on board. Y our friend will
get the best care outside of Sol System.”

Young, Malley redlized abruptly. The med, now back to pushing the stretcher with his partner, couldn't
be any older than the man lying on it. He waslikely younger. Thromberg didn't have any resdentsthis—
new. It was a sobering thought.

"About the care. He'sright,” Grant said quietly.

Malley raised his shouldersin ashrug, hiding the wince moving hisleft shoulder caused him. Hewas
giffening up aready, even in thiswarmth. From the fed of the nerve spasming behind his shoulder blade,
hed likely pulled amuscle or two. Nothing new. Aaron dways accused him of treating machinery better
than his body. "1've no doubts you have dl the technology you claim, Earther,” Mdley said. Hewriggled
his plastic-wrapped fingersin front of Grant's nose. "My only problem iswhat you plan to dowithit." He
put hislipstogether and let out anirritated noise. "No, that's not true. | have another problem.” Grant
rased an eyebrow ininvitation. "How big isthis damned ship?' Mdley grumbled.

That heartfelt complaint surprised a chuckle from Grant and two of the others. "Were amost there,”
Grant promised.

Almost? The Earther's promise trand ated into an improbable distance long a curved hdlway and allift
ride up, down, or sdeways— no way to tell— to an equally featureless, and peopleess, curved halway.
For dl indications otherwise, they'd gonein acircle. Maley would have suspected Grant of trying to
confuse him, but the man looked too tired and in too much of ahurry to bother. Mdley gave up hisfirst
plan of remembering how to retrace his steps through the ship, and thought glumly of the odds of finding
maps or awilling guide when, not if, he and Aaron madetheir exit.

Another obstacle to be overcome was their destination, which turned out to be an unusualy large,
guarded door that reminded Madley of one of the ration vaults on Thromberg. Once there, Grant
dismissed the med staff, changed the guards on the door for two of those who'd accompanied them, then
stood to be identified by thelock. Malley leaned on awall beside Aaron's stretcher and watched.

The door seemed pleased and hummed to itsef asit opened. Grant'slip twitched up in ahaf smileashe
looked back at Madley: "Saw how it worked?”

Malley grinned wolfishly back. "Theré's more than one way through a door,” he assured the Earther,
athough he had no idea— yet— what that could be. The damned thing looked able to withstand an
exploson. What was on the other side, so worth protecting?

Hetook a curious step forward to see for himself, and froze.

It wasn't just another air lock. That would have been bad enough.

Thiswas infinitely worse.

Y ou couldn't see space from ingde Thromberg. Or from theingde of an air lock. Y ou only guessed it
waited outside, ready to rip the life from you.

Here?

They'd removed the walls and | et the utter worst of his nightmares take their place. If his muscles hadn't
locked interror, Malley would have been running. There was no question that's what his mind was
ordering: Run! in any direction away from that roadway to the void.

After asecond, Malley heard a mindless whimpering and knew the sound. Someone had broken.
Hefound asmdl, thinking part of hismind could fed pity.

Then he redlized the sound came from his own mouth.



Chapter 22

The boost shot and a shower— once Gail saw her reflection shed made the time— might have helped
erase the wear and tear of thelast few hours, but it was pure and smple triumph that let her it upright in
her chair and calmly survey the others.

So thiswas what it felt like to be the eye of a hurricane. Grant, who'd arrived late to give abald
report, "things were settled,” with no explanation, perhaps knowing she wouldn't want detailsin this
company, was doing his best impression of asnarling cat; Tobo was pacing, with frequent stopsto throw
up his hands in exasperation; and she sugpected Reinsez's rambling, digointed arguments were the result
of hishaving prepared himsdlf for unpleasant topics with too many nipsof sherry.

On the surface, her command threesome was arguing her decision to stay attached to the station. They
wereredly venting their frugtration a not knowing why.

Gail saw no reason to enlighten them, given she sincerely doubted the knowledge would help matters.

"If you are quite done?" she ventured in the next mutua pausefor breath. "If you are, there are some
congructive thingsto—"

"No, Dr. Smith,” Grant was actually gritting histeeth over the words. She'd never seen anyone do that
before and was inclined to be impressed. "If we cannot persuade you to take the safer, more rationa
course of action and pull the Seeker out to orbit distance, | will not cal in the 'bots. In fact— Captain
Tobo agrees with me— | want to put out armed patrols. We are vulnerable to sabotage—"

"— sabotage?' Reinsez's eyelids pried open further than Gail had ever seen before. The extra expanse of
yelowed eyebd| did nothing to improve the man's appearance, which today included clothing even more
rumpled than his skin. "That'sthe kind of risk we can't dlow, you know. The man'sright!"

Her lips curved in addiberate amile. Without amirror, Gail wasn't sureif it looked more like athreat than
courtesy. Shedidn't particularly care. ™Y ou've vids scanning every square centimeter of our hull aswell as
al approachesto the ship,” she reminded Grant. "Y ou've guards watching the vids. Y ou've guards
watching the guards watching the vids. The only thing the 'bots are accomplishing beyond that isto
inflame Thromberg even more— if that's possible.” She paused, then turned her atention to Tobo. "Are
you getting anything coherent from the comms yet, Captain?'

Tobo started to throw up his hands, then redlized what he was doing and clasped them behind his back
ingtead. "' Coherent? If you count receiving dozens of invoicesfor damages.”

"Ah," said Gall, genuinely pleased. "That didn't take long. Good."

Reinsez's face folded into a perplexed maze of wrinkles. "And how could you possibly conclude anything
good about thet, Dr. Smith?"

She steepled her fingers and gazed from one to the other. "Because it means Station Adminisback in
control— partialy or better. It aso meansthey want to talk. Think about it. No matter how emotional
their population, those in charge have to be readying themselves for the potentia repercussons. They'll
know this mob attack will play against them in Sol System should | chooseto publicizeit. | haven't— yet.
They know that, too. Guaranteed trandight communications are being monitored here. So, an attack from
their accountants? A bluff, my dear Dr. Reinsez, to save face. Let them fling paperwork at us. Captain
Tobo?1 suggest you have your chief steward tabulate afew bills of our own. Make them big."

Grant had falen silent. Gail pursed her lips, then added sincerdly: "If you want meto press for murder
charges, Commander, I'll doit. But do you redly believe well ever know who was responsible?’
Hiseyesflashed at her, then dulled asif shed given him an opening held give anything to use, but
wouldn't. "Wrong place, wrong time," wasal he sad. "They knew therisks."

They had to talk, Gail redized, understanding perfectly who Grant held responsible. Hed need to get
that out of his system before he would stop second-guessing her decisions.

And before she could rest, she wanted the names of those who'd died for decisions sheld aready made.
Later.

"Asagesureto diminish tensons” Gail sad firmly and very clearly, "1 want those 'bots of yoursback in
their boxes, Commander Grant. And there will be no exterior patrols. | consider the Situation as stable as
it'sgoing to get, gentlemen, and we will avoid any actionswith potentid to change things for theworse."



She hesitated, then looked at the vastly unhappy Tobo. "While | don't condone sabotage under most
circumstances, it might be prudent to make sure Thromberg can't restore the Seeker's docking
connectionsfrom insde. I'm sure the First Defense Unit can provide the necessary— expertise.”

"Tech Specidist Aleksander ismy Second, this shift, Captain,” Grant said immediately. " She can set up
the appropriate team for you."

"Thank you, Commander. Consder it done, Dr. Smith,” the Captain replied with adistinct lightening of
his expression.

When the others | eft, Tobo taking Reinsez's arm and literally hauling the protesting man out after Gall's
meaningful look, Grant dropped into the nearest chair asif his spine had melted. He waited until the door
closed before speaking, the guards outside under strict orders not to let anyone back inside during their
private conversations without permission— even Tobo. One of these days, Gail feared the Captain
would try and find this out. He was unlikely to be pleased.

"They're in the science sphere,”" Grant reported. "Dr. Temujin took charge. | assume that's acceptable—
you hadn't specified.”

Gall dlicked her tongue againgt her teeth thoughtfully. Temujin must have been the seniormost on duty. A
superb scientiss— al her people were— but she'd have preferred Lynn or Sazaad, both having amore
careful, methodical approach to nove stuations. "Aslong as he agreed to the quarantine.”

The commander shrugged. "Didn't like it being spherewide, but not inclined to argue. There were—
circumstances.”

"Circumstances?' Gail repeated, putting an edge to the word. "Y ou went aong to make sure there
weren't any."

One dark eyebrow rose. "Tell your big friend— once he deegps off adouble-trank dose.”

Gail understood immediately. "Thewaist," she said numbly. *He had a panic attack when the door
opened and he looked inside, didn't he? | should have anticipated that—" The last was said with redl
bitterness. She'd given in to her own weaknessinstead of taking the time to persondly ensure Mdley and
Pardell made it safely into the science sphere.

"If you were aware of the extent of Maley'sfedings concerning air locks and space, Dr. Smith,” Grant
sad mildly, "it might have been helpful to warn me about it. Fortunately, he was too terrified to put up the
fight he was capable of—" He leaned forward, stretching onelong arm to her desk, his hand opening to
drop asmal knife made from ashard of metal and one of the hand weapons he and the others had used
on Thromberg. "I found these on our new guest." He leaned back again, regarding her with a deceptively
casud air. "No sgn of thetransmitter you gave him, by theway." A sgnificant pause, then: "Malley could
have dropped it."

Like Grant, Gail was under no illusion the stationer had been careless with such avaluable device. Hed
no doubt given the transmitter to someone else— or hidden it on the station.

"Whereishe now?'

"Science sphere, as ordered. He's snoring— very loudly, | might add— on acot near Pardell. Dr.
Temujin wasn't very happy about that. Mind you, he was even less pleased by the guards | |eft behind.”
Gail pushed at the knife with one finger, then made adecision. "Have these put back where you found
them. Before Malley wakes up, if possible.”

Grant'slook became appraising. "He's no fool, Dr. Smith. Hell expect usto have searched him. Finding
these— the stationer will assume he has permission to carry arms on the ship.”

"He's used to dliances, Commander,” Gail countered. "Wewin histrugt, or welock himin the brig,
because I'm sure you'll agree we don't need aman of his abilitiesloose and looking for trouble on
board."

"No argument there. But winning his trust? That'll take some doing." He chewed on abottom lip then said
bluntly: "Why bother? He's dready shown hell help uswith hisfriend.”

Gail shook her head. "Not good enough. Not for someone of Malley's potentid. Hes—" she shrugged.
"I have afeding about him."

"An authority-hating metal worker who grew up on agtation,” Grant said, asif making sure they were
talking about the same person. He raised one eyebrow. "I'll have to look more closdly a him mysdlf,



then— including, if you don't mind, keeping this new aly watched a al times.”

"Fine. Now—" Gall found hersdf hestating, unsure where best to begin. She wasn't, she admitted in
frudration, particularly good at taking othersinto her confidence.

"Now, Dr. Smith," Grant filled in hdpfully, stretching the words. A man merely content not to move, Gail
judged, until she met his eyes and saw the lingering shadows of grief and exhaugtion there. Y ou have
your 'sder— and our new friend. | must assume we're still here because you want something else.
Planning to tell me? Or isthis another of those detailsto be revealed when | least expect it?"

Gods, Gail thought admiringly, humor. The man was either more tired than he looked, or they were
actualy making headway in understanding one another. ™Y ou'reright. | want something else here." She
held up the cup shard. "This," shetold him, tapping the words aong the base.

Grant's dark eyes narrowed and she could see his body tensing automatically from its inadvertent
moment of relaxation. "The Merry Mate I1. But you knew she was here well before finding thet in the
bar." A nod at the shard. So, Gall thought with satisfaction, he had noticed. Such apleasure dedling with
the observant. "Why that ship?' Grant gave ashort laugh. "Let me guess, Dr. Smith. It'swhere our
unconscious friend hangs that suit of his— making it one of those derdlicts outside the station. Am |
close?'

"On the money, Commander.”

"And now we need the ship aswell asthe man?"

She gazed at him for amoment, then corrected: "' wanted the man in order to find the ship.”

The FD commander's face bore a sudden, striking resemblance to granite. Or wasit ice? Gall
wondered. "Y ou could have told me."

It was Gail's turn to be amused. "Y ou didn't need to know. Then. Now you do."

"Thisold freighter isimportant enough to bring the Seeker al theway here."

"Yes," Gall ingsted, her voicelevel but her hands tending to grip the edge of her desk. "AsParddll isin
no condition to help— and I've no reason to believe Malley's ever been Outside— welll haveto find her
ourselves”

Grant inhaled dowly, then let the air out again in an amost soundlesswhigtle. "I'm open to suggestions,
Dr. Smith. Most of the shipsthe'bot caught on vid didn't have visible idents. They've been deliberately
obscured in some cases, scoured away by dust in others."

"l don't know how. But we can't leave without the 'Mate."

He could read her by now, Gail sensed. Instead of arguing as Tobo might have, Grant nodded. "Asyou
wish, Professor. But |et the Captain put us at a distance. The station may not be armed, but you don't
need a pulse cannon when your victim's sitting on the doorstep. A hammer worksjust fine."

"The gtation isno longer athreat," Gall disagreed. "We both know why."

Hislipstwisted. "Because by now the tranks have worn off?'Y ou think that's going to improve the
relationship?’

"These peoplelive by balancing debt,” Gail said, keeping it blunt. "It'sin our favor right now,
Commander. Any blood ison their Sde of the scale, not ours.”

Grant's nogtrilsflared. He was breathing hard, suddenly, asif everything that had happened since they
arrived on Thromberg was hitting him at once. "They were under my command when they died,” he
snapped at her. "Following my orders—"

"My orders," Gall corrected. "And I'd give them again, based on the information we had at thetime. Do
you want to know why, Commander Grant? Do you want to know what they bought with their lives?'
She curled her hands around the cup shard, as though cradling something precious. "Maybe— just
maybe— the only ship to vist a Quill-infested planet and return with life on board.”

That shocked the anguish from hisface. "The Survivor?' hejeered. "Y ou redly believe in those tales—
those legends about a Survivor of the Quill? My people died for this— this— nonsense?'

"Of course not." Gail was again grateful for the closed door. "As| told Forester, | don't chase legends—
| dedl infacts.”

"What facts?' Grant immediately answered his own question. "Factsyou have and | don't.”

Gall looked at him for along moment, weighing many things, then nodded. "Istheroom clean?' she



asked.
"Of course." Slight offense. Thiswas one of the FD's respongihilities. She had to admit that so far, they'd
been able to keep ahead of Reinsez and histoys— athough Titan's representative had come on board
with aseemingly unending supply.
She had to take Grant's word for it. Gail opened the lower |eft drawer of her desk and pulled out a
rectangular box. It looked ordinary enough, except for the warning symbol on the top indicating its
contentswould be immediately turned to ash if any hands but herstried to unlock it. More expensive, but
aso more secure than asimple gene key, which, though highly specific, could be stolen and used by
anyone. Gail preferred not to take chances.
Inside were an assortment of old-style datadisks aswell as severd sheets of paper— not ordinary
paper, but privacy sheets which could be encoded to show their contents only after contact with a
specified genome. They'd been "opened” aready.
She plucked one sheset to hand to the commander. "Read this," Gall ordered. "My authorization,” she
added as his eyebrows rose at the warning stamped across the top of the page and the way origin and
destination were blacked out.
Titan University Archive
Excer ptsfrom the personal recordings of Chief Terraform Engineer Susan
Witt
Access Restricted to Clearance AA2 or Higher

... | received the request to cosign your loan for the freighter from Callisto shipyards, Raymond. I've
doneit, of course. Y ou only had to ask. It didn't have to come through Titan. | would have bought you
the ship— there must be enough accumulated salary in my account after al these years. I've no need for
money out here.
A freighter, isit? The Merry Mate 11? And awife, I'm told. | suppose this means you've abandoned
graduate studies. | can understand why. Sol System can fedl pretty cramped when you've al of space
cdling. I met your father on agtarship. Did | ever tdl you that? For al anyone knowshisshipisstill out
there, somewhere, exploring. | prefer to think so. It's better than imagining other reasons why they never
came back. Space doesn't suffer fools.
| hear I'm aready a grandmother. Where has the time gone? Jeremy Norman Parddll. A fine name,
Raymond. | do understand why you changed yours before enrolling at Phobos University. They tell me
I've become something of acelebrity back on Earth. That can't be easy on the family, but therewas
nothing | could do about it. People are starting to sign up for immigration. It'sfinaly here, Raymond, and
our name— my name— happened to be the one swept up in the excitement ...
Grant stopped reading midway. "Parddll ... Aaron Pardell ... Witts great-grandson?’ he breathed. "I
knew you were hunting one of the terraformers descendants, but hers?
Shewaved at the sheet to keep him reading.
... one day the record will be set straight. It's not asthough I'm the only terraformer. Therésateam of us.
Most have been with me since we started Stage Three, Some since we began testing seeding
procedures— where you were born, Raymond. I've been there lately, you know. It's becoming so
beautiful, S0 very peaceful. Thetrees| planted for you are dmost full size. Did | tell you I'd thought about
asking Titan's gpprova to open it for settlement, too? | wouldn't have minded retiring there mysalf, when
that time comes. But the others convinced me not to try. They'reworried we didn't follow Terraforming
Protocols, which is ridiculous— the protocols didn't even exist back then. We were on our own, being
told to develop this amazing technology. Everything was so— possible, then. If you ask me, they'rejust
afraid Titan will take away their pensgonsif the secretary finds out we did something without petitioning
the department for gpproval.
| supposeit doesn't matter anyway. We won't need another world, with sixteen officia new homes
waiting. Can anyone on Earth or under the domes of Sol System conceive how much room that is? How
many people could live under these open skies? That's not considering the next set of worlds— which
will be ready long before there are enough people for them. Y ou've probably heard the sociologists



predicting humanswill become so used to wide, empty places, we won't tolerate being crowded
anymore and that will drive us outward even fagter. They could beright. There arefive of uson World
XI at the moment and we sometimes don't talk for days. Y esterday, | found mysalf begrudging poor
Millie her share of the lab space. | can't enjoy the sunset if | can see someone e sewalking in the
distance. The otherstease me | should go back to Earth for awhile and get used to people again.

Wheat do you think, Raymond? If | came... would you let mein the door thistime? Would you let me see
little Jeremy? Meet your wife? Or does it keep going like this, with messages routing through Titan, with
you locking me out of your life?

| don't want to argue anymore. Would it help if | admit | was apoor excuse for amother? 1 will. But how
could you ask me to choose between you and providing for the future of our species? Did you honestly
believel could smply pick up and leave the most significant and fragile project imaginable whenever you
scraped aknee or lost apet? Y ou're agrown man, Raymond, and if you don't understand the
importance of my work by now, well, there's certainly nothing | can say to convince you. History will
have to do that.

| don't think I'll be coming to Earth soon after dl. | wish you luck with your ship and congratulaionson
your family. If you need anything, anytime— you only have to ask. Remember that. I'm your mother and
| loveyou, Raymond. Always.

When Grant looked up with awedth of questionsin his eyes, she answered what was likely to be his
first. "Where did | get this? Her son returned her letters— they made it asfar asadrawer on Titan.
Seems someone in the terraforming department thought it could upset Susan Wittsto know her mall
wasn't being accepted by her family. After her desth— and the Quill— every piece of documentation
remotely connected to her was studied and then sealed. But these couldn't be read. Raymond Pardell
had died in an accident, his body given a spacer's burid. Neither he nor Susan Witts had |eft their
genomesonfile”

"That didn't stop you," Grant concluded, leaning back and studying her.

Gail nodded. "'l wasinterested. And I'd aready begun recreating Susan Witts genome as part of this
project. Asyou know."

Grant had been briefed— he'd had to be, as his people were the ones who would conduct the planetside
tridsand, hopefully, find the Quill & last. Risking their lives on her logic, Gail thought with an inner
chill, but didn't dare doubt hersalf now.

The Quill weren't the mysterious monsters the public at large believed. At least, they hadn't been. While
no one claimed to understand how they'd become a threat on the terraformed worlds or how they killed,
the reason Quill couldn't be found and captured by remotes was s mple enough.

They were perfect biochemica mimics— so perfect, current methods constantly and utterly failed to
distinguish what was Quill from anything dsedive.

The Quill, according to admittedly sketchy observations, were little more than fungdlike filaments with an
dien, but not inexplicable, biochemistry. Some of that biochemistry resulted in an attractively fluid play of
color on their surface, making the filamentsinto living jewel ry— supposedly the reason some deep-space
explorers had kept the filamentsin the first place. Gail had her own ideas about that, controversia and
not publicized.

Those ideas hadn't gained her funding for this project and control of the Seeker . What had was
something much more acceptable, based on the finding that the Quill's biochemistry was dso designed to
produce a camouflage of genetic markers on the organism's exterior. Where an Earth anima might
detect, then reproduce the color of its background in order to hide, the Quill seemed to detect, then
reproduce the genome of itsliving background, perhaps for the same reason.

It hadn't been a scientist who'd made this discovery about the Quill. Spacers who wore Quill bracelets
found they couldn't give their braceletsto anyone else. A filament was so atuned to itsbiologica
background that, once it touched one person's skin, an individua Quill wouldn't be worn againgt the skin
of any other— reputed to drop to the ground and die rather than linger on astranger. There were
unconfirmed rumors that a Quill might move from aparent to ayoung child. The origina match was
precise enough, some stories had spacers using their Quills as substitutes for their gene keys.



Thistaent of the harmless, pretty Quill might have remained one curiosity among the millions recorded
from the myriad life-forms found outside of Sol System, but the Quill became killers— killerswith the
ability to blend into their preferred biologica background, completely hidden among the plant life on the
terraformed worlds,

Until Gail Smith had her inspiration. Humans could find Quill— they had origindly. So what was needed
was away to put humans on the surface to do the hunting. No technology had provided protection
againg the lethal Quill Effect. So Gail decided on adifferent approach.

Shewould use the Quill's camouflage technique against them.

They knew the origina Quill had been brought to the terra-formed worlds by the leaders of the various
Stage Three teams— rare, previoudy untouched Quill that had been gifts from Susan Wittsto celebrate
their project. So Gail painstakingly identified and obtained the genomes of each terraformer, making the
assumption that these would be the "human" patterns recognized by the dien life-forms.

Ironicdly, that of Susan Witts had been the hardest to obtain. Opening these letters had been the
reward.

"What you were told about this mission— my project— wasthe truth,” shetold Grant. "I am collecting
certain genetic markers and Parddll's, because of his heritage from Susan Witts, will be auseful piece of
that puzzle. But | needed more— and | found it in thisletter. A place.” Gail paused triumphantly.

"A place" Grant repeated, looking puzzled. "What sort of place?’

"Somewhere new and untouched to conduct our trids,” Gail put al her determination into her voice. He
had to be convinced. "Titan University indstswe use World 1V. Nonsense! They've used it for dl their
falled experiments. The placeisaminefidd of mistakes— the last and worse when they sprayed one
continent with herbicide then sent down three techs— who all died.”

"Before our time, Dr. Smith," Grant commented. "Am | to take it you don't plan to follow Titan's
directives?'

Dangerous question, from a man who could stop her with a word in the wrong ears. Gall met the
commander's chalenging look with one of her own. "We dl want thisto work, with no morelives|og,
but if it'sto work, we need to do it properly.” Gail flattened her hands on her desktop. "I've spent years
analyzing their mistakes; | don't plan to repeat them. First and foremost, we aren't going to aworld where
weéll hardly find room to land among the litter of dead shuttles and dessicated corpses.”

Grant paused a heartbest longer than comfortable before he said: "Y oure the boss.” Therewasan
unspoken "for now" in the sentence. "But how do wefind this prigtine playground? If Witts didn't inform
Titan— | assume her colleagues were equaly secretive ... 7'

Gail nodded acknowledgment. " Those that survived weren't about to admit to anything— they were
struggling to avoid lynch mobs, let done Titan's review board or the ERC's Tribund. | wouldn't have
known without these letters.” She smiled. "And these." Shewaved at the handful of disksin the box.
"From a gtationer named Aaron Raner.”

"I was wondering when held come up. The station records we've pulled so far just give his name, some
sparse details about hiswork on-station, then the man disappears. So, how does Raner tiein with this
world you want— and the ship?' Grant nodded encouragingly, asif he was afraid she was regretting
sharing this many secrets. Despite this, Gail couldn't be sure how much shetold him actualy wasa
surprise.

It didn't matter, shetold herself. Aslong as he went along. "1'd been tracking Susan Witts
descendants, her son's ship, thisletter, were dl part of thetrail | followed. But then | lost the 'Mate.
Shed been inherited by Jeremy Parddll, who'd gpplied for immigration for himsdf and hiswife. But they
weren't assigned to any gation, since hewas till running hisfreight business. One day, they just vanished
from any records. I'd dmost given up, when, 1o and behold,” Gail paused, rdliving that dead-of-night
moment when her board had lit up with a Christmas tree of cross-referencing hits and she'd known this
wasit, "up popsthe Merry Mate Il again— in Titan Universty archives. A letter from Thromberg
Station, written by a stationer named Aaron Raner, to hisuncle at a Titan-affiliated hospital.

"One of severd letters, in fact. Raner had adopted a baby right after the blockade went up, aserioudy il
baby whose symptoms suggested extreme dysesthesia, an impairment of the sense of touch in which light



contact of the skin is misread by the nervous system as pain. Needlessto say, Thromberg wasn'tina
position to offer that level of care. Raner'suncle did his best to concedl his effortsto help— the climate of
the timeswas not in favor of private communication with anyone outsde of Sol System— but he needed
datafor those colleagues he consulted. Asfar as| can tdll, they believed they worked on a hypothetical
case study, but the uncle kept Raner's | etters for reference. Those letters ended up— I'm sure
unintentionaly— in the university's data banks when the uncle died in retirement. Where | found them.”
"Aaron Parddll." Grant's eyes became dits. ™Y ou knew about his condition beforewe arrived ..."

Gail shook her head. "Not that it was anything like we've seen. That was as much asurpriseto me asto
you. And | wasn't interested in hismedica history. Y ou can imaginel am now."

"So what brought you after Parddll if not that— or to finish the genome profile for Witts?' Dangerous
and suspicious, Gail saw bothin hiseyes.

She took Susan Witts letter from his hand, keegping it in her own. "This. The planet she mentions here
and nowhere else. It's where Witts started her work, Grant. I'm convinced it'sthe first place where the
Quill ranwild. Untouched, al thistime, because no one knew this place existed. Logt, redly, until Jeremy
Parddll took hisship there.”

"He— what?'

Gall leaned forward, looking intently at Grant asif it were possible to will him into understanding. He was
quick enough, she thought. "Raner had to tell his uncle where the baby came from— that he'd found
him, half-frozen, on a shuttle that had made an emergency return to an abandoned ship— the Merry
Mate I1. Heleft out Jeremy Pardell's name, saying only that the 'Mate had been Ieft in orbit around an
unnamed planet. | asked mysalf— where would aman take hisfamily, when the stations were bursting at
the seams and Sol System was about to lock its door?"

"There are cata ogs filled with planets—"

"Gasgiants, bals of ice or molten rock, or with poisonous atmospheres,” Gail rgoined. "The 'Mate was
afreighter— atemporary home— not a deep explorer. Pardell picked thisworld for areason, Grant. He
expected it to welcome hisfamily. Raymond must have read his mother's | etters after dl, probably copied
them. For al | know, he saved al of Susan Witts documentation on that world and her early work. |
believe Jeremy Pardell found his grandmother'sworld—"

Gall lost her train of thought for an instant, distracted by thefed of theletter in her hand and theterrible
irony it represented. Had Susan ever met her grandson? The only surety was that she had died firdt,
spared that added grief. Gail shook away the thoughts. The past was the past. "That'swhat'sin the
Merry Mate I1'srecords," she continued brusquely. "Thelocation of that world— and probably the
answer to many other questions, Grant. We can't leave here without them.”

"Why?Why would hedo it?"

"Save her letters?' she asked, surprised this bothered the commander. "How should | know?"

"No. Jeremy Pardell. Why would herisk landing? Why risk the Quill? Surely the warn offs—"

"Warn offs?" Gail carefully replaced the letter and closed her box. "That's the point, Grant. There
wouldn't have been any around this world— no one but Susan and her most trusted team leaders even
knew it existed." She stood up in her excitement, pacing back and forth behind her desk, firing words
him. "Maybe the 'Mate was damaged or they had some emergency. Pardell must have believed the
planet was safe. Who cares? That world iswhat matters. It's perfect.”

Grant continued to look doubtful. " So you're saying Raner went after Jeremy Pardell— for whatever
reason— and saved his ship and son. That he raised that son as his own. All without telling anyone about
this, thismystery planet— maybe not even Aaron Pardell. Why?"

"Raner couldn't take the chance. Everyone feared the Quill. No matter how wel coming that world may
have looked to him, he had to know something took hisfriends. Something triggered the 'Mate's
distress beacon. And when Raner arrived back at the station— everything was going to hell here. He and
whoever waswith him couldn't risk any rumors about that ship, the baby— and the Quill."

"What if Raner waswrong?' Grant asked in alow voice. "What if thisworld isfree of Quill? After dl, the

baby lived."
Gall understood the hopein his eyes, but raised her hand to stop him. "The baby lived," she echoed. "The



only fact within their Survivor Legend— adding severa dozen questions about our new guest to my list
for the research team,” Gall said dryly. "Unfortunately for Thromberg and the other stations, I've no
doubt the Quill have beaten usto thisworld, aswell asal the others. In fact, I'm convinced it will prove
to be thefirgt planet they contaminated. And they've been left alone since that time.

"Making it the perfect testing ground— and our legend, Aaron Pardell, the ideal subject.”

Chapter 23

He must have ignored Aaron's warning and succumbed to temptation again. He knew better than to add
some of Syd's specia joy juiceto Sammi€'s beer. The last time ... Mdley groaned to test that he il
had avoice... thelast time had felt pretty much like this, when held finally come to. Which, cometo think
about it, had been aday and ahaf odd-cycle after Sammie had inssted Malley had broken three tables
and two noses— accomplishments he couldn't remember to this day.
What day was this?
Malley cracked open an eye and tried to focus, squinting against the ondaught of light. Light? Bad sign.
Meant he was late for work. Of course, dark would be abad sign aswell. Could mean he/d missed an
entire day of work. Problem with no longer having an even-cycle roommate— someone wanting histurn
in the sheets made a great alarm clock. He'd missed rations. Maybe more than one set. Maley wasn't a
big fan of deep; hedid like eating.
Not at the moment, he discovered, as the mere thought sent him heaving over the side of hisbed,
automaticaly aiming for where his boots shouldn't be.
Cool fingers supported hisforehead. Malley frozein an agony of salf-consciousness. He didn't usudly
forget bringing afriend home. To the best of hisknowledge, hed never subjected such afriend to
watching him retch out hisguts.
Mind you, he couldn't remember a headache as vile asthis one before and found himsdlf leaning gratefully
againg the hand now holding a cold compressto hisforehead, imagining how Syd would ook hanging by
hisankles.
"Mr. Mdley."
It was asuch niceimage— Syd'sface dl puckered up and red. Malley refused to budge or open his
eyes. He had the sudden fedling this wasn't ahangover, but something far worse.
"Sir. Your head'srather heavy."
Nice voice. Soft, with an unusud lilt to thewords asif the unseen woman dmost sang them. Malley
wanted to ask her aquestion, just to hear more of that voice, but realized held prefer to stay ignorant,
with hiseyes shut. He did roll back, freeing the hand of responsbility for keeping hisface off thefloor. As
his head hit the pillow, he had a second of vertigo as he redlized thiswasn't his pillow, or hisbed, or the
orientation within the room he expected ... but al that faded as he let himsalf spin back into deep.

* k% %
"Mr. Mdley. Hugh! Wake up."
"Go 'way," he mumbled, then yelped in protest as someone rudely poked two fingersinto the lower
section of hisrib cage. His eyes shot open, and Madley blinked severa times as he processed where he
was...
And what had happened ...
Thefingersleft him aone during thisdiscovery, their owner, Gail Smith, looking down at him instead.
There were wor se things to wake up to, Maley decided. The hair escaping from behind one ear had
red streaksinitsgold. Quite pretty. Seen this close, her blue eyes had intriguing dark rings around thelr
irses, like the faceted edge of crystal. She hadn't dept— her lower eydids were smudged with purple
and her cheekswere pale. He smiled at her and caught aquick smilein return— complete with dimples.
A shame héed love to wring her elegant little neck.
He sat up quickly, startling her back, and regretted the action as his head pounded— violently— twice,
"Thiswill help, gir," camethelilting voice again, followed by adim dark hand holding out acup of some
obnoxioudy thick liquid.
Malley took it, grimly ordering his ssomach to behave— not that it felt as though therewas anything in it,



but having past experience asawarning. Over the rim, he scanned the room.

No sign of Aaron.

There were walls— red ones, without gaping holes to nothingness ready to swallow them all—

Seady, hetold himsdlf, taking areluctant gulp of the liquid. Anything to get back his strength; anything to
keep them guessing. Falling on hisface in this company wouldn't just be embarrassing.

The cool mouthful was a pleasant shock. Maley took another hagtily, then athird, letting that one linger
over histongue. "What isthis stuff?" he asked in wonder.

"Orange juice— with afew additionsto get rid of the trank aftereffects” Smith answered, pulling up a
rolling stool and perching herself nearby with the obviousintention of waiting for him.

"It should hdp immediately."— Thistime Malley looked for the voice.

"Dr. AishaLynn,” Smith introduced the woman who came to stand beside her and bow in his direction.
"Mr. Hugh Malley. Dr. Lynnisone of our senior biologists aswell asamedica specidist.” Thedimples
showed again. "And she makes remarkable orange juice.”

"Aisha, please," the doctor said with another quick half bow, hands tucked inside the pockets of a
blindingly bright yellow-and-red coat, especidly striking against the rich brown of her skin. The coat was
worked with some kind of thread. Malley made the effort and focused his eyes. Y es, he hadn't been
mistaken. Every possible bit of fabric had been embroidered with little six-legged crestures conducting
what appeared to be very busy lives. It was almost an anticlimax to look up at her face and meet awide,
friendly smile under warm brown eyes. Her black hair wastightly braided to her head, stuck through at
seeming random with more of thelittle Six-legged figures, these in agold-toned metal.

"Madley. Thanks." They didn't have cups of their own, so Mdley regretfully shelved the idea of asking for
morein his. Doubtlessamedicina beveragein short supply. His headache was fading anyway.

And he had more important needs. "Where's Aaron?"

"There." Smith pointed to along, coffinlike box afew meters away. "He's— I'm told nothing's changed.”
Malley stood, surprised to be able to do so without redling. Remarkable juice indeed. He should
introduce Aishato Syd. Wonder what they could whip up together.

Had to be better than Sammie's beer.

Déliberately inane thoughts, keeping him from too close atention to surroundings more reminiscent of the
tube and vat chambers on Thromberg than the cozy, crowded med wards in Outward Five.

No oneinterfered with him as he walked toward the long, white box. There were at least three guards
and ahandful of techs or maybe scientists, he couldn't tell which by looking, but none so much as moved.
He'd seen Smith's hand signal and supposed he was grateful.

A flash of gpprehension dried his mouth, leaving only the lingering, unfamiliar taste of the juice. What had
they done to Aaron? Another step, and he could answer his own question.

They'd put himin a bath. There were afew, pay-as-you-go bathing roomsin Outward Five— more, if
you believed it, in the other levels. Joke was, Station Admin needed more washing.

Aaron's bath had being submerged in common with those places. That wasit. His friend seemed to be
floating— his head and neck supported from beneath— in aglowing blue liquid Maley couldn't be sure
was water. Theliquid frothed white along the edges of the box, rising up in the corners. Aaron's clothes
had been stripped from him, even hisgloves. Tiny bubbles beaded every hair and creasein his skin,
reflecting light. They formed chains outlining thin clear tubes penetrating that skin a neck, ebows, and
abdomen.

Broader, dmost sheetlike tubing covered Aaron's groin— incidental modesty— but nothing conceded
the paired cuffslocking down both arms, and those clamped around Aaron's thighs and ankles.

Malley shook with the effort it took to stand there, looking at what they'd done. He couldn't begin to
guess which would be worse: to have Aaron stay unconscious or to have hisfriend wake up and find
himself imprisoned likethis.

He did know he wasn't going to wait for the answer.

Plunging both hands into the warm liquid, he grabbed the supportsfor the nearest cuff and pulled. The
device ressted. Malley braced himsaf— only to be yanked away by rough hands on his upper ams. He
didn't struggle, letting himself be turned and held for inspection, tossing back his head so he could glare



down at hisenemy from hisfull height.

At Aaron's enemy.

"What do you think you're doing?" the Earther demanded, angry red spots on each cheek. "I thought you
wanted your friend cared for!"

Madley was glad the guards kept hold of him. "Y ou cdl this'care?' he spat. "1'm no doctor, but thisisn't
how you look after someone.”

He didn't expect the Earther to give him a startled ook then rush to the side of the box. She had to step
up on the narrow platform encircling the entire apparatus to seeinside.

He was even more surprised when Gail Smith turned around, still on the platform, and ordered in the
coldest voice heéd ever heard: " Get these cuffs off— now. And bring Dr. Temujin to me."

Chapter 24

Gail loathed fools. They were time-wasting at best, deadly at worst. She stood on the platform, her arms
wrapped around hersdlf, overseeing Aishaand her techs using the remote armsto detach restraints afool
had put on a helpless man, aware of the rage that same fool's actions had ingtilled in the man whose trust
she desperately needed. If Temujin had doneirreparable harm to this patient or that trust, she'd leave
him behind on the station. Naked and cuffed.

Sheld been afool, too, blithely assuming she could leave Pardell to the care of others, more interested in
the stationer she hoped to argue and coax into helping her. Gail made hersdf glance at Mdley, seeing
how the man's face had become gaunt with strain, the eyes which had sparkled with challenge now sullen
and suspicious. The FDs had released him at her nod, but stood within reach. He might look too
defeated to be athreat; none of them believed that.

No doubt Grant had told his people Malley was armed.

Her own state was the more legitimate worry, Gail judged. She had agreat dedl to accomplish here
and now, but she could fed the boost shot's expensive energy fading. Her mouth was drying. Already,
her skin was goosefleshed under her clothing. Soon— too soon— her body would demand thefull price
for cheating the exhaustion and stress of the day's events. There were good reasons sensible people
avoided thedrug. Sensible didn't cover today. Gall tried to summon up righteous anger at everyone and
anything. Unfortunately, al she could muster was guilt, as though Malley's unhappiness was her fault, like
so much else gone wrong in the past hours.

Perhaps, Gall admitted in amoment of rare honesty, she'd been a fool there as well, dlowing hersdf to
be charmed by Malley'sintellect and boldness, fascinated by someone so physical and yet so much more
complex. Perhaps. In her present state, about five minutes from collapse, Gail doubted she could muster
the proper detachment to judge herself. She only knew his opinion of her mattered beyond her gbility to
rationdize.

Right now, that opinion couldn't be worse. There was only one way to improveit, if it wasn't dready too
late. Gail returned to her study of Aaron Pardell.

The reason Pardell chose to wear gloves was now obvious. To be fair, she might have reacted like
Temujin, had she been the one to discover the unusua appearance of Pardell's bare hands. Blue-toned as
seen through the steri-gel, the veinlike network benegth his skin was nonethel ess striking. Dense from
fingerstowrig, it gradudly thinned to afew, thicker strands over hisarms, like lacework, disappearing at
the top of hisshoulders. A smilar patterning covered hislegs and spread like afan across hisflat belly.
Her first impression, of an elaborate tattoo or body paint, changed when she observed that the network
wasn't congtant. A subtle pulsation traveled along the largest branches. The smaler vessdls, if that's what
they were, weren't aways distinct, fading at seeming random, then being restored.

Maybe she shouldn't be quite so hard on Dr. Temujin, Gall told hersdf, serioudy consdering revoking
the order letting those hands float free. One breached the surface even as the thought crossed her mind.
Momentarily free of the gd, the hand showed itstrue colors: the network gold under the white of
Parddl's skin, afiligree not quite pardleing the blue traces marking histrue veins. The contrast made his
hand resemble sculpted stone, not flesh.

Other than this, Aaron Pardel | looked ordinary enough. Gall ran her eyes over hisbody clinicaly, looking



for sgnsof malnutrition or other abnormdities. Nothing obvious. In fact, hisdight build had been
mideading. Stripped, Parddl's body was lean, but muscled like agymnast. Gall recdled how easly held
flipped himsdlf dong the cablesto avoid the spy 'bot, in spite of wearing asuit and itstanks. Hisface ...
shelooked away, discomfited by featurestotaly lacking even the inner concentration of sound deep,
especidly when she'd seen how expressive Parddll's face could be.

They'd better run a cognitive function assessment before getting Malley's hopestoo high. Or hers.
"Come here please, Mr. Maley," she asked him without turning, one hand indicating her left. She knew
the instant he was there— not only did he block the light, it was like having a pillar generating heat beside
her. "Did you know helooked like this?"

"What of it?" the voice had dropped an ominous octave. "' People don't come out of amold— except
your soldier clones”

Gail ignored thelagt. "Trust me, Mr. Malley. No one e se has this type of— secondary veining. Has he
dwayshad it?

"Yes. And before you ask, yes, Aaron's going to be very uncomfortable if he wakes up naked.” Mdley
paused, then added in athoughtful voice: "1t might be more than being self-conscious. HE'S never come
out and admitted it, but | think his skin reactsto intense light— maybe, to some extent, to any light. I've
seen him cover up in a hurry when we've been working under norm and some Admin lout turned on the
big spotsto catch dust bunnies.”

Gall glanced a Aisha, who nodded and dimmed the light levelswithin the med tank by half.

Maybe Mdley took this as encouragement. One huge hand gripped the side of the tank near Gail ashe
asked: "What about those things you've stuck into him?”

"These are nutrient feeds,” Aishaanswered from the opposite side of the tank. She pointed to the tubes
entering Pardell's neck and arms. "'Because the patient is unconscious, there are a so— arrangements—
to handle hisbodily functions.”

A largefinger stabbed at Pardell's abdomen. "And that one?' Maley demanded, from histone
ever-so-lightly mallified by Aishas explanations, but till suspicious.

Aishalooked for permission, and Gail shook her head. The tube in question entered Pardell's skin exactly
over one of the larger network vessals and probably punctured it. Doubtless alittle of Temujin's crestive
curiogity. "Pancreatic sampler,” she said glibly, curious hersdlf. "We have to assess your friend's overdl
health before we try any potentialy stressful trestments. Anything you can tell us— any history— would
improve our chances of success.”

"What sort of history?* he asked her bluntly. That deeper voice again. Maley wasn't buying her
explanation.

"Has he ever been exposed to radiation, mutagenics, nerve toxins, generator emissons— that sort of
thing?" Thisrapid-fire questioning came from anew voice, asaplump, pgama-clad Dr. Stan Temujin
came dashing into the room ahead of the tech sent to summon him. He looked wildly excited— anot
unusua expression, since the man was capable of passion over dime mold— and Gail had adifficult time
keeping her expression properly stern and displeased. Mdley'slooming presence hel ped.

"So you'rethe one—" Gail laid two fingers on Mdley'swrist and he stopped.

"Allow me" she said, scowling fiercdly a Temujin, &t least until the man's delight at finding her with his
new oddity faded into a puzzled comprehension that he wasin trouble. Again. Gail sghed to herself. So
many otherwise brilliant people had no control over their reactions.

"Dr. Temujin, thisisHugh Madlley. A stationer from Thromberg and afriend of our patient, Mr. Aaron
Parddl.”

Temujin, a aconsderable disadvantage staring up at Mdley, pulled hisrobe together over his pgamas.
He had thelook of amouse noticed by alion, which might have had something to do with hisbeing
present when Grant had had atranked Madley carried in and put under guard. Temujin bravely offered
his hand, then dropped it when Malley ignored the gesture. Gail thought that just aswell, considering the
grip the stationer likely possessed when in agood mood.

"Good question,” Gail said in anoncommittal voice. "Has he ever been exposed to such hazards, Mr.

Maley?"



"On the station? No. Of course not. Were brought up to be careful. Outside?' Did anyone else hear
how his voice flinched past the word? "Who knows? He's never said. There's Sammie's beer, of
course.”

"Y ou can't possibly beimplying there's anything wrong with that nice man's beer,”" she scolded with a
deliberately straight face.

"Nicel" A snort, then adightly easier tone. "It's not environment— not asfar as Aaron knows. Hisskin's
always been like this. Other than his sengitivity to touch, he's never been sick or broken more than one
bone a atime. Bruises and frosthite. He's tone-deaf— that help?' The finishing touch of sarcasm Gall
chose to take as another sgn Maley wasfinding his balance again.

"Who knowswhat will bethe key?' shetold him honestly. "We're dl playing detective here."

Malley looked back over his shoulder at Pardell. "He's never stayed under thislong. Ever. Y ou didn't
give him anything—?" Thisaarming growl was directed at poor Temujin, who literdly jumped back in
shock.

"No! Nothing except nutrients,” Temujin said quickly. Gall arted to relax at thisrare sign of intelligent
discretion, then tensed as the man babbled on: " And an assortment of metabolic tags. you know, Gail, the
95-S s=riesisided for experimenting with liver function— and | injected amarked ion trace to test—"
"Mdley!"

He'd moved quickly, but, for once, Gall found hersaf moving faster ill, getting in front of the Sationer's
charge from the platform. She had no ideawhat Malley'd intended, but his expresson didn't promise
Temujin would enjoy the experience. She stood her ground, fegling ridiculous but completely determined
thiswouldn't deteriorate into another double shot of tranksfor Mdley or aflattened, if well-meaning,
foal.

Malley stopped short of running her down, catching himself on the bals of hisfeet. The guards stopped,
too, understanding her look but none too happy about it. "He—" wordsfailed but hisfistiswere
white-knuckled. "He—"

"Yes. Dr. Temujin exceeded norma medica protocols by running some tests without permission on Mr.
Parddll," Galil finished for him. "He shouldn't have— but | assure you they weren't harmful.”

"How the hell would you know what's safe for Aaron?' Maley transferred his anger back to her. Good,
Gail decided. She was better equipped for it.

And he had a point. "You'reright,” Gail agreed. "We don't know. But wéelll have to run these and more
testsin order to find out how to help him. Unless there's someone who knows more about him than you
do— or information back on hisship ... 7'

"What ship?'

Gail stepped so closeto Malley she had to tilt her head back to keep meeting his eyes, a proximity
probably giving her guardsfits, but she had afeding the stationer was accustomed to people who stood
near enough to touch if they had something important to say. There was something wild and angry in
Malley's eyes, but he waslistening. She had his attention. Bardly. "Y our friend'san Outsider,” shesad
quietly, earnestly. "We know that means he livesin one of the ships attached to the station. There could
be recordings, logs— who knows what— on his ship that could help ustreat him."

"l wouldn't know," Malley growled down at her. This close, the deep timbre of his voice sent those
digtracting vibrations along her bonesagain. "Even if | did— anything off-gtation is'sder business, not
mine. Aaron— were friends, but 'sders are jumpy folks. Paranoid about some things, including their
homes. | couldn't tell you which end of Thromberg he lives on, let lone guide you there.”

Gail shut her eyesfor an ingtant, sure they'd betray her disappointment otherwise. Malley being able to
take her directly to the Merry Mate Il had been agamble at best, but she'd hoped—

It felt far too good to close out the light. Gail drew in adow breath, feding the floor tempted to spin.
Time's almost up, she thought, oddly detached. Five minutes had been too generous an estimate.
Hands on her upper arms ... Gail opened her eyesto find Maley studying her face. "Damn. You'reriding
aboogt," he accused very quietly, so quietly perhaps only she heard. "Ordinarily, 1'd be happy to see you
crash and burn when it wears off, Gail Smith, but you're the only person making sense on this ship. Not
to mention the only person who can get Aaron and me back where we belong.”



Gail frowned and tried to twist free without making it obvious to those doubtless watching with interest—
including the plentiful vids. "I'mfine" she hissed, regretting ever thinking Mdley could be hepful inany
way whatsoever.

"And I'm your man for aspace walk. Tell it to someone e se, lady. I've enough friendswho live on the
stuff. Mouth dry? Room spinning? 'Y ou need ten hours plus— now— or the Seeker isgoing to be
without abossfor alot longer.” Hisgrip wasnt tight, Gail noticed, his hands were merdly warm rings
around her arms, one above each elbow. Points of stability.

"Theré'sno time—" she protested, at alossto know when or how she'd lost control of thisinterrogation.
She was even more at aloss how to regainiit.

"Order your mad scientist away from Aaron and makeit clear I'm staying here,” Mdley ingsted.
"Anything else can wait. There won't be any nonsense from the station until something rilesthem again—
if you'reredting, it won't be you, will it?* Hiseyesbored into hers, hisfingers suddenly digging into her
flesh until Gail knew they'd leave bruises. Any harder and the bones might give. Given the spectators, she
didn't dare protest and suspected he knew it. "Y ou know I'm right," he whispered in astrangely urgent
voice. "You can fed it wearing off aready. Want to drop flat on your face in the middle of an order?1'd
call that an unnecessary risk, wouldn't you?"

"Let go of my ams, Mr. Mdley," Gail told him very quietly, meaning every word, "or I'll have yours
removed.”

Gall staggered dightly as Malley obeyed, soreading his arms mockingly wide and stepping back to bow
as hedid so. She quickly turned to put the stationer behind her and face those waiting. As sheld feared,
she surprised amused looks on most faces, rapidly reassembled into serious attention or something
goproximating it. Bah.

She hated fools.

But she wasn't one.

Gall took a steadying breath, then said camly, happy not to be watching Mdley'sface: "Stan, | want you
to stick around and brief Aishaon the procedures you've got underway— and disengage any not related
to Mr. Pardedll'simmediate comfort. Aisha, I'm told this comaike state has been temporary and
sdf-terminating until now, so please get Mr. Pardell dressed in case he pleasantly surprisesus.” She
paused, then added firmly. "Mr. Maley will stay here to help monitor our patient. Someone arrange a
meal and change of clothing for him. And ashower. I'll bein my quarters.”

"Sweet dreams, Dr. Smith." A whisper againg her hair. Funny how it sounded like a threat.

Gall ignored it— and him. Instead, she stalked out of the room before any one could so much asimagine
arguing or questioning her, picking up her current escort at the door.

Pretending, she admitted to hersdlf, she wasn't running away from a confrontation she wasin no shapeto
win.

Sweet dreams indeed.

Chapter 25

Ship's night— but at least they didn't expect him to sleep. Not when it was odd-cycle day to Malley's
brain and he'd spent more than enough time unconscious as it was.

Hed been told lights throughout the ship were dimmed, asthey werein thelab, with only essentia
personnel tending experiments— and Aaron. Even the ship's crew was similarly reduced. So there had to
be enough quarters for most of the ship to rest at once. No wonder they couldn't understand one
another, Maley concluded, reaching for the topmost of a pile of white, soft sheets he supposed had no
other function but to dry water from skin and hair. Living likethis, with everything new or in abundance,
had to create amindset incgpable of grasping the redlity of the Sation.

That didn't excuse her.

Hedid like the shower. It hadn't taken much to convince him he didn't need to conserve water— or the
lather— dthough heldd inhaled alungful of both at first and choked so loudly it had brought an anxious
steward to the door. He'd reassured the man and been more careful.

Aishahad gpologized for what she called spartan accommodations. Malley knew the reference, but



couldn't seewhy shed useit for aprivate, one-only room for washing and dressing. He supposed she
had asmilarly low opinion of the clothing laid out for him. Not for him to boast these were the finest,
newest clothes held had against his skin for years.

He surveyed the result in the mirror. White pants, like the crew's, loose ankled over comfortable,
dipperlike shoes. The pants were long enough, but he had to draw the waist fastener half around again to
keep them in place. Good thing the ship'sinterior was so warm, since they couldn't find anything with
deevesto fit him. Hed been informed something was being made— imagine that — if hewouldn't mind
wearing thisyellow deevelessvest. Malley thought it more likely thiswas Grant'sway of preventing him
from eadly blending in with the crew. On aship thissize, onitsfirst voyage, surely not everyone would
be known on sight.

Maley pulled the knife and Earther weapon from their concealment in hisold clothes and tucked them
into a pocket and the waist respectively of hisnew ones. S, hetold himsdf, I'm to be trusted with
these. He'd dready checked the weapon and found it contained afull load of ten trank doses. An
interesting choice, if not particularly useful againg thingslike locked doors. A knife was more— dl
purpose.

It said agrest dedl about the Earthers that they'd faced the mob with only tranks. Supid aswell as
brave, Mdley decided, but he was impressed in spite of himself. Whatever one could say about Gall
Smith— and he could think of alot— her soldiers played by civilized rules.

His stomach growled again. Mdley ignored it, preferring to pay attention to his hands and arms, their cuts
now glued into thin whitelines. A permanent mend, he'd been told, that would be reabsorbed and
disappear once the tissues beneath had healed. Beat the staples the doctor had punched through his
upper thigh last yesar, after afragment of sted had become alittletoo intimate. The bruising on his
shoulders, something Malley rarely noticed, was fading as Aishaclaimed it would. Sheldd applied a
soothing cream to the skin before he showered. Nice hands, as well as voice.

Hishair. Maley scowled, then dug hisfingersinto it again. The Earthers lather hadn't changed its dull
red— something he'd half expected— and its dense, at-attention style still seemed ready to resist
anything but exceptiondly sharp scissors. Hefound if he wet hisfingers— adistracting luxury— he could
pull the massinto something that looked planned.

Ready for inspection, asthe saying went, dthough stationers normally used it to refer to things hidden
that should be, with everything € se out where expected. Kept Station Admin happy. Maley patted the
pocket with his new, second knife, thelong, thin one hed borrowed from atable in the lab, and thought it

appropriate.

"Sill no change.”

Malley gazed down at Aaron and saw at least one: they'd managed to wrap hisfriend'storso in asort of
gown. It trapped the little blue bubbles over its surface until it looked more like alayer of froth than
fabric. Malley had hoped for something alittle closer to real clothing. Now he'd have to scrounge
something and keep it ready.

When— not if— Aaron woke up, he wanted them both set to move quickly.

Out which door? Madley had made sure to check the exits. There was no telling how long the reprieve
would last. That'show it felt around here, with the formidable Gail Smith temporarily out of the way.

He'd done her afavor, recognizing her imminent collgpse from the boost, and was quite sure she wouldn't
be grateful for it. Gail had that much in common with Aaron. He hated being warned of weakness, too.

* * %

"Do you see something wrong, Mr. Mdley?' Philips had aquick, quiet voice, like someone used to
talking inaroom full of deeping children. Hewas one of the severa lab techs constantly hovering over
the instruments connected to Aaron's strange boxlike bath. Right now, he was hovering at Maley'sright
elbow.

"Just Mdley," the stationer said absently. He registered the question. "Nothing wrong— if you mean does
he look the same. Are you getting good results from the pancrestic sampler?”

"What pancrestic sampler?' Philipsreplied innocently.



Malley hid agrim smile as he wandered over to the banks of equipment. "My mistake,” he said, adding
another dib to hismental balance sheet againgt Dr. Gail Smith.

There were three techs working at the moment, al of whom gave him a curious look then turned back to
their readouts and valves. No scientists. Ship's night, Maley reminded himsdlf. Convenient, having a set
time when the bosses were adeep.

Thelabitsdf, now that he'd had time to examineit, seemed intentionally temporary, something oddly
comforting to the stationer. It was about three times the size of Sammié€'s, high-ceilinged with purposefully
asymmetrica walls. The lighting was localized around working stations, such asthe one near Aaron's
tank. There were six others with collections of equipment and cluttered tables, as though experimenters
had been forced to abandon their work with Aaron'sarriva. The lights on those were diminished. Mdley
wondered if they'd protested or if Gail Smith's control of this place was absolute.

Onething was clear: thiswasn't any sort of hospital or medicd facility.

Most of the walls were as mobile as his bed or Aaron's tank. Marks on the floor revealed how the room
had taken different configurationsin the past— perhaps some larger than this. He had taken a close | ook,
when no one had stopped his prowling about. Mdley had afeding Gail hadn't decided whether to cal
him a prisoner or aguest.

Grant had an opinion on that. Two of the five closed doorsin the walls were guarded by his people,
making those the only doors of interest to Mdley. One was used by the techs and scientists coming and
going, so they likely led to other sections of the science sphere— perhaps quarters aswell. Malley noted,
then firmly ignored the second guarded doorway, knowing it probably led somewhere hed leave to
Aaron.

Of the unguarded doors, one was the room with the shower Mdley had enjoyed. Another wasto a
storage area. The third?

Someone had ordered a portable screen placed in front of it, smilar to the two flanking his bed off to one
sdeof Aaron'stank. Her doing. For Aaron's sake, Maley was willing to accept any help dedling with
his persona demon, but thisrankled. It wasridiculousto fed safer smply because from most of the room
he couldn't see what was obvioudy an air lock. It was potentially very dangerous, given the source of his
comfort.

Not an exit he planned to use, however, so Mdley didn't bother looking toward it. Two of the— First
Defense Unit, that was it— stood inside each of the guarded doors, their eyes never leaving him. Their
scrutiny didn't bother Malley; hedd grown up within acrowd of people watching his every move. Wasn't
easy for akid who liked to play pranks, but he'd managed more times than not.

One of the best techniques was smply to be numbingly predictable. During the eight hours since Gall
Smith had left, Mdley had established hisroutine: held check on his unconscious friend, then watch the
techs a work for awhile. Following that, held take afew moments to stretch out on his bed, reading the
literature Gail Smith had sent for him, nibbling from atray of "safe for the novice' ddicacies Aishahad
arranged. Then a stretch and back to check on Aaron.

Malley was prepared to keep this up for days, if necessary. The food was grest.

And hewaslearning. Gail recognized his capabilities, he gave her credit. What she'd supplied to him
appeared to be summaries of her research on the Quill, including several unpublished papers with Titan
U'sbright red "officia release only” stamps on every page. He dove into her work, reading voracioudly.
Make that desperatdly, sncethefirst thing Mdley learned was how much Gail Smith and these Earthers
knew about the Quill— and how appalingly little he or anyone e se did. While no one could confirm what
they looked like now, the origind Quill had borne no resemblance to any rumor or so-cdled fact hed
grown up "knowing." No three-meter giants with googly eyes and long tentacles. No jelylike masses
hiding in dark crawlways. The truth about them was ... not threatening at all.

Atfird.

It had been deep-space explorers, Gail's work confirmed, who'd found the Quill— or found what
became the Quill. They'd reported finding what looked like thin, long filaments of iridescent plasticon a
distant world, aworld with athriving, dien ecosystem. Otherwise, S-9131 Sigma-D was another
disappointment, cataloged and |&ft. In those days, humanity had been looking for others, confident the



universe had to be crowded with nonhuman intelligence. In those days, the search had enraptured
everyone.

The explorers enjoyed arare freedom in their search, but paid for it with extremes of isolation, boredom,
and unending failure. Little wonder that they sought diversion wherever they could. The Quill were one
such.

Who firgt discovered that the lovely filamentswould cling to bare skin? It wasn't recorded. Nothing
official ever was, since the explorers and their pilots weren't supposed to transport dien life, no matter
how innocuous it appeared. No, all that existed were persona records and diaries. Gail had searched
hundreds of these with atenacity Malley found remarkable and others probably thought obsessed.

It was clear that filaments were taken off S913 1 Sigma-D by someone. Why? They looked pretty.
They were harmless. Some diaries claimed they weren't dive a al, sncethey ate nothing, changed
nothing, and produced nothing. An organic oddity. A diversion.

The thought of their nemesis reduced to a diversion offended Maley— but it had inspired Gail Smith. A
digger, all right, Malley thought with grudging approva, rereading the copy of aletter he couldn't
believe shed found— or that he could be holding in his own hands.

Titan University Archives
Excer ptsfrom the personal recordings of Chief Terraform Engineer Susan
Witts

Access Restricted to Clearance AA2 or Higher
... You don't know me, young Jeremy. I've obeyed your father's wish and stayed out of your lives. Don't
worry. | know he'sgone. Asusua, the news reached me ayear too late. A lifetimelate. At thispoint, |
can't imagine it would do any good to suddenly regppear and be your grandmother.
But I hope you don't mind my writing to you. It comforts me, even though I'll never send these | etters.
Y ou might read them one day— after I'm gone, too. I'd like to be remembered by my own flesh and
blood. History no longer seems enough.
Things have been difficult. Does the news make it out to your freighter, or do you hear it in the stations
where you dock? | keep track of you asbest | can. It's Titan, Terra-Cor, and Earth. They can't make up
their collective minds, if they have any. Firs, they want the project accelerated. Seemsthey started the
immigration drive too soon— or it was too successful. Now hundreds of thousands of people have left
their jobs and packed to go.
We explain that we're rushing the plant growth as much as physicaly possible, but if they ingst, well,
early settlement will mean restricting people to the better- established areas. That's what they want, so
we get ready. But suddenly Titan and the other univeraties are arguing with the Earth Research
Council— some nonsense about slowing us down to allow another cycle of reviews and debates on
genetic drift in the terraformed plants. Fine. We get ready to dow down again. I've no problem with
caution.
But the ERC getswind of thisand what wisdom results? While one set of bureaucratsistaking delays,
another authorizes TerraCor to start moving immigrants to the stations, even though they'll haveto be
packed in like sardines. Something about how they'd become a nuisance at the spaceports, filling up
hotels and camping outside thefidlds. Asif being first is going to matter so much.
Maybeit is, Jeremy. Not for why they rush to come— not to get the most or have the best. But because
thosefirst few to land will be the last to see these worlds aswe do— as| do. Vast, open, waiting. Ready
to become whatever the colonists decide. With sixteen different worlds, there'sroom for alot of choices.
Do they know they're an experiment? That humanity istossng handfuls of itsdlf outward and waiting to
see what springsforth?
Some of the others are eager to greet the new tenants. I'm not. I'll leave well before then. Titan'srumbling
about my heading the Department of Terraforming. | won't put up with it, Jeremy. The next set of worlds
areready and I'll be working out there, or I'll retire. I'm not sitting behind adesk. I'm not living under a
dome.
| do have some good news, in case you think your grandmother does nothing but complain. A box



arrived yesterday with an old spacer friend of mine. He snuck it through customs— said it was brandy. It
wasn't. Somehow held come across a case of untouched Quill and wanted meto haveit.

They'll probably be everywhere by thetimeyou finally recaive this|etter, but right now, these lovely
things are about asrare as sense in afunding committee. Spacers hoard them dmost religioudy. I've
never had one of my own before. | tried to refuse or at least pay— he could probably have traded them
for aship— but he wouldn't hear of it. | assured him I'd share his gift with the other team leaders. They
deserve them. And need them, too, the way things are right now.

Quill. I doubt anyone who hasn't worn one understands the name. But it'strue. | have mine around my
wrist now, Jeremy, and it gives me such afedling of peace and calm. It's quite remarkable, as though the
Quill canfilter out the worst of any negative emotions and enhance the comfortable ones. See why the
name's an insde joke with spacers? Instead of popping tranquilizers, you wear your ‘quil.

I'd send you one, but I've only enough untouched Quill for my team. And | couldn't bear to be without
mine— even if it would transfer to you. Not now.

I'll need mine, Jeremy. Very soon, everyone will expect meto smile and be graciousas| give avay these
beautiful worlds. They'll be watching to see I'm properly grateful for the plagues and memorias, for my
pagein the archives. They'll want meto show how happy and fulfilled | am at the end of my liféswork,
s0 they can take it from mewith an easy conscience.

Isthat how I'll fed? 1t doesn't matter. It'smy find duty to grant them theillusion of success.

Malley reread the | etter each time he sat on the bed, trying to imagine what it had been like before the
Quill, eech time angrier a how huge an accomplishment had been destroyed by so smdl, so human, a
mistake,

There were other reports clipped to thisletter. Gail, on a hunch or because she didn't appear capable of
ignoring any detail, had correlated medical records and drug requests among deep-space pilotswith
diary entries mentioning the Quills. It was commonplace— though officidly frowned upon— for pilotsto
rely on stress-relieving drugs. No one argued with what kept them sane and willing to fly.

Sure enough, pilots mentioning the Quill had the lowest drug use of al. Infact, they had superb records
and, in many cases, accepted more and longer missions than average.

Malley couldn't blame them. Drug use, except for beer and boost, was dmaost unknown on Thromberg—
not because people wouldn't have sold their soulsfor a chance to escape their reality, but because Sol
System, Earth in particular, refused to allow any quantities of drugsto reach the station. Tastic? A local
product with alimited clientele, snce usersdidn't last long.

But what if the stationers and immies had something that could numb fear and make them happy, without
causing them to space walk sans helmets?

They'd all be on it, and fight to keep it.

Gail Smith argued, persuasively, that the path of the Quill to the terraformed worlds led back to S-9131
SigmaD. It was one of the red-stamped "eyes-only" papers, that samp explaining why news of the
discovery of the Quill homeworld had never reached the gation.

Gail Smith argued, just as persuasively, that the deadly Quill Effect had to be connected with the
organisms known action on the human nervous system. There were no papers deding with how, or why,
the Quill had changed from soothing pets to a menace once they reached the terraformed worlds. Had
they multiplied until their tranquilizing effect actudly killed? Wasthe Quill filament the inanimate Sage of a
virulent plague, released once on a suitable planet? There had been literadly hundreds of possible
mechanisms and countermeasures proposed, but not one had ever been tested. There remained the
centra problem: no Quill filaments were safely in reach.

The science wasfascinating, if occasondly obscure— not surprising, given Maley's own knowledge
base was eclectic and sdlf-taught, not comprehensive. He probably would haveread it dl a once, but,
every so often, aturn of phrase would suddenly jump out as Gail Smith's. That was usudly when Malley
would toss the reader aside and check on Aaron.

Besides, Mdley knew it redlly didn't matter whether the Quill were three-meter googly-eyed monsters or
mind-bending organic jewelry— they'd stolen the terraformed worlds and that was théat.

Watching the techs was more worthwhile. Malley asked vague questions, more to misead than to get



real answers. They soon stopped being concerned about his presence and talked freely among
themsalves. Most of their effortsinvolved ng Aaron's present physica state. They were monitoring
everything hed ever heard of, aswell asthings he didn't know could be monitored. In each case sofar,
their results seemed to be falling within expected norms. Therewas abrief flurry of excitement when one
of the analyses turned up an anomaly— then cdlibrations were checked and the interesting anomaly
vanished.

Gail Smith's so-called "pancreatic sampler” remained amystery. Malley presumed it was an attempt to
somehow intercept whatever passed through the gold vessals under Aaron's skin. The techs were silent
on that one. Since no one knew if there was anything insde— or if they were vesselsat al and not smply
an unusud coloration— Maley intended to have this particular testing end as soon as someonein
authority woke up. Which should be soon.

Patience wasn't his strong point, Mdley sighed to himsdf, staring down a Aaron's till form, watching
the streams of fine bubblesrising up through the blue liquid.

"Philips? Get over here," another tech, awoman named Benton, called softly. Funny how they
whispered during their night, Maley thought, as though someone might be asleep in a nearby
closet. Even-cycle day should be so considerate. He could have dept easily through any sounds these
people made.

Philips went to join Benton, both tipping their heads to examine areadout. Malley followed casudly,
keeping out of the way but making sure he moved close enough to overhear.

"| can't believe you only just ran this, Benton," Philipswas saying in afretful voice. "I thought Dr. Smith
wanted it doneimmediatdy."

Benton shrugged. " Then she should have gone and pried the equipment from Dr. Sazaad. Y ou know
what he'slike ... middle of an experiment, oh, I'll lose all my data, oh, the universe will implode ..."
"l know. | know. Well, it'sdone now." Philips paused, then said in aheavier voice— perhaps forgetting
Maley was near. "Thisisthe second trid 7"

Malley wasn't surewhy his heart started hammering.

"Therésno mistake," Benton said, pointing at ascreen and tracing her finger dong aflat, horizontd line.
"Seethe base? I'm telling you, we should cdl this, Philips. HE's gone.”

With remarkable restraint, Malley took each of the smaller techs by a shoulder instead of athroat to
swing them around to face him. "What are you talking about?"' he asked.

Their mirrored looks of sympathy made him drop his hands. "What are you talking about?' he repested,
or thought he did. Nothing seemed to come out of his mouth.

They spoke quickly and a once: "Only preliminary findings—" "We should report to Dr. Smith—"
"Now!" he demanded.

Philips shoulders dumped but his eyes met Mdley's. "Benton ran a cog screen— a cognitive function
assessment— on your friend. Therés— the basdinesflat. Theré's nothing. I'm sorry, Mdley."

"What do you mean— nothing?'

Benton spoke up when Philips didn't— or couldn't— answer. "It means that even though hisbody is il
functioning, your friend, Mr. Parddll, isdead.”

Chapter 26

There were things that shattered deep, rather than smply woke a person. Gail felt dert and fragile at the
sametime, asthough she'd forgotten to collect al of hersalf before leaving her bed. But the summons had
been more than urgent and |eft no time for fantasies.

Pardell was dead.

FD Picray had been on watch in the science sphere. HEd reported to the Second on duty, who'd
reported to Grant— another rude awakening. Grant had wasted no time disobeying her orders not to be
disturbed.

Pardell couldn't be dead.

They hadn't found his ship.

The commander had intercepted her at the door to thewaist, still pulling his belt through itsloops and



thusrdlieving her of along-standing suspicion, that he dept in uniform. Together and silently, they'd taken
the walkway to the second locked door, and then rushed into the science sphere proper, Gail doing her
best to keep hersdf centered and calm and failing miserably. Thiswasthe last straw, even though sheld
suspected as much.

Even Malley had said it— how could Pardell survive?

Now, breathless momentslater, Gail sood watching Malley rather than the body in the tank. Part of her
mind was cold and detached, congratulating herself on having the foresight to arrange the genetic
sampling when Pardell had first arrived, minimizing deterioration. The rest of her mind spiraled around
useless thingsto say, meaningless words, nothing that could possibly comfort the stationer. As Chief
Scientist and Project Leader on the Seeker, sheld never had so much power in her life before— and so
little it could accomplish now.

"Mdley?' Gail ventured. Malley was sitting as they'd found him, on his bed, her research papers strewn
about. So. He'd been reading them. She didn't notice at first how he was clean and better dressed— it
hardly mattered next to the lost look on hisface, the limpness of his massive frame. Hisright hand rested
loose and open on hisknee, hisleft was clenched around the metal support at the head of the bed,
knuckleswhite. The metal had bent.

"Mdley. I'm—"

"Sorry?" his eyesflashed up to meet and hold hers.

Gall swdlowed what she might have said. "l wish I'd known him," shetold Maley insteed. ™Y ou said he
was agood man. I—"

"You're as bad asthe rest of them. Stop talking about Aaron asif he's dead,” Mdley snapped. Gail
sensed more than saw Grant easing to her sSide, asif he feared the stationer would try to take out his
anger and pain on her.

Gall didn't think so. Suddenly, she wasn't sure what to think. Could Malley know something none of them
did? Wasit possible— or wasit just her own hopes? There was something about his eyes, she
decided. He was miserable and distraught, but not grieving— not yet. Why? "There are no measurable
higher brain functions," she challenged the sationer. "That's the going definition, Mr. Mdley. Lavyer
approved.”

Malley's head sank into his shoulders, like a bull about to charge. " So you think he's dead, too."

"A machine says he'sdead,” Gail corrected. "What do you say?"

The gationer unclenched hisleft hand, looking at the white ridges left on the pdm from hisgripwitha
puzzled expression, asif its actions hadn't been his, then stood. When he reached hisfull, towering
height— prompting Grant to straighten even further— Maley said in amonotone: "I don't know. | hope
not. Aaron told me once that hisfoster dad, Raner, had him wired to a machine like yours, that measured
higher brain function, back when they were il trying different things and looking for acure. He said the
readings dropped to zero when he had one of his seizures. It scared his dad, but then Aaron woke right
up again and the machine recorded him norma as could be. They decided it wasaglitchin the
machine— heaven knows where Raner got hold of onein thefirst place— but now I'm wondering. What
if it can't follow where he goes?’

Malley didn't wait for her answer. Instead, he strode impatiently over to the racks of monitors. He knew
which one, Gail thought as she followed, ignoring the rest of the devicesto stop before the cog screen.
"Y ou've been hunting for ways Aaron might be different from other people," the stationer continued.
"What if that includes something in the activity this machine measures?If hisbrain is somehow different,
would this machine till pick it up? Can you be sure?!

"Philips, get Sazaad in here," Gail ordered without hesitation. "He's our neurologist,” she explained to
Malley. Shedidn't bother adding that Tabor Sazaad was the mogt difficult of severa unique persondities
Titan had dlowed her to bring on the Seeker — Mdley'd find out soon enough. The man had built the
device presently damning Pardell; they needed hisexpertiseif it wasto do anything else. "What else can
you tell me?' Gail asked ingtead. "Did Raner somehow make Pardell have aseizurein order to test him?
Wasit coincidence?'

"That'sal | remember," Maley growled with obvious frudtration. "Wewere kids. At thetime, Aaron



thought it was pretty funny, scaring hisfather likethat."

"Never mind." Gall said absently, reaching out dmost idly to shift the frequencies being scanned and
displayed by the cog screen. Nothing. Theflat lineirritated her, a puzzle without clues.

"Aaron's body— isit maintaining itsdf, or havethese—" adisparaging gesture a the whirring, blinking
machinery to either sde, "— taken over?"

The question might have sounded matter-of-fact. Gail sensed it was nothing of the kind. "The life support
isconnected asinsurance,” she said, glancing up at Malley. He seemed calm enough. "His autonomic
functions appear unaffected, but we're kegping his systems under close watch in case something
changes." Gall hoped hed settle for the haf truth, knowing full well what Maley wasredly asking: Would
she order Parddll's body kept dive in case Madley might be right? Or for her own reasons?

Sheredly didn't think he'd like her answer.

She did know, his promiseto Rosadind notwithstanding, Malley would never be alowed to remove his
friend's body from the Seeker . Not now that Reinsez had made his preliminary report back to Titan U. A
dead Parddll was smply too vauable.

A living Pardell? He could have afew more choices.

Waiting for Sazaad to arrive took on the bizarre trappings of asocial event. Gail asked for coffee,
something Grant and Malley were quick to second, and soon al three found themsalves perched on lab
gtools near the tank with Pardell floating ingde, for dl the world as though they'd arranged to meet for
breskfast. Gail didn't bother checking the wal chrono to see how long it would be before the Seeker's
cooks began serving that meal. The expression "the dead of night” was pretty much on target.

Malley looked reasonably fresh— thiswould be early evening for him, Gail calculated, and heldd had
some deep courtesy of the tranks. She yawned and took her cup from Benton with a grateful nod.
"What's keeping Sazaad?" sheinquired, before the woman could retrest.

Benton, one of the older, more experienced lab techs, gave an e oquent shrug asiif to suggest Gail should
know better than to ask, but said: "He shouldn't belong. All you haveto do isimply one of his gadgets
isn't up to par and he'sdown herelike an avalanche." Then she grinned, bright blue eyestwinkling. "If the
twinsarent vigting, that is"

Gail wasn't amused, though she heard Grant choking on amouthful of hot liquid. Sazaad had substantia
appetites and it wasn't a secret he'd brought along a matched pair of assstantswho shared at least one. If
the young ladiesin question had been anything less than superbly qudified eectronicstechs, Gail would
have sent them packing. Asit was, Sazaad appeared to be the envy of several on board.

And if Sazaad's feminine distractions were keeping her waiting now, they'd be moving into the
bowels of the command sphere to work on the Seeker's comm systems for Tobo.

"Any word from Station Admin?"'

Startled, Gail looked at Mdley. He raised one eyebrow. "1 don't know. I've been adeep,” she said
without thinking, then found her face heating up with embarrassment. She wasn't sureif it wasthe
connection to Sazaad's preoccupation or her own displeasure at being reminded how Madley had sent
her to bed, like some errant child. The stationer, Gail decided, was far too good at making her doubt
her own reactions.

Grant beckoned to one of hisguards. Picray, Gail recdled. "Any updates from the bridge?"' the
commander asked quietly.

"One, Sir. Aleksander came on an hour and a half ago to report there'd been a query about the state of
the Seeker 's supply lines" Picray amiled wolfishly. "The station was offering to repair the damages and
restore the connections. The First Officer politely declined, as per Captain Tobo's orders.”

Fast work, Gail thought. But then, she'd never doubted the FD could take things apart, only that they'd
wait to ask her permission.

Grant turned to their guest. "Were you expecting something in particular, Mr. Maley?'

"Madley. No Migter. Was | expecting something? Not redlly. Opposite cycle folks usudly try to keep out
of the messesthey wake up to— it makeslife smpler.”

"So acloser watch when Forester's group is back in charge,”" Grant nodded affirmation of thisto Picray,



who went to the nearest comm panel to spread the word. "Thanks, Malley."

"Don't thank me," the Sationer objected. "All | want isto get back into what's routine.”

Gail nodded thoughtfully, not in promise but in understanding. To change the subject, she asked: "What
do you think of the Quill now?"

"Having gone through your work?' Mdlley's eyes gleamed suddenly. "I'd like to read what you don't want
me to know."

At this rate, Gail told hersdf dispassonately, Grant was never going to get an intact swallow of his
coffee. "Ah," shesaid, Spping her own, inwardly pleased to have judged Maley so well.

"Ah?" he echoed, raising one eyebrow.

Without planning to, Gall found herself raisng her own. "What do you think | |eft out, Malley?"

Instead of answering, Malley swiveled on his stool until he wasfacing the far wall. Then helifted onelong
arm and smply pointed.

Gail fought the urgeto grin. Of al the work |eft abandoned here to ded with Pardell, somehow Malley
had spotted what redlly mattered. She imagined Grant was probably ready to clap him in irons about
now. She had adifferent idea. Gail hopped off her stool and motioned Maley to follow.

What had caught Maley's attention was a transparent case, taler than he was, holding nothing but a dark
blue, one-piece jumpsuit, complete with feet. The fabric was suspended from a spiderweb of fine
connectorsfrogting its surface. A nearby bench held smaller, but otherwiseidentica cases, some with
gloves and one with agoggled headpiece. Gail hit the switch to turn up the task lighting. The fabric
gathered the light and reflected it with diamondlikefire.

Beautiful , she thought admiringly, in the way purposeful, danger ous things could be.

Malley walked around the case. "When you talked about a Quill retrieva device" he said with wonder,
"| thought you meant some type of remote probe, or robot."

"They've beentried. And failed." Gail continued Spping her coffee, gazing a her creation with afaintly
impatient pride. "The Quill Effect remainsthe only way to confirm the Quill are present in aplace. Until
now, we couldn't use human investigators because they'd experience that effect ..." Sheleft it hanging.
"By dying," Mdley finished, but thoughtfully. " So what's the principle here? Surely someonestried
making a protective suit before.”

Before Gail could gtart to explain, the stationer rested one hand on the case and then looked over at
Parddl'stank. "Y ou said you're collecting genomes from selected human lines— why?" He nodded
rapidly to himself twice; Gail watched him think it through with the anxious ddight shefdt whena
promising student worried at anew concept. Do you understand now, Grant? she crowed to herself.
This was why they needed Malley.

Held gone on: "Y ou're after the descendants of the terra- formers. The ones Susan Witts gave Quill. You
think the Quill on those worlds might somehow respond to their genome and not harm someone
wearing—" Mdley stared a the suit again, "— theright genetic disguise.”

"'Seems you had more than enough to read.” This dry observation came from Grant.

"I didn't ask for the privilege. | preferred believing the Quill were three-meter googly-eyed dien
mongers,” Malley said. "If you wanted me kept ignorant, you should have consulted with your boss."”
Gall fdlt the rising tension between the two men and said impatiently: "Ignoranceis never preferable.”
"Redly?' Maley countered. "I'd prefer ignorance over knowing you, Gail Smith. But we can't dways
have what we want."

An honest man. Gail turned up the left corner of her mouth, quite aware this degpened the dimple on
that sde. You use the weapons at hand. "No," she agreed easily. "But I'm sure you're aman who plays
the cards he's dedlt, Mdley. Especidly when the stakes are this high—"

A cdl from the door. "Dr. Sazaad's coming, Dr. Smith.” It somehow came across more as awarning than
an announcement.

Gail sghed, watching the commotion as Sazaad made his entrance.

Too short a night and, now, what promised to be a long day.

Chapter 27



With the exception of Sector Administrator Forester, the vastly annoying Todd brotherswho'd lasted a
scant quarter shift in the recycling depot with him, and now Gail Smith, Mdley wasn't proneto
automatically didike someone. He prided himself on being abroad-minded, fair man. One who went on
actions, not first impressions or by what others said.

In the case of Dr. Tabor Sazaad, Mdley took one look and knew held probably kill the man if they spent
any sgnificant amount of timein the same room.

Not reassuring in the person who was supposed to prove your friend was dive.

It didn't help that Malley could see the identical response, insufficiently smoothed under acivilized venesr,
from Commander Grant.

Gail Smith, on the other hand, had her civilized veneer very much in place, greeting her colleague with
every gppearance of apologetic charm for disturbing his deep. Maley began to serioudy doubt held ever
seen an involuntary, open expression on her face— then he remembered the look of outraged shock
when he'd stolen that kiss.

Probably wouldn't work twice either.

Sazaad was older, closer to gation average, Mdley judged, though he suspected the well-nourished
Earthers appeared younger than they were. The scientist arrived, not in pgjamas, as the unfortunate
Temujin had earlier, but dressed in atailored jacket and pants that were probably current fashion back in
Sol System, dark hair immaculately in place. Obvioudy, he hadn't taken Gail's summons as overly

urgent. Or his pride required the clothing, Maley speculated to himsdlf.

No doubt about Earther arrogance here. Sazaad hadn't shut up since arriving, mainly delivering a diatribe
about how techs panicked at the least irregularity and he needed hisrest. Some of it had been
interesting— Malley hadn't realized the cog screen was based on neura-spesk technology, with living
neurons within the device anayzing the voltages from cdlsin Aaron's brain. Sazaad's speech included
numerous, and quite probably true, protestations of how his machine was beyond anything ever made
before. Malley was prepared to be impressed by the technology, if not its creator.

The stationer disobeyed Grant's "suggestion™ he stay out of the way and came to stand beside Gail Smith.
She shot him awarning look, and he smiled. It didn't make her look happy, but little would, given she
was taking the brunt of Sezaad'sire.

"My machineis perfect,” Sazaad was saying, loudly and in aguttura accent new to Maley'sears. 'l an
incensed you've disturbed me— mel— to answer questions on itsreliability, particularly for something as
sraightforward asthis. Y our own techs should have assured you there can be no doubt of such results.
Bah!"

Give her credit, Gail Smith kept her voice calm and reasoned. "If | didn't need your expertise, Dr.
Sazaad, be sure | wouldn't have had you brought down in the middle of the night. | wouldn't be here
mysdlf. We have reason to believe the patient may <till have higher brain function—"

"Thereading isobviousevento anidiot." Sazaad glanced at the tank and said, dismissively: ™Y our fresk
isdead.”

Tall. They'd meet eye-to-eyeif Sazaad bothered to look hisway, Malley noticed, coldly and
automaticdly ng the man as atarget. He moved like someone who didn't just keep in shape, but
worshiped hisbody. Probably trained in some exotic martial art, like Grant and his people.

Wouldn't matter.

If Mdley let himsdf touch the Earther, it would be once, with aknifeinlow to therib cage and up.

Two cold-as-icefingersrested lightly on hisarm. Gail Smith didn't acknowledge him otherwise. It wasn't
to control him, Maley redized abruptly, seeing how she looked at Grant at the same instant, dmost
imperceptibly shaking her head. It was a collecting of resources. At some point, she'd added him to her
Sde of the equation.

"Then, Dr. Sazaad, it won't take you long to refute that finding,” Gall told the scientist in acommanding
tone that suddenly and completely belied the fact she had to crane her head back to look the other
stientist in the eye, "— since I'm the idiot who knows our patient, Mr. Pardell, isdive and your precious
machineisgrosdy inerror.”

Sazaad's face suffused to an darming shade of red. Mdley watched, less concerned than Grant seemed



to be. The commander redly should rely more on Gail's Machiave lian gift with people, he thought, and
spend lesstime preparing to legp in her defense.

"Very well, Professor,” with abow, no less. Sazaad settled himself onto astool and laid hislong-fingered
hands on the control panel of the cog screen with the same air of an artist preparing to perform that
Madley had seen Sammie use when decanting hislatest batch of beer. He hoped the results would be
more remarkable.

Apparently, Sazaad a so shared Sammie's ability to tune out observers. Gail turned her back on him after
watching for amoment, putting ahand up to cover ayawn.

"I'll gay," offered Grant. "Any change, I'll cal.”

Gail shook her head and pushed some errant hair back behind her ears. "The minute | leave, Sazaad will
find some excuse to wander off. Go while you can, Commander. I've got your people and Mdley hereif
| need help. If dl goeswell, things may be— interesting— in the morning. I'll need you fresh.”

Thelast came out as an order, whether shed meant it to or not. Grant, Malley observed, didn't argue or
even bother giving him one of those cautionary 1ooks before he nodded and left. He did, Malley noticed,
stop to talk briefly, and very quietly, to al four FDs before going out the door.

Malley followed Gail as she stepped up on the platform. Together, they stood looking down & Aaron.
He might have been in suspended animation, but for the steady rise and fal of hischest.

"Thisguy'sthe best you've got?' Mdley questioned very quietly.

Gall snorted. "In hisfield?Y es, when he's not thinking with his gonads.”

"Pardon?’

She dipped her head so he couldn't see more than the curve of acheek. It looked pinker than usual.
"Let'sjust say the good doctor isaman who doesn't take interruption particularly well. Or rgjection, for
that matter."

S0. While he could appreciate the attraction, Malley's estimation of the neurologist lowered, something
hed thought impossible. On a project like this, with stakes like this? Sazaad was six waysafool if he
thought he could annoy Gail Smith with unwel come advances, and not pay— when shewas ready. He
could amost fed sorry for the man.

The lady in question ran one hand aong the tank rim, asif the movement helped her make up her mind,
then looked up. Yes, both cheeks were pink. "He mistook which of hisqudifications| wasinterested in
for thismisson,” shetold him. "Why I'm telling you this, Mdley, | don't know." Thislast was ddivered
with adightly annoyed toss of her head.

He knew he had agood smile and used it deliberately, degpening hisvoice at the sametime. "Because of
my qudifications?'

Malley hadn't expected aflash of dimples— or that the now-warm fingers running aong the rim would
lightly brush over hisown. He found himsdlf trapped in alingering, too-knowing look from bottomless
blue eyes, and fdt his breathing quicken involuntarily. "I admit it's— refreshing— to have someoneto talk
to who doesn't report everything | say to someone else,”" Gail said with a sincerity he suddenly wanted to
believe.

And dared not. "Oh, if | had someoneto report you to, | would, Earther,” Malley said with deliberate
harshness. "Bet on it."

Shedidn't look offended. " Circumstances are what they are, Malley," shetold him. "1 think, had we met
otherwise, we might have been friends," suddenly deeper dimples, "or rivals. But we are neither of us
fools. Unlike some," thiswith a seething glare to where Sazaad was now shouting & Benton for no
apparent reason. "Excuse me."

Malley stared after Gail Smith, no longer wondering why rooms felt o much smaller when sheleft them.

Chapter 28

"| left the lab to read amessage?’ Gail glared at Manud Reinsez and was ready to turn around and walk
off the bridge, but Tobo beckoned her over. She continued glaring a Reinsez as she obeyed. Tobo's
vaue to her was more than old friendship; she knew the measure of the man and depended on hiscalm,
understated competence. Gail, who hated being a passenger at the best of times, had long ago paid Tobo



the ultimate compliment of completely ignoring hisship. In return, Tobo did hisvery capable best to make
sure she could.

So the captain's unusua call might have been low on specifics, but it was clear on the urgency. Shed
hopefully been equaly clear with Sazaad about his responsihilities. At least there should be no confusion
about her ingtructions to the FDs. Sazaad wasn't to leave the lab unless Malley had broken his neck.
They'd looked alittle askance at the big stationer at that. Fine. A little respect where it was owed.
Sheld owed Mdley her attention to hisfriend, but Tobo had used those key words: ship's security.
When shetold him she had to go, Malley had smply picked up astool in one hand and walked over to
St behind Sazaad, who'd looked around in shock &t thisintrusion.

Hopefully, they'd both be there when she'd cleared up Tobo's emergency. Even better, that Maley was
right and sheldd have aliving Pardell to question about his ship.

"Lookslike station business," she began, scanning the top of the message printout Tobo put in her hand.
It had been sent to Station Admin, but copied to them. She read further and stopped protesting. Tobo
had been right.

Thromberg Sation

Thearrival of the Earther ship Seeker marks the renewal of normal relations between Sol System
and her people. The time has come for our return home. You will release control of station
freighters Journeyman |1, Freda's Hope, and Missssauga to the crews waiting outside their ports.
The Eartherswill not interfere. Failure to comply will result in escalating damage to the station.
You have one hour.

"In case you haven't noticed, Dr. Smith, we are dtill partidly attached to the station these terrorists are
proposing to damage,” Dr. Reinsez said, wiping hisforehead with acloth. He didn't usudly venture on the
bridge— or Tobo was usudly quicker to seal the door. Obvioudy, the situation had deteriorated while
shewas busy in thelab. "Call Commander Grant,” Gail ordered. A nod from the grim-faced FD
stationed beside the comm operator.

There were three of Grant's people on the Seeker 's bridge, at any time. One was his designated
Second-in-command— this shift, Tech Specidist Kdly Aleksander. The other two, presently the Miller
sbs, Matt and Jana, monitored FD equipment, as well as comm chatter and the vid feeds from the public
areas on the ship, including the main lab in the science sphere. The less public areas were watched from
another location, anillusion of privacy for the bridge crew. Aleksander stood within easy reach of the
control that would disengage or disconnect the science sphere. No doubt al of the FDs had been
thoroughly briefed on the procedure. They could probably, she reminded hersdlf, operate the Seeker
without her crew.

"The commander's on hisway up, Dr. Smith." Gail wasn't surprised. Grant had probably been on dert
gnce shed left.

Gail nodded absently as she sank into Tobo's command chair, rereading the terse message and trying to
make sense out of it. Maley had sounded confident the station was stable— at least until yesterday's
troublemakers were back in charge and making their demands. She serioudy doubted anyone on the
station would threaten their only home, no matter what they wanted.

Which |eft the Outsiders.

And Rosdind Fournier. Damn. Gail had assumed— wrongly, she now judged— that the woman had
been at the Seeker'sair lock to check on Aaron Pardell, one of her own in the hands of Earthers.
"Where are these ships?’ Gail asked, handing the note back to Tobo.

His dmond-shaped eyes crinkled in worry. "They're docked in sequence from us— therésagap in
between the Seeker and thefirg, the Journeyman 11, but not more than two ships worth.”

" She was here to scout those ships— we were an excuse so Thromberg wouldn't suspect.”

Reinsez dropped into thefirgt officer's chair. "Who was here?' he demanded anxioudy. "We had visitors
and no oneinformed me? That's—"

With an effort, and most likely afrown, Gail focused her atention on Titan U'srepresentative. "What are
you doing up so early, Manud?'

He attempted to look doleful and wound up smply more wrinkled than usud. "Couldn't deep. Too



worried. Too much risk and uncertainty. Thisisn't how you were supposed to run thismission, Gail. Not
inthe leest—"

"Y ou've been on the comm to Titan, haven't you?' she accused him abruptly, now having no problem
whatsoever paying attention to her resident nuisance. She could have asked Aleksander for the
confirmation she was bound, by the command chain, to give her, but didn't for good reason. The more
autonomy Reinsez thought he had, the more he revealed to her.

At least he didn't bother denying it. "It's my duty to report—"

"It'syour duty to report complete and accurate information, Dr. Reinsez. Since you haven't been briefed
on last night's events, I'm going to assume you based your report on eavesdropping and guesswork.”

A puffer fish couldn't assume that pompous, offended- dignity look any better. " Events were moving too
quickly to leave for your convenience, Dr. Smith. We were facing life-threastening circumstances—"

Gail surged to her feet. Maybe it was exhaustion, or maybe Maley had infected her with something of his
rebellious stationer attitude, but she'd had enough. Y ou haven't faced alife-threatening circumstance—
until now, Dr. Reinsez. | suggest you voluntarily confine yourself to quarters and get the rest you need.
I'm willing to keep you informed on a need-to-know basis. Or you can refuse to get out of my face— in
which case | will have you escorted off this bridge and kept inisolation. Am | clear?!

"Y ou don't have the authority—" he blustered.

Gail lifted her right hand and bent one finger dightly. Aleksander and another of the FDs cameto her
Sde, wherethey stood at attention, staring impassively at Dr. Reinsez. "Am | clear?" she repested very
softly.

He was clutching the arms of the chair, doubtlessleaving swesty pam prints Tobo's fastidiousfirst officer
would didikeintensdy. "Titan will—"

"Go," Gall told him. "Oneway or the other."

Reinsez levered himsdlf up, wrinkled lips pressed together in athin white line, hiseyes hard. But he knew
better than to argue. Gail had half-hoped he would, but the spectacle of watching him dragged off the
bridge was an indulgence she could ill afford. She did wave one of the FDs to follow the angry professor.
No point giving Reinsez encouragement to reconsider his destination.

"Did you make a copy of whatever he sent out?" she asked Aleksander after the bridge was clear, feding
her heart pounding with frugtration. A frightened man and a petty one. What had he told Titan? Sheld
have to send her own report chasing after his— and soon.

Grant's Second looked faintly insulted. "Dr. Smith," she protested.

Gail smiled an gpology. "1 shouldn't doubt you. I'll view it inmy office please.” She hesitated, then added:
"And have the room swept again. | think Dr. Reinsez and whomever he has working with him among the
crew may have been busy while we were otherwise occupied. Now. Captain Tobo."

"Oh, don't gpologize to me, Dr. Smith," Tobo assured her. Y ou have my unending gratitude for
removing that pestilent lump from my bridge. I'm surprised you didn't space him. Therésathought ... it
could be an accident." Tobo looked to be only partialy joking. He must have been interceding on her
behdf with Reinsez more than shed redlized. Sheld dready been relying on the Captain to handle dl the
dedlingswith Thromberg— aswell as keep awatchful eye on reports from home.

Gail made a mental note to send a bottle of Tobo's favorite brandy to his quarterslater. Sheld brought a
few in her luggage, knowing shed be bending their friendship regularly during the mission.

"Space him?' Gail chuckled but shook her head. "I'll keegp it in mind. | still need Dr. Reinsez, ahappy and
cooperative Reinsez, when we dock at Titan U, or my career options narrow to teaching first year
biology in an asteroid dome.” Gail took thefirgt officer's chair, avoiding the damp armrests, and motioned
to Tobo to join her. For abrief moment, they sat peacefully side by side, looking out over the heart of
the Seeker .

For no particular reason, Gail found hersalf wondering what Rosalind Fournier would think of thisbridge.
A far cry from anything docked at Thromberg— or Earth, for that matter— but the 'sider would find
familiar dements. Its design drew heavily on deep-pace experience aswell as more traditional starship
modds. The result, Gall thought, was stunning as well as functional. A bonusfor her unusud leve of
respongibility onthismission.



The center point of the bridge was the display screen. Instead of being dong awall, or crammed into
small screens per station, the Seeker's screen filled one hdf of abroad, flattened column rising up from
the lower levd to just below the ceiling. The screen could be split into multiple readouts, or, as now, be
st to aview outside the ship. Duty stations spiraed outward from it, command stations on a second,
shoulder-high levd alowing easy viewing of any point on the bridge.

It was an unusually large bridge for the size of ship, but that wasto alow each station room for two sets
of chairs, both to alow smooth changeover at shift's end, and a convenience permitting additional
personnd to be present as observers. While the latter was intended so scientists could be involved in any
ship's maneuvering that might affect particular experiments, the redity on Seeker 'sfirst misson was
something different. The extra seats dlowed Grant's peopleto St at key stationswith the crew.
Inasense, Tobo's practica jokes on the military component of the ship had served them well. Thered
been virtually no tension left on the bridge since the episode of the surprise null gravity drills. Gail
suspected Grant of unusua tolerance in that regard for much the same reason. Whatever got the job
done, shereminded hersalf.

When docked under norma conditions, only comm and ship systems were crewed thislate into ship's
night, or early in ship's morning, Gail corrected. It was asign of thetension in and out of the ship that
Tobo had afull crew in place and had chosen to stay here instead of relinquishing command to hisvery
capable Firgt Officer Frank Szpindd. Capable, Gail suddenly remembered, but also one of those
who'd been added to the crew on Titan's direct recommendation rather than hers.

A deegplessnight for many. But not Pardell, Gail thought, seeing his dack features and golden-veined
skinin her mind'seye. Could hereally be alive? Or was Malley ssimply refusing to admit defeat?

"Y ou know who's behind this?' Tobo raised the note in one hand.

"There was awoman— ah, Grant,” Gail paused in her explanation to greet the commander. "We havea
new Stugtion.”

Grant took the message from Tobo and read it swiftly. His expression, when done, was about what Gail
expected. She shook her head before he could open his mouth, saying firmly: "We aren't leaving the
dation."

"That's—" he began.

"An order. But redeploy some of those spy 'bots of yours, if it will make you happier. | doubt Station
Adminwill object under these circumstances.”

"Krenshaw, seetoit. Dr. Smith?| strongly recommend an exterior patrol aswell.”

Gall closed her eyesto better recall Rosalind Fournier. "No," she decided, opening them again. "If it'sthe
Outsiders, your people would be at too great a disadvantage. We aren't risking any more lives unless
absolutely necessary.”

"A laudableintention,” Tobo said. "But, not to parrot the departed Manud, aren't you risking al of us
dready?'

"How much timeis|eft on that ultimatum?' Gail asked instead of rising to the bait.

The comm tech answered, hisvoice sounding strained: " Thirty-seven minutes, Professor.”

"Three 'bots deployed, sir,” reported Krenshaw from his station at the far end of the bridge. "Aft, stern,
and longitudina sweep.”

"Send one of them toward the other ships," Grant commanded. "And put the feed on screen.”

"Has Thromberg responded?’ Galil asked Tobo.

"Not aword over regular channels. Unless the good commander has heard otherwise?' Tobo was
unshakably convinced Grant's experts could and did monitor every comm frequency shipside and out.
Aware of how stretched the FDs were— especidly after losing five of their own, Gail seriously doubted
they were bothering with more than the emergency survelllance aready in place.

Grant'slipstwisted sardonically as he confirmed her thoughts. "Believe me, Captain, if we knew anything
about this, I'd have told you both before now."

The 'bot's feed was dready showing on the screen— Grant must have kept them ready to relaunch
despite her earlier disapproval. The assorted sounds on the bridge subsided as everyone's attention was
caught by theimage.



Thromberg's curving side was presently black on black, punctuated by running lights marking the various
docking portsand air locks. Most of these had gaps like missing teeth, asif replacing failed exterior
lighting wasn't apriority. Or, Gail redlized, as if replacement parts were impossible to come by.

The various docked ships splashed their own lights againgt the station, washing the darkness back in
overlapping circles. Everything looked normal asthe 'bot was taken closer in—

"Therel Veer left.” Krenshaw obeyed so quickly he must have aready spotted what caught Grant's eye.
At firg, dl Gail saw was another work crew— there were several such. Business as usual, even-cycle
day, Gail told hersdlf. It wasimportant to remember Thromberg never dept.

Krenshaw dropped the 'bot closer.

Not a work crew. They werelooking down at atight group of at least fifteen figures, in those patched
suits Gail was beginning to find very familiar. They carried tools— tools that could be wespons.

"A boarding party,” Tobo concluded unhappily, probably thinking of his own precious ship.

Two of thefigureslooked up and pointed, one raising what appeared to be agrappler to aim at the 'bot.
Just as Grant said: "Back it off,” Gail sngpped: "Hold."

"Hold," Grant confirmed, glancing & her.

She'd recognized one of the suits. She was sure of it. Gail watched with the rest asthefigure she
thought might be Rosdind took afew steps away from the rest, staring up, then beckoned to the 'bot.
Down, the gesture said.

"Dropit down," Grant said. "Sowly. We don't have alimitless supply of these things.”

Krenshaw brought the 'bot to hang directly in front of the figure's helmet, but out of reach. The hemet,
another museum piece but origindly of higher quality than Parddll's, reflected the 'bot rather than revedled
anything, then the figure must have switched on theinterior lights,

The dim, blood-red glow shone over the cheekbones and brows of an unsmiling Rosaind Fournier. Gail
released the breath she hadn't been aware of holding.

Rosalind mouthed some words, tapped her helmet, then pointed at the 'bot.

"Krenshaw, scan and capture theloca signd. Pipeit through.”

It was Gail'sturn to look at the commander. How did the 'sider know something about the
capabilities of Grant's little spy satellites she didn't?

"— welcometo my world, Dr. Smith." Slightly distorted, Rosdind's voice remained exactly as Gall
remembered it from ther first meeting— calm and utterly sure of itsdlf. "I've been waiting for you.”

Chapter 29

Malley wasn't good at waiting. Most thingsin hislife moved when hed wanted them to— usually right
away. Even the daily ration line was something Maley couldn't tolerate without areader in hishand or a
good argument underway. Aaron, aways the more cautious, had long ago given up preaching the vaue
of patience. But then Aaron would stand and count to a hundred and one just to be sure there wasn't
anyone watching him go home. A count hed cheerfully restart at zero if Malley interrupted— and would
continue to restart as many times as Maley chose to be anuisance.

Even Aaron's patience might have been tested by now. The neurologist, Sazaad, gave every appearance
of being hard at work, adjusting controls, muttering to himself, legping up dramaticaly every so oftento
pace back and forth— with more muttering. All agreat show of getting something done.

With nothing to show for it.

The metal seet of the stool felt asthough it was growing atached to Maley's behind, but he stayed in
place. He wasn't going to be the one to interrupt and restart this so-called genius.

Theonly problem with Sitting quietly wasthat it encouraged thoughts. Noisy, irritating, hard-to-ignore
thoughts. Mdley wasn't sure which ones bothered him more: not knowing what was happening in the rest
of the ship and on the station, or thinking about being on a ship and not on the station.

Hefirmly quelled any tendency of histhoughts to wander into the dangerous territory guarded by dimples
and deep blue eyes. Gail Smith might be many things, but aromantic fantasy she wasn't— not if hewas
going to save Aaron and—

Malley shifted on the hard metal. The "and" part was another path to steer away from, sinceit led



inevitably to heart-pounding, mouth-drying panic. Aaron knew al about ships and the nasty, cold, black
places surrounding them. Once they were ready to return to Thromberg, Malley would be content to
shoot himself with atrank or two and let Aaron drag him around for a change.

Not the most helpful of plans, but it did make sitting and staring a hole into the back of Sazaad's heed
seem like progress.

Chapter 30

Progress, of a kind. Gail roseto her feet without conscious plan, feding asif Rosadind could see her and
it was important to stand her ground. Sheld wanted to talk to this'sider again. Rosaind might be her only
chance of finding Parddll's ship and records.

Facing off with an ultimatum between them hadn't been part of the plan.

"Rosdind Fournier,” Gall said evenly, trusting Grant's people had set up the necessary comm links.
"We've received your message. I'm not sure | understand what it hasto do with us."

Being lit from below gave al the wrong shadows and impressonsto aface. Still, Gail thought, the
menace in Rosalind's dow smile was probably accurate. "Time's passing, Earther. Bring me on your ship
and I'll explain.”

Gal ignored Grant's silent but vehement "no."”

"Agreed," shesad.

Rosalind's helmet returned to being areflection of the 'bot's lenses. She seemed to take Gail at her word,
gesturing to the others, then beginning to wak with surprising speed. The 'bot followed, giving an
unnecessary view of the Seeker ahead.

Grant growled something and the 'bot returned to watching the remaining 'sders. The screen split, giving
two new views of Rosalind's approach as Krenshaw picked her up on the ship's exterior vids.

"May | ask why we areimmersing oursalves deeper into Thromberg'swoes?' Tobo asked with
deceptive mildness. "When we could Smply leave?"

"l have my reasons,” Gail told him, hoping he'd take that as" not here, with so many ears."”

Grant wasin full officer mode, sanding at attention asif in mute reproach at her violation of what he
doubtless viewed as minima safety protocols. Fine, Gail thought, unrepentant. If safety wasthe
important thing, they'd be back orbiting Titan by now. "Look after the details" shetold him. "I'll be
waitingin my office

It wasn't neutra ground, but Gail wanted every advantage in an encounter with Rosalind.

Unfortunately, being seated behind an imposing wooden desk hadn't helped. Rosalind had taken one
look, sniffed, and said: "Biogen maple. Y ou'd think Titan would have sprung for theredl thing," before
taking her seat with the elegant confidence of a queen.

"The Seeker isaworking ship, not aliner,”" Tobo replied, sounding offended. Gall slenced himwith a
look.

It wasthe three of them and the 'sder— Grant leaving his people outside the door thistime, but keeping
aportable comm link in one ear. Gall had thought, briefly, of including Maley. But hisrelationship with
thiswoman was too unknown. They didn't need complications such as had arisen on Thromberg. Shed
also considered getting Forester in here— in case thiswas what Tobo thought, a purely internal matter.
But again, therewaslikely history there.

Gall wasinterested in thefuture.

S0, it seemed, was the leader of the Outsiders. "I'll come straight to the point, Dr. Smith, Captain,
Commander,” Rosdind nodded gracioudy to each. "This ship isthe signa from Sol System my people
have been waiting for al these years. The time has come to leave our prison and reclaim our proper
place." From her, the words weren't bombastic— they sounded like statements of fact.

"A sgnd of what?' Gail asked curioudy. "That Earth istaking an activerolein restoring the terraformed
worldsto the colonists? | agree, but it's only—"

"Worlds?' Rosdind'slipstwisted over theword asif it left afoul taste. "We are not interested in dirt, Dr.
Smith. My people are spacers, have been and aways will be. We were trapped here by mistake during



theimmigrants uprisng— tarred by the same brush and left to rot with them on this hunk of metd.

"But we were patient. We knew Sol would reopen deep-space exploration, that the universities would
again look beyond Earth's petty interestsin cresting replicas of itsdlf. This ship— your ship— is proof of
that. And we are ready.”

Gall recognized the rhetoric. She knew many former pilots and explorers who felt abandoned by Earth's
turtlelike gpproach to expansion, as promoted by the Reductionist movement. It shouldn't have surprised
her from Rosalind— but it did. She supposed it was because the survival of the 'siders and the Sation
itself was so remarkable, she hadn't expected the older dream to survive aswell. Then, as shelooked
into those cold, dmost fanatical eyes, she knew her mistake.

A dream could be a reason to survive.

"You say you areready,” Gail said, careful of every word. "For what? To sted three freightersfrom
Thromberg?'

Rosdind clicked the two wide paddles forming her right hand together. Anirritated sound, Gail thought.
"Theft? Merely arequest for transportation. One Thromberg has agreed to— my people are replacing
their crews as we speak. Fed free to ask the commander to check with one of your spy botsif you
doubt me."

"So you no longer threaten the Sation,” Tobo said in arelieved voice.

"Our deadline stands. It isyour contribution on the line now."

Gall narrowed her eyes. "Ours? And what might that be, Outsider?’

"Y ou will arrange for our shipsto be welcomed at the Callisto Spaceport.”

Cdligo. Sol System'slargest starship construction facility. Of course, Gail thought. For over ahundred
years, eager young pilots and would-be explorers had marked its orbit around Jupiter, hoping to attend
its schools— while retiring spacers who couldn't bear to be grounded drifted hometo it and filled its bars
and lounges with stories. If ever humanity surged outward again in earnest, Calisto would beitslaunching
pad.

"Earth hasn't opened the blockade," Grant said bluntly. "No person or ship originating from astation will
be dlowed into Sol System.”

"Ah," Rosalind said, shaking her head at him. "Times change. Now we have a spokesperson to open that
doorway. Do we not, Dr. Smith?"

Gall dtiffened. "I have nothing to do with Earth policy, whatever you may imagine. I'm ascientist. Thisisa
research vessdl." She stole alook at thewall chrono. Ten minutes left. ™Y ou've threatened the station.
How?'

The 'sder smiled thinly. "Y ou look at our equipment, at our dead ships, and judge us harmless, don't
you?’

"No," Gall said quite sincerdly. "I don't consder you harmlessintheleast.”

"Good," Rosdind replied. "Because the hearts of our ships till beat. And you should appreciate what
power that putsin our hands." She lifted hersin emphass, probably very aware of the contrast between
their grotesque replacements and her long, graceful arms.

The trandlight drives. Gail didn't need Tobo's gasp or Grant's step forward to tell her the stakes had
just risen. Evenif their fuel coneswere essentialy spent, there would be enough power remaining in the
initiation matrix of any of those derdlictsto put asubstantia holein the gtation.

If they all went at once— Gail didn't need to do the math to know the resulting force would send
Thromberg wobbling, jarring the station from its orbit. A choice of desths: starvetion if the station was
pushed too far from the sun to collect sufficient energy to sustain it, or radiation poisoning, if the station
moved too close. Both of those endings assumed the hull of the abused station remained intact—
otherwise, amoot point, since everyone would aready be dead.

Evacuate? Gail thought desperately. Even if there were enough ships, where could they take the
people? No wonder Thromberg was silent. Their fate wasin her hands. They had nothing | eft to bargain
with and every reason to fear.

"Y ou want the impossible. Thromberg may have given you ships," Gall said, "but | can't open the
blockade to any ship— anyone— from agtation. Sol System— Earth— fears the Quill.”



"The Quill." Pure scorn. "That old, tired song.”

Had she found an opening? Gail spoke cautioudy: "Yes, the Quill. And if our misson is successtul,
which | believeit will be, it won't be much longer before the terraformed worlds are—"

"Show meaQuill,” Rosdind interrupted coally.

Gall blinked.

Rosalind leaned forward, eyes gleaming. "Go on. Show me one. Y ou can't, can you? That's because they
areal dead. Y ou know the only thing dangerous about a Quill? What happens to anyone who owned
ond”

"Fournier." Gail fet pieces dropping into place. "Y ou're Stuart Fournier's daughter,” she breathed in
amazement, remembering the incident. " The deep-space explorer who—"

The'sder sat erect again, knees together, shoulders back, and stared at Gail with cold, hard eyes.
"Captain Fournier. The explorer thought missing, who brought his ship limping home after threelong
years. Only al hell had broken loose and he didn't know why. Do your records dso tell you that when he
arrived home, with his Quill around hiswrist as dways, he was burned dive by acrazed mob?

"Y ou'd think wed learn from the past,” Rosdind continued. "But it'sahuman failing, isn't it? Asiswasting
time." The'sder made apoint of checking her wristchrono. "Y ou have five minutes left, Dr. Smith, before
my colleagueslift from Thromberg— safely, if the station has been diligent in undocking procedures.
Fifteen minutes more we grant you, in which to guarantee their deserved welcome a our home port of
Caligto." She paused, then added: "Don't think well hesitate, Dr. Smith. We are dying— two amonth,
five, soon it will be more. Our time has dready run out, Dr. Smith. We are not prepared to be patient.”
Gall tilted back her head and regarded Rosalind Fournier. Brilliant, angry, full of purpose. She knew this
woman— not her persondity or history, of course, but what drove her. They might have taken different
pathsto this place and time, but they were uncannily dike. Like Gail, what mattered to Rosalind wasn't
power itself, it was achieving her god. By whatever means.

Gall wasfamiliar with thet trait aswell.

"I have a counterproposal, Rosdind,” she said dmost chearfully. "May | cdl you Rosdlind?’

Chapter 31

"Mr. Maley?' Malley started a the low voicein hisear. Damn. He'd dozed off on the stool, a useful skill
when there wasn't much streaming down the recycling floor, but hardly what he'd planned to do here.
Helooked around amost frantically. The voice was Benton's. The lab tech stood alittle distance away,
asif hisjump awake had surprised her, too. Otherwise, nothing in the lab seemed to have changed.
Sazaad—

Where was Sazaad?

"Mr. Mdley?'

The stationer stood up and made himsdlf stretch, leery of moving too quickly after being in one position
for solong. "Yes, Benton. I'm awake," he told the tech, still scanning the room.

He should have looked at the tank first, instead of |ast. Sazaad was there, Philips at his side, busy with
something at the far end. "What's he doing?' Maley demanded, not bothering to keep his voice down.
Benton raised her own voice. She sounded, and looked, angry. "Dr. Sazaad hastaken it on himsdlf to
disconnect Mr. Parddl'slife support.”

Malley was across the intervening space, with his new knife across Sazaad's throat, before the Earther
could do more than turn, wide-eyed. In the next instant, hed wrapped his other arm under and around
Sazaad's S0 he could press the man's head forward while pinning him againgt his chest.

The Earther wisely chose not to struggle, since the hold gave him the option of severing his own neck or
feding Mdley sngp it, but he sputtered indignantly: "Get this lunatic off mel Guardd Guardd" The guards
in question had moved closer, but showed no interest in interfering.

Malley put hislipsto Sazaad's ear. "What are you doing to Aaron?"

"The man's dead. Dead! Dead! Dead! Y ou are wasting my time— there's nothing on the cog— nothing!
Let go! Guar—"

Malley flexed the arm providing leverage against Sazaad's spine. There was amost satisfying creek.



Philips was hurriedly reattaching tubes and cablesto the exterior of the tank, Benton coming to help.
Sazaad must have been pulling them free at random. "Is Aaron dl right?' Mdley asked the tech.
"How can you ask if acorpseisadl right?' shrieked Sazaad.

"How can you keep talking if | cut your throat?' Mdley thought it areasonable question, but the man
turned into alimp weight and did bonelesdy out of hisgrip. Getting the knife out of theway just intime,
the stationer grabbed for anew hold, sure thiswas atrick, then redlized the Earther had fainted. Mdley
let him drop.

"We've been trying to get orders, Mr. Mdley," this quietly from one of the FDs. The techs both nodded.
"But the brass has been tied up with some criss—"

Madley hardly listened, too intent on looking for any sgn Aaron had been harmed.

The bubbles restarted within the liquid as the techs continued restoring the systems. Nothing el se seemed
to have changed.

Was Aaron's face more shadowed along the cheek and around his eyes, asif bruises were starting
to show? He should have black eyes along with everything else, Maley thought in helplessrage.
Thered been abig enough pile of bodies on him— and hardly gentle treatment to get him here. Purple
smudges on hisarms and thighs marked where the remote handling arms had gripped to move him. His
chest rose and fell— was it as strongly as before?

"Malley. Aishas on her way to thelab. Shelll check the life support and go over what Dr. Sazaad has
done."

"Hesfading,” Mdley heard himself say.

There was a sarcastic mutter from the floor: "Maybe Aisha could try a defib— but, oh, | forgot. HE's
dead.”

Defib? Defibrillator. Malley had watched the doctors restart his Uncle Roy's failing heart, seen for
himsef the limp body arching up, faling back, then the triumphant announcement of apulse. "Would it
work?' he asked out loud. Was it that simple? he asked himself.

Benton answered, her voice gentle: "Y our friend's heart is beating just fine, Mdley. The shock from a
defib wouldn't help.”

He didn't need courage, Maley decided, nodding an acknowledgment even as he flexed the fingers of
hisright hand. Not if he understood what went on inside Aaron at all. What Malley needed wasa
completely cam state of mind.

That being unlikely any time soon, speed was the thing.

Without hesitation, the stationer plunged his bare hand through the warm gdl until hisfingertips
touched—

Firel

AsMaley ingantly yanked hisarm away from the consuming pain, hislegs collapsed benesth him. He
tried to hold on to the side of the tank, but there was no strength | eft in hisbody. The room whirled into
the darkness of hisnightmares....

As he passed out, Malley hoped held been right.

Chapter 32

"There's been an incident in the [ab." Grant's whisper tickled her ear, reminding Gail for no reason of
Malley. Then she processed what held said and went cold to her core.

Somehow, she managed to keep her expression set to polite interest and her mind focused on her
negotiaionswith Rosdind Fournier.

For they were negatiations, plain and smple. Gail had been right— given atidier dternative, the Outsider
leader was willing to listen. The ultimatum's deadline came and went. Whether the'siders had ever been
prepared to turn their shipsinto doomsday weapons, or if it wasdl abluff ... Gail didn't want to know.
Shedid bdlieve Rosalind perfectly capable of anything necessary. A refreshingly straightforward
attitude.

There's been an incident— Gail gave atight nod that sent Grant back to his seat, one hand cupped over
his ear comm as though the report was ill coming in. Past tense, shetold hersalf. Whatever was



done— whomever had died— was beyond changing now.

Shewanted it otherwise. But her place was @ thistable, just asit was Rosalind's. Doubtless, the 'sider
would have preferred the bridge of one of her extorted ships, over sipping oolong teawith Earthers.
"Bad news?' Rosdlind asked.

Gail weighed severa choices, then smiled. "An update. | like to keep posted.”

"How isyoung Aaron?"

"No change— which iswhy I've madethis offer.”

Rosdlind locked the appendages forming her left hand around her cup and turned it, released and
readjusted her grip, then gripped and turned the cup again. A habit, Gail thought, taking advantage of
Rosalind's sudden preoccupation to ram haf abiscuit into her mouth. She was going to have to Sart
carrying snacksin her pockets at the rate she was missing medls.

Thetray of teaand warm biscuits had relaxed tensions, as had rearranging the seating so they were
comfortably spaced around the table. Courtesies were never meaningless— especidly, Gail reminded
hersdlf, in places where the living was hard and people had to share to survive.

"Your offer.”" A hairless brow lifted. "What makes you so sure | have accessto young Aaron's ship?"
Gall washed down her biscuit with teabefore saying: "A hunch. If I'm wrong, I'm sure you know
someone ese who does."

"In order to look for cluesto young Aaron's— predicament.”

"Exactly."

"And in exchange for the ‘Mate's|ocation and entry codes, you offer to take a delegation of Outsiders
with you to prove to us that the Quill exist, that Earth's paranoia has been vaid dl these years, and—
lo!— you, Gail Smith, are about to save the day.”

Gail poured herself more teaand offered Rosalind the same service. "Just s0," she said pleasantly.

It gained her an honest laugh and a closer ook from those chalenging pale eyes. "Deep spacers know
the Quill, Gail. Not by rumor and lies. Records, firsthand accounts passed down from generation to
generation. All say the Quill are harmless, helpful things. Toysto make the trandight passages easer to
bear. Y ou can understand why true spacers never bought into the Reductionist hysteria about murderous
diens” It was Rosdlind's turn to sample abiscuit, the only sign shedd been living on Setion rations for
twenty years being the downess with which she chewed and swallowed. Then she said: "Mind you, that's
not something for casua talk on Thromberg. Y ou've noticed their tendency to scream first and check the
tag later.”

"If you're 0 sure about the Quill and Earth,” Gail chalenged her, "come with us. Proveit once and for
al”

There were fine age lines etched at the corners of Rosdlind's lips and eyes. They tightened now, asif she
stedled hersalf againgt aquick response sheld regret— or asif, Gail hoped, she was consdering the
offer.

"Ancther option," Rosalind said findly. "Y ou take mysalf and one other with you. Y ou permit usto bring
our own communication equipment, so we can reach our people here as necessary. And— one of our
ships makes agoodwill trip to Caligto at the sametime.”

Gail opened one hand, palm up. "I'll put through arequest for clearance— that'sal | can do. If Sol
refuses..." Sheleft the obvious unsaid. The 'siders had tried the blockade once. It had most likely cost
Rosdind her hands.

"Excuseme, Dr. Smith,” Grant said quietly. "Thereésan incoming cdl for you."

The commander wouldn't interrupt for anything lessthan amgjor criss— or Titan. There's been an
incident ... Gall fixed her smilealittle moretightly in place and stood. ""Please forgive me, Rosalind.
Perhaps you'd care for atour of the bridge with Captain Tobo?' She gave Tobo alook he returned with
an imperceptible bow.

The 'sder's eyes shone with anticipation and she put her cup aside. "1 would. Thank you."

"WEell resume our discussion back herein haf an hour, then." Gail waited until Tobo had escorted the
taller woman out the door before turning to Grant.

He'd hurried to her desk to key in the comm, but paused before findizing the link. "Who first? Titan or



Thromberg?'

"Both? Lucky me. Who sounds less hysterical ?* Gail asked, walking by him and dropping into her chair.
Sheglared at the pending cdl lights.

"Unfortunately, itsatie.

Gall raised her hand to cue the comm, then stopped and looked up at Grant. "What's going on in the [ab?
Isit Pardell?'

He shrugged. "I'd | eft orders not to be disturbed, so Aleksander just passed along the highlights. No
one's dead— athough I'm told Sazaad came close and Malley was critical, but is now out of danger.
Odds are, they tried to take each other apart. I'll send someone down to get the details.”

"Goyoursdf."

"Dr. Smith—"

"Go," sheingsted. "The science saff won't listen to anyone of lower rank— when they ligen at dl. And
Malley knows you. We can't afford mistakes among our own. Dedl with whatever messis down there
and get back here asfast as you can. Tobo should be able to keep our guest fascinated and out of
mischief long enough.”

A hint of asalute as Grant turned smartly and headed for the door. Just shy of it, he turned and stood
looking back at her with an unfamiliar expression.

"Yes?' she suggested.

"Before weleft Titan, 1'd had— concerns— about the chain of command on thismission, Dr. Smith."
Grant paused, then said. "1 don't anymore.”

Before she could react, he'd | eft.

Gail smiled to hersdlf, then her smile faded as she prepared to take the calls waiting on her desk.
Thromberg? She thought she could guess the content of that message. Now that she had the beginnings
of an agreement with Rosalind and her forces, that call should be easily handled.

Titan? It al depended on what Reinsez had spewed forth in her absence. She thought it unlikely his
opinion of her was as high as the commander's had been.

Chapter 33

Malley? Hisentire body had been adeep, the way afoot goes numb in one position then complainswith
ferocious pins and needles of sensation when moved.

There was nothing wrong with his head. Malley had just been talking to him— where was he?
Opening hiseyesmight help.

The concept of sight led to other interesting thoughts. His mind raced along, considering the sense of
touch— his didn't seem to be working— hearing— there were sounds, he just didn't under stand
them— taste— definitely old vomit, he knew that one— smell— flowers?

There couldn't be flowers here. He recognized the smell because awoman— awoman with no hands—
had held atiny treasured vid to his nostrils and commanded he learn the word lilac.

Lilac? His thoughts traced botanical concepts, hisimagination painted aworld with browns, purples, and
greens, under the arch of aturquoise-blue sky. Malley wouldn't like it.

Malley. The nameintruded, disrupted, threatened. Other things floated upward with it, turning on their
backsto revea faces, lips drawn back in death, eyes protruding in accusation.

He had done something terrible.

Lilacs Thesmdl of lilacs. The taste of vomit.

"No!" A prima sound, like the howl of ar from ablown air lock, sucking life outward until there was
nothing but cold, dark metal. Malley hated air locks.

A splash, asif acontainer of water had spilled nearby. Another, closer. He was splashing?

Where was he? Thoughts of |ocation, vectors, time, and distance flipped past one another. Images of
places resolved into one— a huge empty space, filled with people who turned to reved their faces, lips
drawn back in degath, eyes protruding—

"No!"

Thistime he knew the scream was from histhroat. The pain of it was awe come anchor to what had to



beredlity. He groped for more, fearing visions.

Light. Hewasfloating in light. No matter how wide he opened his eyes, theillusion remained.

He happened to narrow them. The world gained sides and edges. He looked down, finding abody with
tubes protruding from it, floating in lilac blue bubbles.

Malley?

A hand appeared, dripping blueliquid, etched in gold and purple. An artificia hand. A deadly hand.
Faces turned with dead smiles and eyes—

"No!"

"Get the remotes— we need those cuffs back on—"

Morereality? It ssemed unlikdly, snceit wasn't Malley'svoice. Whose was it?

A cold, stedly grip fastened on him, somewhere, aleg. It wason hisleg. It was a dead hand. He leaped
upward, heaving free of the tubes with sudden, sharp twinges of pain, shedding water and illusion at the
sametime.

Aaron Parddll found himself naked, draped half over the side of a strange bathtub, and confronting a
roomful of srangers.

He took a gasping bresth and another, then asked the only question he could think of: "Anyone seen

Hugh Malley?'
Chapter 34

"No, gr." Gail drew another smdll circle beside the larger one.

"Yes, dr," she said at the appropriate moment, then dragged a heavy thick line through both.

Not that the voice on the other end, Departmental Secretary Carlos Vincente, cared whether she agreed
or disagreed. The point was to make a noise whenever Vincente paused for bregth. It reassured the man
she was paying attention. Gail added a series of squigglesto each end of theline. "Of course, Sir.”

"| don't think you're listening to me, Dr. Smith."

Maybe she'd underestimated him. "Of course | am, Secretary Vincente," Gail said, carefully coaching
her voice into something approaching respect. "I've heard every word.”

Not that it had been pleasant hearing. Gail stared down at thetip of her now-broken stylo. Reinsez
had indeed contacted Titan University without her knowledge, consent, or even areasonable briefing
beforehand. Asaresult of hishystericd prattle, Titan U, in the personaof Secretary Vincente— the
voice of power in the Department of Xenologica Studies— wasn't pleased. No, Gall thought, tossing her
gylointo the recycling bin, not pleased at all.

"| think we should continue this discussion face-to-face, Dr. Smith. How soon can you be back at Titan
Universty?'

Gail closed her eyes and counted to three. " Secretary Vincente. There is everything to lose and nothing to
be gained by interrupting our project before it has properly begun. | will forward acomplete, updated
report on our present Stuation— which s, | assure you, quite stable—"

"The esteemed Dr. Reinsez—"

Can suck vacuum. "My colleague and | were unfortunately out of communication before he choseto
make his preliminary report, Secretary,” she said out loud, priding herself on the smoothness of her voice.
"Once he has been made aware of dl thefacts, I'm sure Dr. Reinsez will agree thereisno need for
concern.”

"Y our report— and a conversation with Dr. Reinsez— before | leave my office today. Both to be
satisfactory, or the Seeker isrecdled. Titan out.”

His office. Trandight comms alowed him to diminish her, to make it seem as though they were down a
hall from one another when redity placed her at the limits of humanity's settled space. Theslencein her
office descended like ablanket. Gail took in one deep breath after another, surprised to find her hands
sheking.

She hadn't anticipated Vincente's reaction. Some face- saving whining about risk factors and being
obsessively careful, yes. But not this threat to her mission. There must be more opposition to her project
back on Earth than she/d imagined, perhaps extending right into her own department at Titan. Shed



bumped others from the waiting list for the Seeker . The Reductionists on the university council had voted
against her budget requests— nothing new. They aways tried to scuttle more degp-space spending ...
The why didn't matter. What mattered now was cooperation. She had Tobo's— she needed Grant's as
well. She was dmost sure she would haveit. Almost wasn't good enough.

Timewas her enemy, speeding forward to when she either had to produce awilling Reinsez and a
soothing report of dl thingsnomind ...

Or take the Seeker where Titan couldn't follow or interfere.

In stark contrast, Thromberg had been utterly reasonable. No, make that utterly desperate, Gall
corrected hersdlf, replaying the earlier conversation through her mind. Station Chief Nateba had tried to
bluff— but only briefly. Sheld tried to deny the existence of the Outsiders, talking instead about criminals
and terrorists from Outward Five— even implying such were respongible for the attack on Seeker
personnel.

When Gail mentioned Rosalind Fournier was aboard the Seeker and that they'd had survelllance 'bots
recording the takeover of the station's freighters by 'sider crews, Nateba's bluster had collapsed. Station
Admin, it seemed, had become completdly, if belatedly, aware that Thromberg was vulnerableto a
segment of its population hitherto completely disregarded.

They wanted her help to disarm the 'sider ships. In fact, they demanded Earther protection.

On generd principle, Gail had thought it wiser not to remind Nateba that the Seeker was merely a
research vessd, and her crew was hardly capable of locating and disarming who knew how many
locked, guarded, and probably booby-trapped ships engines before the 'siders could retdiate. Grant's
FDs? Maybe they could ded with one ship, onethreat. She sincerely doubted his solitary unit could
make any difference to the end result, not that Thromberg could know how many troops she had.

So rather than promise protection they couldn't give, Gail had advised the gation to take standard
collison precautions, while she continued the negotiations interrupted by Natebas call.

In other words, suit up their residents and close any airtight doors.

Gail chewed her bottom lip savagely. The moment the words had been out, she'd wished them unsaid. Of
course they didn't have enough suits, shelashed at hersdlf again. How could they? She'd done her
best to cover the mistake, to head off any panic. Theriot they'd witnessed on the docking ring would be
nothing compared to what could happen— what would happen— if the Sationers believed their air was
at risk.

Sheld promised— Titan U had better not find out how much she'd promised. Among how many other
things Titan shouldn't know?

When had things spiraled out of control like this? Gail dug the heds of her handsinto her eyes until
she saw spots. It was the damned station. Nothing was norma here— nothing went as predicted.
There's been an incident ... her thoughts kept flashing to the lab— the least of her worriesand
respongbilities. She'd sent Grant to dedl with it. He would.

Gail stood up, brushing the creases from her tunic. One problem at a time. Rosdind Fournier was on
the bridge.

Everyone— everything— e sewould havetowait inline.

Chapter 35

Everyone was waiting for him, Pardel| realized, taking another throat-searing bregth. Theair told him
the truth immediately— he wasn't on the station or any 'sider ship. This had to be within the Seeker .

His eyes adjusted to the lighting; his bared skin ached with it, but he wasn't about to ask for any favors—
not until he understood the cost.

Everyone was watching him. Pardell clung to the side of the tub, feding more than dightly ridiculous. At
least being embarrassed hel ped fight down the fear. He swallowed, pushing back the taste of bile.
Nearest were amaiched pair of Earther troops— no, make that a set of four, astwo more, identical
uniformed figures pounded in through a doorway. No, not identical. One was awoman. Pardell heard an
odd sound and looked down. A dark-haired man wearing some kind of fancy suit was propelling himself
aong thefloor in avery undignified fashion. Away from the tank.



There was another sound. He pulled himself up farther and managed to turn to find its source.

Two white-clad figures were standing over acrumpled form. A very large and familiar form. " Get me out
of thisthing!" Pardell shouted, scrambling desperately. Water— or blue liquid— splashed everywhere as
he tried to rise to his knees and climb out, but he couldn't gain purchase on the dippery floor of the tank
and fell, cracking his chin painfully on the upper edge.

"Isit safe to handle him?" This pleafrom one of those near Mdley hit Pardell even harder.

Hedrew himsdf up again, holding very dill thistime, asif that might calm those staring at him into making
sense. "What's happened to Malley?"

"He touched you."

That was alittle more sense than Pardell wanted. ™Y ou made him—!" he choked out angrily.

"No!" One of the white-clad figures, an older woman, stood and came close, but not too close, Pardell
noted. "We thought you were dead. There was no higher brain function. Y our friend said something
about trying a defibrillator— then touched you."

Malley, you idiot! Parddl swallowed once, then tried to think. "Is he ill bresthing?' The question should
have been impossible to ask, but he heard the words come out of his mouth with ahard clarity that
sounded like someone else's voice.

"y es"

"lIrregular— but steady," from the one knedling beside the Sationer's left Side.

Relief made the room spin, and Pardell gripped the tank edge until it stopped. He'd knocked Malley out
before. The circumstances had been different— God, they'd been playing around as kids— but Malley
had roused pretty quickly. Once, Raner had been nearby. Pardell struggled to remember what his foster
father had done, besides give him the scolding of alifetime. "Use just onefinger,” Pardell told them.
"Touch any bit of bare skin quickly and lightly. If you don't fed anything like astatic charge, you can
handle him. Otherwise, you'll haveto wait afew minutes.”

"No, Philips—" the woman cautioned fearfully, but not in time to stop her partner from following Parddll's
advice. With dmost comica care, he reached out and just brushed Malley's bare arm with afingertip,
then gave it afirm poke before looking up expectantly.

"Nothing," Philipstold Pardell. "We can move him now?"

Pardell nodded and sagged against the side of thetank. "If you have a crane handy,” he said dryly,
dartling chucklesfrom afew.

Better that, he knew, than letting them stay afraid of him.

Evenif they should be.

Chapter 36

Of severd scenarios Gail had built in her mind on the way to the bridge, she had to admit finding her
Captain and the grim leader of the Outsder rebellion gtting in the command chairs, laughing together,
hadn't been one of them. She paused in the doorway, making her FD shadows stop at her hedls, and
considered.

All in one basket.

The phrase dropped into her thoughts with the suddenness that marked most of her best, deepest
indghts. True, it warned againg risking everything a once. But, far better, it meant having everythingin
her hand. Soon, Gail promised hersdif.

"I'm glad the Captain has kept you amused, Rosdlind,” she said, moving forward asif never having
paused. "My gpologiesfor theinterruption.”

Rosdlind's pale cheeks were flushed and her eyes glittered, an animation sweeping years from her face.
Gail noticed more than afew appreciative looks. "No apologies necessary, Galil," the 'sder told her with
apleased smile. "Tomoki has been spinning me tales—"

"Tades?' Tobo interjected. "Hardly tales. All true, my dear lady. All true!”

Rosdlind arched abrow. "If s0, you are remarkably well- preserved for so traveled apilot, my dear
Captain."

Before Tobo could cheerfully continue to protest his dubious innocence— having heard some of his



wilder yarns before, Gail could only imagine which held decided to tell the 'sder— she said: "I've been
contacted by Station Admin," and watched caution wipe away Rosdind'slaughter and replaceit with
serious attention. "They are understandably anxious whether any of your ships remain poised to be
detonated against Thromberg. | told them | would seek to obtain your reassurance.”

Rosdind stood up, making the smple motion elegant and meaningful. "Did you aso speak to your
superiorsat Titan University and request clearance codesfor our ship?”

Two could play grace. Gall inclined her head then lifted it. "'l requested. They refused. Adamantly. Until
the Seeker returnswith proof thereisaway to detect and destroy the Quill, no vessel from outside Sol
will be alowed to enter.”

They might have been alone on the bridge. Gail waited, knowing Rosalind understood exactly what she
was offering. And its price.

The 'sider looked around the bridge, her expression one of hunger, then locked her eyeson Gail's. "l
have the codes for the Merry Mate I1," shesaid smply.

Just as Gall felt the surge of triumph, an emotion she carefully kept to herself, FD Krenshaw approached
from her right, holding out amessage dip. ""From the commander, Dr. Smith," heinformed her as she
took it in her hand. "He'swaiting for areply.”

Gall read: Pardell is not only alive, he's awake and appears quite rational. In my opinion, we
shouldn't delay questioning him about his ship. Shall | proceed? Grant.

Gail folded the paper negtly once, then again, and tucked it into her pocket. "Tell the commander to keep
watching Mr. Pardd| and to notify meimmediately of any changein hiscondition,” shetold the waiting
FD, not surprised when he didn't so much as blink. Grant's people were good. "Otherwise, he'sto leave
the Studion asis.”

"Y oung Aaron has not improved?' Rosalind's expression was unreadable.

Gail knew her own face looked properly sympathetic. Sharing the anxiety of a family member. It was
one of the easier ones, since it masked guilt so well. "I'm told he'sin no danger. Theresfull life support
avallableif he does decline before we are able to revive him." She gazed steadily into Rosdind'sicy blue
eyes. "Would you like to see him before we go to the 'Mate? Check over our hospita facilities?"

The 'sder's eyes shifted, asif she were uncomfortable, then came back to hers. She shook her head. "I'm
sureyour facilities are better than anything dse avallable. If what might help him ison the 'Mate, we
shouldn't waste time obtaining it."

Rosdlind paused, then went on with the brutal directness Gail was coming to expect from her. "I choose
not to see young Aaron when heis— mindless. Hisfather would care for him during such episodes. |
could not."

From anyone el se, thiswould have been a confession of weakness. From thiswoman, it was a Statement
of fact, a persona assessment she revealed not as an excuse, but to prevent further well-meaning
attemptsto put her into astuation where she wasn't qudified or willing to act. Gail's estimation of
Rosdind rose, even as shefelt for Pardell.

Hewouldn't appreciate her pity. He wouldn't appreciate her stedling the family skeletons from his ship
either. Gall hardened her heart. Pardell was atest subject ... an opportunity. Besides, she was saving his
life and potentialy the lives of everyone on Thromberg. Surdly, if he was the man Maley clamed, heldd
understand that was more important than maintaining hisright to privecy.

As Gail began ordering the preparations necessary to follow Rosdind's directionsto Parddl's ship, she
hoped he would understand why she hadn't dared wait for his approval.

She couldn't take the chance he'd refuse.

Not if Titan was ready to recal the Seeker .

Chapter 37

"No reply.” The Earther commander dismissed the messenger, folding the page before putting it in a
pocket.

Pardell took another sip of water. It tasted peculiar enough. He wasn't about to try the thick yellow liquid
Malley was pouring down histhroat. Typical— Malley treated his body like a dump tank at the best



of times.

Some things stayed the same no matter where you were. But here and now? Not routine, ranginthe
back of Parddll's thoughts like an darm klaxon.

Malley'd survived hisown stupidity. Pardell's mind gratefully skittered away from any other option. Hed
survived aswell— very well, according to Dr. Lynn. Not your typical physician, hethought, till
fascinated by the insect life decorating her lab coat and festooning her intricately braided and bound hair.
He might have been alarmed, but for her gentleness with the remote handlers when she needed to touch
him, and the pleasant sound of her voice.

And Malley seemed to like her.

Right now, the big stationer seemed fully recovered and in his dement, performing introductions, pulling
up chairs and stools so he and Pardell sat like honored guests, generally acting like someone who'd
checked hisbrain at the door.

Classic Malley, Parddl decided, studying hisfriend without being obvious about it. The message was
coming through loud and clear, passed through the subtle, almost unconscious signas they'd devel oped
between them through years of mischief— aswell asred peril. We'rein trouble, Aaron. Big trouble.
Thistime it's your fault— I'm expecting you to get us out of it.

There was more to read from hisfriend. Maley was scratched and dented, even more than usua. They'd
taken care of him— high-tech, Sate-of-the-art medicine— altruism or was Malley worth more to Gail
Smith than a meansto find her freak 'sider?

A shudder rocked him and Parddll quickly set down hisdrink to avoid spilling it. HEd made enough mess
of the place getting out of the tank. The techswere still mopping it up.

"Cold?' Mdley asked him doubtfully. The stationer wasin bare deeves and swesting.

Parddll, on the other hand, was fully dressed in new clothes, complete with soft gloves. It had been quite
the scene, redlly, Parddll thought as he shook hishead in answer. No, not cold. Not his body anyway.
The Earthers had done exactly the right thingsto reassure him. They'd focused on Mdlley, severd
working together to gently lift the stationer to a portable bed, then bustling around with every move
showing professond skill and persona concern. Only one had stayed near Pardell, and that one, Benton
was her name, had quickly lowered aside of the tank so he, and quite abit of liquid, could escapeit. The
liquid collected in drains on aplatform. She'd brought him a stool and a blanket, putting both within reach
and stepping back. Soon, thereld been a parade of others offering him a bewildering array of towelsand
clothing.

They'd mimed how he could bandage himsalf with flat sheets of plastic. Propped againgt the stool, Pardell
had obeyed, shaking with despair at being naked in front of strangerswho stared at his gold-veined
body, hisfreak's skin. He discovered wounds— holes and tears— in inexplicable places, then realized he
was repairing damage they'd done while experimenting with him.

He hadn't bothered with anger. For al he knew, they'd saved hislife.

Maybe they'd saved others, getting him off the station. He refused the thought.

"Youinthere?'

Pardd| glared at Mdley. "l wasn't— distracted— if that's what you mean," he said defensively, needing
al the dignity he could get. Malley in free-advice mode wasn't helping. "What did Smith haveto say?"
Thisto the Earther commander, Grant, who'd returned to his seat on the other side of the low, whedled
table, atable overloaded, in Parddl's opinion, with far too much food for the three of them. Grant and
Malley reached for the same pastry smultaneoudly.

Malley won— or the Earther declined the race for reasons of his own. Pardell watched them both,
abruptly closeto losing histrain of thought just as Maley had suspected. Grant's answer helped him
focus down from the concepts of competition, dominance, and dliance. "Dr. Smithis till in conference.”
Not routine. "I don't carewhat Dr. Smith isdoing,” Pardell said, quite impressed by the cold steadiness
of hisown voice. "Either she— or you— explain why you wanted me here badly enough to start ariot on
the station, or Malley and | go back to Thromberg, now."

Grant had away of looking at a person, the same assessing, careful way Raner had had when he planned
to say something difficult but important. It made Pardell's pams swest. "Mr. Pardell— what do you



remember from theriot?'
Faces, lips drawn back in death, eyes protruding, pulses of HATE and FEAR throughout his body

Parddll drew in ashuddering breath and raised his eyesto meet Grant's somber brown gaze. "I—" he
gtarted, then the words drifted loose again. " There was—" He couldn't think it, let done say it.

"Whét the Earther's getting at, Aaron,” Malley growled, hisvoice low, "isthat Thromberg isn't the safest
place a the moment. The riot's done— assuming they're tdling us the truth. But folksworking in the stern
ring, well, they—" suddenly, Maley seemed a alossfor words, hisface growing unusualy flushed.
"Your friend isright, Mr. Pardell,” Grant said, leaning forward, eyesintent. "Too many people saw what
you can do. Too many are afraid. It wouldn't be safe for you to return to the station— not yet."

Pardell found himsalf on hisfeet. "Then give me my suit. | want to go home— to my ship. Y ou can't keep
me here.”

Grant had stood at the same time. He reached out his hand asif to offer comfort, then curled up his
fingersand let the arm drop. The look of sympathy— or wasit pity?>— on hisface froze the blood in
Pardel'sveins. "Mr. Parddl. Aaron.”

"What have you doneto my ship?' Parddl said, sumbling away from them dll, seeing heads turn asthe
othersworking in the lab heard hisrising voice. Some began edging toward the doors and he stared at
them, unable to fathom why. Nobody feared him at home.

"Finsdown, Aaron,” Malley cautioned, putting himsdf squardly in front of Parddll, not coincidently
keeping one broad shoulder in Grant'sway. " These people don't know you."

" Don't know me?' Pardell shut his mouth over the betraying crack in hisown voice. Don't know me? he
railled to himsdf instead. They stripped me and hooked me up to every machine known to medicine
and you think they don't know me?

Malley's haunted eyestold him the stationer understood well enough. "It's just another queue, Aaron,” he
said, making no sense whatsoever. Pardell blinked.

"Y ou know how thingswork. We wait our turn for everything,” Maley continued, his tone suggesting he
explained the obvious. " So we can wait for Her Ladyship Smith. We can wait for things to calm down
back home. We can wait—" to his credit, Maley said the next without flinching, "— to get back on your
ship. No worse than waiting at Sammie'sfor abeer." He stretched out hislong arm to show Parddll the
glassof yelow liquid. "Better stuff, for sure.”

"Y ou can't understand,” Parddll found himsdlf saying, aware of alarger audience but unable to ook
beyond these two men. It didn't seem to matter that held known one al hislife and the other for lessthan
an hour. "If | try to remember— if | think—" Finaly, the words shot out: "Did | hurt someone?’

Pardell saw Mdley'sthroat work, asif the stationer tried to swallow. Then helooked at Grant, who
nodded dowly.

... eyesprotruding ... convulsions....

"It wasworse, wasn't it? | killed someone, didn't 1?* Pardell whispered. Malley's face had dways been
easy to read, especialy in the grip of strong emotion. Now it was like looking into amirror as horror and
guilt spread acrossit. "More than one?" he breathed, knowing the truth of it before the Sationer's eyes
closed briefly in acquiescence.

He fumbled hisway back into the chair. "How many?'

Madlley pleaded: "Aaron, no—"

"How many?'

"Eight," Grant told him. "The rest appeared to be stunned. They moved under their own steam after afew
minutes.”

"Who did I kill?"

"Aaron—"

"Who werethey?

Malley flung himsdlf into achair that protested such abuse. "Damn you, Aaron," he said in astrange, flat
voice. "Fine. Want to torture yourself? Go ahead. They were Inward Four— dock workers, likely— |
didn't recognize any faces, if that'swhat'sin your head. They were trying to kill you— remember that



part? And amost succeeded.”

"I remember." Pardell looked down at his hands, willing them till, willing them normal . "I didn't
know."

"Know what?" gently, from Grant.

"That | could kill."

"You dill can't,” Malley disagreed. "L ook at you. Y ou're begting yourself up because some foolsdied
while trying to turn you into floor paste. That's about as reasonable as expecting the Quiill to care that
humans drop dead on their planets...." Suddenly, Malley stared at Parddll asif hed never seen him
before. "The Quiill...."

Pardell opened his mouth, but before he could argue, Maley legped to hisfeet again and loped across
the room. From Grant's frown, he wasn't expecting this either. They both started, and severd techs
shouted, when Malley picked up aclear box from one of the tables and brought it smashing down.
Before Grant could do more than legp to hisfeet and wave over his guards, Malley was back. The
stationer was wilder- looking than usual, Pardell thought unessily.

Malley's right hand now wore a glove studded with a network of fine wires and meta nodes. Hethrust it
at Pardell before the latter could avoid him.

Excitement. Desperation.

Freed of the painful blast of sensation the instant contact was broken, Pardell gasped for air. Spots swam
infront of hiseyesand hisheart, not particularly peaceful to start with, hammered with sickening blows.
Hethrew up what little he'd put in his ssomach and hoped it landed on Malley's boots.

Maybeit did, but when Pardell looked up resentfully, he saw Malley busy examining the glove. As
though nothing had happened, Pardell told himsdlf, first in outrage, then in stunned disbelief. Nothing.
Infact, rather than any sign of pain, the stationer had that fiercely joyouslook on hisface— the one he
aways got when held solved some impossible equation or ddlivered thekilling linein a debate.

"It works," the stationer was saying in ahushed voice. "It works."

"What do you mean, it works?' Grant demanded. Parddl thanked him slently, too busy rinsing out his
mouth with water Aishapassed him, to do the same. "What's going on here, Mdley?' The Earther
looked from the Stationer to Pardell and back again. "Are you saying what | think you're saying? It can't
be—"

Malley seemed impervious, asif hismenta gearswerewhirring out of control. "Thiswaswhat she
wanted with you, Aaron," he said triumphantly. "This—!" He waved the ridiculous-looking glove again.
"Y ou'd better start making sense, Mdley," Pardd finally ground out, his scomach till trying to expressits
displeasure.

Grant held up his hand for silence. His other hand was cupped over the comm in his ear. From the look
on hisface, the Earther didn't like what he was hearing, Pardell decided.

The Stationer wasn't paying attention. "I should have seen it, Aaron—" Malley started to explain, only to
stop as Grant backed his demand for silence with the weapon now magically out and in his hand.
"Unfortunately, now isn't thetime, gentlemen.”

Chapter 38

Now wasn't the time, Gail fumed. Protocol, regulations— when you were dready breaking ninety
percent of them, what possible difference could one more make? But Tobo could beincredibly stubborn,
and heéd ingsted on notifying Thromberg Station's docking controllers of their intention to movethe
Seeker. Hazard to shipping. Gall tapped her gloved fingers againgt the porthole. What shipping? In the
wake of the Outsiders demands, nothing was moving. Nothing dared.

Where was Grant?

It had to be done quickly. Rosalind had notified her supporters, but didn't claim to control the mgjority of
those who clung to Thromberg's outer hull. Sheld advised speed over caution, to take advantage of
confusion and alack of central authority.

Gail wondered what that said about the 'sders, but agreed. Fast suited her. Any long-range patrol ship
from Sol System could outrun the Seeker . Her only hope of evading the righteous interference of Titan U



was to put the Seeker off the map. Of course, her only hope of returning home again without being
arrested was to succeed. A little something she didn't plan to share with Tobo, Grant, or the miserable
Reinsez until absolutely necessary.

Where was Grant?

There. Pounding feet asthelast of their boarding party climbed the shuttle's ramp, pulling on hissuit ashe
came. Gail made hersdlf relax and nod a greeting, before donning her helmet. Immediately, Grant's voice
echoed around her ears— presumably on a private setting between the two of them. "What the hell's
going on? And what are you doing here?’

Gail wanted to laugh. Sheld findly gotten arise out of the taciturn officer— unfortunately, not a a
moment she could enjoy it. "We have an opportunity to retrieve the tapes and other records from the
Merry Mate |1, Commander Grant," sheinformed him, keeping her voiceto "briefing” formdity. "Given
theingtability of the Stuation out here, | deemed it essentia to take that opportunity. Rosdind has been
very cooperative— but shell only work with me.”

Silence. He was probably grinding histeeth, Gail thought cheerfully. She functioned best when things
moved like this, when she rode a current of possibilities and had to pick the optimum course by ingtinct.
It had smacked her into afew wallsin the past— but, more often than not, it had taken her to success
well before anyone ese saw it coming.

They didn't have long to wait, Sheld had Tobo relinquish the Seeker 'sfind holds on the station before
letting him natify the station of their flight path. They'd suited up asthe ship drifted free and began moving
aong Thromberg's axis with only the most ddlicate of maneuvering thrustersinvolved. Gail doubted
anyone on the ship not watching the view screen or amonitor even redized the Seeker wasin motion. It
would take afraction of thetimeit had taken Parddll to walk the same distance to reach his ship.

He was alive and conscious. Sazaad must have wet himsdif.

"Stand by." The announcement came from the shuttle pilot. Therewas aclang, and Gail kept hold of the
nearest strap, anticipating the minor roughness as the shuttle coasted down its ramp and out of Seeker .
Gail checked her gauges, making sure her comm was set to wide open, knowing the others were doing
the same. There were eight of them in the shuttlesfreight air lock: herself, Grant, Rosalind Fournier, FD
Tech Speciaists Bennett, Wigg, Cornell, and Sensun, and Ops Specidist Allyn. Grant had chosen his
team; Gail had inssted on meeting them and learning their names before entering the ar lock. Allyn didn't
look to have rested— how could he, given the loss of his entire ops group?— but he was the FDsS
surviving expert on null-g operations. The others were new facesto her.

Grant likely considered her both nonessential and too valuableto risk. Gail hadn't allowed debate. She
trusted no one el se to recognize what she had to find on the 'sider derelict— what had to be there or
shed lost dready. Being wrong about this would mean being wrong about many other things— her entire
chain of reasoning would crumble.

More of those details she didn't plan to share beyond Grant and Tobo.

"In pogition.” Theair lock display winked through its paired sequence of reds, ambers, and greens, Grant
and his people dipped open the tops of their holsters, the weapons within secured by both tether and
mag clamp. Gall stepped to the back, willing to let the FDs do their job. Aslong asthey didn't interfere
with hers.

Theair lock door did into its holding position aong the hull, reveaing their destination.

Gail heard someone swear. She echoed the word to hersalf.

The vid recorded by the'bot had lied. It hadn't shown her the redlity of Outside.

It wasthe scale that overwhelmed the sensesfirgt. The curve of the station had definition now, itstrue
Size plotted against space by rank after rank of toy starships. Gail forced hersdlf to look up and try to find
the 'Mate.

Leaving the Seeker asafer distance away, the shuttle floated under the Outsiders city, adirection Gail's
mind wanted to register as down, but her earsins sted was up aslong as they were within the shuttle's
gravity. The confusion was something she ignored with the ease of practice. After al, shedd spent months
in orbit around Titan, watching Saturn loom overhead.

The station had turned thisside to its sun, bathing everything in harsh, whitelight. In contragt, the air lock



was suddenly flooded in soft yellow. The null-g warning sounded in their helmets. With the others, Gall
reached down and activated the mag on her boots. Small ships— or expensive ones— could afford to
run gravity induction systemstagged to their trandight drives. Bigger space objects, such as Thromberg
hersdlf, relied on their spin to mimic the effect for inhabitants, accepting that only certain levelswould
have optimum gravity. Among the few early efforts Earth had made on behdf of the overcrowded
stations was to provide inducers for those with abundant power sources. On Thromberg, such gifts had
opened up theindustrid levelsto habitation. Outward Five, they'd caled it.

Gall doubted those living there were grateful.

She swalowed, adjusting to the familiar sensation of faling in place.

Rosdind's cultured voice sang out in her ear: "The 'Mate," she said, pointing one prosthetic hand
outward. "Between those two large freighters and what's | eft of the Aces Adrift casino. They didn't build
linerstolagt.” Thisan asde, asif Rosalind took the failure of such ships persondly. If shewaslike other
engineers of Gall's acquaintance, she probably did.

Gall didn't bother trying to decipher the '‘Mate's location from the mass of shipsleaning thisway and that.
Otherswould take her there. She wasn't even to use her own propulsion system. Allyn would ferry them
asaunit, including Rosalind— whose patchwork suit lacked the system anyway. Sheld rejected an offer
of one of their suits, but accepted replacement power packs. Gail wondered if Rosalind wanted to avoid
looking like one of them. Not the most confidence-inspiring notion.

Therewas a short discussion about the cables draped like strands of seaweed, or fragments of net,
between the ships. Allyn believed they wouldn't be aproblem. Gail remembered watching Pardell dide
along his cable and hunted for suited figures.

Nonein sght. That didn't mean there weren't dozens of 'siderslurking in the black shadows of their ships,
or waiting ingde air lock doors. For thefirst time, Gail appreciated how impossible aconflict it must have
been. How could the stationers have imagined they could didodge these people? It wasn't a question of
having the high ground— it was having the technology and knowledge to survive with no ground at all.
She was startled from her thoughts by hands at her waist. Someone— Grant— was fastening linesto her
belt. "Release your boots," rang in her ears. Rather than get out of her way, he bent and did that service
for her. Before Gail could protest being trested like luggage, she was pulled from the air lock with the
rest of them.

They weren't dropping like rocks, she reminded herself, keeping her eyes open with an effort. Allyn
wasin the lead, having provided theinitia push to get them out of the air lock and moving away from the
shuttle. They were beads adong a string attached to him; Gail found herself next-to-last. Doubtless, Tobo
was watching them on the Seeker'svids aswell asthe shuttl€'s.

She counted out the seconds. Five, and past the outermost cable. It glinted dangeroudly, like atrap set to
capture animas much larger than they.

Six, and Allyn had reversed, using his movement away from the rapidly approaching ship hullsto dow
them down. It was afine balance, to dump velocity without dragging them outward. As she twisted
helplesdy on the string, Gail decided it wasfar too late to suggest they might have tried practicing this
maneuver fird. Besides, she assured hersdlf, she was probably the only one here who hadn't tried
rocketing down into a maze of decayed starships.

For amaze it was. The Aces Adrift wasthe only landmark Gail could keep in view, her gaudy exterior
gtill attention-catching even here, decades after her former life trangporting gamblers. How she cameto
be limpeted to Thromberg had to be astory in itself, one Gail doubted sheld ever hear. The ending was
written in jagged cracks along every seam that made the Aces more like achild's sculpture of abroken
egg rather than the proud starship she had once been. Had she shattered when her crew tried to follow
the other shipsinto the sation? Or wasit, as Rosdind implied, smply that they didn't build longevity into
things meant to amuse?

Nine, Gail counted to hersdlf. They'd dowed— enough that Gail started to concede their landing might
not involve ahelmet-smashing thud or arebound into nothing. They were between hulls now. Two of the
FDs had disconnected from the string and were under their own propulsion. Gail could see them touch
down and quickly lock their boots to the station plate, then move aside with wegpons out.



Somehow, they only looked like targets themsdlves.

Then, Gall found hersdf drifting shoulder-first againgt Thromberg's comforting bulk. She cautioudy but
quickly released the fastening on her belt, to avoid being dragged into any of the others. Like them, her
body began to dowly rise again until she switched on her mags. Her feet, asif they were hands, grabbed
the surface and held.

They were encompassed by irregular shadows and irrational tubing. No wonder the cables were used to
move any distance. Down at the surface, there was barely room to walk between the writhing mass of
wiring and conduits, let aone to navigate the heaved and buckled plates they punctured. From the look
of it, Gail suspected the 'sders Ssmply made anew connection whenever an older onefailed.

Congdering what many of these connections carried to their ships, Gail sncerely hoped none would fall
while she stood within reach.

"Follow me." Rosdlind's voice was emotionless, asif she could care less about the reaction of Earthersto
theredlity of Outsde. And why should she? Gall asked hersdlf, walking with the others toward the
smallest of three ships nearby. Earthers had known. The station knew. It hadn't made a difference
before— why would it now?

The chair appaled Gail beyond dl reason. Sheld been expecting the interior of the Merry Mate Il to be
like her owner's suit: patched and repaired until nothing origina showed, but with the integrity of her
function intect.

The chair proved otherwise. Rosalind had claimed it, as the only thing to sit on within the ‘Mate's bridge.
It had been handmade from scraps of plastic and fabrics, agiant bag without back or armrests, but with a
broad lumpy seet that could fit three. Or one curled up to sleep. She pictured Aaron Pardell here,
surrounded by dark monitors and scavenged panels. Did he pretend his ship could gtill fly? Washe, like
Rosdlind, consumed with a spacer's hopes— or was he of a newer generation, focused on surviving
here?

Onething Grant's people could tell her after scouting through the "Mate: Aaron Parddl had lived here
aone.

"Ah." Rosadind made anoncommittal sound. Therewereapair of consoleswith till-flickering lights:
interna systems. She sat before one of those, cross-legged on the chair despite her suit. Grant's people
were quietly and carefully checking therest. Gail thought this very wise. They could end their misson just
aseadly by assuming adark panel was asafely dead one. On alarger scale, the 'Mate'strandight drive
and initiation matrix wasintact, if out of fuel. Rosalind made no effort to conced the information that this
was one of the ships her people had rigged to use against Thromberg. Could still use, if she chose. So
they were standing indde abomb. It didn't seem to make much difference.

They'd taken off their helmets. Grant's people excelled at deadpan, professiona faces, but theré'd been a
few wrinkled noses. Gail had trouble not sneezing. The chill, thin air was breathable, if you spent most of
your timein apoorly ventilated machine shop. She occasiondly caught awhiff of mold, asthough
something was growing behind the metal bulkheads. 1t could have been the damp rags hanging on linesin
the main corridor.

Gall stood beside the console, watching Rosalind use her more dexterous left hand on the controls, and
tried to ignorethe chair. "Areyou in?' she asked impatiently, when the 'sider paused.

"I need only enter Raner's codes to access the 'Mate's data records,” Rosdind replied, her eyeslifting to
meet and hold Gail's. "Which | will do, once you tell me what you redly want, Dr. Smith. And don't tell
meit's anything to do with young Aaron's health— because | doubt you'd go to even haf thistrouble for
one man, no matter how unusual..”

The trouble with extortion, Gail reminded hersdlf, was how easily it became predictable. She had
expected something from Rosdind. Hoping it would be complete cooperation would have been naive.

"I don't deny I'm here for more," Gail admitted without hesitation. "1 need to find a planet. Specificaly,
the planet where Aaron Raner found this ship and the 'unusud’ child ingdeit.”

Rosdlind'slook sharpened, if that were possible. "Thiswould be where you plan to take your ship and
find the Quill," she stated, raising one brow sardonicaly. "What's wrong with al the other so-called



contaminated worlds? Why this one?"

Gail fdt Grant's attention but didn't acknowledge it. Once they left Thromberg, she didn't care who
knew. It wouldn't matter. "Because | have evidence this may be the first world contaminated by the
Quill. And because | believe your unusua young man isthe only person to have been on such aworld
and survived."

Chapter 39

Malley stretched until his hedls reached the end of the cot. He drew up his knees with amuttered
complaint.

Even Earther beds were too short.

A minor inconvenience, taken in perspective. Aaron was dive. They were both better fed and clothed
than elther could remember. And they had these nice, private rooms.

With locks.

The cot cresked as Mdley shifted his bulk around. The room wasn't quite dark— he shouldn't stumble
into any of itsfixturesif he got up to try pacing again— but it was too smal for more than four stridesin
any onedirection.

Hardly satisfying.

Neither was not knowing what had set Grant off and landed them in the next-best thing to cells. Had it
been the incoming message in the commander's comm— something requiring his presence and so this
rather drastic means of keeping things stable until he returned?

Malley could understand that.

Or had Gail Smith left ordersto keep Aaron in the dark about her research and what it meant to him?
Not while he was around.

What he wanted most wasto talk to Aaron about what had happened with the Earther glove. More
precisely, what hadn't happened. Madley flexed the fingers of hisright hand, till amazed theréd been no
detectable sensation when he'd touched Aaron. Hisfriend had definitely been affected— and furious. But
Grant hadn't given him time to explain or gpologize. Over Aisha's vehement protests, the FDs had rushed
them both out through the doorway leading to the rest of the science sphere, hurrying them each into
what appeared to be quarters. Already occupied quarters.

With locks.

Abandoning the socid niceties of his odd-cycle upbringing, Maley had gone through everything he could
find. Which wasn't much. He vaguely remembered annoying atech named Cooper— the name was
inscribed on several persona articles, asif the man was paranoid about losing things. Cupboards and
drawers held clothing suitable for someone of conservative tastes and asmdllish frame, long with a
collection of vids. Westerns. Maley knew better than to watch fiction with big, open skies. Sunsets
weren't bad. Starry nights made him quessy.

So when the lights dimmed, for want of anything to do— or bresk that wasn't Cooper's— he'd lain down
and tried to rest.

Aaron waslikdly doing the same, lying in the dark, wondering what the Earthers were doing.

Yeah. Asif he believed that. Maley stretched again without thinking and met thewall thistime. No,
Aaron would bewdlowing in guilt. Y ou could talk to him until you ran out of air, but nothing penetrated
that thick skull once an ideatook hold of it.

Idess. The gtationer winced to remember how held been so consumed by his own moment of revelation
he hadn't particularly thought how Aaron might react. But it had been so— so amazing! Thingswere
beginning to fit together with that wholeness he loved. The universe, Mdley firmly believed, was prepared
to be reasonable and make sense— if you knew the questionsto ask it.

Why hadn't the spacers shared their filaments? They'd been rare aswell as prized, but the records
were clear: spacers knew you couldn't share or steal someone else's. First come, only served. It had to
be because each Quill filament, once used, bonded irreversibly somehow to its host. Thiswasthe
premise of Gail's protective suits and gloves— that the Quill recognized individua human beings,
hypotheticaly, through that person's genetic makeup.



What use was that recognition so many years later? For some reason Gail hadn't shared, shewas
obvioudy assuming present-day Quill would aso recognize, and be unable to harm, the same or very
gmilar genetic makeup. Did she know something of their life cycle? Had she some evidence? Or wasthis
another of Gail Smith'sleagpsinto the unknown? Madley didn't begin to guess. He did appreciate the only
way to find out— until today— had been to put someonein asuit and drop them on a planet of Quill.
Which wasthe part of Gail's intentions he was quite sure Commander Grant knew and supported.

Why was today different? Malley put his hands behind his head and looked at the dim outlines of the
ceiling. Today, held confirmed for himself what else Gail Smith knew— or at least suspected.

Somehow, the malady afflicting ayoung 'sider named Aaron Pardell had agreet ded in common with the
Quill.

There was no doubt in hismind. A suit to protect againgt the Quill had protected him from Aaron. Malley
wouldn't be surprised at dl to find it wasn't just any genetic disguise shed ingtaled on her protective
Uit— it was Aaron's.

Knowledge that didn't help anything, in Malley's estimation. The glove hadn't protected Aaron. Maybe
the technology could be modified to do so, but helping his friend wasn't a priority for the Earthers. If
anything, this gave them the perfect way to control him. The bare rumor of a connection between Aaron
and the shadowy menace of the Quill had produced alynch mob. If the Earther scientists confirmed that
connection— well, there wouldn't be any safe place for Aaron, anywhere. And Gail Smith would use that
weapon, if she had to ... shed do anything to keep Aaron.

Because, Mdley told himsdf numbly, now she had what humanity had been searching for, in vain,
since the Quill stole their worlds.

A test subject.

Chapter 40

"How much longer?' Gail looked up at Grant, startled out of her concentration on Rosalind's efforts by
his low-voiced question. "However long it takes," she answered firmly.

Techs Bennett and Wigg had linked a portable data recorder to the ‘Mate's antique console and were
copying anything and everything Rosalind was coaxing from the ship's surviving computers. They would
sort it on the Seeker, where they had the equipment to rapidly scan through the decades of entries. But,
on the 'Mate, the process could only move asfast as two things permitted: Rosalind's artificial hands and
thelevels of encryption within the data storage.

There was more than Gail had expected. The stationer who'd taken on the ship and the responsibility of
raising its owner had not been a comp expert, but, according to Rosalind, he'd offered room and board
to anyone who was— particularly in the early years, when Raner had been communicating with hisuncle
and other Earthers. He'd learned what he could, in order to protect his foster son's padt.

And he hadn't been the only one. Suddenly, the console flashed red and Rosalind flinched back. "What's
this?' shemuttered, asif done. "Another layer. Persond logs, family records. I've never seen ... damnit.”
The 'sder turned to sare at Gall, for thefirgt timelooking amazed. "These need agene key.”

Gail nodded at Tech Specidist Sensun, who came over to the console, ahandful of standard key chipsin
her hand. "Which onefirgt, Dr. Smith?’

"Witts," Gail said, fedling a deep, expectant breath filling her lungs— despite the used taste of the air.
"Susan Witts."

Sensun reached past a suddenly motionless Rosalind to drop the chip into itsdot. A perfect fit, asit
should be. Without explaining why, Gail had made sure Grant's people prepared avariety of genekeys,
including those suited to an older ship likethisone.

The console's red disgppeared and its lights returned to their normal, about to fail, flickering. Access
granted, Gail said to herself. She hadn't doubted it would be.

"Susan Witts." Rosalind shook her head wonderingly, then narrowed her eyesin speculation. "And you
knew, dl thistime. Why didn't you tell me?* Her voice lowered to awhisper. "Why didn't Aaron?"
Somehow, Gail knew she referred to Raner, not Parddll. "He likely didn't even know, Rosalind. How
could he?' Asfor the younger version— the ship would have accepted his gene key, as owner and



descendant. But had Pardell ever had one made? Would he have known to bother?

Without conscious decision, Gail's mind flashed through a sequence of Pardell'sface as sheld seeniit for
hersdf, asif searching for the answers. Curious and wary, in the bar; furious— at her— during theriot;
dack and lifdess, inthelab.

How much did he know of himself?

Chapter 41

He hadn't known himself." Pardell sat on the one chair thisroom offered and knew it was true.

Freak didn't begin to describe him.

Heknew Malley would throw apillow a him— more than one or something more substantial— while
saying dl theimminently practical, sengble things the stationer found defined his sense of right and wrong.
Not that Mdley was an amord man. Far from it. But his conscience was definitely of the "what'sdone, is
done’ variety.

Pardell couldn't afford that comfort, though hed have given anything to have Maley near, pillow-tossing
or not. A sharp-edged sword needed a scabbard. He had none, he thought, gripping hiskneeswith his
hand. He was dangerous smply by being.

He was deadly.

Malley would doubtless remind him that hed almost died, too. Irrelevant. A bomb also "died” asit killed.
Did that make abomb less a problem to have around? Less athreat to others? To friends?

Hewas ashamed to fed rdief only strangers had died; thejoy of ignorance, doomed to end the moment
word spread that so-and-so in Outward Five, or this'sder, had lost an aunt, or acousin, or alover
during theriot, and did anyone know what had happened? It was alarge station— not alimitless one.
Eventually, the chain of who-knew-who would link itsdf from death's face to those with tearsin their
eyesand hatein their hearts asthey looked at him.

The bridge of the 'Mate wouldn't be far enough.

He'd hoped the Seeker would be hisway to a better life. Now, Pardell told himsdlf, cooperating with
this Dr. Smith was his only chance to survive.

But it wasn't Mdley's.

Funny how the universe continually bent itsalf into the most inconvenient shape possible for al concerned.
Parddl knew he could walk off this ship now. The locked door? No barrier— not with what wasin the
room for him to use. The guards? Grab asuit, find an air lock, and he could vanish Outside before the
Earthers strapped on their fancy boots. His body? The scientist/ physician, Dr. Lynn, had indsted on an
uncomfortably thorough physca— using remote handling arms— before letting him walk around. Sheld
found him in good health by any standard, let done for someone who'd been brain-dead hours before.
Pardedll could leave— but he had nowhere else to go.

Madley, on the other hand, had family, work, and friends waiting— every imaginable reason to leave the
Seeker and noneto stay. But Pardell was quite sure Gail Smith knew locked doors or guards weren't
what imprisoned the stationer on her ship. Parddl himsdf il found it incredible that Maley'd made it
through the air lock and into the Seeker on hisown.

Which didn't change things. Malley had to get off this ship and back home. If the Earthers wouldn't
help him— if Gail Smith wouldn't make it possible because she had plansfor the stationer aswell— then
itwasupto him.

Parddl had to smile a himself. Here he was, sitting in the near dark— once held found out the quarters
belonged to someone, awoman named O'Shay, held been unable to bring himsdlf to lie down on her
bed— planning and plotting to outdo the Earthers with their uniforms and clean, shiny ship.

No one could say he didn't dream big.

Chapter 42

Her dreams had aways been big— Sol-wide, her dad used to say fondly. Gail knew hersdlf fortunate her
parents had seen nothing wrong in the breadth of her ambitions even as achild. Perhapsthey knew some



problems required those who dreamed on agrand scale. Otherwise, she reminded hersdlf, you failed to
have the correct perspective.

She judged Rosdlind Fournier to be another such dreamer. The 'sider would hold Gail to her promiseto
either prove the existence of the Quill or provide safe passage for her companions shipsinto Sol

System. Well enough. Gail wanted both.

"We're dmost done, Commander,” Wigg announced. "Just afew more— what was that?"

"That" wasajolt dong thefloor of the bridge. They al grabbed their hedmets and dogged them tight, an
automatic response, then Grant called to the FDs held | eft guarding the air lock, not bothering to keep it
to private mode: "Corndl. Allyn. What's going on down there?"

Wigg and Bennett had returned to retrieving the data, packing filled cubesinto the pockets running down
each Sde of thair suits as quickly as the machine disgorged them. Tellingly, Rosalind was on her feet, her
face, lit from below, clearly sartled. So thiswasn't part of her plan— aconclusion Grant must have
reached on his own, since he had his back to the 'sder. The remaining FD, Sensun, pointedly did not.
Another jolt, thistime accompanied by afluctuation in the gravity. Any objectsjarred loose gained a
trgjectory only to crash back on the nearest surface dmost immediately. Gail did asthe others and turned
on her magsto reinforce her grip on thefloor.

A voicein her ear made itsreport. "We're trapped, Commander. It was necessary to secure the air lock
from within. There's a superior, organized force surrounding the ship.”

Gall didnt like the sound of any of that. "Isthere another functiona air lock other than the one below?'
she asked Rosdlind. A backup— or emergency pod?'

The'sder had regained her composure and now seemed amused by Galil's question. "Just the one. Asfor
backups? Pods? Dud systems? Around here, those are commodities, Earther. Raner scrapped anything
removablelong ago."

Grant had switched to private mode— doubtless obtaining specific information from thetwo inthe air
lock aswell as communicating with the rest of hisunit on the Seeker. The joltsdidn't abate, but didn't
seem to further affect the gravity or power systems. Y et.

She hated being useless.

"Everything'stransferred, Dr. Smith,” Bennett reported, shutting down the machine they'd brought.
"You'resure?' Gall asked. "There's nothing | eft in the syslem— nothing we could have missed.”

Wigg's voice was confident. "We haveit dl. Guaranteed."

Gail motioned to the console. " Then make sure were the only ones who do."

Wigg and Bennett began tearing the console apart, rapidly and methodically, collecting specific
componentsin apile on the floor. When they indicated they were done, Sensun pulled out a wegpon that
had nothing in common with the tranks the FD usually carried and fired at close range. The white-hot
beam of energy melted the componentsinto aglowing orelike lump.

Rosdind had stood to one side, watching all of this, her body easily adjusting to the jolts now shivering
through the floor every few seconds. Seen through the helmet, her face wasimpassive, d most detached.
Gail could wear that expression at will and wasn't fooled. Rosdind wasfurious. At the attack, or at
what Gail had ordered? After dl, they hadn't just stolen Aaron Parddll's past— they'd destroyed part
of it.

The gravity went again, long enough to make her somach lurch in response. Luckily, the white-hot dag
had welded itsdf to the floor and wasn't going anywhere on itsown.

"Dr. Smith." It was Grant, on private. Gail looked at the figure she assumed was him, getting anod of
confirmation. The suits restored the illusion thet al the FDswere identical, especidly asthey'd switched
off ther interior lighting.

"Wheat's our Situation, Commander?"

" liked the odds on the docking ring better."

Impossible, Gail thought numbly, not now, when we're so close ... "Just aswell | don't gamble," she
told him, matching his coal tone. "Who's out there?"

"Who?' It wasn't possible to shrug and be seen in a suit, but Grant's voi ce managed to convey the same
effect. "No way of telling— not by us. The ationers equipment is only margindly better than what we've



seen on our friends here.” She knew he meant Rosdlind. "Numbers? Uncertain or changing. Cornell
estimated twenty-five swarming around and on the hull before he and Allyn ducked for cover. Thethree
'bots sent out by Seeker found another fifty to ahundred, then were destroyed. We're down to relying on
the shuttle's vids until the shop preps more ‘bots for vacuum. Tobo's rotating to bring the Seeker 'shighest
gain lenses our way, but he can't bring the ship any closer. Cornell did see acouple carrying homemade
launchers. We don't want them throwing anything &t the Seeker .

Gail chinned her comm to open. ™Y ou've rigged this ship as one of your bombs, Rosdind. Do we haveto
worry about it going off if they keep thisup?' A timely jolt underscored her words.

Rosalind tapped her helmet. "V oice code activation. Mine or that of a colleague on— one— of our new
ships. Otherwise, the matrix isharmless.

While Rosalind was not. Gail knew Grant got the message. She imagined histechswere dready figuring
out how to block such signasfrom reaching their destinations. Their job. There were more immediate
problems.

"Have you tried contacting whoever's out there?' Grant's answer was lost in a scream of metdl asthe
floor abruptly shifted severa degrees off horizonta. The mags kept them from diding along with Bennett's
equipment and the appalling chair, but at the cost of having them dl lurch off-baance. "What are they
doing?' Gail demanded.

Rosalind answered, her voice ice-cold and calm. "What they have donein the past. They aretryingtorip
the 'Mate |loose from the Station. Firs, they sever the holdfasts and cables. Thisiswhat we arefedling.
Oncethose are gone, they will weld launchersto every reachable surface. Only then will they attempt to
cut through the live umbilicals.

"That's when we usualy lose most of the fools— and when we go out to defend ourselves.”

She wasreliving their wars, for wars they must have been, Gall redized, her heart thudding heavily in
her chest. So it had been battle damage as well as decay marring these ships. Gail could replay dl she
had seen and understand it now. The Aces Adrift hadn't quietly succumbed to age or structurd flaws—
sheld been torn gpart by stationers using launchersto try to pull her from the station.

"If it's Thromberg, we can talk to them. Grant, get alink through to Nateba—"

Rosdind's eyes had lost nothing of their power, shining fiercely in the reddish glow within her hemet.

"Y ou are deding with Outward Five now," shetold them. " Station Admin has no control over them.”

Gall knew someone who did. "Get Malley on the comm," she ordered, managing to ignore the little voice
in her head that knew how very much the stationer was going to enjoy this.

Almost.

Chapter 43

If Malley'd ever had a better start to hisday, he couldn’t remember when.

"So Gail wantsto talk to me," he repeated. "Right now. Can't wait. Her Ladyship hersdlf.

"Yes, Mr. Malley. It'surgent.”

He leaned back againgt the pillows and contemplated the now-flushed face of the FD— Taggart, it
was— holding out a handheld comm. "How urgent?”

"ery—"

There was a squawk from the comm he could almost decipher. "That urgent?' he surmised, smile
widening.

"Their lives are threstened, Mr. Mdley," Taggart said and practicaly threw the comm a Mdley. "I'll ask
you to cooperate now, dir, or you'll come with meto the bridge." The man's voice had developed a
distinctly menacing edge.

Malley cupped the device in one hand. The bridge? Where they doubtless had some obscendly large
view of space on display? Not to mention passing through that hellish tunnel?"I'll cooperate.”

"Mdley!"

No migtaking that voice, even through what sounded like an inferior signd transfer— or the stationer
decided for no reason, through some minimal attempts to jam the transmission. "The one and only,
Gal. Missme?'



"Ligten," she demanded. "We're on your friend's ship, the Merry Mate I1. It's under attack.”

Been busy again, haven't you? Mdley rolled to St up on the cot and stared at the tiny device. "Who
took you there?' he demanded. "Did you make Aaron—7?"

"No." Fat, definite, and convincing. Mdley sagged in relief, then sat up in outrage again. Rosalind! She
wasthe only one Aaron trusted with his codes. Severd things became more than clear. Malley looked
around for something to throw. Something large.

"Y ou gave one of our commsto your friends, Malley," Gail had continued, her voice cool enough, but
rapid-fire. "Rosalind thinks those attacking the ship— and us— might be from Outward Five. Isthere
anyone you can contact? Someone with authority there who can stop them?”

Hedidn't deny it. Waste not, want not, was prime stationer thinking. "I'll do my best— but why are they
attacking at al? And what makes her think it's sationers?' Maley swallowed his pride and admitted: "A
lot are like me— they don't likeit Outside. And there aren't many intact suits |eft. The 'siders have been
trading— or steding— partsfor years."

"Sinceyou arein abetter position to answer those questionsthan |, Mr. Malley,” Gail responded with a
more familiar bite, "1 suggest you start calling. Before your friends turn the ‘Mate and usinto adebris
field around the station.”

"So glad you need me," he rumbled back at her before thumbing the link closed.

Once he had, Mdley noticed Taggart waiting by the open door. "I'll need to talk to Aaron— the other
one from the station— abouit this," hetold the FD. "Hell know who might be involved. Y ou heard the
lady. It'surgent.”

Chapter 44

However urgent the reason, it was good to be out of the dark room and back in the lab. The doorswere
just aslocked, but the big, busy room didn't fedd much like abrig. Aisha had been ddlighted to see them,
athough the Earther guard had kept away anyone else, keeping the two from Thromberg in acorner. A
shame, thought Pardell, the reason for their most recent liberation was the destruction of his home.
He counted to one hundred and one under his bregth, tapping afinger surreptitioudy against one thigh.
Madlley hated it when he was compulsive, but right now, the old habit was dl Pardell could clam ashis
own.

"Rosalind hastheright to | et the Earthers on board,” he'd told the indignant Mdley, dong with other
not-quiteslike: "l wasn't planning to go back to the '‘Mate regardless,”" and "'l don't care what happensto
her." The ship—or Rosalind? Or the Earther? He was confused himsdlf which her he meant.

Malley likely bought it al. Easy to convince him about didiking the 'Mate. He'd been on board only once,
that horrific day held lost his mother and been forced Outside. Sufficeit to say the 'Mate held no good
memoriesfor the Sationer.

She held those and everything el se for Parddll. Now the ‘Mate was ot to him— Danger, Damage,
Thieves!— Parddl'sinsdes churned with grief. His ship was more than home and shelter. Sheld been a
companion and mother, confidant and playmete. If heimagined how the ship might fed in return, he grew
amogt pardyzed.

He understood the method of attack— better than Mdley. They'd tear the ‘Mate apart, if dlowed. That's
what the launchers did. There was no science or plan when attackers wel ded them on and set them off,
no matter how they claimed to be trying to peacefully remove squatters. Ships cracked and their human
ingdes spilled out, scrambling for shelter in other ships, or crawling into the station to beg for air.

He'd miss Raner's teaching vids the most— who'd have thought it? Dry things— a self-conscious man
doing his best to provide an education for his son. And his readers. Probably the Earthers had the same
titles and thousands more, but not the ones held held until his hands cramped, until his eyes throbbed,
Until ...

"Aaron. Stay in the here and now, if you please. We have a Situation to deal with— remember?’ Mdley,
seeming satisfied by Pardell'slook upward that he had his attention, waved the comm deviceintheair. |
gave one of theseto Syd. But we need to tel him who'd be in range of your ship. The nearest section, at
least. It'sthelate end of odd-cycle night. Who are we likely dedling with?"



"In other words, who wants me dead?’
Madley'sfacetried to restructure itself into denid and failed. Instead, hisfriend's broad mouth turned
down at the ends, and he gave asigh like a bellows emptying. "Fine. Who wants you dead? Although |
was hoping we could gtick to guessing who'd want Her Ladyship cast adrift for afew days.”
"Her Ladyship?"
"Gall. Gall Smith. The Earther behind dl this mess? The woman who causestrouble just by bresthing?
The plague—?"
"Then why'd you kissher?' Pardell asked.
Wonders, Mdley actudly blushed. "Who told you about that?"
Parddl's eyebrows shot up involuntarily. ™Y ou mean you did?"
"Ligten," Mdley started to say, then rubbed one hand over hisface. "Forget it. What can we do from
here to help them out? Who can we reach—7"
Who cares? Parddl thought, but didn't say it out loud. Regardlessif something was or wasn't going on
between Malley and Dr. Smith, past experience had taught him the pointlessness of expressing an opinion
about any femae Mdley found enticing. And there was always, he remembered with unexpected
amusement, at least one.
"The nearest access point to the Merry Mate I1," hetold hisfriend, "isE49."
Madlley's expression was dl he could have wished. "Y ou're kidding."
"Would | joke at atimelike this? About something so important?’
"That's the closest 'lock to Sammi€'s. Y ou never usethat one. All these years, you've made me hikea
quarter spin around Outward Five with you. No matter how drunk or how late or how many were
chasing us— and you lived right therel”
Parddll shrugged nonchdantly. "Makes sense, don't you think?!
"Only to aparanoid 'sder,” Malley said with agrowl. "Okay. So Sammie should know what's going
on— if anyone does." He held up the comm asif to useit, then paused, glaring a Pardell. "Right there,
huh? All thistime"
Parddll gave hismost innocent look.

* * %
The clarity of the voices, dl of them, impressed Pardell— the present conversation didn't. He stood as
closeto Mdley's shoulder as he dared, out of habit knowing to allow space for the bigger man to swing
his arms when exasperated. Mdley never had figured out how much useful air that took from aroom.
The Sationer had also failed to calculate just how drunk their friends might be at this hour. " Syd, just get
to the bar and passthis over to Sammie, okay?"
"Hi, Mdley!" Syd said happily, and for the third time, shouting to be heard over that dull, familiar,
background roar. "How'sss tings— thhh-ings?’
It might have been funny, except that lives hung in the balance. The Earthers had set up amore powerful
comm system on one of the lab benches, not wanting to risk asmaler unit being jammed. Given the
amount of attention the receiver of the signal was paying to its content, Parddl| thought dmost
hygericdly, the extra power hardly made any difference.
"SAMMIE. NOW."
Well, there was the bellow into the pickup grille approach. The Earther helping them, Taggart,
winced with Pardell.
"Y ou don't have to shout, Mdley," Syd said with the abused dignity of the truly soused. There were some
indeterminate sounds, including a curse or two and what might have been achair breaking, then anew
voice.
"Mdley?'
"Tanya," aword spoken with completerelief "We're okay," Mdley said quickly and urgently. "Aaron,
too. But | need to talk to your grandfather.”
A rustle overlaid the drone of voices and clink of mugs. Pardell could dmost see Tanyaturning from the
crowd— waving an gpology to those howling a being abandoned— then edging past the other
bartenders until shewas against the back wall. "He's not here tonight,” bresthlessand low. "He and the



older ones had amesting. | don't know when hell be back."

"Ask her. What was the meeting about?' Pardd| whispered, feding suddenly cold insde. "Wasiit about
me?"

Malley made a shushing gesture with one hand. "Tanya. What were they talking about— do you know?"
"Where are you? On the Earther's ship— the way Syd's been saying?"

"Y es. Now about you—"

"Is Aaron there?'

When Parddll would have answered, Malley repeated his gesture to silence him. "He's on the ship, but
not right here," Madley lied easily. "Should | get him?"

Then Parddl logt any urgeto spesk as Tanyasaid in alow, distressed voice: "No. Don't get him. But it's
good he's on the ship with you. That'sredly good, Malley. Y ou keep him there, okay? There's bad things
running the halls about him— things people here, who grew up with Aaron, don't believe. Y ou haveto
tel himthat."

"l will," Malley said in astrangled voice. "But | need to know what kinds of things, Tanya. How seriousis
it? The man wantsto get home eventualy.”

She didn't answer for so long, Pardell wondered if their link had been severed. He looked over at
Taggart, who was monitoring the equipment. The Earther shrugged and nodded, asif to say everything
was dtill okay.

"What arethey saying, Tanya?' Mdley repeated.

"That Aaron killed some stationersfor the Earthers. That he's got some kind of power. Power like
the—"

"Likewhat?'

"Likethe Quill. It'sfoolish stuff. The kind that rattles around here when there's nothing better to talk
about. No one bdlievesit."

"Are Sammie and the older onestalking, Tanya? Or are they doing something?'

Pardell shaped the word No with hislips. Don't ask, he begged slently, too late. | can't hear this.
Don't answer it.

"Aaron'swith you for sure, Malley? On the Earther ship?* Anxiety in her voice now. No denying it.
"There was word he'd come back to his own— Outside. People started acting crazy, Madlley."
"Aaron'sdeegping in the next room,” Maley told her in so cam, so friendly avoice, only the cords
standing out on his neck betrayed the effort it took to keep it that way. "They're taking good care of us
both. Prime stuff, al theway. Redl orangejuice.”

"Thank God." That break in the words. She was crying now.

"So Sammie and the others— which others, Tanya?'

"All sorts. Immies. Stationers. Some 'siders. They needed abigger place to meet— Sylvie grabbed her
extraswester. It'scold in the aft—" her voice faded.

"Docking ring," Malley said, wordsfaling like rocks now. "They've gone after Aaron's ship, haven't they?
That'swhy Syd'sdrunk himsdlf stiff— he couldn't bear to think our own would turn on Aaron like that.”
Sobbing now. Tanyanever cried. Heaven knew what the rest at the bar would think at the sight.
"Maley— | tried to stop them. They don't think Aaron'sin control of it any more. They're— afraid.”
"Lisgtento me, Tanya," Mdley said"Y ou get there— or send someonereliable. Those are Eartherson
Aaron's ship right now. They've goneto get his stuff, hear me? If anything happens to them, you know
Earth isgoing to send troopsin— they'll want heads bagged and ready to go. Y ou get the word to them
that Aaron's here and staying here. Where he's safe from hisfriends." Thislast with a bitterness that made
Parddll close hiseyesbriefly.

"I'll doit, Malley. But you're wrong about hisfriends. Tell Aaron,” her voice choked, then went on: "Téll
Aaron hisfriends stayed here. All of us. We know what heis— and it isn't what they say. Syd and the
rest, they told usit wasn't Aaron'sfault. Those out there— they're parents and parents parents. They
want to protect us. They've been doing it so long now, they don't know what to protect us from
anymore. Tell Aaron that, Malley. Make him understand it, if you can. Please.”

"I'm not sure | do, but I'll try. Y ou keep the comm, Tanya," Madley said gruffly. "Damn Syd can't hold his



beer at the best of times. | don't know when I'll be back your way. But | will."

At Malley'ssignd, Taggart switched off the unit and the sounds of Sammie's Tavern were gone.

Parddll listened to imaginary echoes, it was easy in the complete silence surrounding him. Without looking
up, heturned and walked away.

He didn't know what his face showed.

Hedid know he didn't want anyone, even Malley, to seeit.

Chapter 45

"Stationers and immies with 'sider help. That'sanew one," Rosdind pronounced, the curl of her lip and
disdainful tone suggesting this wasn't a development she persondly favored in theleast. Y ou do have a
talent for stirring the pot, don't you?"

"I'd say your spoon wasinthisoneaswdll,” Gall retorted.

They were dill inthe Merry Mate 1, but Grant had moved them into the air lock— tight quarters, but the
surdiest available. Most likely, he so wanted them close to the only exit. They'd had a terse report from
one of Grant's people. Malley had succeeded in contacting the station and identifying those outside. It
remained to be proved if held accomplished more than that.

Stll, the ship had been quiet for severa minutes. When Gail had ventured thiswas apositive sign,
Rosdind had reminded her about the launchers and how the stationers were likely welding the small
rocket packsdl over the hull. Quietly.

Ironic, Gall told hersdlf. To come so far, with dl the latest technology at her disposal, only to be stopped
in her tracks by the very people her successwould help most. She supposed it was her own hubris, not
to havelaid al her cards out in front of the station, to assume she could breeze through here, grab what
she needed, and leave.

A strategy that had always worked nicely in Sol System.

The comm link activated. From the dight distortion, it wasfrom Seeker .

"| want to talk to Dr. Smith, please.”

The voice was mde, but unfamiliar. She didn't know al of Grant's people. "ThisisDr. Smith."

An odd pause, asif the other person was checking something, or hesitating. "Yes" Gail prompted. "What
isit? Do you have any word on Malley yet? Was he able to talk some sense into these people?!

"Can Rosdind Fournier hear me, too?!

Oh, no, Gail thought, fedling the blood draining from her face and hands. It's Aaron Pardell. Who'd
authorized him—?

"Yes. Thisisan open signd, young Aaron,” Rosalind's voice came through Galil's helmet. She couldn't see
her, or anyone but Grant and Bennett from her position, squeezed at the rear of the 'Mate'sairlock. "l am
pleased you are— back."

"Y ou let them on my ship, Rosdind.” His statement wasn't quite an accusation. There was anote of
puzzlement, Gail decided, asif Pardell groped for understanding rather than condemned. Y ou gave them
my codes."

"Y ou were unconscious, young Aaron,” Rosdind informed him, the truth as she knew it. Then her voice
acquired a sharper note: "Or were you?"'

"It doesn't matter,” he said, to Gail's surprise.

"Can we open the air lock without being attacked?’ Grant asked impatiently, obvioudy not caring who
gave them the good news.

"I want my things."

"Wehaved| of your ship'sdata, including persond logs,” Gail said quickly. He couldn't mean the rags
hanging in the corridors.

"What persona logs? Rosdind? What is she talking about?'

"A layer of encrypted recordsthat predate Raner's, young Aaron. From your family. The Earthersknew
it was here."

"Wedon't havetimefor this™" Grant muttered. Louder: "Pardell. Y ou can discuss anything you like with
Dr. Smith once we're back on the Seeker . Isit safe to go outside or not?"



The cam, gentle voice seemed impervious to the commander's parade-ground snap. "Rosalind? Show
them where to find the readers from my cabin. And Myriam's sketches. There are somethingsin my
trunk. Just bring it al. And don't forget the 'Mate's certification. It should come off the wall pretty easly.
I'd like to keep that.”

Gail could see Grant'sface ingde his helmet and it looked apoplectic. "Mr. Parddll," she began, unsureif
the 'sder was taking some bizarre revenge on her or had left some of hisbrainsin the tank— but quite
sure she was going to talk to Tobo about who'd let Pardell take over this comm link. When she was
back on board. "Thisis Dr. Smith. Weld like to bring your things, but thisis an emergency Stuation.
Theresmply isn't time—"

"I'm not crazy, Dr. Smith, Y ou see, that's my life you're going to pack up for me. | think it'sonly fair,
congdering you're the one who made it impossible for me to continueliving it. And theré's plenty of time."
The gentle voice became even softer, but somehow Gall felt achill running down her spine, asthough
each word was an icy finger. "Anyone can leave the 'Mate without harm, aslong asit isnt me. You've
made sure of that, Dr. Smith. Those outside the ship— Stationer, immie, 'sider— they're going to wait
and see. They need to be absolutely sure Maley told them the truth, that I'm leaving with you.

"Y ou wanted me, Dr. Smith," Pardell's voice continued. "By making sure no one else does— you've got
me.

"And don't forget my socks. They should be dry by now."

A rough estimate? Sheld been in the shower gtall twenty minutes— about a quarter of thetimeit had
taken to scour every conceivable personal belonging of Mr. Aaron Parddll out of its cupboard, box, and
corner, everything tossed into bags or tied in bundles, then ferried through the ship's dank, dark corridors
to theair lock. The seemingly-permanent, fifteen-degreelist of the ‘Mate hadn't hel ped.

Gail wasn't going to begin to guess how many trips shed made hersalf. She had blisters on both feet from
her mag boots.

Rosdind hadn't touched anything, smply led the way through the dying ship, pointing the paddies of her
right hand toward this or that. Garbage, all of it. Gail could have replaced everything with brand-new
equivaents from the Seeker 's storeroom. Especially the socks.

She sat in the corner of the s, water beating on her knees and the back of her head, unable to
understand why she had blisters on her fedt.

Her motiveswere dways crysta clear. Gail prided hersdf on salf-knowledge, of admitting to hersdlf
anything and everything that might affect her goals and how she went after them. Of dl thetoolsat her
fingertips, she vaued her own mind and its honesty abovedl.

So why hadn't she just lied to Pardell? He wouldn't have known until they were back on the Seeker ;
too late then for more than arecrimination or two. She'd taken worse from people far closer and far
more powerful and never ...

... hidden in abathroom.

People hadn't died before.

Gall lifted her face, closing her eyes and mouth as water pounded againgt them, breathing through her
nose. Shewastired, that was all. Add the relief of being underway— of leaving that hellhole ...

Where people had died because of choices she'd made.

The glory of being the Sdlvation of Humanity, of being remembered as Gail Veronika Ashton Smith,
Destroyer of the Quill, of showing Titan University and dl its doubters sheld beenright dl dong ... none
of it was worth the price. It wasn't worth those who'd died.

It wasn't worth Pardell's rotten little ship.

Oh, yes. They'd destroyed it. She hadn't watched, but the report came from the bridge. She/d known
they would. After the last trip with Pardell's things, each time having someone peer into their lighted
helmets and poke any body-szed package, suited figures had svarmed over the Merry Mate 1,
attaching their launchers, getting set to pluck the starship from Thromberg like adiver from afestering
wound.

Her bottom was getting sore. Not to mention her skin was becoming amost as swollen and wrinkled as



Reinsez's. Gail couldn't make hersalf move, not when outsi de the bathroom waited the consequences of
her actions.

And those who had to face them with her.

Wasthat it? Was she afraid if they knew the truth, thered be amutiny?

Once the shuttle was safely insde, Captain Tobo had sent the Seeker soaring away from Thromberg,
then put First Officer Szpindel a the hdm for the night shift. It was asif Tobo could findly believe things
were back to norma and could relinquish command. Neither had questioned the sealed course sheld
provided, based on information peded effortlessy from the 'Mate's stolen records by the redoubtable
Bennett and Wigg, information now locked in her office safe. Tobo because he would know what was
insdde— Szpindel because he didn'.

Grant hadn't said aword, beyond commands to his on-shift second, Tau, to have Rosalind Fournier
settled comfortably and under congtant survelllance. Gail had no doubts the commander immediately
went to listen to al incoming and outgoing messages. Would he contact his superiors once he found out
she was disobeying Secretary Vincente, or would the military's chain of command hold?

How long a rope would Grant give her to hang herself?

The rest of the ship? The crew obeyed orders and spent leisure timein the rec facilities; the science
sphere bubbled with excitement that likely wouldn't be affected by her bending or even breaking
Vincente's nose. She hadn't picked rule followers.

Her new guests? Rosalind had gone peacefully to her new quarters, athough the Seeker didn't pick up
her colleague as promised. Technicaly, their arrangement had been to transport Rosalind and one other
'sder. With Aaron Parddll conscious, that's just what they were doing.

Gail fumbled for the faucet and turned off the water, but didn't get up. Had anyonetold Maley they'd left
the station— that the Seeker had gone trandight? Probably not. When they did— when she did— better
have tranks at the ready. Would it matter to Malley that she was glad he was till on board? That they
needed him?

Pardell.

What was he?

She had to tell him. What she knew ... what she guessed ... what she hoped.

What she knew— Gall pressed her forehead against the damp, chilled skin of her knees, squeezing her
eyes shut. They'd had no trouble finding the coordinates of the planet— it even had aname, Pardell's
World, one of those excruciating ironies the universe so enjoyed.

She knew too many names.

Jer and Gabby.

Oh, sheld worried about her reputation— fancied hersdf clever in how shed saveit, known hersdf in
charge, congratulated herself on her secrets ... until Gail had watched these two bring their child into the
light of day and die doingit.

Gooseflesh spread up her arms as water evaporated. What could she possibly say to their son?

Gail staggered to her feet and out of the stdl, not bothering to dry off. She had to go to Pardell.
Whatever shetold him ...

Destroying the Quill had better be worth the look in his eyes.

Chapter 46

Whatever the Earther wanted from him, it couldn't be worth this. Pardell wished he could belike
Mdley, and relieve hisrage by throwing whatever was handiest into awal. Instead, he smothered it and
unpacked histhings with exceptiona care. He sorted the broken to one side of the bed for mending—
they'd been careful, but many of hisbeongings were too old or fragile for much handling. Whatever
remained whole he tucked into the array of closets and drawers he was now supposed to call hisown.
Hisown. All he could call hiswas gone. Even his past. The Earther, Gail Smith, had not only taken it—
sheld dared impose a schedule for its return, dotted atime between upcoming testsfor him to view what
his parents had left behind, like some contraband entertainment vid Sammie might run latein acycle and
charge admission to see.



Parddll stared at the shabby chess set in histrembling hand, made himsdlf recognize it, remember the
games held played with Raner— with himsalf. He found space for it in an upper drawer, behind his
carefully rolled socks.

A soft knock on the door made him jump. The sounds were al unfamiliar here, on thisnew ship. Fewer
echoes, longer vibrations. He was amost distracted into contemplations of architecture and interference
zones, but the knock repeated, as softly, but insistent.

Probably atech, cometo get him ready for the Earther's experiments. Odd, to come in the dead of
ship's night. Pardell shivered but went resolutely enough to open the door. He'd given hisword—

Only it wasn't atech at the door. It was Gail Smith.

Come to see what she'd done? Parddl glared down at her, speechless. At first, he was smply so
choked with fury he couldn't begin to sort out which accusation to spew into her face, then, abruptly, he
redized thiswas no ordinary visit. He couldn't imagine what to say to this gpparition.

The Earther was done. And wet. Her hair dripped water on the floor and over her bare feet, as though
sheld just come from atank, too. She wore some kind of robe over shapeless pink trousers. Her face
bore the strangest expression— not really an expression at al, he decided, but a state, asif a soul-deep
weariness bruised her eyes and hollowed her cheeks. Perhaps, Parddll conjectured to himsdalf dmost
wildly, she'd come to apologize. If S0, likely sheld planned the conversation as carefully as everything

el se she gppeared to do. Even her disheveled appearance could be aruse.

Perhaps.

Here and now, he couldn't bear to hear anything about the 'Mate, least of dl from her. "Dr. Smith,”
Parddll began. "I— | wanted to thank you for ..." he groped vaguely at the cabin behind him, saying
anything that cameto mind, "... for saving my things. And for giving me— Malley and me— quarterson
your ship. And the medical care. | appreciate al your staff did for me. For us." Was she listening? Her
face didn't change— but Pardell felt more confident with each sentence, as though the courtesies built a
protective wall between them.

"We aren't fred oaders," he went on, picking plain, clear words. "I know what you want from me—
Malley'stold me someof it. Dr. Lynn, too. I'll help you as| can, for what good it does. Whatever it takes
to earn my keep and Malley's." Parddll didn't bother adding what they both knew: held be paying hisway
with what he was, not what he could do. Asif they'd need a 'sider's skills on a perfect ship like this,
he reminded himsdif bitterly.

Gail till didn't speak. Instead, shetook a step forward, the toes of her small foot coming to rest on the
softer, warm-colored flooring of his Earther quarters asif asking his permission to enter. Pardell stepped
back in areflex to put more space between them, inadvertently giving her room to come in another step.
"Theseareyours," shesaid a last, holding out asmal bag he hadn't noticed until now. "There's areader
insde, or you can use the room's console." Her voice waslow and feathered, asif sheld only just
regained her breath.

Parddll took it, cautioudy, in case her fingers moved unexpectedly and cametoo closeto his, From the
fed, it wasfull of data cubes and he didn't have to ask what they were. Or whose. The records from the
‘Mate. "A little schedule change, Professor?' he snapped, the flare of hisanger so swift and sudden he
shook with it. "I thought it wasn't my turn to see these until tomorrow.”

"I'veseen dl | need to see, Mr. Pardell," she said quietly. "What | cameto find— it wasthere, and |
thank you. They're yours, now."

"Mine" What was the matter with her? Parddll studied her face, hisanger not fading but now joined by
growing suspicion. "What's on these?" he demanded. "Why are you giving them to melike this?"

"Do you want meto tell you?' sheasked. "l will, if that'swhat you wish."

It was like having al the gauges on hissuit flare red at once. "Was |— made?’ heshot a her."Am | a
monster? Isthat what's on these, Dr. Smith? Proof I'm afresk?"

Hewatched Gail put one hand on the doorframe, asif for support. "It shows your birth,” she said evenly.
"It shows how your parents were killed dmost immediately afterward— by the Quill— but not before
your father was able to save you. He put you into the ‘Mate's shuttle, which | have to assume returned on
auto and docked with the ship in orbit." Her voice stopped, then continued. "Therest ... ? Family



records, accounts, cargo logs, persona things. | didn't go through it al. And there are letters. From your
great-grandmother.”

At least hismind stayed put. Parddll wasn't sureif it was the shock of learning heldd had afamily or the
shock of how held lost them, but he was grateful to whatever let him keep his eyesfixed on hersand his
back straight. He tossed the bag of secretsto hisbed. Later and alone, he promised himsdlf. "Y ou
could have sent these, Dr. Smith," he said coldly.

"There are many things| could have done differently,” she replied, making no senseat al.

Or too much, Parddll decided, disturbed to fed awave of compassion pushing aside his righteous anger.
Thistroubled self-doubt hadn't been part of the woman who'd taken over Sammie's or caused ariot in
the stern ring. Now, he judged her dmogt fragile, as though the wrong word could shatter whatever
determination had brought her here, and sirip away the dignity that let her face him. He pressed hislips
together, then said, reluctantly, ""Raner— the man who raised me— used to say there's no point regretting
choices, only living with them the best you can.”

"Livingwiththem." Did her eyes sparkle with tears before she lowered her head and hid them?
"That's harder, isn't it?"

"l suspectitis" Pardell answered, as much to himsdf asthe Earther.

"Thank you, Mr. Pardell.”

They were still out of balance. He looked around quickly, then opened the drawer held filled before
sheld arrived, taking out his chess set. He held it for an ingtant, before turning to face her. "Dibs, for the
‘Mate'srecords,” the 'sider explained, feeling better as he passed her the small box. It didn't matter what
shethought of the gift— what mattered waswhat it cost him to giveit.

The Earther likely had no idea sheld put him in her debt. "Finders keepers' was the rule on-station, and
no one begrudged the finder when, more often than not, the origina owner was dead anyway. Returning
the found was exceptional courtesy.

He'd underestimated Gail Smith's perception— or there was something about being here, both aone and
vulnerable, that encouraged understanding. "Dibs. Were even, then," she acknowledged softly, holding
the box in two hands, then bringing it close to her heart, as though precious. "Good night, Mr. Parddll.”
Parddll stood in the doorway of his cabin, watching his enemy wak away down the deserted corridor,
her bare feet slent on the flooring. Somehow, his rage dissolved and Ieft at the sametime, leaving only a
peaceful sort of weariness behind.

"Thank you, Dr. Smith," Pardell said softly, when he was quite sure she wouldn't hear.

Chapter 47

Uncaring who could hear— and there were dozensin the | ab this eventful morning— Gail hummed
tonelesdy to herself. She kept her hands deep in her [ab coat pockets, fingers pushing around the
inevitablelint, and rocked back and forth on the bals of her feet in anticipation. The lab computer was
digesting the latest test results. In the past three hours they'd already |earned remarkable things about
Aaron Parddll, including mapping the veining of his skin, taking base-line readings of severd sorts, and
proving conclusively only human touch caused the adverse reaction. Her scientisiswere lining up to
examine his metabolism and nervous functions, let a one explore the gold writhing benesth his skin—
spurred by Temujin'sfalureto find anything.

Between their requests and her own ideas, Gail was aready busy planning the afternoon. If the results
went as she thought likely, shed smply move aong to the next experiment in the sequence. If they
differed— ah, that was the splendid part of science, to be faced by the unexpected turn of events.

Gall ddiberately kept her mind on the work— on finally doing what she'd hoped to do al theseyears. It
wasinfinitely preferable to dwelling on her guilt-driven vigt to Parddl's quarterslast night. Grant had
found out, of course; inconvenient aswell as embarrassing, since her door guards now had direct orders
to disregard her commands when it came to moving around aone without Grant's pproval. Dangerous,
hed called it. Among other, less polite terms.

Nonsense, Gail said to hersdlf. The only danger sheld exposed hersdlf to was being afool in front of the
'Sder.



Gail glanced involuntarily at the dark-haired man seemingly adeep in achair set close to the nearest bank
of instruments, trying to make it gppear that she was checking on the progress of Aishaslatest tridl.
Pardell had appeared with the techsfirst thing thismorning, ready and, if not exactly eager, then willing to
participate in whatever they had in mind. HEd greeted her no differently from the rest, with apolite smile
and nothing at al to read in hishazel eyes.

Last night might never have happened.

Otherswould have exploited that moment of weakness, Gail knew, and should have been relieved. But,
perversely, she found herself wanting to talk to Pardell. She wanted to ask what he'd thought of the
records she'd brought— how many he'd seen, what held felt learning about his parents, about Susan
Witts. His"nothing happened” attitude made that impossible; she couldn't doubt it wasintentional.

S0, ingtead, Gail turned back to her list of pending experiments.

"Starving you today, Aaron?' The just-arrived Madley didn't quite bellow the question, but hed obvioudy
meant the wordsto carry past hisfriend.

Parddl, who must have been gtartled, didn't so much astwitch— likely ardlief to the techs assigned to
check for any loosening of the abundant sensors stuck over the 'sider's head, aswell as hisbare arms,
chest, and shoulders. It had taken longer than anticipated to apply the sensors using remote handling
arms, they'd dready found it was hopeless trying to use gloves of the thickness required to protect both
Parddl and anyone touching him. The 'sder hel ped with what he could reach. Philips was becoming quite
adept with tongs, if prone to nervous tremors while using them.

"We're doing some preliminary measurements on his metabolism. Mr. Pardell can est when we're
finished. Which should be soon," Gall said, fixing the unrepentant sationer with awarning glare,
"provided you don't interrupt what's underway.”

The man in question cracked open one eye. "Y ou heard the professor, you big oaf. And | told you last
night I wouldn't bejoining you for breskfast.”

Malley shrugged shoulders that would have made two Pardells and grabbed a stool to sit on, al the while
passing adeceptively casud eye over the gpparatus engulfing hisfriend. "Just routine, huh?*

"Routing, itis" Pardel'slips stretched into agrin. ™Y ou don't need to stick around, you know. It was nice
and peaceful before you arrived.”

Gail thought Maley would look taken aback &t this, given how the stationer had been campaigning like
some medieva champion on hisfriend's behdf. Instead, he appeared rdieved, chuckling deep in his
throat before saying: "And who'd keep an eye on these lovely ladies for you?"

"Asif you need mefor an excuse," Pardell replied.

They continued to exchange friendly banter, even drawing ablush from Benton, whom Gail didn't think
could blush. Meanwhile, Gail accepted asheet of results from one of the techs, making ashow of reading
it as she recongdered the two from Thromberg. Sheld obvioudy missed something important during thet
time when Mdley was the force to be reckoned with and Pardell lay comatose in the tank. Mdley, bold,
bright, and daring, wasn't the leader here— not if she read his body language, the tones of hisvoice
correctly. Instead, he deferred to his friend; he sought, conscioudy or not, reassurance about the state of
his universe from Pardell, not the other way around.

It had the weight of a revelation. Malley's sngle-minded anxiety hadn't just been the caring of one
friend for another— it had been the gallant desperation of afaithful knight for hisfalen king, or perhaps
more like theterror felt by a man who finds himself rudderless and adrift on afeatureless ocean.

And now that Pardell was back on hisfeet, regardiess of the Situation, Malley was freeto smply enjoy
himsdlf and leave agonizing over their Stuation and futureto hisfriend.

Pardell knew, Gail decided, suddenly caught by alook from the 'sSider as he glanced idly around the
room— unable to deny sheld been staring. She recognized both assessment and challengein hiseyes. If
they'd thought Mdley was protective of Parddll ... now, Gail knew, they'd have to dea with Pardell's
sense of respongibility for the stationer.

And of the two, she thought Grant should worry more about now-homeless Pardell, with his knowledge
of starships— and deadly touch.

* * %



Not that the Stationer wasn't ill cgpable of being aproblem in and of himsdf. The very next day, while
Parddl cleaned up between tests, Gall found hersdf facing off with Maley— again. "'I'm not ready to test
the suit's properties,” shetold him, well past exasperated and inclined to cal over the FDsleaning in the
lab's nearest doorway.

"| tried your fancy suit dready,” Malley said in an annoyingly superior tone. "It worked just fine. So if
that'swhat you redlly want Aaron for, why not go ahead and try the thing? Then you can be done with al
this—" hethrew out hislong amsasif to wipe away the entire lab.

Gail stood her ground, having become resigned to the fact that Maley would aways take advantage of
his height during arguments and that her neck muscleswould pay for each and every one. " 'This is
what's necessary to make sure we have solid results and Mr. Parddll is safe.” She used the word
deliberatdly, willing to guess exactly what had prompted Malley's new impatience.

It was as though she'd pushed a button, Gail decided, somewhat smugly. "Safel Safel” Madley'sface
suffused with red and hisfists clenched. "Where were you when Stanley, over there, thought he should
test Aaron's sengtivity to pain?’

"Y ou know | was here, Mr. Mdley," Gail reminded him, feding her own face growing hot. They'd al
been there, watching asthe 'sder obediently gave quiet, utterly controlled rankings of how much he
suffered at each new increment, al recorded and compared againgt the monitors. She'd been there, when
Parddl's face had dropped its cam mask, suddenly turning into arictus of unbearable suffering asthe
monitors screamed for him. "Dr. Temujin made sure the test kept within safety limits. Did you think it
would all be easy? We don't know what to expect— that's the point of the tests—"

"Areyou sure? Or isthe point to find out how much he can take before—"

"That'senough.” Neither of them had noticed Pardell's arrival— the man moved like a cat, Gail thought,
even when forced to carry around the leads from a dozen or more sensor probes under his robe.
"Aaron— | was—"

Pardell shook his head and Maley closed his mouth, but the stationer's ook at Gail was bleak and
unforgiving. "What's next, Dr. Smith?" Parddll asked her.

Somehow Gail managed to ignore the glowering Malley and adjust her face to something neutrally
pleasant. Before she answered, however, she took amoment to study Pardell. He looked relaxed as he
stood and waited for her decision, but a glance down showed her his feet were planted dightly wider
gpart than usua. Unsteady, but hiding it.

Regardiess of Malley's opinion, the pain trid had been important— telling her far more about Pardell than
the numbers|listing his tolerances and sensitivities. The 'Sder was patently aman used to driving himsalf
past hisown limitations, paying the price later when histask or goa was done. She didn't need to hook
Pardell up to the monitors to know he wasn't ready for more— not that he'd admit it even to himself.
"Lunchfirgt, Mr. Parddll,” she ordered camly, keeping her face and voice free of anything more than light
courtesy. "l want you to keep up your nutrient levels."

Unlike hers, and to some extent, Mdley's, Parddl's expressions seemed totally unscripted and sincere. In
fact, hisface could change so quickly, Gail found him harder to read in away than Grant, whose fegtures
might have been carved stone. At the mention of lunch, Pardell's face went from serious attention to
delighted anticipation, lighting up likeachild's. "In the dining lounge?' he asked her eagerly.

Shewinced inwardly, thinking of thetime logt. But ... the walk out of the lab would do him as much
good as the food. "Certainly, if you'd like. Do you know the way?"

Malley's, "I know it," crossed Parddl's, "But you'l join us," so Gail wasn't sure sheld heard the 'sder
correctly. But Parddll lifted one dark eyebrow and repeated hisinvitation. "Y ou do eat lunch, don't you,
Dr. Smith? Join us. Please.”

What did he want? Gail had started to believe the 'sider wasn't planning to seek any further advantage
from her about the ‘Mate's records— or her ill-advised visit to his quarters. Now? She narrowed her
eyesdightly, then saw Malley'sface creasing in ascowl. Whatever Pardell wanted with this meseting, the
stationer wasn't happy about it.

Dissension among one's opponents was a bonus. Gail nodded before she could change her mind.

"I'll meet you there," she promised.



Chapter 48

"Y ouwant Gail Smith at our table?" The stationer had that stubborn,
planning-to-lock-his-mags-to-the-deck look on hisface. "Y ou serioudy want us to make peace with her,
asif shed understand it. Honestly, Aaron. Did that test unhinge something vital? Taking to that Earther's
like hitting your head on a bulkhead.”

Asif talking to Malley when his mind was made up on something was any more productive,
Parddl chuckled to himsdf. Hefell in beside hisfriend asthey waked down the corridor. Hed changed
back in the lab— they had awashroom there set aside for his use. Walking was about as active as he
wanted to be. The'sider was quite sure the observant Earther had noticed. Maybe food would help.

"Y ou do know the way to the lounge?' he asked Mdlley.

"Sure It wasn't quiteasnarl. "And | suppose you'll beinviting Rosalind next and asking what she's up
to— now that she'sfinished sdlling you out.”

"Rosalind is meeting me for supper tonight. Y ou know it's necessary, Madley," the 'sder said softly,
pitching hisvoiceto Mdley'searsonly. "It'sthe way things have to be."

Few people had the lung capacity to produce such athoroughly opinionated sigh. "I need to drop by my
quarters,” the gtationer said in no uncertain terms. "It'll just take aminute. If Her Ladyship arrives early,
shecanwait."

Pardell somehow doubted Dr. Smith would, but went a ong— the Stationer wasn't closeto listening to
reason yet.

Making it unlikely thiswould be his opportunity to tell Maley what Gail Smith had brought him that night.
If he did. Pardell wasn't sure how he felt about gaining so much past a once, not to mention being
related to the infamous Susan Witts. That wasn't going to be easy to talk about. He hadn't made it
through dl of her lettersyet, just enough to recognize something of akindred spirit to Gail Smith. Did she
fed it? Or was the Earther as focused on her quest as Witts had been on hers? Pardell sighed.

The FDsfollowed along without comment, asthey did each time either he or Madley left the secured area
of the lab. Adams and Baier, today. At least they were willing to wait outside while he and Malley went
in to retrieve whatever the stationer was &fter.

Which Pardell was not surprised to find was smply privacy.

"Make whatever peace you want, Aaron," Malley growled the minute the door closed behind them. "But
firgt, you tel me something. What wasthat crap thismorning?' Hisface was pade and set into lines that
made something implacable, something deadly. Sammie wouldn't have recognized the expression. Pardell
was quite sure Gail Smith would.

Pardell sank down on the bed, just as glad to be off hisfeet. "They needed to quantify my reactions," he
said. "It likely looked worse than it was. That last bit— | was surprised, that's all. Y ou try getting a shock
whereit hurts and see what you do."

"So that's how it's going to be?' Malley asked, hands clenching into fists as he towered over the 'sider.

"Y ou're going to take whatever she fedslike doing to you, no complaints, like agood little 'sider? Think
thisis going to make up for what happened on the station? That thisisall somelittle bit of hell you
deserveto bein?'

Parddll |et the harsh words roll past, knowing there was truth in some of what Mdley said, if not dl.
When the stationer paused for breath, he looked up. " Someone, somewhere, was going to hear about me
and want to find out what makes metick," hereminded Malley. "At least with these people, theresa
reason— agood one. san't that enough for you? It isfor me."

"Oh, | getit. You're buying her whole story, every bit, and letting them torture you because of blue eyes
and anoble cause." Malley sank into the only chair, elbows on his knees as he leaned toward Pardell. He
sad in atone of complete conviction: "I'm telling you, Aaron, you can't trust Gail Smith. Y ou can't believe
athing she says. Look at what she's done!™

"Isit what she's done, Maley?Isit redly one person's fault?!

Malley appeared incredulous. "Are you kidding me? Y ou know Gail Smith started al thismess. Things
werefine before she came!”



"Werethey?' Parddl countered gloomily, shoulders sagging. " The Earther may have tirred things up—
but dl of this, theriot, the attacks, must have been ready to happen. If not now, then in another few
months, ayear. No. Things aren't fine & home, Maley. Thromberg is dying. Everyone there— Stationer,
immie, 'side— knowsit, degp inside, in that place where we hide desperate, unthinkable thoughts from
oursalves, until they can't be hidden any longer. Once that happens,”" he paused, then said heavily, "then
anyone becomes capable of doing the unspeskable.”

Malley dropped hisface into hishands for an ingtant, but didn't disagree. How could he? Parddl| thought
compassionately. The stationer was smart enough to seeit al for himsalf. He just hadn't wanted to admit
it. Gail and the Earthers— it was so much cleaner to put the blame on strangers than on the shoul ders of
people you consdered family.

Findly, Mdley lifted his head, hisexpresson resolute, if troubled. "And you believe this project to find
the Quill can savethe gation.”

"They believeit," Pardell Sated. "It doesn't matter if we do— there aren't any other options, Malley, in
case you hadn't noticed.”

"Theresone." Maley leaned even closer, until Pardell could fed his breath. ™Y ou sabotage the ship.
They'll have to turn back to Thromberg for repairs. We can escape— hide out in the aft ring. We can tell
them what we know. Syd and Tanya can spread it around. Defuse the crigs, explain—"

Pardell held up ahand to slence the Stationer, then started walking to the door, saying: "Time we headed
to thelounge.”

Malley'svoice was amogt quivering. "Didn't you hear me, Aaron?”'

"Hear you?' Parddl whirled to glare at the sationer. "Of course, | heard you. I'm sure everyone did,” he
sad flatly, pointing up to the cailing, watching Maley's eyeswiden in shock. "What? Did you think they'd
leave us unwatched— ever? Although it's hardly necessary— they could let me have the run of thisship,
but doing any serious damage that didn't kill usal would take tools and expertise | don't have." The 'sider
rubbed his gloved hands againgt his chest, finding sore spots where the last set of probes had |eft their
marks. "Evenif | did," he emphasized, trembling with rage, "1 will not go back to Thromberg Station.
Ever. Gail Smith didn't destroy my home and put me on this ship, Malley.

"My friendsdid.”

Chapter 49

Gail knew where the dining lounge was— shejust didn't useit. Shetook her mealsontherun, in her
office, or in the officers messin the command sphere, where she could conduct meetings with Tobo or
Grant. Many of the seniormost science staff had the deplorable habit of taking meals at their work-
dtations, but at least they ate. For some, it was astruggle to get their minds on anything but their research;
Gail had assigned ship's sewards to the more muddieheaded of those.

Thetechsand crew of the science sphere were the oneswho took their free time serioudy, filling the
semicircular dining lounge during meals and returning here for music or other recregtion a night. The
place was rarely empty, given there were two shifts of techs during the day and a skeleton one through
the night. Gall had inssted on both the turnover and fird-rate facilities to entertain those off-shift—
knowing full well the burden her own research schedule could be on the most devoted and professiond
Seff.

For the Seeker, sheld sought the best available, which also meant they were an unusually observant
group. Gail wasn't at al surprised when her entrance temporarily stopped conversations within aradius of
twenty tables, then inspired a veritable storm as the techs speculated enthusiastically about her presence.
It didn't help that Grant had insisted her FD shadows accompany her even in here, standing at each
shoulder.

Gall felt like aone-person event.

"Over there, Dr. Smith,” one of her shadows offered helpfully. Gail wondered if the FD redlly believed
anyone could missMalley and his hair, even at this distance, but nodded she her thanks.

The two men had prepared for her arrival by having a glass of water matching theirs placed before the
third seat. Parddll tilted his head interrogetively at the FDsfollowing her. "They won't bejoining us," Gall



announced before he could ask. The FDs took the hint but moved no farther away than the next vacant
table.

This hadn't been part of her carefully planned schedule, Gail thought as she took her seet, trying to
anayze why sheld accepted Pardd|'sinvitation. There were four days remaining— no one, least of dl
Gall, had timeto waste. They could have pumped her for information, doubtless the reason for this,
back in the lab. With asense of things skewed from predicted, Gail lifted her glassto theirsin what
seemed a customarily formal toast. Rosalind had done the same with her tea.

Before she could put down her glass, Mdley said sarcastically: " Grant's clones tuck you in at night, too?"
Parddl merely watched her, hiseyes curious. So, Gail thought. "Not quite,” she answered. "They stand
outsde my door s0 I'm not disturbed. Most comforting.”

"I'll kegp that in mind," Malley said, but it wasn't banter. He was after details. Gail waswilling, to apoint,
to supply them. Questions could be more illuminating than answers. The Sationer continued: "I can
see having security on Thromberg, but here? These people can't hate you that much.”

Parddll coughed suddenly, ahand over his mouth as though to hide agrin. Gail didn't bother to hide her
own. "Mogt of these people, Mdley, have worked with me for years. Many arefriendsaswell as
colleagues. Grant's unit is assigned to protect the project, not me. But since I'm the head of the project,
Grant hasinterpreted that protection as meaning having me followed everywhere. Even on the Seeker .
Cdl it professond paranoia” Gail let her grin widen. "In case you haven't noticed yet, you two recently
made Grant's Vita to the Project ligt."

"Weve noticed,” Pardell said, nodding toward the matched set of FDs at another table. "They wouldn't
gtwith usether.”

"Onduty,” Gail explained. "Grant'sabit of agtickler for that sort of thing.”

"And you are on duty, aswell, Dr. Smith," Pardell said, rather than asked, lifting his glass and waiting.
"Onduty?' Gail reached for her water again, thinking over the question. She didn't take anything from
Pardell— or Maley— asidle conversation. Pardell sipped as she did. She wasn't surprised Mdley
didn't; shethought thisan Outsder ritud. "Always," she said honestly. "Until wefind away tofind,
capture— and destroy— the Quiill."

"Thank you for sparing thetimeto join us," he replied with unexpected seriousness. "We vaue your
sharing amed with us, on this shift, and on this ship.”

Alerted by the changing nuance of Parddll's voice, the formdlity in his choice of words and how he said
them, Gail paused. She met his eyes and saw nothing beyond polite interest. She looked at Malley and
saw resignation, asif the stationer knew exactly what was going on and no longer disputed it.

Before Gail could spesk, the seward arrived with three identica trays. Mdley surveyed hiswith
displeasure. "1 thought in here I'd get to choose my own food,” he complained to Gall.

"Dr. Lynn has explained the complexity of getting afull range of nutrients after relying on Thromberg's
rations,” Parddl said firmly. "Thisisfrom her approved ligt. If you had your way, we'd be living on spiked
orange juice and candy."

The gtationer roared with laughter and the tension at the table subsided, but only barely, Gail thought.
She reached for her fork, but Pardell and Malley did not. Instead, they gently pushed their traysinward,
until they touched in the middle of the table. There was space | eft for hers.

Gail hesitated, then copied their action so al three trays were together. She looked to Pardell for some
clue asto what was happening. He appeared to be studying the trays, comparing one to the other.
Finally, he smiled and reached for her tray.

Before Gail could protest, Mdley took Pardell's, then pushed his over to her. "Enjoy your lunch, Dr.
Smith," he said. He appeared more relaxed, and began attacking his gpple crisp with enthusiasm.

What was all that about? Gail wondered, accepting Malley'stray.

Parddl's eyestwinkled. "It'saRule, acustom," he offered, unasked. "To accept anyone on board a
ship— or in station quarters— that person must show and share food. It's more ceremony than
substance, now that Thromberg has enough rations to go around. But it was— necessary, once.”

"My aunt shot aman for hiding aday'sration in his pants,” Maley claimed, Sraightfaced. "Y ou can
imagine how shefoundit.”



Parddll shot aquelling look at hisfriend. "These days, it's the thought that counts.”

"I'm glad of that, Mr. Parddll,” Gail replied demurely, "consdering I've no intention of searching Mdley's
pants.”

They both looked stunned, then burst out laughing— Maley loud enough to attract attention from most of
thelounge. Gall shrugged mentaly. There were worse ways for the staff to notice her. "Thank you for
explaining the ceremony, gentlemen,” she said, when they'd calmed to the point of wiping their eyes. "And
forinduding meinit."

"It means more than the sharing of resources, Dr. Smith," Pardell told her, his expression turning serious
again. "After the terrible battles and riots on the station, people needed away to return to normal, to
think about surviva instead of grudges and revenge. Thromberg wouldn't be here, otherwise. The Ruleis
that adversaries, old and new, must come together at the table, show all they have, share all they have.
Asweve done."

"Making the best of what remains," Gail said, thinking back to that night and Parddll's words with new
understanding. "No blame; no gpologies. It could stop alot of needless conflict if more people ascribed
to that philosophy, Mr. Pardell.”

"Aaron.”

"Aaron. | hope, like Mdley, you'll gart calling me Gail.”

The stationer dmost choked on apierogi.

Parddl nodded easily. "Thank you."

From that moment, Pardell, and to some extent Malley, set themselves up as her hosts, complete with an
entertaining series of storieswhich were about as believable as anything Tobo might come out with after a
few brandies. If Gail hadn't known she was on her, own ship, shed have thought they'd taken her into
their own homes on the station. She wasn't sure exactly how they managed it— perhaps because the
lounge was a strange setting to her as well— but the fact remained shed quiteliterdly lost any control of
the Situation or conversation from the moment she'd sat down.

Something, Gall told hersdlf, still waiting for the reason they'd sought her company, something Pardell
could well have planned.

That something was till unclear after they'd finished eating. Gail didn't need to look at her chrono to
know she was overdue to be anywhere but Sitting here, no matter how diverting, if unpredictable, her
companions. It would be nice, she thought rather grimly, to gain something other than food from all
this, if only information. "What do you think of the dining lounge, Aaron?' Gail asked, running her
fingers down the stem of her glass. "l imagine it feels something like Thromberg— so many people
together.”

"Thisplace?' Malley looked amused. "It'samost deserted.”

Pardell had taken her question more serioudly and turned in his chair as though to examine the entire
room. He stayed like that for amoment. A very long moment. Gail was about to ask what fascinated
him so, when Malley leaned back in his chair with a creaking sound and shook his head. ™Y ou shouldn't
have set him off, Gall. Trust me."

"Set him off?" Gail looked at Parddll, whose head remained turned away from them, as though he could
see something beyond the near bulkhead. He wasn't staring at anyone in particular— there wasn't an
occupied table in that direction— but the 'sider seemed to be completely focused. Gail thought he was
unaware of being talked about. "What's the matter with him?" she demanded in awhisper, trying not to
aam the nearby FDs.

Malley put hislarge hand over herson thetable, effectively capturing it unless she pulled it free with
force. "Nothing to worry about,” he said, leaning close and speaking just as quietly. " Aaron gets spacey
at times. Tunes out the universe, He callsit thinking. | couldn't tell you if it isor isn't— he doesn't talk
about what hethinks, that'sfor sure.”

"How long doesit last?"

"Never know," Mdley replied with adow smile, hisfingerswrapping warmly around hers. "But look at it
thisway, Gail. We don't get muchtimeaone...."

Gall didn't bother fighting for her hand or smiling. "Do you want meto clear theroom, Mdley? Or isit



enough to have everyone here see how helpless heis at the moment?’

"I'monly being friendly, Gail." Mdley'slipstwisted wryly and he released her fingers. "Hey, Aaron,”" he
sad, a hisusudly forthright volume. ™Y ou in there?"

Parddll shuddered and turned, as though Madley's voice had given him the ability to move again. When
Gail saw hisface, hiseyeswere at first dilated and gartled, then returned to normal. At the sametime,
the high bones of his cheeks colored, asthough the 'sider redlized what had happened and was now
thoroughly embarrassed.

Another difference hisfriendsignore for him, Gail concluded, feding amixture of curiosity and
triumph. It wasn't necessarily a favor. She dropped her eyesto her glass and kept her voice casual.
"What did you see, Aaron?"'

"See?' The word faint, asthough Parddll didn't believe the question. Or that she'd asked it.

Shelifted her eyesto hold hisgaze. "Y ou saw something, didn't you?' Gail said, aware Maley was
bristling beside her. "My question to you about the lounge— it made you see more than thisroom. What
wasit?'

"Leavehim done," Malley warned. Parddll raised his gloved hand to stop anything further.

"No, it'sdl right," the'sder said, his expression flashing between puzzlement and something closer to
relief "Seeing. Yes. That'swhat it'slike. How did you know?"

"|—" Fair wasfair. Gail pressed her lipstogether then admitted: "I didn't know. | guessed. I—" She
took a hasty swallow before going on, afraid she was about to blush hersdlf. "I lose myself sometimes...
when ideas come a me faster than | can absorb them. It'slike seeing the same, everyday things, but they
appear strange— reconnected differently than before. While I'm like that, the world unfortunately tends
to keep going without me, especialy in meetings.”

She might have grown antennae, to go by Pardell's expression. Then it softened into something closer to
awe. "That'sit. Exactly it. But | can't stopit," hetold her in alow, intense voice, eyesdiding to Malley
and back to her again. "I can't keep my mind on what's real sometimes. It's— it can be inconvenient.”
Inconvenient? Gail suspected that wasn't the word Pardell wanted to use, but alifetime spent trying to fit
in with others couldn't have made it easy for him to confess either the depths of his differencesor his
fedings about them. "That's unusud," shetold him honestly, "but not unheard of . We have a couple of
cog function researchers on the Seeker . If you like, | can have them look into how you could gain more
control."

"Aaonisnt nuts.”

"l didn't say hewas, Mdley," Gail countered. "Everyone needs training to get the most from their abilities.
Don't you agree?"

Gail wondered if it wasthe sartling ideathat his affliction might be an ability that drained the color from
Parddll'sface. He swallowed, histhroat working. There was a nakednessto his face, adepth of hope
surdly beyond anything shed implied. Gail had amoment's doubt— what did he think she'd promised
to do for him?

Before they could pursueit, the steward regppeared to collect their trays. Herswas amost full, but Gall
waved it away. It didn't matter what Parddll thought— what mattered was getting him back into the lab
this afternoon, fit and ready for the next trids. Definitely some new possibilities to consider—
"That'sal you're eating?' The sneer from Malley interrupted her thoughts. No more polite host— the
sationer was back in full attack mode. Gail guessed he hadn't liked either her admission, or Parddll's
reaction to it. Sure enough, he didn't stop there. "Oh. | forgot. Y ou're probably riding another boost by
Gall folded her napkin and put it beside her bowl. Coming here, allowing herself to interact on a
social level with them? A mistake. She stood. "I'll see you gentlemen back at thelab,” she said tightly.
Parddll stood aswell. "I'll walk with you."

"Asyouwish."

She didn't see whatever signd Pardell used, but Maley remained seated, glowering at them both, but
dlent a lagt.

They waked out side by side, Pardell keeping his distance from her and those they passed. Three FDs



followed, her two and onefor Pardell. Gail didn't bother arguing that one wasn't enough to leave
watching the big man with the temper.

"l want to apologize for Mdley," Pardell said quietly asthey reached the reletive privacy of the corridor.
"You'd need afew days," Gail snapped. She suited the pace to her own impatience. The 'sider, whose
legs weren't much longer than hers, kept up easily, but she dowed after a minute, contrite. She was
supposed to be looking after his hedlth, not running him down before the next tests. "'I've grown used to
your friend,” she admitted reluctantly, "Don't let it trouble you.”

"But it troubled you— what he said about the boost."

Pardell tended to a bit too much honesty for comfort, Gail realized, then shrugged and matched it
with her own. "I used it, once, the day following theriot. A lot was going on that | couldn't delegate. My
own people didn't know, but Malley picked up on it and, well, it was embarrassing at thetime. I'm not in
the habit, no matter what he said back there."

"Madley used to be. That's how herecognized it in you."

Gail found her feet stopping at that. She faced Parddll. "Malley? An addict?’

"Yearsago." The 'sder raised handsin ahelpless gesture. "When helogt his mother, he wouldn't—
couldn't— live with me on the '‘Mate. He had the choice of moving in with another family, but he wanted
to keep his quarters. Persona space costs dibs. He was just a kid— not strong enough to earn much, not
back then. So hetook extra shifts as often as he could get them. The supervisor,” the word came out of
Pardell's expressive mouth as though having afoul taste, "gave Maley boost to keep him going. Hewas
hooked in aweek ... eventualy, he couldn't move without a shot.”

Gall tried and failed to imagine the giant stationer weak and drug-ridden. But, looking up at Pardell'slean,
pass onate face, she thought she knew what had happened. "Y ou cleaned him up,” she said.

It was Parddll's turn to shrug. "1 helped. Malley'stoo smart to let something like boost own him for long.
He's fine now— but touchy on the subject. He wouldn't want you to know, but, after what he said, |
thought you should. He'sagood person, Gail. For al hisnoise and protest to the contrary.”

Gail raised abrow at this, but nodded gracioudy. Shelooked back at the FDs, standing at attention
severa paces behind them, and lowered her voice. "While were exchanging confidences, what had you
wanted to talk to me about? | know that's why you asked meto lunch.”

The warmth of his smile surprised her. "Nothing, Gail. | thought it was time we shared rations, that's all.
Make afresh start. Get to know one another.”

"Get to know one another?" she echoed, wondering if she was astonished or appalled. "My job isto take
you gpart, Aaron, and find out everything poss ble about you— hopefully without causing you harm and
perhaps helping you, if | can. But the project doesn't require usto be friends. Frankly, it may be easier on
both of usif we'renot."

Pardell nodded. "'l understand what you have to do to me, Gail. That's my job on the Seeker " Hislips
pressed together for an ingtant, asif to rein in some emation. "What you did the other night— that wasn't
part of your project. | want to thank you for giving me my past." He appeared suddenly amost shy, then
smiled down at her in away he hadn't before. "I won't tell Maley— but | believe you're agood person,
too, Gail, no matter what face you need to show for your work. 1'd be pleased to cal you afriend.” With
that, he bowed and went back to the dining lounge, his FD shadow following behind.

Gall stared after Parddll, unable to think of anything for amoment except that her test subject had a
remarkably charming amile.

And wanted to be friends.

Lunch had been avery bad idea.

Chapter 50

Friendship. Gail did her rounds of the night-dimmed lab, pondering the word with dl itsramifications.
She had friends, here and on Earth. She wasn't isolated by her position and ambition.

That wasn't the point, she admitted to hersalf, nodding to the bright-eyed techs at those workstations
gtill operating. Anything nonessential or unrelated to the Quill wasto be dismantled and stored— orders
draight from Titan U. But there was room in this new configuration of the lab space for some interesting



nonessentials. Besides, Gail knew it would take longer to persuade the physiciststo pack up than it
would to let their work run its course.

The point, Gail knew, wasthat until recently she had been sure of hersaf and her work. Sheld made
decisions, some difficult, without hesitation or doubt— when they dedlt with numbers on ascreen, or
genetic samples. But now the subject of her investigation was lying on adablike bed at thefar side of the
room, avid player mounted so that he could see something other than celling.

Now she had to deal with a charming smile, an intriguing personality, and worst of all, someone
who wanted to be friends.

She couldn't deep anymore.

It took longer to walk around the lab tonight. They'd reconfigured the space to accommodate the rising
pace of investigation, enlarging it threefold, adding a second floor over half that, not incidentally, provided
aceiling from which to suspend new equipment. Malley'd been fascinated, Gail remembered, amiling to
hersdf.

Pardell had been too busy in his own corner of the lab to see much of the changes, but thered been no
breakthroughs yet. In spite of al the measurements she'd made over the last three days, she wasno
closer to understanding what Pardell experienced when someone touched him, beyond discomfort.
There was something more. There had to be.

Gail watched Pardell when he didn't know she was there; she shamelesdy reviewed |ab vids made when
she wasn't— shameesdy, because she was honest enough with herself to admit there was no scientific
judtification for invading what little privacy they'd left him. She couldn't seemto helpiit. It was asif the
more she saw of Pardell, the more she heard hisvoice, saw him move, the more fascinated she became.
The 'sider might not have Malley's breezy friendliness, but he had something el se, less definable. For
safety's sake, they'd had to brief everyone on the Seeker about Parddl's condition, giving him a
reputation that should have made people at least cautious of being near him.,

But it hadn't turned out that way. Pardell did most of the work of avoiding contact himself. He moved
among the mainly taler, heavier-built Earthers with an easy, unobtrusive grace, dways keeping his
distance, but with aquiet attentiveness that seemed to put others at ease. His face changed expression
like mercury, often thoughtful, but at times amazed, ddighted, and usudly intensdly curious.

Intensely sad. She'd caught that twice, when he hadn't known he could be seen.

Everyone liked Malley. Well, Sazaad couldn't stand being in the same room, so they'd moved his
workstation to as remote alocation as possible, but that only added to the stationer's popularity within
the rest of the science sphere. Aisha seemed particularly smitten, taking Malley under her wing to help
with the now-named anti-Quill suits.

But everyone cared about Pardell. That wasthe difference, Gail decided. It wasn't pity or curiosity.
There was something about him that grabbed your eye and held it, that made you want to ask if he
needed anything, if he was happy ...

If he thought about her.

"Dr. Smith? What do you think?" Gail blinked, redlizing she'd heard the woman's question once aready.
"Sorry, Kai," she said contritely. "Must have been daydreaming. Why don't you pull up anew sensor
from stores— we aren't getting reliable cdibration from this one anyway."

Ka O'Shay, atech who'd been with Gail since both arrived at Titan U, grinned broadly. " Daydreaming?
Maybe you should get some rest that isn't tanding up, Dr. Smith. | replaced that sensor half an hour
ago."

"My agpologies,” Gall said. "What'sthe question, then?"

"l was asking you about bringing Aaron something to drink when the next readings are complete. There's
nothing from Dr. Lynn on the charts stipulating it.”

"I'll look &fter it. Thanks, Kai."

Gail went over to where Pardell was supposedly deeping, moving as quietly as possible. She stopped
tiptoeing when she saw the glints of light reflecting from his open eyes. "Hello, Gail," he greeted her. "l
thought thiswas ship'snight.”

"Itis," she nodded, checking the leads to the various probes. "Having trouble falling adegp?’



Her eyes had adjusted enough to the dimmer light at this sde of the lab to see he was smiling. "'I've been
adeep. Sound adeep. Now I'm awake. I'm afraid that'sit for tonight.”

Gall glanced at the datastream. " Three hours?'

"Full night for me," the 'sder asserted. "1 don't need much rest. Can | get up now?"

"No. Youll haveto stay put until morning, or Dr. M'Daiye will have my head on aplatter. She wantsa
full night of readings."

"Then will you stay awhile?" he asked. "I've been through al the vids they gave me. Twice. | could use
some company.”

Gail'slipstwitched. She didn't care for being bored either-- which was why she hadn't stayed in her
quarters, staring into the dark and trying to deep. Asfor why she couldn't deep? It had nothing to do
with knowing Pardell was trapped here by her orders, strapped to abed and hooked to machinery.
Nothing at all.

"A short while. Areyou thirsty?"

"Y es, thanks."

Gail grabbed two drinking tubes from the nearest storage fridge. Theselooked to be Aishas, but she
read the labels and made sure the sealswere intact. There'd been some interesting additions to the supply
after Teckahad left his party supplies chilling in every cold Soragein thelab.

"Hereyou go." Handing thingsto the 'sder made Gail acutely aware of the placement of her own hands
and his. People so rarely avoided physical contact to this extreme. Pardell seemed to do it unconscioudly,
but Gail judged it avery conscious act indeed, well practiced and utterly necessary.

One of the ubiquitous stools was beside his tablelike bed. She sat, then bent and twisted her head to see
what was presently on the vid screen. It was aview panning low over wheet fields and forests, atype of
travel ogue for wide-open spaces. "This doesn't bother you?' she asked, absently biting the end from the
tube and beginning to suck the juice from insdeit.

Parddll chuckled. "1 grew up without the boundary of an atmosphere. Thisjust looks— cozy. And
beautiful. | can't get enough of the colors. Makes me want to be there, to seeif it'sred.”

"Interesting from a'sder,” Gail said curioudy. "I didn't think you would want to visit abal of dirt."

"Y ou've been talking to Rosalind, | takeit."

Gail could see Parddll's face quite well now. He looked relaxed, so she went on. " She doesn't appear in
favor of colonizing planets.”

"True. Tell me, Gail. Have you ever met anyone whose ideas became locked down at one point in their
lives?' he asked.

She grinned, thinking of Reinsez. "I've one on board right now.”

"Then you know what | mean. Rosalind and her disciples keep waiting for their ship to dock and whisk
them to deep space. No, she wouldn't spesk kindly of planet life. But | was raised by Aaron Raner— he
loved Earth. HEd show meimages ... tell me stories about hisfavorite places. He planned to retireto a
cottage on Lake St. Joseph, in Canada. Last | heard, it was till in hisfamily. A great-nephew ownsit. If
the Quill hadn't come, that is." His mouth turned down at the ends.

"If the Quill hadn't come," Gall offered impulsively, "you wouldn't have had him for your father. He seems
to have been agood one." Pardell went slent at this. "I'm sorry," she said. "l shouldn't have said that.”
"No. Youreright. I've had agood life, overall." His voice softened. "When | watched the tape of my
father, Jer Pardell, | admired his courage ... felt sorry for him. But it wasn't grief. It wasjust such arelief
to know—" he stopped.

"To know you were undeniably human, born the way humans are born?* Gall finished for him.

"Exactly. You've no ideathe things I'd imagined over the years." Parddll paused and managed to laugh.
"Maybeyou do, if you think like| do &t times."

She amiled, then yawned in the middle of it.

" Spesking of deep, Gail, why don't you get some?’ Pardell suggested. "I'm fine. I'll read abit."

Gail shook her head. "I'm not tired.” But she stretched and found a more comfortable position, leaning
one arm and shoulder dong the edge of Parddll's bed. "I'm sure Maley would ingst | stay and keep you
company, asyou asked."



"Thisisn't Mdley's shift," he retorted. She thought he smiled. "Besides, heshardly likely to approve of us
spending time together— he'd be sure you were going to stick pinsin me when | wasn't looking. You
arent, areyou?"

"Not until tomorrow," Gail chuckled, then let out along, dow breath and laid her cheek on her arm.
"Aaron, how isMalley doing? Besides his unflattering opinion of me."

"He doesn't trust you," the 'sider corrected. "Otherwise, | think he rather likesyou.”

Gail rested her head alittle more on her arm. Amazing how comfortable a stool could become after a
while. "Thefeding'smutud,” she admitted candidly, finding hersdlf drifting free of her usud protective
bubble of strategy and hoarded secrets. Being with Pardell was like that, she thought in the unguarded
moment. He was dways himself, open, kind, and trusting. She wanted to be those things— he
reminded her how. "I trust your giant,” shetold Pardell. "I trust him to ook out for you first and damn
anything | want. | respect that."

His voice seemed to come out of the darkness, low, even, soothing. Gail shut her eyesto listen more
closdly. "Weve been together dl our lives, you know," Pardell was explaining. "Raner needed advice on
how to raise me. There were so few babies, but Mrs. Malley— she was awonderful mother. I'd watch
her holding Maley when hewas hurt or just tired. Sheld take him into her 1ap and rock him until he fell
adeep.” A touch of amusement in hisvoice. "Until the time came when there was more Mdley than lap
and she had to put him beside her or be crushed.”

Somehow, Gail could see the moment Pardell was remembering, only she saw the other child, the one
standing at an uncrossable distance, imagining how it would fed to be cuddied, to be held and made safe.
She shuddered involuntarily, filled with pity.

It was asif her lower arm had brushed against an open flame. She lurched away, hearing the stool clatter
to the floor, the darmed calls of Startled techs and guards....

And over it dl, Aaron Parddll's cry of pain.

Chapter 51

His agony was gone. A shame, Parddl| thought savagely, since that was the easiest to bear. Anything
was easer than remembering the soft fed of her skin, the very instant they'd both ...

PAIN.

Gail had fallen to the floor, huddling there with her right arm clutched to her chest. He remembered how
tears had spilled from her eyes and her lower lip had trembled. But she hadn't blamed him.

Why would she, Pardell raged, when she already felt such overwhelming pity?

PITY. Hed seized upward, breaking most of the probe connections, before somehow leaning to the
other side of the table before worse happened. She'd understood and |eft his care to the techswho'd
rushed over, using the handling armsto hel p straighten him on the bed, cleaning the embarrassing
remans.

It was quiet again. Thetechs had |eft him. Gail waslong gone.

Parddll lay there, hisarm over his eyesto make something closer to true dark, and tasted vomit. What
had made him think the Earther saw him as anything but a freak? What had made him reach out
to her?

Whatever it was, he wouldn't do it again.

Chapter 52

Her right arm and hand tingled suddenly. Gail clenched the fingersinto afist for asecond. Nothing like
the searing pain of that ingtant. What remained was all in her head, she reminded hersdlf, having tested
her arm quite thoroughly after— after she'd been afool. Two dayslater, you'd think sheld be over it.
What had she thought she was doing, half-dozing against Pardell's bed as though they were old
friends, chatting the night away? She should have gone to her own bed, or at least held the urge to
talk to the man until ship'sday, or chosen some neutral or interesting location, or had someone else
there. Been awake! Anything would have been better than her cardlessnessjust as Parddll was reaching



out and trying to gain some control over hislife. Sheld never forget the horrified look in his eyes.

Hazel, with green flecks. Sheld examined them often enough to know. Like hismother's, Gabrielle Lace
Pardell.

The computer chimed, displaying its conclusonsin amoving, three-dimensiond array. Gail made hersdf
atend toit. Thisearly, thelab was rdatively peaceful, but soon theréd be upward of twenty scientists
and a seething multitude of techs milling around. She liked a head start, especially before others came
bustling up with their own findings and questions.

She spun the data array to examine it from the opposite side.

"Something didn't work out?' Malley should wear a bell, Gall decided, mustering asmile of greeting.
Not to mention he had some kind of internal radar telling him when she least wanted to see him.
"No, everything'sfine. Did you get agood night's deep?’

He yawned theatricaly, then grinned down at her, eyes bright and challenging— asdways. "A very good
night, thanks. Not too much deep. And you?'

Her cheeksfdt suddenly warm. Innuendosin that deep, rich voice came out agreat deal closer to
invitation. He knew it, too. Gall reminded hersdlf that the Stationer was an outrageous flirt. Her reactions
had nothing to do with taking his attention persondly, but smply that no one else on board, including the
chagtised Sazaad, would dare talk to her thisway.

Not that she couldn't fed the heat from his body through her lab coat. The man was awalking furnace.
Little wonder he preferred the deeveless vest over the coat the stewards had altered to fit. Someone less
charitable might think it was S0 others could appreciate the muscles bulging from shoulder to wrist. That
same someone might think Malley practiced bulging in front of amirror.

"l dept very well," shetold him blandly, then fell sllent.

Parddll was coming their way. On seeing her beside Malley, he turned to talk with a couple of techs, the
act of avoidance deliberate and quite unmistakable. Gail pretended not to notice, but the stationer wasn't
fooled.

"S0o ... what did you do, Gail?" he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. "Our Aaron's usudly the
forgiving sort. A natura gentleman. I've never seen him quite this— adverse— to mesting alady.”

Gail twisted her lips. "I don't know."

"Redlly." Her answer didn't please Mdlley. She could tell by the way his eyes hardened with speculation,
looking to Pardell then back to her. " Something persona 7'

Perhaps there was a reason, Gall redlized, abruptly. A reason they all needed to know, little as she
enjoyed the thought of talking about that night. Steeling herself, she took the Sationer'sarm. "Over here,
Malley." Helet her pull him closer to one wall of thelab, where temporary cubicles had been formed to
house equipment sengtiveto interference. "Whatever's bothering Aaron,” shetold him, "I think it started
when he— and |— had that accident two nights ago."

Malley knew what she meant. Gail was reasonably sure the entire ship's complement had known before
sheld even made it back to the privacy of her quarters— aprivacy disturbed within minutes by a
thoroughly outraged Grant who seemed to think it was her faullt.

Maybe it was. It didn't change anything. "I wouldn't ask, except that it'simportant to the research,
Malley," she said as earnestly as possible. "Isthis normal? Does Aaron usudly try to avoid anyone he's
touched?He didn't with you."

"He'swalowing in something, that'sfor sure" Mdley muttered, more to himsdf than to her. "If that's
what itis... say hereaminute.

Gail watched the stationer stride through the milling techs, head and shoulders above most, until he caught
up with Parddll. She could follow their conversation without being close enough to hear words— Mdley
wasn't being subtle. First he pointed at her, then threw both armsin the air as though making some point
that required volume. Parddll shook his head dmost continualy. Then Mdley shrugged and came back to
her— alone.

Gail kept her expression set to neutra interest. Whatever the stationer had said about her, she knew it
was likely to be embarrassing at best, especially with the audience nearby. But she had been honest: her
fedlings about the night of the accident wereirrelevant— Parddll's were not.



"Wel?' Gall demanded. Might aswell get it over with— she had work to do, and now, thanksto the
sationer'sideaof a private conversation, far too many who'd be watching her every move for the rest of
the day.

Malley's face wasimpossible to read. " Aaron says he gpologizes for having misinterpreted your interest in
hiswelfare. He says—" Madley seemed to gag on the next part, but struggled on as though held sworn to
repeat what Pardell had told him word-for-word, "— that he appreciates your position on this ship and
understands that you were only being professond." The stationer drew in a deep breath, then dmost
bellowed: "And what the hell isthat supposed to mean?”’

Gall bit her lower lip for amoment. "1 don't know, Malley."

After six days of Aaron Pardell, Gail added to hersdf, she only had more questions.

Chapter 53

"You'd think after six days, I'd be ableto win at this," Pardell complained cheerfully.

Grant laughed and used the back of hiswrist to clear swesat from his forehead. The drops caught in the
dark curlson his chest and lower arms glistened in the table's illumination, except where three broad and
parald scarstraced what the Earther referred to only as " camping misadventure” from left shoulder to
lower right rib. Those on Thromberg kept their scars because they had to. Pardell wondered, but never
asked, why this Earther choseto cherish his. "Y ou'd think after that long, you'd get tired of losing,” Grant
quipped. "Y our serve.”

Win, lose. The game was mor e than its outcome, Parddl thought, tossing up the smal white bal and
swinging the paddle. The complexity of directing and anticipating the ball's movement pleased that
digractible part of his mind. He toyed with torque and rotation, while enjoying the effort of trying to
match the Earther's grace and speed.

Perhaps Ping-Pong, though not a game played on Thromberg, was afavorite pastime of the Earther
military. Grant was possibly good enough to play competitively— Pardell suspected the man had dowed
his own game down, at least in the beginning, just so the newcomer could return the occasiona volley.
Regardless, Pardell was grateful for more than the new skill and exercise. The Seeker 's enforced
day/night cycle found him gtting up reading or wandering aimlesdy through those areas held discovered
were safely vacant while others dept. The aloneness was somewhat welcome. Not that he complained,
but occasiondly the press of enthusiastic, curious people in the [ab grew uncomfortable. Malley knew the
sgnsand could be al too blunt about getting othersto back off.

On the other hand, Pardell soon found pacing the vacant halswas adso numbingly boring, until he'd
encountered Grant, who apparently didn't degp much either— or kept very strange hours— and who
professed to need a partner for hisgame.

A watcher, beyond doubt. But asurprisingly agreegble one. It could be wor se.

"Aha" Hed scored apoint.

"Didn't seethat one coming,” Grant confessed proudly. "Much better, Aaron. At thisrate, we should set
up adoubles match againgt Szpindel and his comm tech.”

Parddl hesitated. One of the things he'd grown to like about these post-midnight games was that they
played in shorts only, Grant claiming to need the change from his uniform. Hed known Peardell's
sengtivity to light and had the regular lighting of the gym dimmed except for the table and wall surfaces.
Malley's deduction, Pardell supposed, since heldd never told anyone how bright light made the veins
under hisexposed skin crawl unpleasantly; there were enough strange things about him.

Raner'sadvice: gtick to friends, avoid strangers, and don't show what could stay hidden.

Thefirgt time Pardell had stripped down, he'd dmost hoped Grant would stare or be uncomfortable, so
he could be properly insulted. Instead, the Earther had ignored his gold-veined skin and taught him the
rudiments of Ping-Pong— including how the ball felt driven into your cheekbone or rib cage a ahigh
velocity.

Have someone else here? A stranger?

"On the other hand," Grant said asiif he hadn't noticed Pardell's lack of reply, "maybe we should drag
your lazy friendinfor agame.”



Malley? With a Ping-Pong paddle? Pardd| laughed as he lunged to catch Grant's next serve. "He's
quick. But I'm not sure how long your table would last. I'll ask him."
"How ishefinding it, by the way? The ship— moving about."
Parddl just missed the ball and peered at Grant. A real concern or probing for information about
potential hazards? From what held learned of thisman, likely both. "Malley'sfine. HE's used to not
thinking about space whileinsde agtation. Hell get usad to not thinking about space whileinsde aship.”
Parddll loved knowing he was moving trandight, sidestepping time and space the way the Merry Mate |1
had done, his atoms cushioned within theinitiation matrix of the ship so they didn't really exis— but did.
These wereimaginings he didn't try to discuss with the stationer. "Dr. Lynn and the others are keegping
him too busy to think about it much.” If Parddl's return serve was alittle skewed, Grant was gracious
enough not to comment.
Malley'd settled right in, dmaost one of the crew, asif hisintellect had been waiting for the science sphere
and dl itstoys. Pardell had seen the stationer walking the daytime corridors trading jokes and knowing
names, just as he would on the station. Nights?
Hewasn't dwaysin his quarters at night, just as on the station. Parddll studioudly avoided finding out
where the stationer went. It wasn't to exercisein the gym.
The next volley lasted longer than most. He found himself legping from one side of the table to the other,
smashing thelittle ball triumphantly, watching Grant mirror hismovements. Again. Again. Then, suddenly,
he had to lean too far forward to make a shot and scrambled back in timeto hear Grant's return whistle
past hisear.
"Game," Parddl said, saluting the Earther with the paddle.
"Barely," Grant admitted, grabbing two towels and tossing one at Pardell. "L et's head down to the crew
lounge and see what's up for breskfast."
The crew lounge was in the command sphere, a section of the ship Pardell had visited only once, during
an afternoon'stour with Grant.
Not routine.
Parddll gathered his clothes, but didn't immediately follow Grant to the showers. "That's where off-duty
crew spend time. Am | dlowed in there?"
When not on duty himself, Grant had an expressive face. Right now he looked torn between impatience
and sympathy. "Y ou're 'dlowed' anywhere you want, Aaron, just not alone. Dr. Smith's orders were
quite clear on that. Y ou aren't under quarantine or arrest— athough the hours she hasyou wired up in
the lab probably fed likeit. Make use of your freedom— the Seeker 's aremarkable ship.”
Parddl had heard Gail's orders, dl right. He hadn't believed them for an ingtant. Maybe, he thought, it
was time to test them for himself. "So | could go to the bridge," he ventured.
"Get dressed, firgt," Grant suggested, with adistinctly chalenging smile.

* * %
Orders. Reguests. Messages. Instructions. AsParddl pulled on his clothes— 4till his clothes, not
Seeker "hand-me-news'— he redlized those had been the sum of his communicationswith Gail Smith
sincethey'd touched in thelab. His fault or hers?
His, if he were honest.
"Y ou dmost ready, Aaron?' Grant called from the corridor.
"Coming," Pardell replied, pulling on his boots and trying to dismiss the memory. HEd deserved what
hed felt.
They'd not spoken aword to one another beyond the needs of her experiments since. HE'd been too
humiliated and angry a firg, a everything, not just her.
Later?
Pardedll had found himsdlf studying Gail Smith even as she studied him, hour after hour, day after day.
He'd seen the way her eyes clouded when she concentrated, then snapped into brightness with each new
idea or approach. Hed seen— did the others?— how she drove herself harder than anyone around her,
her seemingly boundless energy fueled by passion for her work. It couldn't have been deep. Her face had
grown thinner since held learned it, tired around the eyes, though it still possessed dimples.



Hed seenthemin her smilesat Malley.

At some mysterious, otherwise unremarkable instant— had it been when held noticed how Gail stood
closeto ask him questions, unafraid, though she knew firsthand the pain of histouch? or maybe when
she'd stopped an experiment because atech had forgotten to strgp him in for his own safety— his heart
had started to pound and held lost himself in the way her hair caught light and transmuted it into gold.
So now, he still couldn't talk to her. But it wasn't anger.

"Youfal adeep?' Grant rapped on the door impatiently. “We do have be on duty at some point today."
Pardedll shook away any thought but anticipation. Hed never seen aworking starship bridge. Grant was
right— it wastime he started enjoying his freedom.

No point daydreaming about anything, or anyone, else.

Chapter 54

It might have been a dream, except for itsimportance. Gall ran her fingers over her forearm again,
fearing the impulse was on its way to becoming ahabit, but using it to try and extract everything possible
from the memory. Her arm had touched the edge of histhumb. Theréd been pain, aburning that shot
from that contact to her fingers and upward, to wrap from shoulder to throat.

Parddll had confessed to pain, lesslocdized than hers, likely moreintense. Hed beeniill. That wasal.

It couldn't have been all. Her every ingtinct indsted held lied, even though she had no ideawhy he
would. Proof? Nothing Gail could take to her colleagues. But until that moment, there had been
something growing between them. Gail might want it otherwise— could there be a wor se time to be
attracted to someone, or a wor se someone to choose?— but she wasn't blind to her own feglings. She
didn't think she'd misinterpreted his. Beyond reason, beyond sense, time they'd spent together had
passed like nothing at al. Time gpart ... had become merely waiting.

Pardell's avoidance of her, his careful distancing and oh-so-businessike conversation— yes, Dr. Smith
... of course, Dr. Smith— when they had to work together, weren't helping. Unless she buried hersdf in
her work, Gail found hersdlf distracted. Sometimes, even then. Irony come to roost, shethought, in
those moments of mentd clarity when she could step away from hersalf and take agood |ook. What had
put her in charge of this ship and its search for the Quill— her intengty, her judgment— conspired against
her now. She was consumed by longings and judged hersdlf afool.

"Cooper?' Gail caled to thetech. "I need corroboration on these results. Get something worked out with
Dr. Temujin and don't let him go off on atangent again. Remember, weve agreat dedl to accomplishin
the next couple of days.”

"Two days? What then?' Mdley, never far, pulled over astoal.

Gall could ook himin the eye once he'd sat and she did, treading with sudden care to say only: "Well
reach our destination." Malley had taken to being on the ship alittle too well, according to the preliminary
psych reports she had on her desk. He might be young, smart, and adaptable. Or he might smply be
dumping the entire concept into someplace dark and scared that could ultimately explode from the strain.
No sign thisbothered him at all. "What happensthere?’

"Weorhit," Dr. Temujin offered gleefully, stopping short of bouncing as he waked over to them. Hed
learned very few of his colleagues were impressed by physica enthusiasm before their third coffee. "We
orbit, we examine, and if dl is aswe hope, we begin implementation of Trid Number One! Two days,
Dr. Smith. Y ou must be so excited. The culmination of your work isat hand.”

"And Trid Number One might be?' Malley raised his eyebrows quizzicaly, with no sign of any other
reaction but curiogity. Gall wasimpressed.

She raised an eyebrow back. "What precedes Trias Two through Fifty, Malley. Y ou're welcome to
check thelist of approved experiments.” She pointed to the scrolling display board near the main exit, on
one of thelab's two permanent walls. The D-board itself was becoming acrucial tool asthe various
research leaders posted |ast-minute requests and changes. "Thisisn't only about my mission to retrieve
Quill tissue, you redize, dthough that's our centra purpose. What made it easy to fill the Seeker withthe
brightest and best was the chance to do some deep-space science—"

"And put Titan University back where it should be, at the forefront of human exploration and



understanding of the universe.”

"Good morning, Dr. Reinsez," Gall said politely to the man arriving with atrio of FDs. ™Y ou're up early.”
Another one who always knew when she didn't want him around.

Dr. Reinsez smiled benevolently. "The closer we get to your mystery planet, Dr. Smith, the less anyone
seemsto be deeping on this ship. Why should | be any different? It'sthe air of discovery. Thelure of the
unknown—"

"The certainty that no matter the outcome," Gail said cuttingly, "youll earn that Chair of Extrasolar
Studies you've been after for fifteen years." They'd come to an understanding of sorts. If shefailed, he
had enough evidence to end her career and make hisown. If she succeeded? Gall had willingly
volunteered to share any fame and glory, going so far asto give Reinsez her written guarantee.

Such things were irrelevant now.

Reinsez, to whom such things were till everything, looked insufferably smug. "Therésthat. So what's up
today? And wheré's your test subject?' The latter was said with an uneasy glance around, asif Reinsez
feared Pardd| might be snesking up on him from behind.

Where indeed? Without being obvious about it, Gail looked around aswell. Parddl| typicaly camein
with, or shortly after, hisfriend, waiting until the stationer rapped on his door before making an
appearance. Grant had confirmed Pardell rarely dept more than three hours a ship night, so she assumed
this practice was another deliberate attempt to avoid being adone with her.

What had he felt from her touch?

Corndll, one of the FDswho "happened” to arrive with Reinsez— Gail's orders being very specificin
how little autonomy the man was to be alowed— spoke up, "Mr. Parddl ison the bridge, Dr. Smith."
Gail had overruled Tobo in granting her guests shipwide access. It had seemed only reasonable a the
time, considering it could well be argued sheld kidnapped dl three. With Grant's people assuming
responsibility for monitoring their movements, she hadn't given it further thought. Until now.

"Where's Rosalind Fournier?' she asked. The two 'siderstook their evening mealstogether, but asfar as
sheld been told or observed, Parddl didn't seek Rosalind out otherwise. The older ‘ider spent most of
her time, understandably, in the Seeker's engineering section.

FD Sensun answered. "'In her assigned quarters, Dr. Smith.”

Aaron was on the bridge. She wondered what Tobo was going to say about that.

Her heart gave asickening lurch. Without aword, Gail amost flew out of the lab, dodging past deepy
incoming techs without apology, running flat out down the corridor to the waist connecting the science
gphereto the rest of the ship.

Sheld shown Tobo and Grant the recording uploaded from the returning shuttle and buried under layers
of code dl these yearswithin the 'Mate. She'd had to— it was too much to ask their blind cooperationin
ignoring Titan's orders, when their headswould roll with hers. But only those two, besides hersdlf and
Aaron. And, asfar as she knew, the'sider hadn't shown Malley.

Perhaps Aaron wouldn't care that Tobo and Grant had seen his past.

Unfortunately, he was very likely to care about something Tobo and Grant knew that she hadn't found a
way to tell him yet. That in two daysthey'd bein orbit around no mystery planet, but the world where
he'd been bom. And his parents had died.

Gail could only hope Tobo knew when not to tell storiesto aguest on his bridge.

Chapter 55

Parddl leaned forward in thefirst officer's chair. He hadn't felt so a home since leaving the ‘Mate. "And
no one saw the ship again, Captain?' he prompted Tobo. Spacer tales were the folklore of hisyouth—
he'd grown up sitting at the feet of those who'd ether lived them, or embellished with gusto. Or both.
The Seeker's round-faced Captain was amaster storyteller of the sameilk.

"Never again, Mr. Pardell. Y ou can be sure the families of thelost crew searched, but to thisday, not a
trace, not awhisper of asigna or trandight trail, has ever been found.” Tobo's voice was suitably low
and grim.

Parddll grinned with delight. Tobo took onelook at him, tried to keep a straight, somber face, then burst



into laughter, hisdark eyestwinkling. "Wdll, if that didn't scare you, young man, have you heard the one
about the star barge Misery's Company and her blackhearted captain?”

"No, and I'd loveto, Captain,” Pardell said sincerdly, "but | can tell from Commander Grant's
monotonous twitching I'm late for my dutiesin the science sphere. But thank you." He hesitated, then
asked: "May | comeagain?'

Parddll had thought the Seeker 's bridge would make him homesick, but there'd been no points of
comparison to draw him into memories of the Merry Mate 11. Thiswas a place of wonders, wonders he
could comprehend, as opposed to thosein the lab which Maley had to explain to him, usualy more than
once, or which involved being wired up like a console himsdf. When they'd arrived, Grant had
introduced him to Firgt Officer Szpindd, whose night shift boredom was patent in the speed with which
he'd offered atour. Afterward, Grant had suggested breakfast, but Pardell couldn't bear to leave. Not for
something as ordinary as food. The commander had promised to be back to collect him.

Pardell was used to becoming unremarkable. It hadn't taken long before the bridge crew forgot about
him, to al intents and purposes. Hed sat, drinking in the view of apassing nebula on the towering screen,
for once content to let his surroundings expand and grow strange around him as his perceptions
deepened and wandered, relaxed enough to permit hismind its hunt for connections, seeing the past in
the curve of aman's spine and the curl of anebula, the futurein tones of language and tamed light, letting
his thoughts expand and roam as they would.

He could well have sat there forever, but Captain Tobo had arrived, complete with tea service, and
offered to tell him thered truths of spacetravel.

And now Commander Grant stood, ready to provide another official twitch if he didn't get moving, al
trace of the cheerful Ping-Pong partner occluded by a uniform and atough, professond bearing. Well,
not all. Parddl had seen Grant holding in asmile of hisown at the incredible finae to Tobo's story.
Mayhbe, Parddl admitted to himsdlf, just maybe, this wasn't such a bad place to be.

At the same ingtant, the door to the bridge whooshed open and in ran, not walked, Gail Smith, followed
by two of Grant's FDs. Grant straightened with a subvoca oath and Tobo surged to hisfeet.

Pardell stayed in his seat, hoping whatever sent Gail Smith chasing dl the way to her ship's bridge had
nothing to do with hisbeing here.

Even if part of him hoped it did.

Chapter 56

There really wasn't going to be a graceful, easy way out of this, Gail told hersdf, comingtoa
breathless halt steps from Tobo and Parddll, Grant aready in "full dert” mode and looking to her
shadows for cluesto the emergency.

She clawed loose hair from her eyes and couldn't tear her gaze away from Pardell's face. He looked
normd, if alittle wary. Not the look of someone who'd just learned how soon, and how directly, hewas
going to meet the dark truths of his past.

There wasn't an easy way, Gail knew suddenly. There was only one way.

"| came—" Her voice was still too shaky. Gail took two more deep breaths and smoothed down her 1ab
coat by jamming her hands in the pockets. "1 came to ask you to have breakfast with me, Aaron." She
then took another breath and added reasonably: "If you have had breakfast, we could have coffee— or
tea"

Now the hazdl eyeswere puzzled, but oddly off guard, asif sheld caught him relaxing at home. "I've had
teawith your entertaining Captain, Dr. Smith." Then, perhaps because her face wasn't under any type of
control and must have shown something of her desperation, Pardell clarified: "But | haven't had
breekfast."

"Good. That's good. Someone call the steward's office and have breakfast for two sent to my office.

Y ou've had breskfagt," sheinformed Grant, staving off any thoughts he might have of joining them.
Thiswas going to be hard enough without an audience.

* * %

Gail had fully expected to have to order Grant to allow her to be done with the 'sider. After dl, tothe FD



commander, Pardell was gill an unknown quantity and proved lethal— a security risk by any definition.
But Grant hadn't argued. In fact, the flash of sympathy in thelook he sent after Pardell was dmost
unnerving.

Grant knew what she planned to do.

Gail fervently wished she did asthe door closed, leaving her donewith Aaron Pardell. "Thisismy office"
she heard hersdlf announce.

Aaron looked at her out the corner of one eye. He was prowling, something he seemed to do
automatically in anew room, as though checking the exits. Probably a'sder habit— Gail had seen
Rosdlind do it, too. "Not in the science sphere?’ he sounded surprised.

"It'sacompromise. I'm closeto the bridge if Captain Tobo needs me. And I've meetings with
representatives from the university here. That sort of thing."

"And breskfast.”

"And bregkfast,” she agreed. Gail shoved her handsin her pockets again, then redlized that might appear
defensive and shrugged off her lab coat, tossing it over the back of her chair. A rain of stylos, clips, and
forceps hit thefloor. She hurriedly bent down to retrieve them, holding her hair out of her eyeswith one
hand and wishing shed remembered to tieit back.

"Here," aquiet voice said. Shetilted her head and saw Aaron balanced on his hedlsin front of her, with
most of the escapees from her 1ab coat in hisglove. "Hold out your hands."

"Thank you," Gail said softly, in case her voice might startle him back behind the wall held kept between
them. She cupped her hands and held them out, studying his face rather than looking down asthe small
objects dropped into her pams.

Hisface. Sheld mapped it, surface and underlying tissue both, and tested its skin's sengitivity with
remotes and volunteers. If she were an artit, she could have drawn its clean, sharp lines from memory. It
haunted her dreams.

Shed never seenit, not likethis, with his eyestraveling over her face asif finding something logt, his
lower lip dowly drawn into his mouth and held between histeeth, then released with asigh that feethered
warm againgt her skin. His eyestraced their way across her mouth, then her neck, then lower— not

ng, but memorizing. They stopped where she hadn't bothered fastening the top of her shirt this
morning and she watched the blood rise along his cheekbones.

Her own were flaming. Galil felt an dmost viscera shock as Pardell brought his eyesto hersat last and
she saw the naked wanting inthem.

She couldn't remember how to move.

"Y our breskfagt, Dr. Smith?"

Aaron legped to hisfeet and Gail heard him talking to the steward. She took advantage of the distraction
to fasten her shirt al the way to her throat, then collect the escaped contents of her pockets from the
floor. She'd dropped them again. When? By the time she stood, Aaron and the steward had two places
St at the meeting table in the corner.

Keep the steward here, part of her mind babbled, even as she nodded her thanks and redlized the man
hed taken it for dismissa.

They wereaoneagain.

"Thiswaswhy you asked me here, Dr. Smith, wasn't it?" Pardell asked, hisvoice deliberately curious,
nothing more.

"What?' Gall blinked, redlizing she was sill standing behind her desk while Aaron had taken a seet at the
table.

"Breakfast?" his mouth deepened at the corners, asif hetried not to smile.

"Yes. Of course.” Galil hurried to the other chair and tried to compose hersdlf.

Aaron glanced up at her, hisface oddly unreadable, then took two glasses and poured water into both.
He put one glassin front of her, took the other in his hand, and waited.

No blame; no apologies. Gail's hand almost dipped from the glass as she recognized the ritua and
suddenly realized what Aaron must be assuming. He had to believe sheld brought him herefor this, to put
aside whatever conflict lingered from that night. Since he accepted the gesture, she knew beyond doubt



he'd abide by it. Shelifted her glass and sipped once, when he did, then again. They put their glasses
down in unison.

How strange, Gail thought. The smal act didn't reduce the tenson between them at al— merdly
changed its focus from the past to the present. "I have a— confession— to make, Aaron,” she said.
"When | said | was the only oneto see the vid from the 'Mate, the one with your parents— that wasa
lie. I'd shown Captain Tobo. Grant aswell. | had areason—"

Aaron didn't look surprised. He smply raised one eyebrow and waited.

"I knew about the '‘Mate before leaving Titan University. | cameto Thromberg to find you— adirect
descendant of Susan Witts— that part'strue. | needed your genome for the suits. But | also cameto find
your ship and her records. | waslooking for—"

"Parddl'sWorld?' Heraised both eyebrows. "That iswhere you're taking the Seeker, isn't it?’

Damn. Gall gared a him. "Y ou knew?1 didn't tell anyone but Tobo and Grant. The courseis seded
even from the bridge crew. Who told you?' So much for worrying about his reaction. Now she had a
major security leak to report to Grant— who wasn't going to be pleased. At all.

No mistaking Aaron's amusement now. "No one, Dr. Smith. Y our secret detination is safe. But | do
know something of starships and the section of space around Thromberg Station. If you'd wanted the
nearest Quill-contaminated world, you had your choice of threein the time weve been trandight. The
only possible explanation | can see for bypassing those— opportunities— was that you wanted not just a
world with Quill, but aspecific world. The onewhere | wasborn.”

"Haveyou told Mdley any of this?'

"You'd know if | had." Thistime, he sounded less amused.

Galil blushed, not because the 'sider was right about being under surveillance, but because of the
collection of those surveillance records she wasn't by any stretch of protocol supposed to havein the
drawer of the desk. The desk she could see behind him, with the cup shard from the 'Mate in plain Sght.
"Best we keep it to ourselves abit longer,” she managed to say. "WEell bein orbit in two days, then it
won't matter who knows. | should have told you, Aaron.”

"Y ou couldn't know 1'd respect a secret,” he replied frankly. "I hope you do now."

"Yes" Gall took adeep breath and the universe seemed to settleitsdlf, or she was smply light-headed.
She wasn't taking bets on either. "L et's have this breakfast beforeit's cold. Coffee?

"Please." He held out his cup and she poured, acutely aware of the distance between her fingersand his.
When Aaron was done, he removed the glovesto eat. He didn't now— she caught hersdf wondering if it
was for the same reason she'd fastened her shirt uncomfortably high. Asif it helped, Gall told hersdlf,
fedling her skin burn benesth the clothing.

"Arethose grapes?’

Thetable was st with avariety of dishes. Since al wereto be shared, Gail hoped this satisfied the
'sder's senghilities. She found the fruit plate and spotted the generous bunch draped over one end.
"These? Y es. Would you like to try some?* Without thinking, Gail picked up the bunch and held them
out, then redlized Aaron might not know which partsto est. She tugged one grape free and popped it
into her mouth, then offered the rest to him. "Watch for seedsinside. They're not supposed to have any,
but they might. Y ou don't swallow those."

He looked fascinated and somewhat darmed, but went to take one. Then he hesitated. Before she could
ask what was wrong, he solemnly pulled off his gloves and folded them negtly on the table beside his
plate. "Y ou don't mind, do you?' he asked. "Y ou've seen—"

"Of coursenat,” Galil assured him quickly.

"Thank you." The'sder pulled one of the grapes from the bunch in her hand, his gold-wrapped fingers
close enough to hersthat sheimagined their warmth, but carefully no closer. He chewed then swallowed
with a curious expression. "They didn't get them right, on the Sation,” Aaron decided, taking two more.
"The look, maybe, but not the flavor or texture.”

Therest of the meal was like that. Aaron seemed to take it as a chance to experiment, perhapsfeding
that way inclined in her company— more probably enjoying the freedom to choose outside Dr. Lynn's
list. Heliked the dips of ham but frowned after the egg. He'd already discovered sat wasn't afavorite,



but pepper was, and used the mill to sprinkle the spice on amost everything.

They found themselves talking easily about food and its preparation. Galil traded no-longer embarrassing
gtories about her family's occasionaly disastrous tradition of home cooking on Sundaysfor Pardell's
anecdotes about the efforts of the station to add variety to the daily rations.

"They tried to make apple pie out of funga proteins? Did that work?' she asked, frankly amazed.

Parddl grinned at her. "I wouldn't know. I've never had apple pie. But it tasted awful to me. Malley ate
mine and Syd's— amost made himsdlf sick.”

Gail shook her head. "'l confess— | had thisimage of life on astation as being agrim battle for surviva,
with people barely able to think about tomorrow, let aone share apple pie, red or not.”
Hisfaceimmediatdly closed up and she wished the words unsaid, but it wastoo late. "We don't want
your pity," he said, hisvoice abruptly harsh. "'l don't want it."

"I don't pity you," Galil protested. "I never have.”

Hiseyesbored into hers. "That'salie"

Wasit? Gall made hersdf coldly andyze everything sheld felt about this man since shed first learned of
hisexisence. Had she pitied him? "Once," she said, sensang hersdf on the verge of something vastly
important. "Only once. When you told me how you watched Malley with hismother. | thought of how
you must have felt— how it would fedl to be a child unable to be touched.”

"Only then?" he chalenged her, hisface grown pae and stern, like ajudge demanding an oath. "Am |
supposed to believe that?' he demanded fiercely.

Don't ask himwhy it matters, Gail warned herself, don't think about what this said about his
actions since that night. She wouldn't alow distraction now, when she was so close to understanding.
Did Aaron understand? "Youfdtit,” shesad, dowly, carefully. "The emotion. My emotion. Y ou felt it
through my arm, through your hand. That'sit, isn't it? \When anyone touches you, you experience their
emotions somehow. That's what we couldn't measure—"

"l get Sck," Aaron rebutted angrily. Too angrily, she thought, considering how hard he'd been trying to
make sense of himsdf during their experiments, of results showing only what held dready told them—
that the response wasimmediate and itsintensity scaled geometricaly upward depending on the interval
between contacts, and the amount and duration of each. But nothing of what he responded to, what he
sent back out.

"That'sal,” Aaron continued. "It hurts. Y ou measured thet just fine. That'sdl | fed."

"It cant be" Gall indsted. "You said | pitied you— | don't. The only way you'd think so isif you picked
up that emotion the only moment | felt it. Maybe you don't recognize it as such; maybe you process
emotions differently—"

"How much more of afreak do you want meto be, Dr. Smith?' Aaron interrupted, getting to hisfest.
"lsn't this good enough for you?' He thrust out his hands— their gold veins pulsed and writhed under the
kin.

Gail made hersdf calm, controlled, the antithesis of his passon. She had to. "There's been a piece missing
from the equation— my ingtincts knew it. | waswaiting for the truth about what you fed from other
people.”

"Fed?' heamost shouted. "Pain. | fed pain. | fed sick. | fed nauseous. | fed my body exploding and
about to die—"

"And what es£?' Gail demanded, seeing hisdistress but refusing to react to it. "If you can't admit the
truth to me, at least admit it to yoursdif.”

She was making him shake. "How can it hep? Tell methat, Gail. How can it help anything to know what
afreak | redly am?'

"You haveto trust me," Gail said, coming to stand in front of the 'sider, where she could reach out and
touch him, if shedared. "Y ou do fed something else, something more. Tell me. Y ou mugt.”

Aaron wasn't astal asMalley, but he till looked down to meet her eyes. Hiswere haunted and she saw
sweat on hisforehead. "Pain, like daggers plunging into me," he said in alow, tortured voice. Hesitation.
"But you'reright. | cantdl it's— theirs. It'swhat they fed when they touch me, when | hurt them. | fed
anger at the pain. Their anger. Their fear. Fear'saways part of it. Even from my friends. Even from you."



He paused, then asked dmost pleadingly: "How can knowing this hel p?*

"I want you to understand yoursdlf,” Gail said earnestly, desperately. Believe me, Aaron, she begged
slently, knowing she had no proof, no way to convince him beyond her own belief. 'l need you to
understand. There hasto be more than pain and fear involved. Those could simply be reactions to what
they experience, what you experience.”

"No."

There was a way. Even asthe thought crossed her mind, Gail stretched out her hand, palm up. "Touch
me now."

Pardell shied away, putting his hands back asif sheld tried to grab them. "No!"

Shelooked into his eyes, seeing and understanding the fear there. "Just for an ingtant. Welvetried
everything else— every tool, every device— and failed. Thistime, Aaron, | want you to test yoursdif.
Touch my hand. Tell mewhat you fed. What | fed.”

He didn't want to— and he did. The conflict raged across Pardell's face, expressionsflickering faster
than she could recall seeing before. Gail held hersdf aoof from amazement or curiosity. Shewas afraid of
the pain and even more afraid of failure, but these were emotions she'd battled before. What was at first
difficult, then dl at once easer than breething, was summoning the complex mix of caring and desire that
had tormented her these past days. A relief, to let go the guard she'd kept on her heart.

"Touch me, Aaron,” she urged softly.

He came closer, asif obeying in spite of himsdf, hishand rising to hover over hers. "Gall. Thisisnt
necessary,” he said amost desperately.

"Yes, itis" shesad, lifting her hand to his before he could avoidiit.

PAIN!

"Gail. Gail. Can you hear me? Please say you can hear me."

It was Aaron'svoice. "l hear you." She rubbed ahand over her eyes, her left hand. Theright il
throbbed with remembered agony. It was an effort, but Gail looked up. She was sprawled on her office
floor. Most undignified.

Aaron was knedling as close to her as he dared, his face white with strain, eyes deep holes of worry.
"Areyoudl right?"

"Areyou?' Gall countered, getting to her knees and, when that wasn't too difficult, rising to her feet. She
stayed upright long enough to reach achair and sit. Her legswere il unsteedy. "Aaron?”

He had one hand pressed to hishead asif to hold it together. ™Y ou are— | don't know what you are," he
said weekly, sitting down himsdlf, but on thefloor. "That was such astupid idea, Gail."

"Wasit?' sheasked, willing him to answer.

Aaron gazed a her, asif seeing her for thefirst time, asif the Sght of her gave him strength. "No," he said
at last. A dow smile spread across hisface, igniting something in his eyes that took her breath away. "No,
it wasnt."

Gail collected her wits. "Then | was right— somehow emotions passinto you from others" she said,
trying, and failing abysmally, to achieve a professond tone while he kept looking &t her likethat. "They
affect you. And maybe," the flare of ideas cleared her mind, "maybe what you send back out isaresult, a
reflection. Only other people can't process that reflection and fed just the pain. But why ... what function
coulditserve... 7'

"Y ou'retrying to find something useful in what | am— something to make sense of it." Aaron shook his
head. "Y oure wrong. I'm afresk of nature."

"Anything Nature doesisworthwhile— in theright place, at the right time, to the right organism.”
"Organism?' His eyes widened with dismay. "What do you think | am?"

Gail made hersdf relentless. "Can you remember fedling any other emotions?' She watched him think, his
pupilsdilating, and scarcely dared bresathe.

"Yes" he admitted, coming back to her along moment later, his expresson startled. "Malley's mother.
She pushed us out of theway of weapons fire— saved us both. There was pain and fear— hersand
mine. But there was something dse.”

"What?'



Parddl's eyes warmed, the unhappy line of hislips softened. " She loved us. 1'd never thought about it until
then— kidsdon't— but | felt it as shetouched me. Before | fdlt her die” Thislast so quietly Gail barely
heard the words.

Then, forcefully, demanding her answer ashisright: "So what possible useisthis? What am 1?Why am
17"

No more secrets. Gail clenched her handsinto fists, but was proud her voice was steady as she began
the explanation she knew might destroy the man sheloved.

"Hrgt, Aaron, | haveto tell you about the Quill Effect—"

Chapter 57

He owed it all to the Quill. Pardell swung, watching the ball shatter asit hit. He reached into the pail,
picked out another one, and methodicaly swung again. Smash.

Like everyonein or on Thromberg Station, he'd used the Quill to explain the way things were, to excuse
or comprehend their banishment from the rest of humanity, to make sense of why families conssted of
those alive now, and those already dead.

But now, it seemed, the Quill were aso responsiblefor his existence.

Smash.

Sheld known. Gail. Her name flooded his mind with unwelcome, irresistible thoughts. He understood
everything, thanksto her. He now understood— better than anyone— how dangerous he was to those
he—

Smash.

Cared about. Admit it, Parddl told himsdlf ruthlesdy. It wasn't a secret, not after the way he'd stared
at her. Not after hed had to fight the urge to ignore the sllly grapes and explore the smoothness of her
skin, even knowing the completeimpaossibility of it. Instead, hed done everything he could during that
wonder-filled breskfast to touch what she touched, where she'd touched, asif it were the same. Had she
noticed? Did she know how the warmth lingering on a plate from her hand had made his heart pound?
Had the blood in her cheeks and the dark, drowning heet in her eyesredly been meant for him? Had
what held felt from her touch, benegth the pain, that intense warmth and longing— had it been red?

Or had hisown fedings played acrud trick on him?

Smash.

And now, he waan't even fully human.

"How many of those things do you think they have?'

For dl the sound Malley had made entering the dark gym and walking to stand beside him, they could
have been Outside. Pardell didn't look around. Smash. "Go away," he said.

"That's not exactly easy, if you hadn't noticed.”

Smash.

"Did they send you from the lab?" Did she? "Am | holding up some great and necessary test? Do they
need their resdent—" Smash. Thistimethe paddie. "— murdering—" Smash. The pall. "— Quill?"
"Well, isn't this productive?’

"Productive?' Parddll turned at |ast, glaring up a Malley. "If you want productive, then tell them to
practice destroying the Quill— they have one now, don't they? 1sn't that the whole point of this? To save
usdl fromthingslike me?'

The Sationer ignored Parddl's outburgt, hiking himsdlf up to sit on the Ping-Pong table— which
creaked— and pulling out two cups and aflask. "Civilized man, Grant," he said. "Knowsthe value of a
good fermented beverage. Mind you," Maley cautioned, sniffing the top of the flask— having opened it
and tossed the lid over one shoulder. "Mind you, I've no ideawhat was fermented to make thisfine....
whatever itis"

"Twenty years ago, my parentsdied so | could be born acitizen of aworld I didn't know existed,”
Parddll said, the words pouring out so fast he could hardly breathe. "Oh, excuse me. That's not accurate,
isit? My mother died. My father somehow resisted the mysterious Quill Effect long enough to crawl to
their shuttle and put meinsde. Did you see that recording, too? Did you see how my father set the



emergency lift on atimer, then went back for my mother? Only he didn't make the return trip.”

"Grant showed me— Gall'sorders," Mdley told him, hiseyespaired glintsin thedim light. "Have some. |
hate drinking aone.”

Some people want to be alone, Parddll thought, but took the glass and swallowed hastily. Then he
choked as something aromatic and bitter burned its way down the back of histhroat, etched his
esophagus, and landed with aminor explosion in hisstomach. "Y ou're sure thisis safe to drink?" he
sputtered.

"Grant said it was single-something Scotch. Claimed it was expensive on Earth," Madley'svoice was
dubious. "I don't think you're supposed to gulp it like that.”

"Makes Sammie's Suff taste good.”

Malley shook the flask gently. "Should be enough in hereto get used to it.”

"Y ou could leave me done," Pardell wished out loud, coming to sit on the table beside hisfriend. The
thing held— gave alittle, maybe. Heheld up hisglass.

"Weve aday and ahaf before we reach your planet,” Malley said blithely, pouring into both. "By then,
we need to be ready for the bad guys."

"Likeme," Parddll muttered, taking his next dose of fermentation with alittle more caution. Once he
knew what was coming, it wasn't quite as bad. There was awelcomekick to it anyway.

"Y ou don't look like athin, iridescent filament with no pretensions of life. Well, you are scrawny.” Mdley
gave ahuge sgh, challenging the table again. "'l was so hoping for something we could strangle or shoot.
Like athree-meter googly-eyed mongter. Y ou ever talk to Grant or hisfolks about monsters?

"Can't say the subject came up,” Parddl admitted, holding his glass out again.

"They have an entirdly different viewpoint thanyou or 1."

"Different how?"

Malley's voice degpened, as though thiswas serious. "The First Defense thing? Aishastold meit's not
one-way. Sure, they protect people, no doubts there, but what's their definition of people? That's another
thing altogether. In fact, the whole point of the FD isto proveitis.

"And how much of Grant's Scotch did you try before coming?' Pardell inquired politely.

"No, no. None. Hear me out on this, Aaron.” Malley poured again. "Were donein the universe. Just
people, dirt, balls of burning gases, and the odd dien rodent. Right? Wdll, sofar."

"Sofar." Pardell repeated.

"Right. Remember reading about how things were before the Quill? Earth had an entirearm of its military
devoted to First Contact, stuffed full of dreamers who wanted to be the first to shake atentacle or hug a
blob. Where are dl those dreamers now?"

Parddl sghed. Malley on a roll was impossible to deflect. "I'm sureyou're going to tel me."

"Think about it. Highly trained, motivated people seeing their budgets threstened when Earth begins
pulling out of deep-space exploration to focus on terraforming. People out of jobs, unlessthey find
something ese, something socidly paatable to offer the taxpaying public. So the military quietly scraps
Firgt Contact and loudly unveilsits First Defense Unitsto protect humanity against the unknown, which
became so much easier to justify when aong comes a bona fide unknown menace— the Quill."
"Whichiswhy Grant'sunit ison the Seeker . Thisisn't news, Mdley."

"No. Well, yes. But that's not the only reason. Remember, the FDs are people who've kept some older
ideas and goals. The FD mandate isn't just to protect humanity from the aien. Oh, no. It's also to protect
any dienintelligence we might encounter from humanity. Grant and his people are expertsin
communication and wegpon tech— they don't mention training in negotiation psychology and
xenobiology, do they?

"What we have with us, Aaron, my friend, are abunch of diplomats with two chamber pulse cannons,
ready to make surewe al behave at that inaugural meeting and play nice. Or whatever we're supposed
to do with whatever we meet. Whenever we meet, whomever they are.” Malley seemed fascinated by his
own e oquence.

Pardell no longer doubted that flask had been full before hisfriend offered to shareits contents. " And you
aretdling methisbecause ... 7'



Malley'steeth gleamed. "I thought you might like to know the FDs would doubtless step in to protect you
from Dr. Smith and her cronies. Y ou'd have to put up with their tendency to use tranksinstead of red
wespons. But they'll talk up astorm for you, I'm sure. Y ou just have that one small problem of
convincing them you are a googly-eyed monster and not one hundred percent human.”

"So you don't think I'm a— Quill."

"Why should 17" Malley said in hisbest "must | explainit again” voice. "Y ou're aman born on a planet
where the evidence suggests there were Quiill. There's no proof— your parents might have died from
some disease— but even if the Quill killed them, your parents were there to give you a better life, and
died trying to keep you safe.” He peered down at Pardell. "I'd fedl pretty good about that, if | were
you."

Pardell spped thoughtfully. " Something there changed me into— this. I'm not stupid. It fitstoo many
pieces ... makes too much senseto ignore.” Just because the idea made him want to rip off his own
skin ...

"Okay," Malley agreed. "So | think Her Ladyship'sright. There were Quill there. By Gail'sinterpretation,
your father survived longer than your mother because he was a descendant of Susan Witts— and the
Quill somehow have her genetic information filed away. Y ou might have survived for the same reason. Or
because, as anewborn, you couldn't be affected by whatever the Quill Effect doesto harm people. Or
because, as anewborn, that weapon atered you instead.” He paused, then said in avoice that brooked
no argument, "Y ou aren't a Quill. But you look to be the best chance we've got to learn how to get rid of
them and hel p people we care about— and that's something you should be proud of, my friend. | am."

It was probably Grant's liquor, Parddll told himself, but some of the black despair seemed to lift from
his shoulders. When Gail had told him what she believed, what she knew of the Quill Effect and how
inherently similar his abilities seemed to be to those of a Quill— held wanted to put on a suit and push off
from the Seeker . That ample. That find. That clean.

But hed seen her lower lip trembling, the fingers on the hand he couldn't hold clenching into asmall, tight
figt asshetold him what she knew of the Quill, of how she thought held been changed by them. Gail had
sounded the dispassionate, determined scientist she was— and every movement betrayed her.

So Pardell had done his best to be dispassionate and brave himsdlf, and wound up here, to destroy
harmless Fing-Pong balsingtead of himsdf.

"l don't know how I'm going to help,”" he wondered out loud. "Gail thinks my— ability— issmilar to
what the Quill do. Maybe that's—"

"Oh. So now it's back to 'Gail"?"

Trust Malley to leap off the topic, no matter how important. "You cal her Gail," Parddl said
defensvely.

"That's because I've kissed the lady ..." Mdley's bantering voice died away. "Aaron ... | didn't mean ..."
"I'm rusty on Earther manners, but | didn't think that was a requirement before using someonesfirgt
name. Isit?' Parddll joked, before Mdley's dightly drunk but thoroughly agile mind started wandering
whereit shouldn't.

Where he couldn't.

Chapter 58

"Petra's good at this— relax, Aaron. Breathe evenly and as deeply as you find comfortable.”

She'd better be good at it, Gail reminded hersdf, listening to Aisha briefing the'sder. Aaron wasn't easy
about this particular experiment, knowing its significance. Gail had done her best to find the ided
candidate: scouring the ship's personnd records to find anyone who practiced degp meditation. Small
numbersto start with, then she'd interviewed to narrow the list to anyone who wasn't too afraid of
Aaron's— peculiarity— to be effective.

Mogt, including Sazaad, didn't pass.

Grant had been a surprise possibility and shed dmost asked him. He'd formed afriendship with the 'sider
that might have helped. But &t this point in her research, there wasn't sufficient judtification to risk the
commander of the FD in any way.



Petra Sanders was the best they had. Gail watched Aisha preparing the hookups to the chair monitoring
Petras vitals and cog functions. Like most equipment here, the chair had been made on the Seeker, as
needed. In itstwin, Aaron was aready strung with his by-now-familiar assortment of cables and disks.
Tied down like his ship had been, she thought.

Aaron didn't usualy sguirm as he was doing now— Gail suspected he viewed being comfortable as
secondary to what they did here. Then again, until now, they'd been testing his response to various
physicd stimuli, aswell astaking advantage of his reactionsto further enhance the congtruction of the
anti-Quill suit. Now?

Now Gail was out to test her hypothesis: that Aaron Pardell was actudly reacting to the emotional states
of others, not the physica sensation of touch at al. Meaning that Aaron's ability had somethingin
common with the reports of the Quill.

One of those tests where a positive outcome wouldn't help him sleep nights.

"Ready?' Aishaasked.

Petra nodded, her amost white hair dipping over one eye as she did. Her skin, even over her lips, was
s0 generoudy freckled it resembled amosaic of warm brown and beige. Her lasheswere dmost invisible,
but she'd drawn delicate eyebrows over each eye. She was the assistant ship's engineer, abright, cheerful
young woman who practiced martia arts aswell as meditation. Apparently she aso played awicked
saxophone. Gail had enjoyed ther interview, finding Petraa no-nonsense, kind person who grasped what
they needed in very few words.

There was no doubt of her courage.

"Aaon?'

Instead of answering Aisha, Aaron crooked afinger at Gail. She walked over to his side and leaned
close. "I don't want to scare her," he whispered, looking troubled. "But someone has to be ready to pull
us apart if this doesn't work. | can't— and if sheé'sin atrance, she might not be ableto. But no one ese
can touch her while she'sin contact with me. | should have thought of it before now."

"Wedid, Aaron. Don't worry. The chairs are on whedl's. One boot and you're sailing to the other side of
theroom."

Hevisibly relaxed, one corner of his generous mouth turning up. "L et me guess. Malley volunteered for
thet."

"Indsted,” shetold him, smiling. "Areyou ready?| need you to concentrate.” Without thinking, Gall
leaned alittle too close and the ends of her hair did along Aaron's cheek, catching where the skin was
roughened by faintly visble stubble. Harmless, snce the reaction required living cdllsin contact— except
that it was a caress. They both knew it. "Sorry," she said quickly, standing up straight.

"We'reready here," shetold Aishabriskly. Gail pretended not to see how Aaron's eyesfollowed her.
You want him to concentrate on the experiment, she lashed at hersdif.

Preoccupied, Gail backed into Mdley, doing his self- appointed task of hovering over any and al of the
testsinvolving hisfriend. It was like walking into an oak tree. Her gpology died unsaid when she glanced
up and saw the stationer deliberately looking from hisfriend to her and back, with a scowl.

"What now, Malley?' Gail asked under her breath. Petra's eyes were closed and she was dready
bresthing dowly, entering her meditative state. For the experiment, the entire lab had been cleared but for
the participants, Maley, hersdlf, and Aishas six techs, presently monitoring the banks of devicesto take
base measurements. The lights were dimmed. Everything was peaceful, with the exception of the huge
man scowling his disgpproval &t her.

He wasreally quite good at it. Gail felt guilty without knowing why she should.

Malley never let one wait in suspense. He bent down and put hislipsto her ear. "Hirting with Aaron, Dr.
Smith?" he rumbled softly. "If you fed the need that badly, you know whereto find me."

Why that arrogant ... Gail imagined kicking Malley in the shin, or higher, but spoketo Aishainstead.

"Y ou've double-checked the glove?' They'd start with Petrals hand in one of the anti-Quill gloves, so she
would beinsulated from the effect of touching Aaron while he should till fed something from her. But
only aglove coated with the 'sder's own genetic markers— or those of his grandmother, Susan Witts—
would insulate the wearer from the backlash of contact. It had been one of thefirst, and most



fundamentally significant, observations they'd made, thanksto Aaron. Clear support for Gall's hypothesis
that each Quill population could be descended from one origina Quill, geneticdly ableto identify its
human host.

More proof the Quill had indeed left alegacy in the newborn Aaron Pardell.

Gall took several steps away from Madley, fedling this amore-than-adequate response to his suggestion,
given she couldn't imagine what to say to him that wouldn't involve shouting. Unfortunately, she knew the
gtationer well enough by now to redlize hed assume she was wisely clearing his path to Aaron should he
need to separate the two.

Fedl the need. Gall didn't know whether it made her want to laugh or cry.

Aishaused aremote handling arm to gently lift Petrals limp arm. The woman was completely relaxed.
Gail glanced at the console measuring her heart rate. Fifty beats per minute. Deep trance. Quite
impressive. Maybe she'd look into the technique hersdlf one day.

Aaron looked grim, but prepared. Aishalowered Petrals arm so her hand rested on the small table
positioned between the chairs. Aaron put his gold-veined hand beside Petra's gloved one, exhaled
dowly, then touched thetips of hisfingersto hers.

He closed hiseyesimmediately, hisface going oddly dack. There were sensors to measure precise
changesin Aaron's expression, but Gail preferred to watch the man rather than the readouts. One
second. Two. He snatched his hand away, eyesflying open, his dim body arching up asif to escapethe
chair, then dropping flat again before anyone could react.

"Ouch," Aaron said unhelpfully, grabbing the cold compress Aisha offered him to press over hisface.
Petraroused at the word, turning her head without opening her eyes. "Areyou dl right?' she asked, her
voicelow and durred. "1 didn't fed anything.”

"I'm fine. Nothing that won' fix itsef in amoment,” Aaron mumbled gracioudy, his expression conceded
under the compress. Gail noticed his free hand was clenching the arm of the chair.

"Tell mewhen you're ready for the next experiment,” she said. He nodded.

"Wewere going to wait an hour,” Aishasaid in aneutrd voice.

Gail looked up. Aishas dark eyes didn't ook thisfierce very often— just every time the other scientist
decided Gail was pushing too hard or too fast. They'd worked together long enough for Gail to
appreciate Aishas judgment, if not for her to automeatically accept it. "I have my reasons,” she countered.
Among them that they'd reach their destination by ship's night tomorrow.

Aaron removed the compress. He looked tired, but there was something new in his eyes when they met
hers. Triumph. "Happiness," he said. "No. I'd say it was closer to bliss.”

It had worked, Gall redized, dmost numb. He'd felt something from Petra, some emotion other than
fear or pain. "I'mready, Dr. Smith."

Petra nodded aswell. The next step was to repest the experiment without the protection of the glove.
She hadn't come very far out of her trance, so Aisha, after one more unhappy look at Gail, prepared to
take another base line st of measurements from both.

"Dr. Smith."” She hadn't seen Aaron since thismorning. Hed needed time alone to digest what sheld told
him. Who wouldn't? But he'd taken it better than she'd hoped— better than she had, in fact. It had been
pure agony to explain the facts as she knew them, the suppositions and inferences as she'd made them.
Totell Aaron Parddl he wasn't what he'd thought al these years.

Was that the reason for the "Dr. Smith" now? Gall supposed she wasimagining more punishment for
hersdlf, the always-courteous 'sider was probably respecting her position among the others here.
Something Mdley never did.

Malley, who had warned her away from hisfriend in unmistakable terms. Flirting? Gail thought wildly,
inclined to laugh. What she felt near Aaron Parddll, what she saw reflected in his eyes, had nothing in
common with anything so harmless. Did Malley know? She thought too much of him to supposefor an
instant hewas jedlous. She did believe Maley understood perfectly how dangerous—

Enough! Gail brought herself back to the lab with a shake of her head. Petra's hand, now covered only
by its dusting of freckles, rested on the table, her arm held gently but firmly by the remote Aisha
controlled from beside her chair. To all appearances she was unconscious, but her brain activity topped



the scale in some areas. The key ones, Gail hoped— onesthey could actualy measure. She knew
Sazaad was riveted to hisremote monitors, cynica asaways.

Aaron didn't hesitate. At her gesture, he reached for Petrals hand again— her bare hand.

They were all braced, even thetechs at their Sations, Maley dready gripping Aaron's chair to pull him
away from Petraif necessary.

Every test until now had shown avirtualy instantaneous reaction, implying that whatever Aaron drew
from contact with another reflected back, asif from amirror.

The momentary stillnessfooled them dl. Or had they unwittingly focused on Petra? Gail wondered
later. 1t took the shrilling of the monitoring darmsto startle everyone into motion, including Maley, who
yanked Aaron's chair from Petras so quickly insruments went flying and the chair itself would have
tipped if he hadn't kept hold.

A perilous hold. Once contact was broken, Aaron began convulsing violently, hiseyesrolled up so only
the whites showed, afoam appearing at the corners of hislips. Maley strained to keep the chair upright
while avoiding the gold-veined handsflailing in every direction. The strapping restraining the 'sder
sretched but didn't break, At wrist and ankle, it dug into hisflesh tightly enough to guarantee bruises.
Then, as abruptly, Aaron was till, except for the dow riseand fdl of his chest. Malley let go, one hand at
atime, sending an urgent glance at the now-silent machinery. One of the techs— Benton— gave a shaky
thumbs-up.

"How's Petra?' Gail said into the ominous quiet.

"Give me asecond,” Aisha snapped.

Gail walked over, carefully not looking a Aaron. She understood Rosdind dl too well now. The more
time she spent with him, the less she could bear seeing him reduced to this.

"Wdl?" Gail asked, looking down at what appeared to be awoman peacefully adeep. More than
pesceful— Petrals face looked dmost esctatic. "Anything?'

"Some peaks on Sazaad's cog screen,” Aisha said, consulting a notepad handed her by another tech.
"WEell have to andyze those, but everything el se appears to measure nomind. I'm surprised she didn't
come out on her own when the darms went off— must be pretty deeply under.”

"Can you bring her out of it?"

Aishascrutinized her patient. As shedid, her fingers absently stroked the spider brooch on her lapdl, a
tiny thing most people didn't spot on theintensdly colorful coat— afavorite, Gail remembered. "Il
assume you've reasons for that, too?" Aishaasked, her usually expressive voice toneess.

"l do."

Aishareeased Petra's arm from the remote, then took the woman's limp hand in both of hers and began
torubit gently. "Petra," shecdled. "Petra..."

Aaron was still out.

Petra's eyesflickered under their lids and she smiled.

"Petra..."

Her eyes opened, revealing dilated pupilsthat quickly shrank to norma size. "Yes, Dr. Lynn? Arent we
doing the experiment?’ Petra blushed and struggled to sit up. "Oh, dear, did | fal adeep on you? That
happensto medl thetime."

"The experiment went—" Gall ddliberately didn't look at Aaron, "— very well, thanks, Petra. How do
you fed right now?'

The blush deepened. "Well, |— fed pretty wonderful, Dr. Smith." The woman giggled, tried to stop
hersdlf, then giggled again. Aishaslipstwitched, even as she and Gall traded glances.

"Isthishow you usualy fed waking up?' Aishaasked.

Her green eyeswere sparkling. "I'm aways happy and relaxed during the trance— that carries through
when | comeout of it." Another infectious giggle. Petraput her hand over her lipsasif to stop hersdlf "I
don't remember ever feding this happy before. It's quite amazing."

"Thank you, Petra," Gail told her. "Dr. Lynn will take more details from you, if you don't mind.”

From the contented |ook on the assistant engineer's face, Aisha could take dl the details she wanted.
"Caretoexplain?’



Gail whirled, saying: "Aaron!™ perhaps alittle too enthusiagticaly for the moment. Maybe everyone was
too busy watching Petra giggle and coo. No such luck. Aaron looked like hed been run over by a
freight trolley, but he smiled up a her with awarmth that said he'd heard the emotion in her voice.
Madley wasnt amiling a dl. In fact, Gail thought with disgust, the stationer was beginning to ook
downright grim.

Did he think she was a fool ? They were going to have to talk— she wasn't looking forward toit.
Gall firmly controlled her visible reactions as she went to Aaron's Side. "First, tell me what you
experienced,” she requested, keeping it professond.

Theway hiseyeslingered on her mouth didn't help a bit.

Chapter 59

Fifteen hours. Didn't sound like much, if you were talking ashift and ahalf to cover someone late, or
how long that someone, usudly Syd Denery, could deep after too much partying.

It wasn't much, when you were talking about time spent screaming through the darkness, aming & atiny
ball of dirt somewhere out there.

Even less, Mdley thought, when the end result would be standing on that ball of dirt, without walls
or aroof to be seen. Just sanding, acolumn of atmosphere, taller than Thromberg was long, pressng on
your shoulders, your feet glued to the floor— the ground— by gravity that had nothing to do with the
capable maintenance guysin Outward Five.

"Y ou seem alittle unsettled tonight," Aisha observed, her hand poised over Mdley'sforenead. "Want to
talk about it firgt?"

The dtationer shook hishead. "Thereisn't time. I'll only get one more shot at this before we— arrive.”

He closed his eyes as his companion's fingers traced his eyebrows, then pressed gently into each temple,
rubbing dowly at thetenson there. She'd put up with a lot, these past six nights. "Sorry, Aisha. It was
rough, today, with Aaron. That'sal."

"Yes, it was. But worthwhile, don't you think?Y our friend did. He's very brave."

"And stupid,” Maley growled.

Her fingerslifted, and he opened his eyes. Aishas head wastilted, her expression puzzled as she studied
him. Thelight from the candles sheld placed around her room drew sparks from the tiny gold-and-crystal
insectsin her hair. Thislate, she worelayers of asilky fabric, its waves of red, yellow, and orange lapping
at her midnight skin. It resembled nothing Malley was used to cdling clothing.

He'd grown quite fond of having Aisha surprise him.

"Why is Aaron stupid?' she asked.

Malley took adeep breath and blew it out with alaugh. "Just kidding. I'm always teasing him— keeps
him from being too serious about life. Can we get Sarted?”

Aishaturned and went to her cabinet, then returned with the headset and goggles. "Lie down, if you'rein
such ahurry not to talk to me."

She had the oddest bedside manner. "Isthis part of the therapy, Dr. Lynn?" he asked her, using his best
smile. Mdley stayed sitting on the edge of her bed.

"Maybe." Aishahad apretty heart-starting smile of her own. "Or it could be part of being afriend, Hugh
Mdley."

"Friends, huh?* Malley nodded, thinking of the reaction if he brought this exctic verson of the Earther
into Sammie's. Knowing Aisha, he reminded himsdlf, she'd fit right in— after making most of his
friendsfant with envy.

Sammie?

Malley felt confused whenever he thought of the man, of what Sammie and the others had done to the
Merry Mate |1. Of what they might have doneto Aaron, if held been on hisship.

Not routine, Mdley thought, suddenly homesick. Nothing was anymore.

"Friendstalk to one another," Aishaventured, taking her time untangling part of the headset. " About what
makes them happy— or troubles them—"

"I don't want to talk— about today or Aaron.”



"Ah," she said, stlanding o her thighs touched his knees, reaching to place the headset on hishead. "I see.
Who else don't you want to talk about?"

Malley loved Aishasvoice, if not her perception. He rested his hands on the roundness of her hips, and
her smile broadened. Encouraged, he used thislight hold to pull her into hislap. As he'd suspected, shefit
quite nicely, onearm trailing cool slk asit went around his neck.

"And thisisto distract me from finding out who you want to talk about— or don't want to talk about?"
Aishasaid with alaugh. "It might work— but then there's your session to consder.” She camly finished
adjusting the headset, seemingly obliviousto hisinterested exploration of the warm territory under the
dlks

"Could do more good," Mdley mumbled, quite charmed by what he was finding, and by now thoroughly
distracted himsdlf. He dipped his head, aming for her neck and anticipating sweet smells and softness,
only to have Aishadip the goggles over his eyes before hislipstouched anything but air.

"Be good and take your medicine," she said. "Y ou've come along way thisweek and we mustn't lose
momentum.”

Hefdt thelight brush of her mouth againg his, asif in regret, then hislap was cold and empty. Maley
sgghed and blew akissin her direction, before lying back on the pillows and swinging hislegs up and
around. "Y ou know what they say about al work and no play, Doctor,” he grinned, unrepentant. "L ook
what'sit's doneto Her Ladyship.”

"Gal."

The word wasn't quite ice-edged, but close. Mdley pulled the goggles from his eyes and peered at her. "I
didn't mean it as an insult— your 'Gail' doesn't seem to be the playful sort. That'sall.”

"Because she hasn't returned your advances?’ Aishaasked, thelilt in her voice accentuated by a hint of
scorn.

"Whoa," Malley said, sitting up and deciding he wasinsulted. "What advances?' Anyway, if he'd made
any serious ones, they'd have been returned. Gail Smith wasn'timmune— until lately, he added to
himsdf.

"Y ou're going to tell me you haven't displayed interest.”

Malley felt hisface garting to burn. "I'm aways— interested,” he said truthfully enough. "But unlessit's
mutud, | don't bother— you know, thisredly isn't any of your business, Aisha”

"It could be, if it is upsetting you— or affects Galil.”

"Trust me. Gail Smithisn't being affected by me. In any regard.”

"Ah," Aisha stretched out the syllable until Mdley felt sheld expressed just about every possible reaction,
including disbelief. Then she knelt in front of him, silks spreading over the floor, her hands on his knees.
"But then there'syour friend," she said, eyes serious. "The one who is affecting Gall."

"Aaron? What do you know about him and—" Malley rubbed one hand over hisface, then dropped it
into hislap and gazed at her fondly, if with some exasperation. "Y ou set me up." He sighed heavily.
"Look, | wasn't going to talk about it. | didn't think anyone else had noticed. Maybeit's nothing—"
Aishaamiled back at him, but sadly, asthough they shared some grief. "Nothing? A polite and friendly
man— whose eyes can't leave her for more than an ingtant. A reasonable, sensible man who doesn't just
endure uncomfortable and dangerous tests. No, he conquers them for her, like some knight on ahopeless
quest.”

"Hopdessisright. Aaron's playing thefool to fantasize about her,” Malley surprisng himsdf by the bitter
notein hisvoice. "Not that | blame him. A pretty face can be apowerful distraction. And, with what he's
lost— the pressures he's under to help with the Quill— the doubt about himself? Wonder is he's stable at
al." He paused, then growled, "Which means your Gail should know better than to encourage him."
Without intending to, Maley remembered how her hair had drifted against Aaron's cheek— and the
gartled, then lost look on hisfriend'sface. Potent weapons, the woman had, he thought bitterly,
wishing he'd snapped her neck when he'd had the chance.

"Know better?" Aisharepeated thoughtfully. "Wed al like to know better, Malley— to pick the object
of our affections using our heads, not our hearts.”

"Youthink Dr. Gail Smith, Earther, scientis— bloody ruler of this ship— fedsanything for Aaron?"



Malley tried to laugh, but her expression made him stop. He went on amost angrily. "Aaron's her ticket
to glory. If afew smiles make him work harder, risk more— why not? She manipulates people better
than anyone I've met. I've seen it for mysdlf.”

"Then you've been looking inamirror, Mdley," Aishaaccused. "Y ou are so much the same therés hardly
air for therest of usto bresthe when you're both in the [ab."

"We'rethe same?' Madley curled hisleft arm and smacked hisright hand against the bicep. "Think | grew
thisstudying at Titan University or being pampered on Earth?"

" think you excelled a anything you did, the ssmeway Gail Smith excelled. Not because anyone
expected you to, but because you couldn't do anything less. Y ou are both driven, passionate about your
causes, sngle-minded to the point of obsession, and frustrated by anyone who can't follow your
intellectud legps. Y ou both flip from abnoxious to charming at will. I only put up with either of you
because you want the truth— and you care about what that truth meansto others.”

Malley redlized his mouth was open and closed it firmly.

Aishawasnt finished. "Gall's cgpable of many things— but not of seducing your friend into harming
himsdlf. Even if she was, she doesn't need to— Aaron wants to see the terraformed worlds restored to
the colonists from the stations as much as any of us. Y ou know that."

"I know Gail's not staying clear of him either,” Malley said, choosing to disregard Aisha's comparisons as
uncomfortably apt and not particularly the view of himsdlf he preferred. Y ou could run thetests. There
are adozen othersin the science sphere qudified." He threw his hands up in exasperation. "I could do
some!”

"Gall doesn't delegate crucid work. Maybe that's the problem—" Her voicetrailed off suggestively. "She
awayslives her work, her ambition— but I've never seen her wearing down, day by day, like this. What
happened at the station troubles her. But this? It's like she's fighting demons.”

"I'm not interested in Gail Smith's conscience or her hedth,” Malley said bluntly. "Only Aaron's. And she
must see how he'sreacting to her. It'sworse every day. She must know any— fantasy— is going to hurt
him. How impossible ... they can't ... damniit, Aisha, you know what I'm trying to say."

"Ah," another of the wise, soft sounds. Aishaleaned her cheek on hisknee and didn't look at him asshe
spoke. Her fingersfound the pam of his hand, then intertwined themselves with his. "That no matter how
much they want this, theré's no having it? Perhaps. Thereismoreto love—"

Malley traced one of the intricate braids along Aishas scap with afinger, staring out at the candleson
her dresser. Another of her surprises for him— unregulated combustion wasn't permitted on Thromberg.
"Tdl that to Aaron,” the Sationer said heavily. "It'scut a him for years. the way heis, the things he can't
do— but at least he didn't have strong feglings for anyone else to complicate it. And he's proud, Aisha.
Proud to the point of blind and stupid. He's my best friend, but I've seen it. If this goes wrong— he can't
run and hide on his ship anymore. She'sleft him without an escape route for thefirst timein hislife. It will
bresk him."

"All I cantdl youistotry trusting Gail. If she cares about your friend, shewontt let things go that far,”
Aishalooked up a Malley, dark eyesintent. " She knows the risks— shélll be careful.”

"Careful?' Mdley considered the idea, then shook his head. "That'll be the day. Y our Gail likesthe edge,
in case you hadn't noticed. Ask Grant sometime about her concept of ‘acceptable risk’ and what that's
cost dready.” He suddenly saw it all— too clearly. "If shesusng Aaron'sfedingsto control him ... well,
that's adangerous game. He'd better find out before something happens he's going to regret dl hislife—"
Or before a certain neck does get broken, Malley added to himsalf. "But no matter how unhappy it
makes Aaron, | hopethat'sal itisfor he— agame."

"Why?"

"Becauseif Gail Smith caresfor Aaron, the way you think, it's not a game anymore. And she's more than
likely to throw caution out the 'lock and Aaron'slifewithit.” Not if he had any say in it, Maley
promised himsdf grimly, drawing hisfingersfrom Aishas. Not if he had any say at all.

"Either way," Aisharesponded in alow voice, "you make it sound as though your friend must lose."
"Warned you | didn't want to talk about him," Malley said, making histone dmogt flippant. "Depressing,
isn'tit? Never you mind, Aisha, m'love. Let me get afew beersunder Mr. Lovesick'sbelt and I'll set him



straight about women'swiles." He captured the hand sheld left on hisknee, bringing it up to hislips.
"Redly?" he asked. "And should | set Gail straight about the wiles of stationers?' Her generous mouth
curved up.

Hisamog amilefaded. "If you want to warn her I'm watching— that's fine."

"Oh, isthat what you call hovering behind her, looking like the grim regper? Y ou have half the scientists
and mogt of the techs looking over their shoulders now. Maybe you should ease off, Mdley," Aisha
suggested. "' See how things go in the next day. There's going to be too much happening when we arrive
anyway.”

"Which means we shouldn't waste any moretime,” Malley put the goggles back on and lay down. "Can
we get on with the session, please?' he gritted between his teeth.

"With you tense as a piece of sed?' Before Mdley could think of anything to say, he fdt the mattress
shift asshejoined himonit. "Roll over," she ordered.

He thought of objecting, but turned on hisside instead. She tucked him into the curve of her body, one
arm over hischest, oneleg over his. "Now," asoft whisper in hisear, "seeif you can cam yoursdlf,
Malley. Take amoment and think about being very cam, very rested. The day, the place, even your
friend— you need to let it go."

Malley let out the breeth held held, at the same time letting himsdlf relax into her familiar warmth. When
Aishahad offered to help him with his phobia, he hadn't expected that help to be so— persond. Sheld
said it wasthis, or being strapped down. He vastly preferred the option of her silk-covered limbs, even
though until tonight there'd been no hint she might wel come a closer entanglement.

"Mmmph." He wasn't sureif that was agpprova afew breathslater, or Aishagetting comfortable. He
was—

The headset activated asif cued to hisphysica gate. If he hadn't known thiswasvirtua and not redl,
Malley would have sworn he was now standing in acorridor smilar to those held known al hislife.
"Take your time. Therés nothing gained by rushing.” Aishas voice now sounded as though she wasright
behind him. He dtill felt her, comforting and redl, despite the illusion presented by the goggles.

There were doors along the corridor. Maley knew how the device worked— his eye movements were
tracked by the goggles, bringing closer whichever door he focused on, opening that door if he blinked.
Closing his eyes brought him back to the safety of the corridor. Knowing wasn't the same as bdlieving.
Theflow was dreamlike, incredibly redl and vivid, with the exception that hewasin control at al times.
Malley ignored thefirgt few doors. He "looked" down the hall and chose one farther dong, watching it
rush toward him.

Anair lock. He shuddered once, feding Aishas arm tighten immediately to remind him he wasn't redlly
alone, that thiswas awaking dream.

Every door would become an air lock. He was used to that now. Hed made it through fifteen, in six
nights. Onethefirst night. The hardest night.

Madley made himsdlf concentrate. There were words he wasto say to himself, techniques Aishawas
teaching him to help control the response of his heart and nerves. When he was ready, held go through
thisair lock and experience what was on the other side, whether the dark of space or planet night.

It didn't get easier. He knew that by now.

It got done.

Chapter 60

"It'sdone, Dr. Smith." Gall started, so thoroughly captivated by the image on the screen sheld missed
hearing Grant's approach.

"Thank you." She knew he referred to the robotic probes she'd ordered launched, some into orbit to
survey the planet below them, more to drop into the atmosphere and relay information back to the
Seeker's environmentda expertsin the science sphere, and two—

Two had coordinates to follow: one based on the 'Mate's shuttle log, and the other on the records of
Susan Witts. Those were on the same landmass, athough separated by thousands of kilometers. Gall
wanted to see both, before committing to alocation for her trias.



No one, least of al her, expected any of the probesto return with signs of the Quill. It wasn't going to be
that easy.

Pardel'sWorld, Gail named it to hersdlf, eyes never leaving the planet showing its daylight sde on the
huge column. Clouds made of water droplets, atmosphere a deep blue by virtue of the right blend of
gasesinitsmix, liquid water restlesswith the tides from two small moons, with more locked into polar
caps. The land masses, with their telltale splotches of green, were too regular and in the wrong place, as
if thiswasachild'sfirst rendering of Earth, but the whole was familiar enough to be a beacon to those
evolved on that other world, asiren'scall to sailorsin ablack, empty sea

As deadly, Gail thought coldly. She preferred her worlds teeming with civilization, with proof of their
welcomein bright lights and buildings, even if those were domes floating in Europas frozen ocean. This
placewasalie. A trap.

An opportunity. "I want to be ready to drop at one hour's notice, Commander, Captain,” Gail ordered,
tearing her gaze away. "Make sure your people are ready. I'll wait for no one."

Gal prepared for what could be the most significant moment of her scientific career by tidying her room.
Shedid it on occasion— such as packing up to move quarters. Thistime, she wasn't quite sure why she
was shoveling paper into piles and surprising hersalf with clothes sheld forgotten sheld brought with her
thistrip.

Liar.

Standing from her crouch, Gail pushed back a sweat-soaked lock of hair and put her hands on her hips.
"Enough already," shetold the room, and pulled out some data records to read on her bed. After only a
few minutes, the numbers swam in front of her eyes. She rubbed her neck, trying to focus.

Liar.

"Fine" Gail grumbled and tossed the pages into the freshly cleared section of floor, throwing hersalf back
on her pillows. "So you've got thejitters.” She stared at the bag-hung ceiling. "1t'snot helping.” A
suggestion her body was ignoring.

Gall didn't need to andyze hersdlf. The combination of gut-wrenching excitement and mouth-drying
anxiety was natural. There was no need to listen to any of the other false darmsfrom her body, including
the onesto ether run to the kitchen or the washroom. They'd dl pass, once she had the comm signd that
the probes had uploaded their findings and it was time to prepare to drop.

Today, shewas going to find out if she was right— or wrong.

Today, avoiceinsde her head said mdicioudy, you get to find out the price of being wrong— you
get to know who Grant has picked for thefirst trial run of the suit. HEd reserved the right to chose
from hisunit— they'd dl volunteered, of course. Gall hadn't the dightest intention of interfering, beyond
being the oneto give her first guineapig hisor her briefing.

She might have argued it was her place to go, but knew better— as did Grant. They both knew better.
Later, after thetrials proved the suits, after shewas sure....

Then, maybe Aaron Pardell could go down.

There was another issue altogether. Gail knew Temujin and most of the others— including Aaron,
himsalf— thought the 'sder should go down in thefirst tria, not one of the FDs. Why bother testing a suit
when they had a chanceto test aliving, breathing genetic match?

The exercise, Gail had reminded them all, wasto find away to put anyone on a Quill-infested world and
retrieve asample organism, not to seeif Aaron Parddl could claim his birthright.

She could still see the betrayed look on hisface after sheld said it, the hazdl of hiseyes closer to greenin
the briefing room fighting.

Worse, Gail knew why sheld disagreed. Cloak it in babble about controllable experiments and scientific
reproducibility, but she'd refused to risk him. She couldn't, whispered avoiceinsde her head, the one
that had nothing to do with rational thought and everything to do with how her body melted each time his
look consumed her.

Aaron clamed shedidn't trust him.

She could appreciate the irony, hardly able to stand up in amesting of al interested parties, Reinsez



included, and announce that Aaron Pardell, 'sider and probable part-Quill, was the only person on the
Seeker shedid trugt, without reservation, without hesitation.

A knock. Gail didn't move, but peered suspicioudy at the door. No one knocked on her door. That was
why she had acomm panel in her room and two FDs, today Loran and anewer face, Neil Johnson,
outside. She put her arm back over her eyes and tried to rest.

Another knock, thistime louder. Either her guards had abandoned their post, or it was Grant.

On opening the door, Gail discovered both surmises were incorrect.

Aaron Parddll stood there, Loran and Johnson to ether side, carefully distant and looking alittle out of
their depth. "I haveto talk to you, ‘the Sider inssted, hisface pale and set. Then he looked past her and
paused, red spots appearing on both cheeks. "'Is there somewhere € se we could go?'

Gail pushed her hand through her hair, using the movement to cover her own surprise. ™Y ou can come
with me back to the lab— we can talk ontheway," she suggested. "Wait here.”

He— and the guards— looked relieved.

Gall took her time, gathering what she wanted to have with her while they monitored the trial, hesitating
before sticking aboost needle in her pocket in case things dragged late into ship's night. When she was
ready, she went to the mirror and studied her reflection.

"Oh, great." Her cheeks were every hit asflushed as Aaron's had been. At this rate, Gall told hersdlf,
they might as well waltz around wearing signs. ook at us—we're fools. Shewaslosng any ability
to push thoughts of him away, no matter how much she understood the danger.

The danger. The part of her gill ableto be andytica cruely suspected it only added spice to a powerful
attraction. The emotiona charge, however it was conveyed into Aaron's body from someone ese, grew
with theintengity of the emaotion. They'd proved that with Petrals experiment, when the focused emotional
load of her meditation had given Aaron convulsions.

With each look, each word— what was between them could rapidly grow beyond the bounds of sense
or safety.

Thinking about running your fingers through his thick, dark hair? she asked her image. Be ready to
hear his scream—and your own.

Thinking about lying next to him, of holding each other, of just one kiss?

Ready to die? Gall stared into her own eyes, heart pounding, abruptly afraid to know the answer.
"Thisisfar enough. Holding," Gail warned Aaron as she twisted her hand on the bar to pause the
wakway, feeling an odd sense of d§avu. Midway, as before. Safe from eavesdroppers. Only the man
with her had changed. She studied him when she thought he wasn't looking. The 'sider looked healthier—
the diet on the Seeker agreed with him. He till chose to wear the clothes sheld brought from the Merry
Mate I1. They were clean, if well-patched. The faded blue suited him— not that Gail thought Aaron paid
attention to appearances. He just wanted to be himsdif.

"Why isit called thewast?" he asked, looking up in wonder at the view of the planet hanging overhead.
"The ship resembles an insect found on Earth— awasp. Therésasimilar e ongation between its body
parts. Same name."

"l see If Aaron thought this a strange way to designate components of a starship, he was polite enough
not to mention it.

"We don't have much time here," Gall said after afew seconds spent watching Aaron gaze at his planet—
wary of the pleasure of seeing him enjoying himsdlf.

"Y ou don't have surveillance in here, do you?' he asked, looking back &t her.

One of those casual, bombshell questions Aaron excelled at, Gail reminded herself. He knew to ask.
Who from Thromberg would? "No. Theinterior is scoured after each passage. Asarule, there are vids
inevery public place.”

"Onthe bridge?'

Gail smiled thinly. "The bridge— severd. Protects the Captain and crew from accusations of misconduct;
keeps records of what's happened on board.”

"Y our office?'



She gave him asharp look, but the expression on his face gppeared to be mere curiosity. "Grant's people
remove them as quickly asthey find them. | have to believe him when he tdls me the FD don't plant their
own. Why?'

"| can tell when you think you're being watched.”

"I'm watched most of thetime, Aaron," Gail shrugged. "It'saluxury to have space where I'm not." She
paused. "But thisisn't what you wanted to talk to me about— so urgently you tracked me to my
bedroom.”

"l knew whereit was."

Oh, dear. Gail found the toe of her boot suddenly fascinating. "Aaron—" she Sarted to say.

"Don't," he ordered. Gail looked up and saw his face had grown stern, asif held aged yearsin front of
her. "Let me say what | need to say, Gail."

She nodded, her grip on the hold bar tightening.

Aaron pointed upward. "Y ou have to let me go on thefirst drop.”

Gall blinked, then regained her composure. Of cour se this was what he wanted to say, she chastised
hersdf. She shouldn't have believed held give it up because shed made an announcement in amesting.
Thiswas the man who'd walked most of the station— outsde— to find hisfriend. "1 have my reasons;”
shetold him, having no intention of giving way on this.

"Do you trust me or not?"

"Trugt isnot theissue here—"

"It'sthe only issue. Y ou tell me I'm affected by the Quill— that | might be part-Quill for al we know.
How can you risk anyone e se?'

How can | risk you, of anyone? Gail froze, fearing sheld said that out loud. Fortunately, he was ill
waiting for her answer. Not angry, not yet, but with that stubborn pride shed seen before. ™Y ou did
enough by helping test the suits," she explained. "We've trained personnd ready to use them. | don't even
know if asuit could protect you, Aaron.”

"I wouldn't wear one."

"Wonderful plan,” sheretorted, furious. "Why don't you just walk out the air lock?"

"Y ou don't know the Quill Effect would harm me. It didn't before.

She took a deep, reasoning breath. "Y ou were a newborn baby. And who said you weren't harmed.”
Horrified by what shéd said, Gail added quickly: "Aaron, I'm sorry."

"If I've paid the price," Aarontold her, hiseyesimplacable, "I want something to show for it."

"What?'

"Y ou heard me." They'd been standing a couple of meters gpart. He stepped closer. "The Quill made me
like this— | want to be the one to find them, to bring the sample back, so we can kill them." Suddenly,
Aaron was standing so close she could fed the warmth radiating from him. "There has to be something
more to me— to my life— than this, Gail," he said urgently, searching her face. "Don't you see?If |
can't—" Hishand hovered in midair, asif cupping her cheek. "Let me go down. Please.”

"You want to beahero,” Gail said coldly, deliberately.

"I want to be human and hold you," Aaron countered. "But you can't make that happen, Gail. Nothing on
this ship or back on Earth can do that. Let me go down." He paused.

"All right." Gail closed her eyes, feding moisture escape them to make prickly trails down her cheeks.
"Go," shewhispered.

"Gail—?" he sounded startled. By what, she wondered wildly, her giving in or the tears?

"Hold on. Werre moving again.” She opened her eyes but didn't [ook at him as the walkway dipped into
motion, speeding them both aong to the end of the waist. "Thereisn't much time— I'm planning to decide
on astewithin the next three hours— and there are conditions. Y ou'll wear asuit. Allyn will brief you on
it. And you'l follow the procedures for Triad Number One. No creativity ... in and out.”

“Thank you. I'll—"

Gall turned so that she could see him. "And you'll come back.” She didn't care anymore what he saw in
her face or heard in her voice. "I'm serious, Aaron. Go if you must. But you come back to me— or I'll be
down on the next drop to find you."



Chapter 61

Titan University Archives
Excerpts from the personal recordings of Chief Terraform Engineer Susan
Witts

Access Restricted to Clearance AA2 or Higher
... Pardell's World, Jeremy. | named it, and your father, after your grandfather. Extravagant giftsfor a
man | barely knew? It didn't ssem s0 at the time, when the two of us were adone here, making love for
hours on empty hilltops, deeping by barren rivers— asif thisworld ached to hear new life and we were
itsinstruments. We had to answer that need, however irrationd it sounds now. Y our grandfather? He
went back to his ship when it made its next stop. Don't be surprised. We enjoyed one another. That's dll
it was, except your father was born of it. | loved him from the moment they put him in my arms, Jeremy. |
awayswill, no matter what happened between us.
Now thisworld singswith life, Jeremy. It'sasready for settlement as any of the sixteen, but Pardell's
World— your legacy— is till hidden, untouched. Our secret. Y ou have the coordinates; | sent them to
your father, years ago. If you haven't found them before recelving this|etter, look for them now. Hisgene
key or yours, aswell asmine, will unlock the data. Do with thisworld as you wish.
Thismay be my find vigt to this place. Oh, it's not my hedlth. In fact, I've been approved for rgjuv. No,
I'm heading out to the next set of worlds, to oversee Stage Three. Titan cameto its senses. | haven't told
them when I'm leaving— but you can be sureit will be before al the pomp, circumstance, and outright
pandemonium of opening the finished worldsto immigration. They can keep dl that.
Unfortunately, | can't kegp my Quill. The ERC isingsting anyone working on the new projectsrun
through a genetic screen— to be sure we don't bring unsanctioned materia. Asif that would pick up a
Quill. But it was my recommendation, after al. | don't trust the modern terra-formers. They seem to think
everything's by the book now, that therésno risk. | bet haf of them would bring the family pet. Life's
awaysarisk, | tel them. Living things can't be predicted. But they don't listen. We probably did our job
too well, made it look too easy.
| can't bring myself to destroy my Quill, not after what it's done for me, the comfort of wearing it through
those difficult times. I'veleft it at the base of thetree | planted for your father. Unfortunatdly, it will be
goneto dust long before you come here. It can't survive for long away from me, and we never found a
way to make them reproduce— and believe me, spacers have been trying. One day, someone will track
down their homeworld and learn what we need to know.
Someone dse. I've new worldsto build. | hope you'll be proud of me, Jeremy. Perhaps, one day, I'll
have the courage to cdl and introduce mysdf. But if | don't, you'll read thisand know | care.
Bewsdl, grandson.
"What'sthat, young Aaron?"
Parddll folded the sheet and tucked it carefully in a pocket. "Y ou know Mdley, Rosalind," hereplied
evadvely. "He'sforever coming up with new schemes." Hetook another drink, aware hisface had likely
showed a confusion of emotions, but determined to keep Susan Witts |ettersto himsdlf.
There weren't many that referred so clearly to the planet they orbited— hisrationade for rereading them.
Not that he could resist, Pardell admitted, knowing himsdf fascinated by the dramain the smple words,
the gppalling consequences of his grandmother's decisions— someone who meant so well.
"He seemsin hiselement," Rosdind agreed. Shed left their table to talk briefly with some of the Seeker's
crew. Like Mdley, she had her way of fitting in. "So, young Aaron. Where were we? Ah. Camouflage.”
Parddll took another bite of his supper, an animal protein he usually enjoyed, but tonight found
completely tasteless. "Y es, Rosdind. Camouflage.”
"Thisiswhat dl the experimentsin the lab and Dr. Smith'swork have proved, young Aaron?' Rosdind
questioned, sipping on the tea she enjoyed and Captain Tobo persondly ensured was aways supplied to
their table. Her lipsquirked. "Isthat not how an anima hides from attention? | hardly see the Quill going
unnoticed.”



"But that'sthe point, Rosalind,” Pardell explained. "They can't be found on any of the terraformed worlds.
This morning's probes sent to the planet surface didn't find any trace of foreign organisms either.”

"Isnot everything on thisworld of yoursforeign toit, young Aaron?"

Hewas surprised into alaugh and conceded: "I supposeit is. The probes only detected the founding
mixture of Terran plants and their partner microorganisms, as described in Witts notes. Not

speci es-by-species the same mix as used on the other projects ... asmpler group, lesslikely to need
intervention. Thisworld—"

"Your world," shereminded him gently.

It hardly seemed credible, Parddl thought again, once more caught by the vision of orbiting the world
where his grandfather had been born— where he'd been born. Of stepping on it. "We share the name,
Rosdind,” he said, fishing on his plate for another of the green vegetables called pess. "Grant says, as
solecitizen | could vote mysdf president if | wanted— or appoint mysdf king. Which would last about as
long asit takes TerraCor and the rest who financed Witts exploration and research to get out here and
laugh.”

"And how will they get here, young Aaron?' Rosalind had dropped her voice. An unnecessary
precaution, he thought, given there was no one ese close by. Their usud table wasin acorner, where
they had quick access to two doorways from the science sphere dining lounge—'sider habit. Of course,
from what Pardell and Mdley had learned of the Earther habit to have surveillance in every public place,
whisperslikely wouldn't help anyway. He hadn't bothered sharing that paranoiawith Rosalind.

She had enough, it seemed, of her own. "What do you mean, how?" the 'sider asked, willing to believe
Rosdind might also have her own sources of information on the Seeker . She spent dl of her freetimein
engineering and, if the Seeker's crew contained individuas anything like other spacers of Parddll's
acquaintance, there would be plenty of gossip to while away the trandight hours. "They'll be sending
more ships from Titan University to support this one— supplies, more equipment,” hetold her. "Aisha
wastaking about it. If thisisthe right place to work on the Quill problem, they might even detach the
science sphere and leaveit in orbit.”

Rosdlind had that 1ook, the one where she was about to tell him something he didn't want to know. "They
are sending more ships,” Pardell repeated, but ddmost as a question.

"The course bringing us here was sedled, young Aaron, and remains so. First Officer Szpindd was quite
definite on that. He was curiousiif | had any knowledge why that might be. A significant breach of
protocal, it seems. Unsafe was aword he used. | do believe he thought | might know wherewe are.”
She dabbed her lipswith anapkin. "Which | don't, of course.”

"Gail must have agood reason.” Saying her name brought it al back. Pardell swallowed hard. How
much he'd wanted to wipe the tears from her cheeks. How he hated his own hands, that couldn't.
He belonged on that planet, with those monsters.

Thewigful thought that underlay al others. but she'd made him promise to come back. She wanted
him back.

"Oh, I'm sure she has areason. Whether it's for our good— or hers— remainsto be seen.”

Always suspicious. Pardd| poured himself some of the teg, glad of Rosalind'sfamiliar company if not of
her tendency to schism the universe into enemy or 'sder. He knew about her extortion of shipsand the
threat shed held over the station. It hadn't surprised him— Pardell was quite sure Rosalind il controlled
the spacer faction of the 'sdersfrom here, if only in the sense they'd be parayzed without her leadership.
The last Ration Riot had taken a disproportionate number of moderate-thinking 'siders, especialy those
with strong tiesto Thromberg. Including Aaron Raner, aloss Pardd | hadn't known until seeing Malley
back to safety, alossthat emptied his universe, too. Had Raner and those like him missed the signs, or
samply trusted amoment too long? More likely, the true 'siders had never trusted & all. Regardless, alot
had changed Outside since. Anyone's guess, Pardd| told himsalf, how many of those changes were the
result of thiswoman's grief and rage.

"We weretaking about camouflage,” he said, firmly changing the topic and reaching for his dessert. "The
basc ideais smple enough— even if the biologists are tearing out their hair trying to figure out the
mechanism. Imagine this ngpkin isaplant.” He picked up asecond napkin and put it together with the



firgt. "And thisQuill isliving on it, carefully mimicking its genome— presumably to fool any Quill-hunting
predators, maybe even to help it coexist with the plant.” Pardell folded the two into arectangle and laid
them both over hisfork. "May 17" he said, reaching over and taking Rosdind'sfork. "Now, thisisa
plant-esting organism. An dien cow, if you will."

"It'safork, young Aaron.”

Pardd| didn't answer that, recognizing the gleam in the 'sder'seye. "A cow," he repested. "Walking
around, munching away, eating anything it finds." He danced the fork over the table, then mimed it
"discovering” the ngpkin. "And it finds the plant with a Quill— but isit aplant?' Parddl's other hand
turned over the napkin, revealing the other fork. Helaid this on top of the napkin.

"That'safork, too," Rosaind observed dryly.

"Exactly. The perfect camouflage— amirror.”

"So now the Quill change shape?' She sounded disgusted. "They'refilling your head with nonsense—"
He smiled and held up the napkin. "1t hasn't changed shape at dl, dear Rosdind. But, when touched—"
Parddl chimed the forks together, "— the Quill reflects something of the ‘cow,’ its emotiona state or
something else rdated to its consciousness. Making it obviousthat this," he waved the ngpkin, "is not
supper after dl. All you need isan instant's confusion to deflect danger away, to move amouth so it bites
something elseingtead of you. The cow movesadong.”

Rosalind clicked the paddie tips on her right hand together twice. Applause. "Brilliant. Thisisthe sum of
the vital research they've been doing with you?'

Parddll tossed the napkin on his plate. He made himsdlf say very evenly: "I do the samething, don't I? A
little less pleasant— but it keeps me safe from being touched.” Safe. He loathed the word.

Rosdind considered this, her pae eyes sharp on his. "And now we have Smith's magic suitsto keep us
safe. So how do they work? Why would the Quill on this planet recogni ze your— or anyone's— genetic
makeup?'

"Gail— Dr. Smith— figured that out,” Parddll said, keeping arather possessive pride from hisvoice with
difficulty. "It would be awaste of energy to send out thisreflected emotiond energy every time something
touched you. So she thinks the Quill identify each other— and other harmless organisms— by
incorporating copies of that genetic materia into their bodies. Maybe a coating, maybe just something
like an antibody. Some kind of storage to dlow them to compare something new to what they've
encountered before. If it's safe, no reaction. If it's strange or dangerous, then react.”

Her eyebrow rose. "Economical.”

"Living thingstend to be, I'm told." Parddl went on: "When humans found the Quill and touched them, a
different kind of interaction took place. The Quill preferentialy absorbed cam, peaceful emotionsfrom
their hosts and reflected those back. It could be that's something they do to one another, or to attract
symbionts— other speciesthey coexist with ... So much of thisis guesswork. If we could go to their
world, we could learn dl thisand more.”

"Something Earth isn't interested in funding, young man, even though Titan University stands ready. Good
day, Rosdind. Aaron.”

"Dr. Reinsez," Pardell greeted the new arriva a their table, less than pleased to have his conversation
with Rosdlind interrupted by the Earther, but accustomed to it. The scientist usualy showed up around
the time he and Rosdind werefinishing their medl.

Gail had asked him why. Pardell hadn't been able to answer, beyond guessing that the wrinkled old
man might find something in common with someone closer to hisage. Rosdind seemed to welcome his
company.

Sure enough, her "Hello, Manud," was warmer than usual. Asthe Earther took his seat, Rosdlind added:
"Surely success here will open the doors to more deep-space work."

"Onegtep at atime," Reinsez said, hel ping himself to tea. "We need these terraform projects up and
running again, Rosalind, before anyonein Sol System will be willing to look outward.”

"Y ou know my opinion of dirt," Rosalind said, but without sting. ™Y oung Aaron has been entertaining me
with the latest speculations about the Quill."

"We've been studying them 'round the clock," Reinsez boasted. Parddll had finally grown convinced the



man sincerely believed he was contributing by stalking through the lab and peering at what was going on.
"Did you tdl thisfinelady about our success with the anti-Quill suits?!

"Oh, do tell me, young Aaron,” Rosdlind said, her eyes unusudly fierce. "This was the supposed purpose
for you and meto be taking this— diverting— cruise.”

Pardell decided not to sigh, tempting asit was. " The degp-space explorers who kept Quill on their wrists
weren't harming them, nor were the terraform engineers. If were right about the Quill, they should
‘remember’ those genomes. That's the premise of putting the genome from the terraform team leaders on
the suits, matching each to thair planet— Susan Witts for thisworld, using mine to confirm what they'd
recongtructed. The suits should work, aslong asthey can be identified as harmless by the Quill onthe
planet's surface.”

"The team leaders." Rosdlind leaned back, her eyes with that uncomfortable gleam Parddll associated
with questions about missing rations. "' Such avita pieceto this puzzle. Do you know what happened to
them, young Aaron? Has Dr. Smith enlightened you or did Raner inast you learn your Earther history?”
"Of course| know," Parddl said grimly. "They'd been recaled to Titan, dong with Susan Witts herself.
Some ceremony— Gall said it was business, too, so they could start assembling their teams for the next
set of worlds. Do you think they were glad to be in Sol System when the news broke, when they knew it
had been their Quill? Witts wasn't the only suicide. At least the rest weren't persecuted. She took the
blame— everyone knew the Quill had come from her, after dl. Sheld sent them under her nameto the
terraform leaders.”

"So, young Aaron. Not one of them died on their worlds, did they? Or survived the Quill Effect. How—
inconvenient— for Dr. Smith. To have no proof of thistheory of hers. To build this entire scaffold of
conjectureon nothing at al.” A click of her prosthesis silenced his protest. "Oh, no doubt Commander
Grant has people willing to risk their lives on this— premise. They'll go down to the dirt, expecting to be
protected, and die— if thereredly are Quill."

Pardell kept his mind focused, despite the temptation to let it dip away to consequences and what ifs....
Rosalind prided herself on skepticism, herecalled. As potentially blinding a faith as any.

He had support from an unexpected source. Reinsez harrumphed noisily before saying: "Ah, dear
Rosdlind. Y ou have too many doubts. The suits have been tested. They protect others from our young
friend here. Surely you accept that evidence.”

"Evidence? Only if you assume young Aaron's condition has anything to do with your fantastic idess
about the Quill." Rosalind gave Reinsez an inscrutable look before reaching out her left hand to take
Parddl's. "l wouldn't trust my lifeto that.”

Pardd| stared down at the mechanicd fingers holding his, no longer part of the conversation asthe
Earther and 'sder continued to argue. His mind spiraed in sickening loops and whorls, but not outward.
Inward.

Heimagined the fingers were Galil's, that shed amputated her hand so she could hold his.

"Excuse me," Parddll heard himsdlf saying, hisvoice strained to hisown ears. "I haveto go. Thank you
for supper, Rosdind. Until tomorrow night.”

"You'd better hurry,” Reinsez said around amouthful of dessert. "They're loading up the drop pod, and
Gall'snot oneto wait." Hiseyes gleamed within their multifolded lids. "That'swhy | camein, just now. To
tell you it'stimeto go home, Aaron Pardell.”

Chapter 62

They'd all be watching Pardell'strip home. There were pickupsin severd locations within the science
gphere, of course, including amassive one now hanging from the temporary celling in themain lab.
Apparently they'd brought in chairs from the lounge and quarters so as many as possible could be part of
the historic moment.

Gall wondered what Malley thought of that.

She knew what he thought of Parddll going down. Thered been an ingtant, meeting his eyes, when shed
fully expected the big Sationer to explode into violence. That held held himself back, silent except for that
searing glare, had nothing to do with Grant's watchful presence. It had been apromise.



No doubts who'd be blamed if Pardell didn't come back. Asif it would matter then.

"Athena comm.... Landing in three minutes. All sysemsnomind."

Gall rubbed her thumb into the yielding materia covering the armrest. As senior scientist and project
leader, she'd had the choice of watching the landing and subsequent eventsin the lab— or here, on the
bridge. Sheéld picked here. Let them believe it wasto be close to the comm and control center of the
misson.

Easier to stay detached and professional around crew, rather than colleagues and friends, Gall
admitted fredy to hersdf.

Grant and Tobo were on duty, of course, but much too busy with their own concernsto noticeif hers
strayed from mission parameters. Tobo stayed close to the Seeker's pilot as she operated the remote
controls on the drop pod— it could be flown independently, but for thistria they wouldn't risk it. Grant
wore acomm headset and was in constant communication with Catherine Dafoe, the FD ops specidist
he'd chosen for Trid Number One. Sheld christened the pod Athena, after the goddess of intellect who
bore armsto defend civilization. Dafoe had been fitted with one of the anti-Quill suits.

Pardell wore one aswell.

"Athena comm ... Stelooks clear. Do we havefina clearance from Dr. Smith?

Everyonelooked at her. Gail gave a confident nod— what else could she do?— and stared, with
everyone elsg, at the screen showing the vid feed from the little ship.

A low, broad-shouldered hill, like many in the area-coated with grasses, taller and more lush where
reflection marked an intermittent stream, but till more green than gold. By coincidence, the site Gail had
selected was experiencing early summer. By plan, the pod was landing at midday, under ablue, cloudless
sky.

Gail spared an ingtant to hope Aisha's sessonswith Maley had been successful, at least enough so the
stationer could bear to watch. Aishahad reported his phobia was most pronounced when he was
confronted by the starry dark of space, or aclear planet night. She'd also reported significant progress—
impressed with the stationer's efforts to overcome his weakness. The interventions had been Gail'sidea,
knowing full well Maley would never accept any help from her or through the medical staff. Aisha, onthe
other hand, could charm abroken leg into acast.

The tasseled heads of the grass tossed wildly in the downdraft of the pod's descent. The vid angle shifted
to scan theimmediate surroundings, hating at the only structure still stlanding on the entire planet— a
small, concrete bunker dmost engulfed in two-meter-high stands of rushes.

On the other terraformed worlds, humans had |eft more substantia prints on theland. Gail had studied
the vids— it was easy enough to "look," given the amount of remote monitoring in place, just not to land.
There were huge, craterlike depressions|eft on every continent, the origind landing Stesfor the
sdf-propdled terrain modifiers. When done with their work, the mammoth machines had lifted
themselves back into space and to the next world. Stage Three? Theirs was meant to be a more practical
record. They left clusters of buildings, ready and waiting to serve: first asthe center point of new
settlements, then for whatever purpose the colonists chose. The largest of these had its own monument,
erected in advance of that planet being opened to immigration. The standing joke was that the terra-
formers hadn't trusted anyone else to spell their names correctly.

For mogt, that monument was now amemorial. The onset of the Quill Effect had been marked by
sudden, horrifyingly smultaneous degth. Any bodiesin the open were retrieved by remotes. Thelr families
demanded it. After the autopsies reved ed nothing, those bodies had been destroyed in afear-filled
decison that |eft Gall and other researchersnothing at al.

Pardell's World was different. No bodies. There wasn't any sign that Aaron's parents had ever been
there, only lush fidds. Susan Witts hadn't died from the Quiill, and shed mentioned no one eseliving on
thisworld. No monuments, unless you counted the pair of wind-gnarled trees. Gail supposed they were
the sterile oaks Witts had planted for her son and grandson.

They'd seen schematics of Witts origina terraforming heedquarters, a sprawling complex of low
buildings, with alanding Ste for vigiting starships protected by the dightly higher ridgejust to the west.
The view from the living quarters would have been spectacular, overlooking a series of progressively



lower prominences leading down to the start of abroad, river-carved plain. Theliving quarters, and
everything else here, had been dismantled, the materias wrapped and left in alow mound behind the
bunker. Gifts for her grandson, Gail thought with arush of melancholy.

Such as the Quill.

"Athena comm ... we've landed on Pardell's World."

No one seemed to be breathing on the bridge. Dafoe's voice rang out clear and strong through the
slence: "No aarms on any monitors. No symptoms of the Quill Effect. Proceeding with Trial Number
One on your mark, Dr. Smith."

The Athena was packed to tolerance with every measuring device the Seeker 's scientists could
imagine— and some Galil knew they'd made up on the way here. All were feeding their measurements
and readings directly to stations in the science sphere.

"Proceed, Specidist Dafoe. Mr. Pardell.”

They didn't see the Athena's outer doors drop open. Instead, the screen showed adizzying blur of
movement as Deployment Specialist Krenshaw switched the feed to his station as he sent out a'bot and
spun it to face thelittle ship. Theimage stabilized.

Gall gripped the armrests with both hands.

Two figures stepped out onto the ramp, both in dark blue suits catching sparks from the sunlight as they
|eft the shadow of the Athena's hull. Gail knew the shorter individua would be Aaron. Otherwise, they
wereidentical, even to the thick umbilicas connecting them to the interior of the pod. The umbilicaswere
more than conduits of information on the condition of the two test subjects— they could be forcibly
retracted by remote from the Seeker.

Allowing recovery of the bodies, Gail reminded hersdlf. The equipment was hers— designed when
sheld planned for every contingency but caring about the body being recovered.

"Dafoe reporting ... no Sgn of the Quill Effect.” The woman's voice was steady, solid— Grant had
picked well. Gail did alook hisway. The commander's face wasimpassive, totally focused on the task at
hand.

As she should be. "Aaron?" Gail asked. "Are you sensing anything unusua ?'

He might have been standing beside her, his voice was so ingtantly and ditinctly there. "The air's pushing
at me" he said with wonder. "Wind, right?"

"Wind," Gall confirmed. "Anything els?'

Helooked up at the 'bot and shook his head. The headgear was clear, but the coating made it one-way.
Gall could only seethe reflection of the 'bot where Aaron's face should be. First design flaw.

"Défoe.... | can see Quill. They're— My God, they're everywhere."

Grant surged to hisfeet, but histone stayed cam. "Krenshaw, switch to Dafoe'svid."

The screen changed to show Dafo€'s line of sight. At first, Gail didn't see what the FD wastalking
about— she was gpparently looking at the nearest grass, bent flat by the edge of the pod's ramp. Then
Krenshaw stepped up the magnification dightly.

The grassitsdf was subtly iridescent. The play of color stopped hafway up the plant, as though each of
its stalks had been dipped in afine dil. Even asthey watched, the color detached itsdlf, first from one
sak and then severd, fdling like thin ribbons through the tangle of crushed grass.

"Dafoe's heart rate's up to 130, Commander.”

Before Grant could reply to this advisement, Dafoe's voice came through the comm: "Asif yours wouldn't
be, Sensun.”

"Keep it professional, people,” Grant ordered dryly, but the break in tension was papable.

"Did you expect so many, Dr. Smith?' Aaron asked. Without being told, Krenshaw changed to the 'bot's
perspective, so they once again saw both figures and the Athena.

Sitting in her field of Quill, Gall told hersdlf, sunned as she tried to estimate how many Quill there
could be, if every blade of grass hid afilament, and grass covered thisworld.

"We wanted to find them,” she said out loud. "Congratulations, everyone. Proceed with Trial Number
Onewhenready.” Gail saw Grant stiffening dightly and changed her mind. "Wait. Before you do, let's see
if you can catch some filaments from on the ramp.”



"Copy that, Dr. Smith. Setting up to retrieve filaments."

While Aaron waited on the ramp, asif entranced by the view, Dafoe went back inside the Athena,
returning shortly with a stasis box she passed to the 'sider, and a portable remote handling arm. They
watched as she used the arm to gently grasp some of the grass that was till coated in Quiill, then pull.
The Quill dipped off and disappeared. Not just the filaments Dafoe tried to grab, but the tdlltale
iridescence vanished in the blink of an eye from every blade in Sght.

"Y ou said they couldn't move," Aaron commented.

"They dropped to the ground," Dafoe argued. "That's not moving. Sorry, Dr. Smith. | may have knocked
them loose. I'll try scooping up some of the underlying soil and roots.”

"Bring samples of the plants, too," Gall ordered. "There may well be changesin the biotawe should
examine a thesametime.”

Thistask took afew more minutes. The root mass was thick and healthy, matted beneath decades of old
growth. They'd known what type of vegetative cover to expect, since al terra-formers started with

s f-pallinating perennia grassesto develop soil layers. The Athena contained toolsto dice through the
sod. It gtill took time for Dafoe and Aaron to obtain the samples. During the process, they stayed on the
ramp and used the remote arm, the 'sider being careful, as dways, to avoid touching his companion.

Gail had Krenshaw move the 'bot outward, dowly. Now that they knew what to look for, they could see
the area of Quill-free grass made a perfect circle around the Athena, approximately ten pacesin radius.
Gail made notesto herself on apad. Was this how Jer and Gabby Pardell had been able to land
safely and move about at first? Had the Quill been temporarily driven underground by the arrival
of their shuttle?

"These suits could use some ar conditioning, Dr. Smith,” their son observed.

"Takeit up with the complaints department,” Gail retorted, but made anote. Second design flaw.
There'd better not be any more.

"My own suit'sworse," hereplied with ashort laugh. "I'll start with that one when I'm back.”

"Dafoe.... Samples collected and seded, Dr. Smith. What next?"

What indeed? Gail asked hersalf She was dmost certain thered be no Quill tissuein the samples—
she'd ordered them because she wanted every scrap of information possible.

"Proceed with Trid Number One, Specidist Dafoe, Aaron," Gail said, keeping her reluctance from her
voice. "Just take your time. At thefirst hint of any— trouble— I want you back in the Athena.
Understood?"

"Dafoe.... Copy that."

"No arguments from me, boss," from Aaron.

Gail sood involuntarily asthe screen showed the two figures waking dowly and carefully down the
ramp, umbilicastrailing behind. She held her breath as they stepped off, boots landing on the neetly
folded grassin unison.

"Dafoe.... Nomind."

Ludicrous, Gail decided, forcing hersalf back into her segt, aware she of al people couldn't show tension
now, not with everything riding on these footsteps. At this moment, she couldn't want to be right— she
had to be.

"Any reaction from the Quill?" Gall asked.

There were three on the bridge, including Grant's Krenshaw, whose sole duty wasto watch dl the
availableincoming vids. "The perimeter is unchanged, Dr. Smith,” one offered. Choi, Gail remembered.
Eric Choi— the best of his graduating class on Calisto in remote sensing interpretation. One of the assets
sheld inssted on having with her. "Thank you, Choi. Krenshaw, widen thefield, please,”" she said quietly.
The screen's towering image shifted until they were looking a Aaron and Dafoe, but backed enough so
that the abandoned monitoring station and the Athena were both inview. "I believe | can enhanceto
show the extent of the Quill, Dr. Smith,” Choi offered.

"Do s0."

All of the grass, with the exception of the circle encompassing the two humans, became stained with red.
Gall controlled ashudder. "Very hepful,” she said dryly. "Commander Grant? A word."



Grant moved quickly, coming to stand beside Gail so he could keep his eye on the screen. "Yes, Dr.
Smith."

Gail lowered her voice. "There hasto be physical contact for Trial Number One.”

Hisdark eyes met hers. "At your command, Dr. Smith." Camly, confidently, asif they discussed plans
for dinner rather than lives.

"Have them move outward, dowly, until they reach the Quill. At no time are they to exceed the limits of
their umbilicals. Make it clear to Dafoe— no unnecessary risk. Understood?’

Grant nodded, and returned to his station. Gail listened to him relay the order. Heard Dafoe's curt
acknowledgment. Aaron was uncharacteristically slent. Perhaps, she thought, he was busy
experiencing hisfirst encounter with plant life. Or first footsteps on his homeworld.

A few more steps, and they'd reached the unflattened grass. Here, on the top of the hill, it rose well over
their waists, but fortunately no higher. Closer to the creek, Gail estimated the occasiona clumps of
bluegrasswould top Parddll's head for sure, possibly Dafoe's. No animd life hid among the stalks—
unless Witts meticulous records lied about that detail. There was no reason to suspect there would be.
The mix of gpecies used to kickstart aterraforming project began with botanicals and their microbia
partners; other life— including human— was to be added | ater.

Was. But had never been, thanks to the Quill. So Dafoe and Aaron were making the first-ever trailsin
the grass of Pardell's World, their feet cracking stalks down no matter how cautioudly they stepped.
"Weve movement from the Quill."

| thought you said they couldn't move, flashed through Gail's mind. " Show me."

The 'bot's viewpoint pulled them down to the area directly in the path of Dafoe and Aaron. Thered stain
was dowly moving closer to them. Krenshaw upped the magnification, reestablishing normal color ranges
s0 they could see how filaments were dipping up more and more stalks.

"Dafoe, Aaron— stay whereyou are," Gail ordered immediately.

Ononeleve, Gail wasfascinated. Rather than climbing back up on the grass they'd abandoned moments
before, shrinking the entire circle around the humans and their ship, the area being reclaimed by the Quill
was small and coordinated, the result like the tip of some giant's tongue dlowly reaching out for ataste.
Grant returned to her sde. "Dr. Smith, shdl | have them withdraw?' he asked quietly, covering the
pickup on his headset with one hand.

"No."

"This could be an attack— Trial Number One was to be a passive encounter."

"They stay," Galil bit off the words, not bothering to look at him. "If it's an attack, Commander, then it's
the best possible test of the suits, wouldn't you say?!

"Inwhich case, you're authorizing ajump to Trial Number Three"

Now shedid look at him. "They stay, Commander Grant. My authorization. There's no predicting
biologicd systemsto the nth degree— we have an opportunity here and | don't intend to back away from
it

"Da-Dafoe here.... We have contact, Dr. Smith."

Gail and Grant turned to the screen. Againgt the dark blue fabric of the suits, the Quiill filaments showed
clearly, dipping up each leg, hating just below thethigh, asif the humanswere merely thicker stalks of
grass.

The Quill were beautiful in the sunlight, like rainbows madered.

The voice coming through the speekers startled them all. "Dafoe here ... repegting ... we have contact,
Dr. Smith. No negative effects. The suits are working.”

"Congratulations, Gail," Tobo said heartily, rushing up to shake her hand. Suddenly, Gail was surrounded
by well-wishers from the crew, some pounding her back, others standing nearby and smiling widely.
Most stayed at their stations, but cheered. She looked for Grant.

The commander had gone to the station monitoring the pair'slife sgns. Perhaps, like her, he believed
celebrating might be premature. Gail pushed her way to his side, smiling and nodding politely. "How
arethey?' she demanded, keeping her voice down.

"Dafoes vitds are alittle shaky. Pardell's rock solid. Y ou'd think he stepped out on a planet every day.”



No surprise. "He hasaway of taking the extraordinary in stride,” she commented. "L et's have Dafoe get
one or more filamentsinto astasis box."

Grant relayed the request. On the screen, they could see Dafoe nod even as she said aloud: "Copy that,
Cornmander. Dr. Smith, do you want each filament in a separate box?"

"That'sided, Specidist Dafoe, but if you have any difficulty, together is better than none at al.”

Another nod. "Let's get these back to the pod, Pardell,” they heard her say.

Aaron didn't respond.

Gall froze, staring at the screen. What was he doing? Asfar asthey could see, the 'sider was looking
down at the Quill on hislegs. His handswere limp at his sdes. She remembered the dining lounge—
sheld seen for herself how Aaron's mind could fade from redlity. Damn, this was no time for himto
become disconnected.

"Pardell," Dafoe repeated. "Areyou dl right?' Detectable uneasinessin her voice now. Did she fear the
'sider was succumbing to some attack?

Or, Gail thought suddenly, did Dafoe fear Pardell was about to become the enemy?

Chapter 63

This was the enemy? Pardell gazed down at the dime on Gail's brand-new suit and fought the urgeto
samply wipeit off with hisglove. Malley had it right, he thought with disgust. People shouldn't have
died— shouldn't have had to live as they did— because of something you couldn't grapple with,
that you couldn't rip apart with your hands.

Despite hisrage, Parddll was hel pless to hold his mind to the here and now. As his thoughts detached,
expanded, grew distant, he could hear Dafoe's voice and sensed the changein it from caution to darm,
but it was asiif thewords becameair, air that pushed and grabbed him asif it had fingers.

His awareness encompassed thisworld, hisworld, aplanet coated in Quill. There wasn't one, or anes,
or afavored place— they were the world, contaminating everything that lived, even he and Dafoe. His
thoughts spun outward, helplessto resist perception and andys's, toying with concepts like ecosystems
and dependencies, balance and evol ution— finding nothing to encompass this obscenity.

Just likethis.... that filaments must have dithered over his newborn flesh, found entry points, contaminated
him aswell asthisplanet. They were under his skin even now.

Hopeless ... hopeless ... how to destroy the Quill without destroying all else? Pardell understood,
findly, the danger should the Quill reach the warm, living world that birthed humanity. The blockade, the
deaths, the Struggle to exist— al faded againgt the absolute imperative of speciessurvival.

How to destroy the Quill inside him? Hewanted to live, too.

"Hey, Aaron! Not the time, friend.” Malley's deep and unexpected rumblejarred Parddll back into
synchrony with the moment.

"So when did they let you have acomm?' Pardd | asked, tearing his eyesfrom the Quill riding his suit and
draightening.

"I'm not sure'let’ isthe right word— these Earthers get kindatense about their toys." Thelaugh filling his
helmet was close to normdl, if not quite. Malley was watching this, Pardell reminded himsalf, wondering
at the cost to hisfriend of facing an open sky. "Y ou okay? Not very considerate of your date, Aaron,
going spacey like that. Cathy's going to think you don't care.”

Cathy? Wasthere anyone on the Seeker Malley didn't know on afirst-name basis after aweek? Pardell
turned to look for Dafoe. She was standing, as he was, in the Quill-grass. He had another complaint
about the suits— it would have been much better if they could see one another's faces, instead of
reflections of themsavesin the headgesr.

"Specidist Dafoe— my apologies. | was distracted. I'm not suffering any effects or sensations out of the
ordinary—"

Malley snorted rudely in hisear.

"Thank you, Mdley." Gail'svoice. All busness. It had to be, Pardell knew.

"Glad youredl right, Pardell," Dafoetold him, relief plain and sharp. "Dr. Smith wants usto put our
friends into abox to bring back up to the ship. I'll go first."



Pardell nodded his understanding. He watched closdly as Dafoe walked back to the ramp. The Quiill
stayed on her legs, one on the outside of each calf. "1'd keep them separated, Dafoe,” he called out.
"Why?' Gail again.

Parddll kept forgetting this was an open comm— something no 'sider would ever risk. "Only one climbed
up eachleg," he ventured, "even though there's room for more. Maybe they can't tolerate physical
contact with one another. A guess." Albeit an educated one, Pardd | thought somewhat wildly.

"One per box, itis," Gail reponded. "Thank you."

Her voicelingered in hisears. Not like music, Pardell decided. Something mor e intimate than sound
alone, filled with the past, present, and— future. He'd promised her he'd come back.

Parddll looked out at the horizon, tracing the lines of distant mountainswith hiseyes. Were they real if
he couldn't touch them? Another breeze shoved against hisback. Wasiit air, if he didn't breathe it?
"It's not going to work."

Hewhirled to see Dafoe rubbing her blue-only legs. "Dr. Smith. The things dipped through my fingers
when | tried to handle them,” she said. "Pardell? Any suggestions?'

"Tossmeabox," hesad. "I'll try from here.”

The stasis boxes were small but heavy, aconsequence of the technology meant to contain a biohazard of
unknown potency. Pardell made the catch easily enough, but put the box down on the grass. Heresisted
the temptation to run his gloved fingers dong the salks and investigate their strange, living textures.
"Gall?' Parddl sad lightly, steding himself.

"I'm here”

"This should work— but if it doesn't, | want you to know— | need to—" Parddll swallowed. "I'm glad
you cameto Thromberg. Okay? It'sal been worth it.”

"Wait!" nothing businesdike or cdm in her sudden cry in hisears. "Aaron! Dafoe— stop him!™

Before Dafoe could do more than turn hisway, Parddll had pulled off his headgear. He smiled, he hoped
reassuringly, a the FD specidigt, before stripping the gloves from his hands. He put the gear down,
carefully, on aflattened patch of grass. Old habits, new place.

Thefirst thing Pardell noticed was the way the air whistled and roared past his ears, even asit tossed hair
to tickle hisforehead. Then he felt the sun— warm and soothing on hisface, overbright until hiseyes
adjusted, aprickling irritation on his gold-veined hands. "I think they stay on the lower parts of the grass
to avoid the direct sunlight,” he said, knowing every word would be recorded. The comm was built into
the neck of the suit, not the headgear. Pardell drew along, deep breath in through his nostrils. There was
s0 much flavor to thisair, it was like taking adrink of some exotic wine. If held ever had doubtsthiswas
aworld built by humans, for humans, they were erased by the way his lungs welcomed this blend of
gases, hisblood soaked up its oxygen. Pardell's World.

Complete with athreat.

Pardell swallowed again, hard, then reached down and gently, but firmly, grasped the filament clinging to
hisright leg.

... Recognition.

Helet goimmediately, feding himsdf shake.

"Aaron— what isit? 'Y our vitalswent off the scale.”

"I don't know. Nothing." Nothing, Pardell reassured himself, not needing the suit's monitorsto fee how
his heart till pounded. Nothing. Just the unexpectedness of the filament's dry, dmost powdery surface
under hisfingers. Thething looked like dime.

"Y ou aren't feding anything from the Quill— thereés no effect at dl?* Was the relief in her voice for
him—or the experiment?

"All sysemsnomind,” he quipped, winking a Dafoe. "I'll seeif | can get thisthing into the box."
Cautioudy, Parddl bent over and reached for the filament again.

"Pardell!" Dafoe warned. "Look!"

The 'sder followed the direction of Dafoe's pointing— and shaking— hand. All around them, the grass
was vibrating, asif each stalk was being moved independently of the others. "Thewind?' he asked

hopefully.



"Get back in the Athena before | haul you in!" Gail ordered. "Hurry!

"We camefor the sample," Parddll objected. "Just give me aminute more." He moved quickly, in case
the filament released and dropped to the ground, but it stayed in place until hisfingers pulled it free.

... Welcome.

Parddll dmost threw the dender filament into the stasis box, damming closed thelid. The one on his other
leg dropped and disappeared into the ground.

"Hurry up!"

"Done," hetold Dafoe, picking up the box aswell as his gloves and headgear, clutching the pileto his
chest. "Let'sgo.”

Almost running, Pardell made it to the ramp only to have Dafoe hold up her arm to stop him. He halted
with barely enough room to avoid her touch. "What's— that?" Her voice was dmost awhisper. Shewas
looking behind him. Pardell turned and stared.

That ... aspot marked by the end of thetrail they'd stamped into the grass. That ... place where the
grasswas coming free from itsroots, whirling in acolumn that reached more than head high.

"Wind can do that," Pardell heard himself say. He might have bdlieved it, if the air againgt hisface wasn't
perfectly till.

"It doesn't do that ..." Dafoe replied, as the column began to condense into a shape.

Before Pardell could do more than gasp, the shape became something more, something they knew.
Human. A woman, woven from grass and Quill filaments, stlanding in what was now acircle of disturbed,
black earth.

Digturbingly vague in detail, but the figure had two outstretched arms, holding what could have been a
baby. Holding it out toward them.

Parddll dropped what he was carrying. He bent and began collecting the gloves, box, and headgear by
fed, never taking his eyes from the statue.

Dafoe's voice came sharp, hard, and clear: "Dafoe here ... Commander Grant. Code Alpha Prime. One,
Niner, Niner. Do you copy, Seeker ?| repedt ... AlphaPrime. One, Niner, Niner.

"We have aFirgt Contact Stuation.”

Chapter 64

Gail had thought she understood the Quill— well enough to find them, and destroy them when she did.
Sheld thought shewasin charge of this ship and its misson— that al aboard, with the notable exception
of the Titan-serving Reinsez and his few cohorts, obeyed her commands.

What else would she be wrong about today? Gail wondered, shaking her head wearily.

At least Pardell and Dafoe were safe. She had to trust they were. She hadn't seen or talked to either
sincethe FD specidist delivered her code.

Alpha Prime. One, Niner, Niner. First Contact. Words setting ablur of eventsin motion with the
smoothness of extensive planning and complete determination. Gail had barely time to be stunned by the
words and their implications before Grant had commandeered the intership comm, rattling off astring of
equally incomprehensble codes that echoed throughout the Seeker .

He now ruled her ship.

Oh, Grant had had help, she reminded hersdf. The First Defense Unit had come on board twenty-five
grong. Twenty-fivein blindingly obvious uniforms; twenty-five men and women so physicaly smilar no
one— especidly hersef— had thought to look for anyone else.

Of the Seeker's crew complement, it now appeared that three-quarters were d so FDs. Of the Seeker's
scientific population, adepressngly significant number of techs and even afew of the scientists had
responded immediately to Grant's coded instructions.

As a mutiny, Gail decided, it likely held a record for the most willing participants.

"What's going to hagppen?’

Startled out of her thoughts, Gail looked up at Captain Tobo. Both of them had been evicted—
courteoudy— from the bridge. It was no consolation that Szpindel had been among those barred from
the command sphere. She shrugged. "I've no idea, my esteemed Captain. At least Titan U and Vincente



are unlikely to worry about my little transgression in light of dl this." Gail waved around the room.
Tobo'seyestwinkled. "Theresthat," he agreed, taking a seat at her table. They'd been herded into the
science sphere's dining lounge two hours ago, Tobo spending much of that time in huddled conversation
with others of his crew. Gail had decided she might aswell take alate supper, if she was going to be here
any longer. "Although I've heard three patrol ships are en route. On the behest of a concerned Titan
University,” he mimicked aworried parent, "following those darming reports from their esteemed
representative.”

Gall took her time cutting, stabbing, and chewing her next mouthful. "Three, huh?' she mumbled
thoughtfully after amoment, then swallowed. "That'sdl?'

Tobo helped himsdf to araoll from the basket between them. "Wdll, Vincente may have realized it was
somewhat unlikely you'd single-handedly hijacked this ship, despite Reinsez's hysteria. He knows you.
Three might seem to him accountably fruga, while sufficient to escort back one unsuccessful project
leader ... if you were wrong.”

"l wasn't," Gail said with sudden, fierce ddight. "I wasn't wrong about the Quill. They are here. The suits
work. And, best of dl, we have aliving sample.”

"All true. So Vincente and Titan will doubtless take the position you acted on their authority to achieve
these marvelousthings,” Tobo said with cheerful irony. ™Y ou will be famous, of course. Asyou dways
wanted."

"Maybe in another lifetime, Tomoki." Gail lost her gppetite and sat back, gazing at her old friend. " Or
maybe it was another me ... someone who cared about areputation, about arriving on Earth to bands
and parades. Gail Smith— the Salvation of Humanity."

There was no judgment on his gentle, round face— only understanding. "Whether you still seek fame or
not, you've earned it," he assured her. " Defeating the Quill will mean everything to those people back on
the sations. Y ou will have saved them.”

"Will 17" Gail shook her head. "Areyou sure | haven't doomed them?' She drew little circleson the table
with onefinger. "I've read how strong the First Contact movement was on Earth, before the disaster of
the Quill shifted power to the Reductionists. Now? Weve caught the stations between those who want
Earth to look outward and those who'd make trandight taboo— if they could figure out theright
incantation.”

She paused, then tapped the tabletop in emphasis. "Think about it. If the Quill areintelligent— where
doesthat put our mission? We were supposed to find away to destroy the things, not talk to them! The
gtations? What do wetell them? And it could get worse, much worse.” Gail steadied her voice. "What
position will Earth take, if thefirgt dien intelligence we meet turns out to have aready conquered every
human-inhabited planet outside of Sol System? Can the Quill be proved murderers? People will start
taking sSdes, Tomoki. The riots on Thromberg might only be ataste.”

Tobo shook hishead. "It doesn't have to cometo that. Y ou have the people and expertise on thisship to
determineif the Quill areintelligent. If they arentt ... nothing's changed. If they are? Then we ask them to
gopkillingus."

Gail laughed hitterly. "Right. Thelast time | thanked your wife for supper, Ayo thought | was asking for a
second helping. And that's between two biologically smilar individuals who knew the precise context of
the conversation, aswell as understanding severa wordsin each other's language. Who both have a
language! | don't care how many linguists and comm techs Grant's tucked on this ship— they aren't
expertsin communicating with anything asaien asthe Quill."

"Y our young man might be."

No doubt the same thoughts were going through Grant's head, Gall told hersdf. No matter her
reasoned arguments for Tobo, her calm exterior, she knew herself so angry her very blood felt likeice—
knew herself so deeply betrayed she had no trouble keeping her fury contained.

Until she had atarget.

Chapter 65

Malley knew the signs, dl right. Aishaand the rest of the science staff who'd gathered in the lab were



milling around, a dozen conversations underway at once asthey tried to make sense out of what was
happening. They were surprised by Gail Smith's sudden absence from the comm and her "replacement”
by Commander Grant and his second, Tau— but not alarmed. Of more concern, it seemed, wasthetime
it wastaking the FD to ddliver the long-awaited sample of Quill tissueto their hands. The hint of an dien
intelligence at work had them buzzing with excitement. Still, they'd been told to wait here and be ready;
most seemed prepared to wait aslong asthat took, aslong as they would be involved in this momentous
discovery.

Like 'tastic junkies, every one. Malley doubted any had noticed the FDs reaction to the mysterious
codes Grant had snapped out over the comm, or seen how those assigned to the lab had quietly stepped
outside, then closed and locked the doors behind themselves.

He was quite sure no one else had seen how about a quarter of those gathered in here to watch the
landing on Parddl's World had exchanged startled, excited looks, then, gradually, moved together to
form aquiet, cohesive group— separate from the others, but not obvioudy, nothing so blatant ...

He knew the signs.

Thiswas how it had dways started on Thromberg, whenever Station Admin had had enough of Outward
Five'sindependent ways and scanty record keeping, and planned a cleanup visit. From one minute to the
next, there would be new voices on the public comms, new faces at the ration distribution points and
checkpoints. As suddenly, there would be awordless sorting out among those in groups— lines drawn
between those prepared to support, or at least tolerate, Admin when it arrived in numbers, and those
bloody-minded enough to want to scrap about it firgt.

Martial law or mutiny. It depended on your starting point.

Grant'swas obvious. The military, obeying its older mandate to find and protect dien intelligence, had
taken control of the Seeker from Gail Smith and, so, Titan University. That, Mdley told himsdf grimly,
could be an improvement. Grant had brought Aaron back to the ship. Point in hisfavor.

Aaron hadn't been seen since. Point againg.

Gail must have been locked avay— Maley grinned. Definite point in Grant's favor.

Hewaslocked in here. While Malley wasn't happy abouit it, it was better than being locked up
elsawhere— or being searched. One of hisfirgt tasks had been to double-check his small arsena. Two
knives and the trank. Well, a little more than that now, Maley admitted to himsdlf: three knives, the
trank, the comm he'd somehow forgotten to return to Taggart, and aset of tools most on Thromberg
would consider very useful indeed. And aroll of remarkably strong string he knew Aaron would like.
Handy pockets Earthers put into their clothing.

The Satue, or whatever it was, till dominated the room. At some point, everyone in the lab— including
Mdley, though he found the backdrop of sky and irregular ground somewhat unsettling— had stared,
trangfixed by the final image left on the screen. Grant's idea, he had no doubt. Make sure the first and
only sign of purposeful action by the Quill stayed intheir faces at dl times, lest any in here doubt it or,
Malley growled to himsdf, lest anyone think the First Defense Unit was off its collective rocker
taking over the ship for a planetful of slime.

The Earther scientists seemed well on their way to group insanity, some excited to tears.

The stationer couldn't deny the dime had indeed constructed a.compelling image— what troubled him
wasn't thefact, but the intent. The figure of awoman and baby was amessage for onehumanin
particular, Aaron Parddll. Given Aaron'stendency to drift from redlity under ordinary conditions, Mdley
wasn't at dl comfortable with where hisfriend's mind might be wandering after this.

It would help if he knew where his friend was, period.

Chapter 66

Where was Pardell? Thered been no word, nothing. He would have contacted her— Galil knew it— if
he could.

Gail had expected better of Grant. What would it hurt his rebellion to keep her posted on the Athena's
return? He'd been friends with Aaron— he knew she'd want to know the 'sider was safe.

At the very least, Grant knew sheld spent most of her life— and risked what remained of it— trying to



find the Quill. Where was her sample?

Gail gpped her teaand smiled quite menacingly at the figure rushing to her table.

"Y ou have to do something, Dr. Smith! ThisStuation— it'sintolerable! Smply intolerable!™

Cong dering the unmistakable aroma of sherry accompanying these emphatic statements, Gail was quite
impressed Reinsez was tackling any word more chdlenging than her name. "What do you expect meto
do, Manuel," she asked, bored enough to be curious. "Call up the good commander and ask for my ship
back?'

"Y ou could cdll in the patrol ships—" Eventhisinebriated, Reinsez redlized when held let something
magjor dip. Hisnormally gloomy face assumed an amost deathlike palor. ™Y ou could cal Titan and have
them send patrol ships" he said hadtily.

Gall arched one eyebrow. "L et me have your trandight comm and I'll shout asloud asyoud like."
Reinsez's eyes scanned the dining lounge as though looking for help, stopping amoment where Rosdind
Fournier was deep in conversation with First Officer Szpindel. "What makes you think 1'd have such a
thing?' he blustered.

"Clever," Gail acknowledged, her voice slky smooth. "Forming an aliance with the leader of the 'sSders?
| wouldn't have thought you capable, dear Manudl. Still, even the formidable Rosalind can't access
equipment that isn't here, can she?* Galil leaned her elbows on the table, resting her chinin her hands.
"What was your bargain with her?' She shook her head. "No, don't tell me. Let'sseeif | can guess. With
Szpindd's help, she could get you our destination easily— after dl, Rosalind could open the records from
the Merry Mate Il and retrieve her course data; you'd only need to get her into my office safe to access
my copies. How did you contact Titan after Grant and | took away your comm privileges? Y ou had your
own— and where better to hide it than with— Rosalind! Did you promise her entry codesto Sol System
inreturn for her help againgt me?"

Gall made asif to stand. "Should | go over to Rosalind and mention— just casudly, you redlize— that
you knew full well you'd never be able to obtain such codes? What might we expect from the woman
who's already risked her own life and that of several hundred thousand other people?”

"No. Sit down. Please, Gail." Reinsez licked hislips, then blurted out: "I don't want to die out here. |
want to go home."

Thetruth at last, shejudged it, whether brought out by the sherry or the honest dread of an old and
frightened man.

Gal settled back into her seat, doing her best to appear cdm and confident. "Then, Manue," she
informed Titan's spy, "you'd better be ready to back any play | choose to make, because your safety and
comfort aren't even on our good commander'slig.”

More than that, she didn't bother saying. The man was drunk and scared enough to be careless— if he
was even cgpable of remembering their conversation. No, Gail thought, gazing around the room at atruly
pitiful collection of potentia alies— other than Tobo, whom Grant would be watching like a hawk— she
wouldn't be relying on Reinsez or his cronies for backup any time soon— except one.

Gall got up and walked over to Rosdind Fournier'stable, noting the poorly hidden looks of dismay from
severd individuas she passed. Reinsez's|ot, drawing their own conclusions about her conversation with
their "leader” and her actions now. Foals.

"Tdl me, Dr. Smith," Rosdind said, not bothering with a greeting and using a shooing gesture to remove
her companions from the table. "Did you have any notion Earth planned to take away your precious
ship?'

"Complete surprise, Rosdind," Gail admitted fredy. "May | join you?"

"Oh, please do. The conversation was quite dull. Y ou'd think these people had never experienced a
disruption of the chain of command before.

"It'snot particularly common, where we come from,”" Gail reminded her.

Rosdind amiled. "Oneforgets” shesad.

Unlikely, Gail thought, but smiled hersdf "I must gpologize for the inconvenience. If you like, I'll talk to
Commander Grant about your Stuation. He must realize you are a— disinterested third party.”
The'sder'seyesglinted. "Must he?’



"Of course," Gail said smoothly, capturing the basket of rollsfrom the center of the table. "Why should
you care who isin command of the Seeker , aslong asyou believe—" she stressed the word, "— that
you'l ultimately get what you want." As she spoke, Galil divided the rolls between two plates. Three each.
She pushed both platesinto the middle of the table and waited. They were being observed, without
doubt. But would the observer understand this? Gail sncerely doubted it.

Rosdind steepled her fingers, examining the offering but not moving to touch either plate.

Gail poured two glasses of water and put one within reach of the 'sider. She lifted hersamost to her lips
before saying: "This assumes the present Situation— remains stable. Are you agambler, Rosaind?"
Rosdind tilted her lean head, asif the angle gave her a better view of Gail'sface. "I don't take
unnecessary risks, Dr. Smith."

"Neither do |," Gail said immediately. "But | do take the necessary ones.”

The glasswasin Rosdind's hand. Gail waited.

"Thisaction by the Quill," the'sder said, staring a her glass. "It has made the Situation on this ship—
unstable. One hardly knows what to expect next. Alliances, promises. These now appear lessthan
reliable" An eyebrow rose. "I'm tempted to lock mysdlf in my quarters until you Earthers settle things.
But | doubt you'll do so to my— satisfaction.”

"That's the obvious interpretation,” Gail agreed, keeping her hand and voice steady. Rosdind had to
know what she offered— a personal alliance with her, not Reinsez. Not Grant. Not Earth. "It may not be
entirely accurate.”

Rosdind flashed her an enigmatic look before raisng her glass and swallowing. No blame, no
apologies— only what promoted survival for another day. Gail echoed the gesture with amixture of
relief and caution, aware exactly how temporary thisaliance could be.

The 'sder chose one of the plates, Gail the other. "I wait what developswith great interest, Dr. Smith,"
Rosdind told her, acareful choice of words. Reinsez must have made her aware of the Earthers lack of
respect for privecy.

"Asdol."

"And young Aaron? Surdly he has gained sgnificant vaue in the eyes of your Commander Grant.”

Gail looked at Rosalind sharply, stung by the implication that Aaron was another bargaining chip, not
surprised by it either. She might have been tempted to talk to the older woman about Aaron, to learn
more about hislife, hispast. But Gail was quite sure Rosalind would put a price to every answer, every
revelaion. Thiswasn't amother, concerned for her son. Thiswas aleader, ready to spend whatever lives
shefet necessary.

"Quitesignificant,” Gail nodded agreeably, grimly aware she knew exactly where they ssood— and the
coin Rosaind would understand. "Thank you for sharing your table," she added, standing. "I'm sure well
bein touch."

Rosdind's eyes gleamed with anticipation. "I look forward to it, Dr. Smith."

Gail felt some anticipation of her own as she walked away from the table. Sheld made a start. Now it
wastimeto do more.

How very thoughtful of Grant to confine her to the science sphere.

It was time he learned why. Having excused hersdlf from Rosalind, their business as complete as
circumstances alowed, Gail went to the door. The FD on guard there, Cornell, had the grace to look
uncomfortable a her gpproach, but stayed at attention. "Y es, Dr. Smith?" he asked.

"I'm exhausted, Speciaist Cornell,” shetold him. "Am | to be allowed back into my quartersfor the
night?" It didn't take much to yawn, Gail discovered. Nothing wrong with some truth in a cover story.

"Sorry, Doctor. Orders are to keep everyone out of the command sphere.”

"Fine. Assign me quarters here, then. Any bed will do." When he looked uncertain, Gail gave him her
second-best smile, leaning wesarily against the wall beside the closed door. "L ook, Corndll. | can't believe
your commander wants meto deep on achair in the dining lounge— especidly if he needs me up and
thinking tomorrow. And he will, you know. Those are my suits that protected Dafoe and Pardell on the
planet. If you people want to accomplish anything more down there, it'll be my suitsthat make it possible.



Cdl Grant, if you must. I'll wait."

"That's not necessary, Dr. Smith," Cornell decided. "I can't see any security risk to your getting some
deep. Asfor those suits— they're amazing things. | admit some of us doubted they'd work."

"Y et you dl volunteered to test them.”

Cornell looked mildly amused by the question. "Of course, Dr. Smith. Wait hereaminute. I'll call
someone to escort you to quarters.”

"Thank you."

Gall took a seat nearby, chinin her hand, as though her head was too heavy to keep up. Not hard.

It wasn't long before FD L oran appeared, one of the science sphere stewardsin tow. The steward, a
mousy little man she vaguely recalled was named Bates, looked alittle too nervous to be one of the FDs
plants among the crew. He looked immediatdly flustered when Gail smiled at him alittle more warmly
than he'd expected.

A better-than-standard issue bed. Gail made hersdlf stretch out between the cold satin sheets, ignoring
the tendency of her skinto crawl. Sazaad liked hisluxury.

It hadn't been hard to arrange for this room— his room— of those available while the FD confined the
science gaff to thelab. Gail had merely given Bates the number of the room next to it, knowing it was
vacant. Sazaad's nocturnd habits didn't induce popularity with neighbors. With commendable, if
predictable, suspicion, Loran had refused to put Gail in the room of her own choosing, inssting on
Sazaad'sinstead. Everyone knew, of course, there was nothing but animosity between Drs. Smith and
Sazaad. It probably seemed a safe bet there would be nothing Gail could have hidden in there, no hidden
motive for wanting Sazaad's room over any other.

Unless you knew the man, Gail thought coally, lying in the dark. Any senior scientist's quarters would
have sufficed, but Sazaad's had a Sngular advantage. He was completely paranoid about surveillance—
he probably had to be, if he maintained asmilarly prolific lifestyle back on Titan. She could be
reasonably sure Grant hadn't planted any vidsin here, or, if he had, they'd been neutrdized. Sazaad was
quite the genius, in hisway.

That didn't mean Gail felt comfortable between his sheets. She lay down in case someone camein to see
if sheld redly intended to grab an hour or so of deep, making sure to thoroughly crease the bedding and
leave an imprint in the pillow. Unfortunatdly, this also had the effect of leaving proof for Sazaad that shed
been in his bed. Hed be impossible for weeks. Maybe, Gail thought more cheerfully, she could find a
way to have Malley threaten to sever Sazaad's head again.

Not that Maley had done so with any notion of protecting her. But he had thoroughly cowed Sazaad for
thetime being.

Shedidn't put on the light— no need, dl the quarters were smilar and Sazaad's wasincredibly neat
compared to hers. Two steps and turn, hands out. There.

Galil used her fingersto hunt for the desk pad, ruthlesdy shoving anything else out of her way. She didn't
bother with theinternal comm system or waste time searching through Sazaad's doubtless revolting
drawersfor any illicit portable devices.

Ah. Pulling up the chair, found by the smple expedient of bumping one hip into it, she sat and began
keying in the general access code every scientist on the Seeker used to send their routine updates and
changesto the D-board in the lab.

Then, she began keying in something ese.

Thiswas, Gall told hersdf grimly, her ship.

Chapter 67

The Seeker wasn't Gail's anymore. Parddll had known something was wrong the instant Dafoe spouted
code into the comm. There could only be one reason for it— the FD wanted to communicate to her
commander, not Gail Smith.

Hed kept quiet, listening to Grant's voice— not Gail's— directing their return to the ship, Stting at asafe
distance from Dafoe as the Athena bumped and jostled her way upward, the ride smoothing like magic



once they'd cleared the impediment of atmosphere.

He'd kept hold of the box.

Dafoe hadn't argued. She hadn't said aword to him beyond notifying him of their position relaiveto the
ship and when it wastimeto disembark. Asif he couldn't tell for himself. The 'Mate wasn't al that
much more complex than the pod; Pardell had grown up playing with her control panels. Thered been
teaching Sms, too. He'd flown as many times as held been alowed, until Raner had had to trade them for
dibs.

So he'd been ready when the Athena sighed to her rest, doors opening on the welcoming committeein
the Seeker 'shangar: Grant himsdlf, Allyn, and two others from the Seeker 's crew waitinginaline,

Ready and angry. And morethan alittle afraid,

"What have you done with Dr. Smith?" held chalenged, staring right at Grant, and keeping hold of the
box.

There'd probably been smarter ways to play it, Parddl told himsdf glumly. Maley would have bluffed,
pretended to notice nothing odd or out of the ordinary, likely carried it off.

He'd only managed to end up here, in what appeared to be a containment area for incoming shipmentsto
the science sphere. A brig, by any other name.

Parddll sighed and leaned his head back against the metd wall. The box was heavy and cold on hislap. It
didn't matter. He wasn't letting go of it.

The monster in the box was Gail's.

The mongter outside the box? Pardell shuddered as he remembered, not the living scul pture, but the
sensations heldd experienced when he touched the Quill filament. Compared to what he felt from other
human beings, it was asif held somehow taken a glove and wiped the condensation from the outside of a
frozen helmet— that sudden a clarity.

Recognition ...

A surprise, but one Gail had tried to prepare him to face. After dl, the entire premise of the suits as
protection assumed the Quiill either preserved or passed down some means of recognizing individual
humans. Sheldd been right.

Parddll closed his eyes, trying to imagine thelook on Gail's face when shed first known for sure. Her lips
would have parted, so. Her eyes? Their blue would have darkened, intensified— perhaps shone with
tears. None would have fallen. She should have looked triumphant, proud— not just relieved. He
hoped she'd had time to fedl dl she'd deserved, before the Quill and Grant betrayed her.

Welcome ...

That impression had shocked him to his core. Pardell opened his eyesto stare at his hands, folded
innocently on top of the box, their markings as sure abrand of inhumanity asthe Quill's greeting for him
andhim aone.

Intelligence? He hadn't needed the structure they— it— whatever— had wrought to know there was
purpose on that world. Hed fdt it coursing up through hisfingers, flowing dong hisarms, invading every
part of him. What did it want? What could it have to do with him?

What was he?

Had he been changed again?

Questions no one should have to ask themselves.

'‘Course, there was no one else to ask, Parddl reminded himsdlf with alaugh too closeto asob for
comfort.

Chapter 68

"I know youre awake." Gail found hersdlf Sitting up and squinting at the figure sithouetted in the bright arc
of light from the corridor. "Well," she said, not having planned to deep in thefirgt place, "I am now."
Commander Grant took a step to the side and closed the door behind him, turning on the room light as
he did so.

A man chased by demons, Gail decided without sympathy, looking at the commander's haggard face.
His pulse was visible under the small, puckered scar on histemple. His dark eyes were hollow and



srained, asif hed spent too many hours staring into asun.

Stll, Grant's mouth twitched into an unexpected amile. "Wish | had acamera,” he said. "'Imagine what
Sazaad would pay to seethis?'

"Forgive meif | don't find my present situation as amusing, Commander,” Gail snagpped. She tossed the
sheet to one Sde and got out asif Grant wasn't standing there, watching, making it obvious sheld dept in
her clothes. Her fury at having him invade her privacy was as good as aboost shot, not that she planned
to thank himfor it. "Whereé's Aaron?" she snapped. "How ishe?"

"The holding chamber,” Grant told her. "He'sfine. A little shaken up. A lot confused.”

"That describes most of us," Gail shot back. "Dafoe? What were the test results?"

"There hasn't been timeto run any.”

Gail shrugged on one of Sazaad's|ab coats. By the way it fit, it wasn't his, but belonged to one of his
techs. The results had better be worth finding out all too much about this man's life, Gail told
hersdf.

"Those tests should have been run immediately. Y ou're risking everything we came herefor—" Gall
stopped ddliberately, and glared up a him. "Everything Mitchener, Peitsch, Sasha, Joseph, Helios,
Giardi, and Adams died for—"

The commander had himself under iron control. Even so, the muscles dong his jaw worked before he
sad: "WEell run anything necessary once the situation on the ship has stabilized.”

"Stabilized?" she repeated, not particularly caring that her voice cracked over the word. "What's not
stable, Commander? Got amutiny on your hands now? My scientists about to leap on your armed
combat troops? Of course, if you've kept them locked up in the lab al thistime, you'd better worry about
some serious formsin triplicate heading to your superiors.”

"Everything will be back to norma shortly— we had to make sure key systems were under FD control
before any further action wastaken. Thisisacriticad moment in our species history—"

Gail stepped up to Grant and shoved him in the chest with both hands. "What the hdll did you think I'd
do?' shedl but shouted. "What were you afraid of ? What could | possibly have done that would be
worse than what you've aready accomplished? Minimum, Grant," she accused with another push,
"minimum damage— you've thoroughly betrayed everyone on this ship, starting with me. Just when we
need to work together mogt, for everyone's sake."

She hadn't budged him, of course, not physicaly, but there was something close to shamein hiseyes.
"Do you think thiswas my idea, Gail? We're under orders— gtrict, highly specific orders no one
imagined would apply to us, to thisship." Heran his hand through his hair, now collar-length. "Y ou've got
to understand— this was the first degp-space mission in twenty years— how could we miss any chance
to look for intelligence out here? But no one thought thiswould happen. First contact? | never dreamed it
would happenin my lifetime, let alone yesterday.” He paused, then added heavily. "1 didn't betray you.
The protocols, our assuming control of the ship, it has nothing to do with you."

"Nothing?' Gail took adow breath. "Let's put aside, for the moment, that I'm the only expert humanity
has on the Quill. Let's even put aside, for the moment, that I'm the one who brought you here. Y our
superiors didn't send you without giving you the ability to make your own decisions. Y ou could have
ignored the protocols. Y ou could have handled it differently.” She reached for him again, thistime
grabbing handfuls of hisuniform so he was forced to meet her eyes. "Do you think you're the only ones
who've looked outward and dreamed of findly being in the company of Others? What do you think filled
this ship with the brightest minds Earth produced? Altruism?”’

Others. Before becoming old enough to know about surveillance and appearances, about careers and
the unwhimsica nature of those who opened doors, Gail had walked outside every night before bed—
dew-soaked grass of summer or snow of winter, didn't matte— simply to stretch up her armsto the
garry sky and wish, wish with al her heart, to find someone different reaching back. To know humanity
wasn't aone.

They all had. She knew that about her people, as Grant knew it about his.

"| follow orders, Gail," Grant ingsted, dmost leadenly. " Orders meant to ensure our first meeting with
nonhuman intelligence isn't the mutua disaster it could well be. | had no other choice but to put my



peoplein chargeimmediately.” But one of his hands covered hers, pressing them firmly againg his chest
asif hetried to convey more.

Had no other choice, Gail repeated to hersdlf, feding her eyes widening. What was hetrying to tell her?
Then, she mouthed the words: another ship.

Grant nodded very dightly, then, dowly, dmost reluctantly, touched one finger to the small, faded scar on
his temple, then traced another ova in the whole skin— lower and closer to hisear.

An implant. Positiond data at least— probably, from the care he was using talking to her, audio aswell.
It would depend on how closdly they were being shadowed.

She had to give Earth credit; thistime, bureaucratic paranoia had paid off.

No wonder Grant looked like aman being eaten from indgde. Gail leaned forward until her cheek rested
againg the back of his hand, the one holding hers. "If you expect the full cooperation of the science steff,
Commander Grant," she said camly, and not for hisearsaone, "1 suggest you Start by |etting me back
into my lab."

Shefelt something feather-soft on the top of her head. Grant's chin on her hair, or perhaps akiss.
Acknowledgment and relief, definitely. But hisvoice remained as busnesdike and unyielding as
before. "That's actualy why I'm here, Dr. Smith.

"There's been another incident.”

Gall amiled.

Chapter 69

"We don't want any moretrouble, Malley." Consdering the man expressing this desire was dripping
blood from both nogtrils, with one eye disgppearing under arapidly swelling lid, Maley thought this quite
reasonable. From the FDs' viewpoint.

The stationer grinned. "Then you'l open the door,” he concluded helpfully, crouching with hands at the
ready.

Thefour men gtill facing him, which included a surprisingly tough and determined Philips, looked grim.
And morethan alittle dismayed at the prospect of another round. Malley wasn't— thiswas the most fun
he'd had snce coming on the Seeker. With no dibs to pay for breaking furniture, he reminded himself
contentedly. The three groaning on the floor probably didn't agree.

Aisha, standing behind them, gave him the thumbs-up signad. Shewas done. "Fine," Maley sad,
straightening up and holding out his open pams. "No more trouble from me."

They didn't look comforted, searching him with unusua diligence and aremarkable lack of success.
Philips kept watch; Maley kept smiling. Since he was dready locked up and under guard, there wasn't
much more they could do with him.

Just like old times, the stationer thought, even though some of the Earthers were no longer very happy
being crowded together in the lab. He couldn't see why: there were enough chairs or cots for everyoneto
gt at the same time— and an abundance of food and drink for the asking. All they needed was some
music and beer— even that gut-rotting liquor of Grant's would do— and this place would be perfect.
No accounting for taste.

"Hey!" Mdley objected, suddenly noticing one of the FDs returning with afistful of binding cord. "1 said |
was done— you don't need to do that!" Bad enough Philips was grimly determined— the FD with the
cordswas Mike Barber, aman who usualy had awicked sense of humor. He didn't look to bejoking
NOw.

"Excuse usif we don't take your word for it," Philipssaid dryly. "Have aseet, Mdley."

Aishaand Temujin stepped forward, a couple of the other Earthersjoining them. "Well take
respongbility for him," Aishaoffered. "Malley just— panicked. It's got to be hard on the man when he
doesn't know what's going on or what to expect.”

Malley began tensing his muscles, in case the scientistis weren't persuasive enough. It might buy him some
dack— assuming they didn't notice and a so assuming they conveniently wrapped the cord around his
bulging biceps and not hiswrists. HEd have more confidence in the vid-fantasy trick if held tried it
before, but being tied up wasn't one of those things that had happened in hislife. Y et. Still, nothing



ventured.

Johnson, the FD with the bloody nose, wiped his face with a cloth and eyed the scientists. "Panicked, Dr.
Lynn?" he questioned skepticdly. "If thisishow your friend here reacts to temporary overcrowding,
maybe we should trank him instead.”

Before Malley could laugh at this, anew voice intruded, saying: "I'll watch him." Sazaad cameto loom
over Aisha, gazing eyeto eye with Mdley, his expression unreadable. "There won't be any more
outburgsfrom thislunatic.”

Maybe Johnson read Malley's tension as preparation for arenewa of their one-sided struggle. Or, given
how little Sazaad had endeared himsdlf to the techs, maybe the FD looked forward to watching the
scientist forced to make good on his promise. Regardless, the man lifted his handsin agesture of
surrender. "Then he'sal yours, Dr. Sazaad, Dr. Lynn. Just keep him away from us, please?"

"Of course," Aishaagreed, hurrying over to Malley asthe FDs moved off to consult with their group,
Philips turning to keep watch. Mdley tossed him a casud saute.

Once safely surrounded by Aishaand her companions, Malley bent his head and asked softly: "Was|
right? Wasit amessage?’

Sazaad smiled broadly, showing histoo even, too white teeth. " Sent from my quarters, you notice.”
Aisharolled her eyesthedtricdly. " Sent from wherever she could. Quick thinking, Malley."

The stationer didn't bother pointing out held likely been the only one thinking in the lab a the time. "Made
sense Gail would try to get newsto usif she could— and she'd need away that Grant's people wouldn't
be monitoring.”

Luck had played a role, Malley admitted to himsdlf, glancing over their heads at the D-board and its
ever-changing list of materials and procedures. HE'd been near it when the display had flashed to
Sazaad's sequence of experiments, ared flashing bar indicating new changes being added. Since Sazaad
himsdlf had been standing in the middle of the lab, complaining about something or other, and so
obvioudy not entering any information to the system, Maley had quietly attracted Aishas attention.

Hed then very noislly attracted the attention of the FDs by trying to break out the door. That had been
the fun part.

"Whet did she say?"

"Here," Temujin said, passing what looked to be a sequence of mathematical notationsto Sazaad. "These
werefor you."

Sazaad went from puffed pride to puzzled as he read. He muttered something in another language under
his breath, then smply walked away from them.

"Any ideawhat that's about?' Malley asked.

Aishaseyes sparkled. "I'd say it'sachdlenge. Therest wasfor dl of us. The Stuation's as you thought,
Malley. Grant's taken control of the entire ship, locking up Gail and the Captain aswell asthose crew not
part of hisunit. Those not in here are confined to the dining lounge in the science sphere. Don't ask me
how Gall got into quarters.”

Malley shook his head. "Doesn't matter. Did she say anything about Aaron?"

"Somewhere in the science sphere. She believes Grant'sisolated his potentia problems away from the
command sphere— including Aaron.”

The stationer's voice dropped an octave. "Where?"

"Any problems?’ Philips asked, gppearing behind Sazaad.

Maley gave him the smile that usualy made Sammie bring out his antique baseba bat for insurance.
"These fine people are explaining everything to me," hetold the former tech. "It's vastly reassuring. How
aretheribs?' he asked solicitoudy, quite sure a couple had bent, if not cracked, when Philips had gotten
inhisway.

"Sore," the smaler man said bluntly, then grinned. "Buit till in one piece. What did you hit mewith
anyway?"

Malley lifted hisleft hand and made aloosefigt. It was nearly as big as Philips head, and that worthy's
eyes grew round ashelooked at it. "L et's not do that again, okay?"

"Absolutely," Malley promised. Philips gave him avery sharp ook but decided not to pursueit.



Once Philipswas out of earshot again, Maley asked Aisha "So, wheres Aaron?"

"Gall didn't know. But wherever heis, hessafe” she sad flatly. "The FD aren't here to harm anyone— if
Aaron needed medica care, they'd bring him here. We have to concentrate on what Gail's asked usto
do."

The gtationer frowned. "Whichis?' he growled suspicioudly.

"Apparently we have some dlies nearby,” Temujin broke in excitedly, astate held been in since the
moment the Quill had presented their statue. "Gail wants usto contact them."

"From here? While were watched?'

Temujin smiled like a child given permission to draw on thewals of hisroom. "Malley, you've no idea
what we can do fromin here," he boasted, gazing around the lab with pride. "And neither does
Commander Grant."

Chapter 70

So. Commander Grant was caught as firmly as the rest of them.

Gall found thisa peculiar comfort, asif she needed to know her origind estimation of the man had been
right all ong. Had almost dying together forged some bond between them? More likely, she reminded
hersdf, it was her stubborn pride, insisting on trusting her own judgment of others despite
evidence to the contrary.

Whichever it was, Gail walked beside Grant— preceded and followed by guards who'd only yesterday
answered to her as science staff— and felt as though the universe was back in balance. Cockeyed as
usual, but balanced.

Maybe it was as Smple as knowing the right target.

"Y ou don't seem surprised we've had some problemsin thelab," Grant said asthey gpproached the main
door.

"You left Maley inthere, didn't you?' she said matter-of-factly. "Did you redly think he wouldn't have
an— opinion— to express about matters?’

A corner of Grant's mouth rose. "Therésthat. Taggart, what's the Situation?" he asked the FD standing
outside the door.

Taggart gave Gail one of those "sorry, maam™ looks she was growing accustomed to receiving from just
about dl of Grant's people— as mutineers, they were strangely apologetic types— and replied:
"Nomind, sr. Everyone's getting abit impatient, but they're being civil about it. Therewasasmdl fracas
involving thebig guy ... Malley ... but the others have calmed him down.”

"Any injuries?' Gail asked expectantly. She wasfar from ready to forgive the FDs.

Taggart blushed, but stayed at attention. " Philips has three broken ribs, Dr. Smith. Johnson thinks his
nose might be aswell, but ... the commander knows how sensitive Johnson is about hisnose.™

"Thank you, Taggart,” Grant growled. "Open up." Gail managed not to smile.

But she couldn't help it when facing what amounted to a hero'swelcome in the lab. The sixty-odd people
waiting for her hadn't had a chance to celebrate what had happened on the planet's surface: the success
of the auits, the discovery of the Quill— et done the astonishing development that the Quill might be
sentient. All this, plus the suspense of being bottled up in thelab for hours had most of her staff as giddy
asif they'd been drinking dl night.

There was shouting and laughter aswell as the odd tear— not to mention a considerable number of bad
jokes at the expense of the First Defense Unit and its commander, who stood watching from the
doorway with an indefinable expresson. Gail found hersdlf hugged and kissed by people who'd never so
much as started a conversation with her before.

Where was Malley?

She had her answer as unmistakably massive arms swept her right off her feet and she found hersdlf
suspended in midair. From the look on hisface, the stationer wasin no mood to celebrate— in fact, he
looked as though he was debating with himself whether to toss her againgt the nearest wal or smply snap
her in half.

Gail didn't give him time to make up his mind. She wrapped her arms around Malley's broad neck and



kissed him soundly on the mouth. Then, before he could put her— or, more likely, throw her— down,
she buried her face on his shoulder, asif succumbing to emaotion.

It put her lipsnear hisear. "Aaron'sdl right, Malley," she whispered urgently. "He'sin the holding area,
but well have him out in afew minutes. Don't put me down yet, you idiot—" thisahissasMadley'sgrip
loosened. Obediently, he hugged her to his chest. Gail wheezed and helet go dightly. She dipped apiece
of paper into his pocket.

"The military hasaship trailing us. Grant's got an implant: atracer, audio aswell," she hurried, knowing
there wasn't much time. " Grant had no choice but to follow FD protocol— but helll help us as he can.
Did you get my message?’

"Yes, of course | missed you, Cupcake," Mdley said heartily, lifting her up again asif she was some
prized hunk of meta he'd found. Before she could more than wince— Cupcake?— Gail found hersdlf on
the receiving end of an enthusiastic kiss.

Alittle too enthusiastic. Gail squirmed her way out of it, only to seethewarning in Mdley'seyes. She
glanced |eft. Loran was gpproaching. "Cupcake?' she spat under her breath. "Put me down.” This
louder.

Malley looked unrepentant as he deposited Gail gently to thefloor. "Y ou kissed mefirgt,” he said mildly.
Gall collected hersdlf enoughto glareat him. "I kissed everyone,” shetold him. " Spirit of the moment. I'm
over it."

"Whatever you say, Dr. Smith," Maley returned with that lazy smile, hisvoice rumbling at its more
devagtating depth. Theflirting wasn't for her benefit— Gail could read a completely different messagein
the tenson of his shoulders and the fresh cuts on his hands. Malley'd fought once today and was hoping
for more.

Gail preferred amore civilized, less messy approach. "Where's Sazaad?' He'd been conspicuoudy
absent from the greeting throng, arelief in away, but worrisomein others.

"He'sat hisworkgation, Dr. Smith," someone offered helpfully. Thelittle byplay with Maley had hardly
caused aripple among the boisterous group. Gail started trying to move through them to get to Sazaad,
without much success, only to have Madley use his smile and shoulder to clear her path.

"Handy," shesad.

"Practice," he replied asthey reached the sde wall and could see Sazaad.

Gall didn't waste any time. Grant would have to check on her soon or arouse suspicion. "Dr. Sazaad?'
He grunted something unintelligible, busy keying ingtructionsinto his device, then he seemed to hear her
voice and turned his head only enough to squint & her. "Dr. Smith. Thisisaremarkable concept. But
quite impossible, you know. | mean, if | had ayear ..."

Gall stepped closer, Mdley standing so he blocked them from the rest of the room. "If it can be done,
you can do it. And we don't have ayear— we have hours, if we're lucky. Whatever you need, whoever
you need. Thisispriority one. My authority. Got it?"

"Niceto have you back," Sazaad said. His black eyes gleamed. "Hours?' Abruptly, he leaped from his
stool and headed for the party still underway. Gail watched the eccentric scientist long enough to be sure
he was conscripting help and not joining in before turning back to face Mdley.

"Aisha?'

"She and othersare up there," Malley used his eyesto indicate the second floor of thelab. "Temujinis
especidly happy right now."

Gail grimaced. "That's going to mean some repair bills. But hell get the job done.” Grant was heading
their way. "Listento me, Malley," she said quickly, keeping her voice under the background noise of the
crowd. "Aaron isthe key to the Quill, whatever they are. The FD will want him— so will Titan. And as
long as he'sin reach, there's nothing we can do to stop them.”

Malley'seyeswerelikeice. "Tdl mewhat | don't know."

Gall licked her lips. "I've anidea. A way to get some breathing space, maybe asolution. | don't know.
But | need your help. | put alist in your pocket. Get everything that's on it— | don't care how— but
don't tel anyone dse, even Aisha" Gail hesitated, looking deep into hiseyes. "Once you haveit al,
Malley, | need youto putitinthelab ar lock."



Grant wastrying to give them more time, but suddenly another FD noticed their private conversation. She
intercepted her commander, pointing in ther direction.

"Say | do, what next?' Malley asked.

"No one goes through that air lock but me, Aaron, or you. No one. Understood? | don't care what it
takes. They'll try."

Helooked suddenly satisfied. "Fine by me."

"Dr. Smith, Malley," Grant said in greeting. "l trust you are beginning to get things back in order?"

Malley reached into his pocket, and Gail frozeinvoluntarily. Her list. More than enough to damn her in
the eyes of the FD or Titan. Enough to cost her the trust of her staff and friends. She'd counted on Malley
asthe only one who shared her priority: Pardell's freedom. Was she wrong?

The gtationer's hand came out with one of the candies Benton had brought with her from Mars, sour
things no one dsewould eat. He'd probably done it to make her sweat, Gail thought with disgust.
"Everything'sfine" he said to Grant, after unwrgpping the trest and popping it into his mouth with what
appeared to be relish. "Sorry about bending some of your men like that. Fragile types, aren't they?”
Grant's eyes narrowed. "Only when ordered to be careful, Mdley. | recommend you don't try usagain.”
"I'll kegp that in mind, Commander,” Maley said, so cheerfully Gail could dmost see the hacklesrisng on
Grant's neck.

Her allies. Gall kept her smile to herself. They were so transparently honest— capable of crossing her,
of course, but only if she foolishly put them into conflict with their own mora priorities. Otherwise, as
predictable and reliable as sunlight. She'd managed with much worse on Titan aswell as Earth, where
every smile hid its own agenda and aliances involved finding those whose goals were closest— or at
least not directly opposed— to your own at any given moment. Trust and loyalty weren't factors Gail
usually had to consider. Or had ever relied on, until now....

Not true. She shivered suddenly, remembering the station and the how! of the mob.

Trusgt and loydty?

She mustn't forget how they aso got peoplekilled.

Chapter 71

He was the alien—the killer in the box. Pardell rocked back and forth, trying to keep hisimagination
under rein. The hours done didn't mean the Earthers had abandoned him. The ship outside thissmall,
bare meta room wasn't empty or filled with the dead. The Quill inside the stasisbox couldn't harm him or
anyoneese.

He wouldn't harm anyone.

They knew that. Mdley and Rosdlind. Grarnt.

Gall did.

He had killed. They knew that, too.

For the hundredth time, Parddll's hand strayed to the lid of the box, then clenched and dropped away.
Curiogity and dread, in equal proportions.

Without warning, the door swung open, dowly, asif the person on the other sde feared to wake him—
or feared him, Pardell added hitterly. "I'm awake," he called out, deliberately assuming the better
possibility.

And it was better. The face peering around the heavy door was Gail's— careworn, to hisworried eyes,
but smiling. "Then you'd probably like breskfast,” she said.

Pardell couldn't smile. All he could manage was to stand, holding the box. He'd forgotten how to let go of
it by now. "I kept it safefor you," hetold her, knowing the Quill mattered most. "Grant's people wanted
it, but they didn't argue. | don't think they wanted to risk touching me. So they quarantined ustogether.
I've kept it safe.”

"What mattersisthat you're safe," she replied, confounding his sense of priorities. "But bring the sample.
There are alot of people, including me, anxious to see what we're dedling with at last. Y ou're sure you're
al right?' Gail stepped into the room, studying his face and then looking around. There wasn't much to
see, beyond the cot, blankets, and a shelf cleared of boxes so trays of untouched food could be stacked



there. He hadn't been interested. "They didn't mistreat you—"

"Of course not,”" Pardell answered quickly, though warmed by the sudden outragein her voice. "I'm sure
the commander would have given me better quartersif 1'd been willing to leave the Quill here. But—"
Gall held out her hands.

Parddl immediately gave her the box, not letting go until he was sure shefelt theweight of it and was
ready— holding a second or two longer than necessary because it gave him a harmless connection to
her. She knew. A man could drown himself in her eyes when they looked like that, Pardell decided,
and consider it a worthy death. He could amost hear Mdley's voice adding: especidly afool
light-headed from lack of deep and food.

"Bregkfad," shesad again, asif hearing Mdley's sensible voice aswall.

Malley had quite a bit more to say, Parddl knew the moment helaid eyes on hisfriend again, but
nothing he planned to come out with in present company. Gail had brought him directly to the [ab;
technically, he'd been brought by Gail and four FDs who seemed confused as to whether they were
guards or escorts. Gail's tendency to lead theway at abrisk walk, while completely ignoring them,
probably didn't help. Pardell kept his amusement to himself.

Judging by afew new scrapes on hisknuckles, Malley'd been fighting, which usually had the effect of
relaxing the big stationer for acouple of days at least. Unfortunately, Parddll judged, he either hadn't
fought the right person or for the right reason. Asaresult, Malley's broad forehead was creased in what
looked to be a permanent scowl, an intimidating expression that lightened the moment hed seen Parddll
and returned as the stationer had |ooked over at Gall.

Pardell bit into the sweet roll someone had offered him. They were going to have to talk.

Something that would be impossible, whilethe level of excitement in thelab sayed thishigh. Their arriva,
or more precisaly, the arrival of the Quill filament, had stirred everyone into action. Gail had told him
sheld arranged with Grant to permit the science staff back into their quarters, vouching for them
persondly. From thelook of things, no one had chosen to leave. Scientists and techs, most appearing to
have dept in their clothes, scrambled to set up equipment and recorders. There were too many for the
room, until Gail, with alook of exasperation, ordered afurther expansion of thelab itsdf. Twowalls
were now inching their way deeper into the ship, with impatient researcherslining up their mobile benches
to befirg tofill the new space.

"They could have done thiswithout me," Gail grumbled as she came back to where Parddll sat watching
al the action. "This many brainsin one room? There's a guarantee no one thinks."

He'd tucked himself on astool behind one of the few empty workbenches, wary of the number of people
and their busyness. In Sammi€'s, everyone would have watched out for him. Malley was, of course— a
mountain of aggravated comfort. Pardell had seen Malley giving him one of those "how are you" 10oks,
but this group gill wasn't large or tight enough to bother him. The Earthers didn't know how to make a
crowd.

Gail hopped up to sit on the top of the bench, looking out over what Pardell hoped was a more
organized confusion than it appeared.

Asif sheld read histhoughts, Gail observed: "We've been ready for thisfor years, Aaron. The stakes are
just alittle higher than any of usknew."

Madley hadn't gonefar— in full hover mode, Pardd| thought glumly, and unlikely to grant them even an
instant done. Gail didn't appear worried. She'd only spoken to Malley once, acryptic: "Any problems?’
and receiving acurt: "Nothing | couldn't handle,” in return.

Now Madley surveyed the room from his naturaly higher vantage point and asked: "Who getsfirst crack?
Y our people or Grant's?" The stasis box containing the Quill had been placed insde alarger, clear
verson. They'd dready determined the safety of the single filament and this technology by the smple
expedient of having Dafoe remove her protective suit once the Athena wasin orhit.

Parddll wouldn't forget the frightened but determined look on the FD's pale face any time soon. There
was courage. It wasadso, in hisopinion, completdy irrespongbleto risk alife smply to test the stasis
box— dthough he knew Dafoe would argue sheld aready risked it to test the suit.



At least in this case, they had recordsindicating that no one had been harmed by asingle Quill filament.
Yet.

They'd used remote arms to open the box and pull out the filament. It now hung over a horizontal support
like some bizarre decoration or forgotten scarf, its colors glowing in the muted illumination. Gail hadn't
forgotten his comment about daylight.

"So that'saQuill," Malley announced, not for thefirst time, and in atone of compl ete disappointment.
"No," Gall said suddenly, her eyesfixed on the case. "Calling it aQuill, or afilament— that may be
mideading." She had thelook Parddll had often seen on Mdley'sface— of grappling with anideafroma
new direction and following where that went. "What if it'safragment?

Malley recognized it, too. Pardell could seethat in the way hisfriend dowly stopped frowning and
glanced a the Quill. "Part of awhole," Maley said after amoment. "Any proof of that?"

"Aishastechs are running the biochemica anadysis now.”

"It acted—" Pardd| couldn't finish. He wasn't ready to tell anyone— especidly Gall— what had
happened on the planet. Not when he didn't know what it meant.

Luckily Gail continued for him. "— It acted, the part we observed, asa unit. There was definite
coordination between the fragments. How? The questions multiply as quickly asthese creatures must
have done." She sounded amaost happy about it, asif having new questions was more satisfying than
answering the old ones.

"Y ou know the priority here, Dr. Smith,” Grant didn't offer agreeting beyond this bald statement ashe
approached.

Just a little closer, Betrayer, Pardell decided, coldly caculating the number of steps Grant had left to
take. Then they'd see how deadly his hands could be. The destruction of the ‘Mate by hisfriends—
that Pardell could understand. What Grant had done ... ?

"Aaron." Malley's growl was|ow— pitched to hisears only. Pardell lost hisfocus on the Earther, coming
back to himsdf with agart. "Remember old Logan?'

"Mats? Of course, | remember ..." Pardell stared at Malley, then looked back at Grant, hoping he'd kept
his face under some control. Mats L ogan was the next best thing to afolk hero in Outward Five— a
high-up in station security who'd contrived to send out warnings of coming ingpections and lockdowns for
years, until hed been killed by rioters. Typicd of Thromberg, Logan'skillers had been from Outward
Five themsalves, seeing only the target offered by authority and not the man, until it wastoo late. The
name "logan" had become station dang for anyone who pretended to be what they werent, to others
benefit.

Grant? Pardell flicked hisfingersat Malley, code for understanding. Did Gail know? he wondered,
then answered his own question. She had to, or he wouldn't be here. One thing he was sure about: Gall
Smith would never cooperate under duress. Sheld see the Seeker aimed at thissystem'ssun firg.
Rosdlind liked that about her. He feared it.

"Y ou agreed to let me proceed in my own way, Commander Grant," Gail was saying, in that calm voice
that nonethel ess had steel beneath. "It will make a profound difference to our approach— and yours— if
thisisafragment.”

"How?'

"If, as | now suspect, we have afragment of an organism here, rather than one organism from an
collective, thisimplies something about the genesis of the intelligence that may exist on thisworld. That
intelligence, | don't need to remind you, has not been confirmed.”

"It'sdamnwdl likely," Maley tossed in, unperturbed by an immediate glare from Gall.

Grant nodded. "Fair enough. But if we confirm we're dealing with intelligence— dien intelligence—
what's the difference between a collection of Quill together forming that intelligence and one Quill made
of seemingly identicd, individua parts? We dlill needtotak to it."

Still perched on the bench, Gail drew up her knees and hugged them to her chest, asif she brought a
puzzle closer to examine. "One Quill. That's the crux, don't you see? Are there any other intelligent
Quill— or just the one beneath our orbit?’

Pardd| hardly breathed, knowing Maley sent him aworried look, but not acknowledging it— too intent



on what Gail was building with each word.

"If the Quill areacollectiveintdligence," she pondered doud, "and that collective becomes deadly to us
when it has enough members— let's not forget that for an instant— then any group of Quill of the right
sze should beintelligent. There could be more than oneintelligent entity on Parddl's World. And every
planet seeded with Quill should have one or more Quill entities." Gail rested her chin on her knees, il
garing at the Quill hanging limply in the case. "'If, however, we have aStuation where one fragment of
Quill multiplies, becoming awholethat isinteligent aswell as dangerous a a certain minimum biomass,
then each planet seeded with adifferent fragment should have one, unique Quill entity. But therésthe
third possbility—"

Malley whistled. "Thet the Quill on thisworld only shows signs of intelligence because of itsinteraction
with Aaron asababy." Then he smacked himsdlf on the forehead. "It might not beintelligence at al—
what if it'ssmply reflecting something from Aaron? The image we saw could be some kind of memory,
anecho..."

"Exactly,” Gail sad, asif Maley'singght mirrored her own. "Leaving usto ask if what happened here
was unique. We certainly have evidence to suggest that."

Pardell found himself on hisfeet, backing up until hisback hit thewall. "I'm not evidence," he said
furioudy. "I'm— I'm ..." Wordsfailed him, and he stared at the three looking a him. Had they all
forgotten? "We came here to destroy those— things." The words came out low and hard. "I lost my
ship— everything— so we could destroy them.”

Grant |ooked suddenly much older and sadder. "If they are intelligent, Aaron, we can't.”

Chapter 72

"We can't." Gail watched the words hit Aaron like blows. She closed her eyesfor amoment, armstight
around her knees, refusing to fed what he wasfeding, refusing to dlow anything but clear, anaytica
thought. There wasn't time, she assured herself. He'd forgive her— maybe.

"Theré'saway to know," she announced.

"The other Quill," Malley breathed.

Fast aswell as smart. Gall dmost smiled. "The other Quill," she confirmed. "We send expeditions
protected by the suitsto, say, four of the terraformed worlds contaminated—" she saw Grant's frown
and changed her wording, "— inhabited— by Quiill. If there are Sgns of intelligence, that will immediately
answer the question of whether the speciesasawholeisintelligent. Pardell's World won't be unique.
First contact confirmed, Commander Grant."

"If there are no Sgns?' Grant countered. "Wheat if the Quill on other worlds hide from us? Therésno
guarantee—"

"Ah," Gall exclaimed, letting go of her legs and swinging around to better facethem al. "Yes, thereis.
The expeditionswill each return to the Seeker with afragment for analyss. We canrig aremote arm to
be fast enough to capture them, now that we know how they move. If those fragments are biochemicaly
smilar to this one, we can assume any intelligence found here should be afunction of any Quill,
anywhere. Y ou can send in your specididgts, wait for the aliens to make the next move, whatever
procedureyou like.

"But," she continued, "if the fragments from the other worlds are smilar to each other, but not to this
one—" Gall pointed at the case, "— then we have every reason to suppose what happened yesterday is
an anomaly, ether because the influence of humans on this Quill somehow produced intelligence, or
because something elseis going on. | imagine the debate on whether that congtitutes first contact could
ragefor years."

"Anomaly. In other words, Dr. Smith," Aaron said in astrangled voice. "This Quill could be afreak, just
likeme"

About to say something soothing, alie, Gail met Aaron's anguished eyes and remembered thiswasthe
man who'd forced her to let him face his destiny. He might be hurt by the truth— he wasn't afraid of it.
"Yes, Aaron,” she agreed. "One of akind. Like you. An accident of— birth."

There was something grateful in hislook back to her.



Grant was frowning thoughtfully, like aman considering hisfuture. "Dr. Smith. | presume you have
something in mind when you specified four expeditions?’

Gail hopped off the bench, waving to the pair sheld had waiting nearby. "In fact, Commander Grart, |

do. | believe you know Dr. Quinn and Tech Stadler?’ Grant nodded a curt greeting. " Despite certain—
interruptions— they've continued with their own project, which wasto prepare anti-Quill suitsfor the
terraformed projects nearest us.”

"So we could be ready to kill them al— in case we found away, that is," Stadler offered with her usua
enthusiastic absence of tact.

Gall gritted her teeth. "And these suits are ready?" she made herself ask in anormal voice.

Quinn nodded soberly. "Yes, Dr. Smith. A pair for each of the four worlds closest to thisone. Asthe
suits used by FD Dafoe and Mr. Pardell, these are covered with a genome signature, but, rather than
Susan Witts, each of these suits bears the signature of the specific terraformer who brought a Quill with
him or her." Quinn coughed and Gall glowered at him, knowing thiswas her colleaguesway of reminding
her shewas ultimately respons ble for making that identification. Not that anyone disputed her findings, no
onelegped forward to confirm them ether. "It is our estimation they will provide smilarly effective
protection from Quill, aslong asthey are used on the appropriate planet.” Quinn added thislast in atone
suggesting anyone foolish enough to mix up the suits deserved what they got.

"Thank you. Would you make sure the suits are packed and labeled— very clearly?’

After the pair left, Gail smiled at Grant. "Now al we need are eight volunteers who know how to use the
uits”

Heraised one eyebrow. "Unless you are suggesting we leave orbit— which isn't likely, Dr. Smith— there
isthesmall detail of starshipsto transport them.”

Gail looked up to where Temujin stood at the railing of the lab's second floor. He gave her aquick nod.
"It just so happensthat | can supply three, Commander,” shetold Grant briskly. "L eaving you to come up
with the fourth?"

"Redlly." Both eyebrows went up, and he dmost smiled. "There might be apossbility of another ship—
for such an important expedition, Dr. Smith. | believe the FD cruiser Payette might beontraining
exercisssinthisregion.”

Training exercises? Gail amost shook her head, but smply said: "Good. Let's get to it, then.”

Gail thought she'd done it— she went so far asto congratulate hersdf just alittle— when Grant looked at
Aaron and said point-blank: "I'd like Aaron to come with me to the command sphere.”

Her emphatic "N0" came a the same ingtant as Aaron's "Of course." Both men gazed at her with
comically identica expressonsof surprise. "No," Gall repeated in amore normal tone of voice. "Not until
I've run some tests to see how visiting the planet's surface may have affected him. Tests, | might add, that
should have been run yesterday rather than leaving Aaron stting in ahold.”

Grant had the grace to look discomfited at this— how much for her benefit and how much for those FDs
nearby, she couldn't be sure— then nodded once. "All right. In the meantime, I'll sort out the volunteers
and seewhat | can do about another ship. I'm assuming your three are the patrol ships sent by Titan?"
Before she could answer, he shook his head ruefully. "They quite properly announced their presence a
while ago, Dr. Smith— but if you've somehow talked them into cooperating with usinstead of tossing
regulations and jurisdictiona writs across the comms, I'm delighted. | don't suppose you've still got the
system you used to contact those ships...." Gail shrugged. " ... | thought not. Wewill haveto look for it,
youredize"

"Bemy guest, Commander,” she said, quite sure Temujin had immediately disassembled to innocuous
gpare parts whatever he and Aisha had used to send her message to Vincente. She'd been equally sure
Titan U would want to protect itsleading rolein any discovery about the Quill— and that each patrol
ship carried its representative to ensure just that. By trying to usurp that role, the First Defense Unit had
neetly delivered those representatives— and their enthusiastic support— to her.

His gesture sent two FDsfading back into the activity of the lab to start their search, dthough from
Grant's expression, he wasn't hoping for much either way. "I trust | can expect amore forthcoming
attitude about prepping the Athena for her return drop.”



Did he guess? Gail carefully set her voice to exasperated. It wasn't hard. " Sheld be ready by now, if you
hadn't interfered with our procedures, Commander,” sheinformed him. "Asit is, you're asking my staff to
work without proper res— I'm assuming you intend to stop this ridiculous lockdown and give them
normal access?'

Hedidn't quite give adirect answer. "Well work with your experts, Dr. Smith. Aslong asthereare no
further incidents, they can come and go to the command sphere and hangar. With escort. | gppreciate
that there is specidized equipment to maintain and likely moreto beingtaled.” Thenoiseleve inthelab
increased momentarily. Gail kept her curiosity firmly in check. "Aslong asthey're quick,” Grant added
with rare impatience. "Every minute counts.”

"I won't approve the suitsfor reuse until I've run my tests on Dafoe and Aaron.”

"A diligence find most reassuring, believe me. Just don't delay.”

Aaron, who'd been silent, said abruptly: ™Y ou plan to go down yoursdlf.”

Gall sared at Grant. "Areyou?'

"Two hours, Dr. Smith," Grant said instead of answering. "Then well be back for Aaron." Heturned and
left, dmost marching. Gail watched him until he reached the door.

"Oh, helll be back,” Malley said, hisvoice plunged to its angriest depth. "He wants you, Aaron. The
miracle man. Thelegendary Survivor. They al do— so why, Dr. Smith, did you just give Grant first
crack by sending everyone e se off on thiswild Quill chase? What if Aaron prefersto play the market
and get his best offer? Who are you to decide which faction gets hooksin him first?"

"No oneis'getting' Aaron." Gail held up one hand to hold the stationer from any more questions— there
were upwards of ten people within earshot at any given moment— and turned to face the 'sider. He was
leaning againgt the wall, a posture no longer tense but far from relaxed. "Thisisn't what any of uswanted,
Aaron,” she admitted. She'd been controlling her expression so long, it took conscious effort to relax and
reved anything. But shetried, hoping he could see her determination aswell as hope. "But therésnoill
will here. Do you understand that?"

Hisface, on the other hand, was so carefully unemotiona she wanted to shake him. "What | understand,
Dr. Smith, isthat because the Quill can pull up plants and build a statue, thousands of people stay
trapped on the Sations. That iswhat al this means, isn't it?"

The truth with him, always, Gail had promised hersaf. She hadn't known it would be so hard. "It could
mean that," she agreed, putting her hands on the table and leaning toward him, Malley looming beside
her. It wasthe only privacy they had. She didn't fool hersalf they weren't being overheard. "I prefer not to
work from that premise. There are other possibilities—"

"What other possibilities?" Aaron snapped, the strain in hisface reflected in hisvoice. "These people—
Grant's people— you know they exist to find alien intelligence, to protect what they find from human
‘aggression.’ Think they'll Sit by and let you develop aweapon to destroy the Quill? To get our worlds
back?' His voice dropped to awhisper. "To get my world back?!

"They'll study the Quill until everyone's grown old and died back home," Malley chimed in, like angry
thunder. "Then it won't matter, will it?"

Gail smacked her hand down. "How dare you think you're the only ones who care about those people!
she said fiercely, glaring at them both. "Of coursg, it's unacceptable to leave the Sations as they are— no
one herewantsthat.” Her vison shimmered suddenly, and she wiped her eyesfurioudy beforetears
betrayed more than she was prepared to show. "l said there are other possibilitiesand | meant it. You
are going to haveto trust me." She madethat low and intense. They had to believe.

Aaron'sthroat worked as he swallowed, hisface suddenly defensaless. Maley looked at hisfriend, then
back to her. "Aaron aready trusts you too much,” hetold her, voice pure threat. Before she could avoid
his hand, he took her chin between finger and thumb, bringing hisface so close to hers Gail inhaed
warmed air from his mouth. "So | won't. Kegps things nicely balanced, don't you think?”"

Before Gail could reply, the unthinkable happened. Aaron lunged forward, the hand that reached for
Malley'sarm stopping just short. "L et her go!" the 'sider demanded, something quite desperatein his
eyes. "Don't you ever touch her!"

"It'sdl right, Aaron,” Gail said quickly as Malley released her, the stationer Staring at hisfriend with



amost comica shock. Almost. "Malley and | understand each other.”

"Do we have a problem here?'

There was an under statement, Gail thought, turning to face the pair of FDs standing a careful few paces
back from her and Maley. They both had their hands on the weapons at their sides— presumably
warned by Philipsto avoid chalenging the big stationer otherwise.

"Not intheleast," Gail said, her mouth so dry the words came out sounding calm and composed. "Don't
you have something better to do than interrupt my work?' When they didn't budge, she snapped: "Or do
you want to explain to your commander why his suit wasn't checked before heriskshislifeinit?"

They exchanged |ooks, then glanced dubioudy up at Malley. Gail could understand their concern; the
gationer didn't look particularly stable at the moment. In fact, he looked as though he wanted to break
something, most likely her.

"Aaron," Gall said without looking at the 'sider. She couldn't. "Please find Aishaand ask her to hook you
up for testing. She's probably finished connecting Specidist Dafoe by now. Gentlemen?1 suggest you do
something more useful than jumping every time Mr. Malley sneezes. For one thing, you can make sure
there are enough escorts to keep things moving to the hangar. And, Malley?

"You comewithme."

Chapter 73

Malley followed the Earther up the ramp to the second floor of thelab, feding the metd shake dightly
underfoot. The opposite wals were il cregping away from the rest, constantly changing perspectives.
Hefollowed her smal figure without saying aword, without argument, without another ook at Aaron.
Don't ever touch her.

It was worse than held imagined. Poor Aaron had falen completely— no judgment, no self-restraint left.
It was her fault. Don't touch her?

Hed loveto pitch Dr. Gail Smith over therailing.

Unfortunately, she led the way to aback corner, dismissing the lab-coated individuals from their work
without apology. They were, for the moment, essentially done. Sitting on one stool, she motioned himto
take the other.

Maley remained standing.

No sgn of dimplesin the face turned up to ook a him— in fact, he thought uncharitably, thiswaslikely
the face sheld find staring back from amirror in another twenty years or so: linestraced the corners of
her eyes, there were deeper creases where her lips compressed. " Satisfied?" she asked abruptly. "Did
you get the reaction you wanted?'

"l wanted?' hefdt his eyebrowslift.

Those blue eyes could become glacid, "Don't lieto me, Mdley," shewarned him. Y ou deliberately
provoked him."

The stationer grabbed the other stool, placing it so when he sat, he boxed her into the corner. ™Y ou think
| wanted to hurt Aaron?" he ground out. " That's something, coming from you. Y ou're the one pulling his
grings, not me"

"Y ou wanted to see what held do."

Why not admit it? Maley threw up his handsin mock surrender. "Okay. Say | did. So maybe now
Aaron will remember who heisand who hisred friends are. Maybe helll redlize—" Suddenly, he couldn't
say it.

Gail'svoice was harsh and unforgiving: "What, Mdley? That you— his friend— can touch me and he
can't? Y ou think he doesn't know?"'

"Knowing and believing? Two different things," he pronounced, dmost convinced himsdf. "Anyway. Hell
get over it. Aaron's been mad at me before. Thiswasfor his own good.”

"Hisgood." Her expression changed al a once, asif sheld had areveation. Her skin went from pale to
flushed. "Y ou'redly believe—?"

"Believe? What | know, Dr. Smith, isthat you've taken everything that mattered to him— everything,
from his ship to his humanity. Wasn't that enough? Did you have to own him aswell, to control him like



somelab anima?'

"Control," she repeated, as though the word had extrameaning, looking down at her hands. "I've dways
beenin control, Mdley. Until now." Shelifted her eyesto his again— they weren't cold anymore. They
shone with unshed tears.

"Oh, you'regood," hetold her. "I'll give you that. But | won't let you twist Aaron around—"

"l know," Gall interrupted impatiently. "1 know," she repeated more gently. "Any minute SOmeone's going
to check on us, Malley, and | have to convince you—" She broke off and stared at him, a hopeless look
on her face. "l can't imagine how. They're just words, aren't they? And you won't believe them.”

"What are just words?' Helaughed, making it harsh and merciless. "Let me guess. You're going to tell me
you're madly in love with Aaron— that he's the most important thing in the universe to you— your 'sider
Prince Charming, who, although he's not quite human, does come complete with a space suit older than
heis. Oh, yes. And | should trust you to do what's best for him, so you can live happily ever after on old
Mother Earth, together dways."

A queen might look likethis, smal and straight-backed, al dignity and pride. "I can understand your
thinking so little of me," Gail said quietly. "But not your thinking o little of him."

Before Madley could do more than open his mouth, she stood and walked away.

Chapter 74

"Other than some stress markers, there have been no discernible changes.”

"That'sfor both?"

Aishanodded, her keen look at Gail filled with questions she knew better than to ask while they were
surrounded by this combination of obvious and less than obvious observers. Gossip or straight feed to
the bridge. Either would be disastrous.

As had been her attempt to reason with Maley. Oh, she'd handled that like a pro, Gail railed a hersdlf,
not for the first time. She should have | eft well enough done— or hit him over the head. Preferably the
latter.

Still, hed been right that Aaron didn't seem to stay angry for long. Probably from a lifetime of
experience with the stationer's well-intentioned, if less-than-delicate approach. The two were a the
other end of thisworkstation, grabbing a bite to et together from one of the omnipresent trays of
sandwiches. She avoided looking their way, leery of giving Maley any further excuseto interfere.

Gail had aready sent anote to Tobo, suggesting commendations for the stewards as well as other staff.
Shedidn't want to forget anything.

It was almost time.

The tests had been negative— no surprise. No apparent change in Aaron's physiology, athough shewas
reasonably certain something had happened to him down there. Something held yet to tell her. Since they
weren't quite talking at the moment, that would have to wait.

Gall glanced at thewall chrono. Grant should be on hisway to get Aaron at any minute. They'd aready
docked, in sequence, with the strikingly cooperative Earth Patrol ships, Dart Pursuit Class, and one,
hitherto unnoticed, FD cruiser, the Payette. Tobo must be having fits, but Gall was grateful Grant had put
the Captain back on his bridge to oversee the tricky maneuvering.

The volunteers, boxes, and suits had been safely offloaded, and the small fleet dispersed trandight. No
one outwardly disputed the urgency of settling what they were dealing with— first contact or fluke. The
cruiser, being fastest over distance, would trave to the most distant of the four terraformed worlds. The
garships, and their Quill, should be back within two and ahdf days, dl going well.

Titan University's representatives on the patrol ships had relinquished— or more precisaly postponed—
their verba and legd battle for the only human who could safely handle the Quill the moment they redlized
the FD ship would be leaving, too. After dl, they had Gail and Reinsez on the Seeker . Grant had been
very careful to imply shewas il in charge of the scientific aspects of the misson, including Aaron. It
hadn't hurt credibility, Gail knew, that each ship received apair of anti-Quill suits complete with
volunteers.

"Gail." Shelooked up, startled by Aaron's voice. He was standing in front of her, ramrod straight, his



gloved hands behind his back— oddly forma, in aroom crammed with people shouting and rushing from
placeto place.
"y e
"Grant'scoming, isn't he? | don't want to leave you likethis..." Histoo-quiet voice disappeared beneath
asudden increase in volume— agroup of three techs caling for room to move atrolley. Aaron leaned
forward. "We have to say good-bye, Gail."
The wordslocked around her heart, likeicy, clutching fingers. "No, we don't," shetried to reassure him,
or hersdf. "Thisisn't our last chance—"
"What if it iS?" He spoke so softly, she might have been reading hislips.
What if it is? Gal repeated to herself. She hated contemplating failure, asif acknowledging the
possibility guaranteed defest. There wasn't time for this, Gail told herself desperately.
What ifitis... ?
She pushed her notepad into someone's hands, saying something, she wasn't sure what.
"It will be quieter in the soreroom,” shetold Aaron.

* k% %
The storeroom, usudly awell-organized set of aides and shelving, had become atangle of boxes and
leaning metalwork due to the changing configuration of thelab itself, aswell asraids by techsin ahurry
for supplies.
Gall didn't bother turning on the overhead lighting; the standby lights were enough to see their path to the
back. She did make sure the door was closed. Aaron's footsteps matched hers. He didn't say aword.
She couldntt.
It only took afew stepsto reach the farthest part of the room from the doorway. Gail stopped, putting
her hand out to touch thewall. No way out, she thought, then turned and put her back againgt it. "I don't
believe in good-byes, Aaron Parddll," she began bravely enough. "Evenif you end up going with—
anyone else— it'sgoing to be temporary, | promise. | have contacts on Earth— wedth if it takes bribes.
| won't let—"
At firgt, Gail thought the'sider had heard someone e se entering the room, and she froze, holding her
breath. Nothing. She looked her question at Aaron.
"Whatever happens, Gail," he said gently, his eyeswarm asthey explored her face. "Wherever | go after
this, it doesn't matter now, doesit? We have alittietime. Let'suseit for us, not the future.”
Gall leaned againgt thewall. "A very littletime, Aaron,” she Sghed, " Someone could comein any time—
atech, or someone looking for either of us—"
"Wed hear," hesaid. For dl itsquiet, his voice seemed deeper, more resonant. Gail opened her mouth to
speak. "Shssh," he repeated, gently.
Without another sound, Aaron stepped closer. Gail looked into his eyes and couldn't look away. There
was something dmost pleading in them, as though hetried to say everything with alook, asthough words
couldn't be of use.
He meansit. Thisis good-bye, sheredized. In adl her schemes, she hadn't planned for this. She should
have. Because schemes and plans were only hopes— and this moment might be al they would haveto
remember if they falled.
Aaron took off his gloves, then reached his handsto her face, Gall stood till, in perfect trust.
With two fingers, he collected alock of her hair, running it across the back of his other hand, then, to his
lips. Ashe held it there, his eyes sparkled, asthough filling with tears. Gall lifted her hand, pressing two
fingers againgt her parted lipsin echo.
"You are so incredibly beautiful,”" he whispered unsteadily, putting his hands dongside her face; shefdt
the warmth from his pams on her cheeks. She stayed as il as her quickening breathing dlowed. Slowly,
carefully, Aaron moved his hands asif to cup her jaw, her throat. He brushed hisfingertips dong the
upstanding collar of her [ab coat, his eyestraveling downward.
Suddenly, he pressed both handsflat against the wall on either side of her head and bent hisface into his
own arm so she could no longer see hisexpression.



"Aaron,” Gail whispered. "L ook & me."

"l cant—"

"l can,” she said with sudden understanding. "L ook a me."

He straightened, keeping one hand on the wall over her shoulder asif needing its support. Hisface was
pale and unhappy. "Y ou don't—" hefdtered. "I want—"

"I know," Gail reassured him. The same need burned deep in her own body. Without hesitation, she
reached up to the fastening of her coat and began undoing the buttons, one a atime. She couldn't smile
when his breath caught— it was too powerful afeding for that.

The coat fell to thefloor.

Gail gazed into her love's eyes and what she saw there made her fingers tremble even asthey dipped
open the fastening of her blouse. Aaron's free hand captured some of the loose fabric, pulling it gently off
her shoulder. His eyes wandered caressingly over her face, her neck, lower ill, and she watched the
blood rising over his cheekbones. Shefelt the cold air on her breasts, gooseflesh tightening, then a
sudden hest. Surprised, she glanced down and saw his golden hands were hovering over her skin,
learning her shape from adistance, loving her as only he could.

Nothing had prepared her for the sheer sensuousness of it. Gail moaned deep in her throat and only the
wall kept her standing— the wall and arapidly diminishing sense of danger. His eyes|egped to hers, as
though the sound had startled him and he had to be sure it was of pleasure. She had to fight theingtinct to
arch her back and press hersdlf againgt him—

The digtant rattle of metal againgt metal was shocking, like the scream of air out aruptured hull.

Aaron reacted firg, turning so his body blocked hers from view as he stared into the darkness. The noise
had come from the next aide.

Gail took a steadying breath and stood away from thewall. " Someone'sworking in here. That'sdl," she
sad, fighting to firm her voice. "We haveto go. Y ou haveto go. Firgt, or Malley will think I've locked
you away somewhere.”

He swung around, alook of sheer desperation on hisface, his hands rising as though to gather her in,
then dropping to hissdes. "But—"

"Go," she urged and found asmile. "No matter what anyone says— whatever hgppens— thiswasn't
good-bye, my love. | promise." Shewasn't sureif Aaron believed her or wanted her to believeit, but he
nodded dowly.

"I'll hold you to that, Earther,” hetold her. " Are you sure you don't want meto wait?"

Somehow, Gail grinned at him. "Y ou're too distracting,” she accused and had the joy of seeing him blush.
"Now go! | need to pull mysdf together.”

Shewaited, frozen in place, until Aaron disappeared at the opposite end of the storeroom and a brief,
distant brightness marked where he'd opened and closed the door to the lab.

A tal figure formed itsdlf from the shadows. Gail didn't look at Grant. She pulled up her blouse and
began fastening it— her hands shaking, thistime with fury. Tearstracked the fabric. ™Y ou couldn't give us
even amoment aone?’ she asked, hearing her voice asthough it belonged to someone else. "Not even
that much?'

Shedidn't think he'd dare answer her, but he did, with impeccable, despicable calm: "My duty isstill to
protect you, Dr, Smith.”

"What did you think was going to happen?' Gall cried, throwing up her head. Whatever €l se she might
have said was silenced by the depth of compassion in his eyes, the grim downturn of his mouth. Insteed,
shelooked for her lab coat, cold to her bones, abruptly too cold to move.

Grant bent and retrieved it, holding it open for her to insert her arms, then did up the buttons, as though
shewasachild. Gail shivered, then found hersef held tightly.

He didn't speak or move as the first anguished sobs tore themselves from her throat.

Only years of practice let Gail walk out of the dark storeroom and back into the people-filled lab, her
head high and her face, if not smiling, then at least norma enough so no one seem to notice.

It wasn't good-bye. But it could be. Shewasn't ablind optimist. Grant couldn't hold off much longer—



he'd probably come very closeto rousing the suspicions of hislistenersasit was. Mdley, and likely
others, would willingly fight to keep Aaron here, but the 'sder would never permit it.

So it was up to her, Gall told hersdlf firmly. Aaron would have a say in his own destiny, and the
varied self-interests of the universe be damned.

Almost time. Just aswell Grant had— interrupted them. Gail wormed her way through the throng,
hurrying to her workstation. Aishawas there and nodded a greeting, busy sorting instruments and
humming to hersdf. Without intending to, Gail found herself capturing her friend'swarm fingersin her
hand. "What isit?" Aishaasked, frowning dightly as she searched Gail'sface.

Gall gtretched her lipsinto asmile and let go. "Know how much you hate my menta legps?' she asked
lightly.

The other scientist frowned abit more. "Why do you ask?"'

"Just remember how often they've beenright, that'sall,” Gail said.

Time.

What Aishamight have replied was interrupted by adull thud, asif aworkbench had overturned, then a
sudden, loud snap. As everyone started looking for the sounds, the lab lighting turned garish orange and
adarmsbegan to Sill.

Crack! A long, jagged rupture flowed down the Side of the case holding the Quill fragment, joining one
dready climbing from the bottom.

"Everyone out,” Gail ordered, hearing the order repeated throughout the room as people headed for the
doors. "Leavethat!" she caled to atech snatching up pieces of equipment.

No panic, but plenty of confusion and raised voices. Gail eased back, one step at atime. They'd
practiced evacuating the lab on the way to Thromberg— for whatever good it did when everyone
considered the darm abreak from routine and the ultimate danger being a scathing memo. The doors
were open; asteady stream of people moved out through each. The FDs were proving useful a
something other than guard duty.

A hall from somewhere. "Gail?"

"Onmy way," she called out, for once glad to be a head shorter than most. Instead of adoor, Gail's
target was the nearest biohazard pandl, one being located every few meters along the permanent walls.
Gail keyed in a pecific sequence, then waited for confirmation.

"Gail—" Aaron gppeared at her side, Madley right behind. "Y ou have to get out, too."

"| think it'stoo late to make it to the door,” Gail said camly, athough there were a least a dozen people
gill moving toward the exits. "Right, Malley?'

It wasthefirg time sheld spoken to him since their argument about Aaron. Mdley'sface was being lit by
aflashing orange light. He stood there, looking for dl the world like some stone gargoyleilluminated by
lightning. "Go with her, Aaron,” he said abruptly, hiseyes not leaving Gall's. "The hdls aren't safe for you
with this crowd rushing about. Get.”

Pardell looked surprised but not suspicious. He nodded. "Where?"

Malley pointed. "Be good," he growled, before moving away with that unexpected speed of his—
incidentally sweeping up three straggling techsin his big arms and hustling them toward the door. Gall
heard him shouting to the room in generd, not particularly hel pfully: " She's gone out the other door!”
The 'sider hesitated, looking back at the now-completely fractured case and its colorful, motionless
occupant. "The Quill isn't going to hurt anyone, Gall. If you want, | can put it into another box for you."
"Leaveit. Comewith me, Aaron,” Gall said quietly.

"What'sthisall about?' he asked, with the beginnings of afrown.

Gail grinned asthe floor shuddered once beneath them.

"How much | hate good-byes."

Chapter 75

Parddll had been raised where ship's darms were taken very serioudy. Danger, damage, thieves! It
didn't fed right ignoring thisone, if that'swhat Gail was doing.
Not that he had much choice. Mdley seemed to be single-handedly preventing anyone from coming back



in, while Gail hurried them both behind ascreen.

Which hid an air lock.

"We're taking shdlter in there?" he asked. Which explained why Malley went for the door option, if
nothing dse.

"Not exactly. Help me with this" Thiswasthe set of threeinner locks. They came open with the
smoothness Parddll had come to expect from the Seeker 's equipment. It still astonished him at times.
Pardedll was equdly astonished by what wasinsgdetheair lock. "Hurry, Aaron,” Galil said, giving him no
time to do more than follow her insde. She started closing the door immediately.

"Gal?'

She seemed unable to stop long enough to look at him, as though momentum was al that kept her going.
"l don't want it opening from theinside," she explained as she Started wrapping alength of wire around
one of theinner locks.

"That won't be enough,” he said knowingly, glancing involuntarily at the suits hanging to hisleft. Three.
Oneextralarge. One small enough for Gail. And his. Do you want something permanent?* It pained him
to suggest damaging the immeaculate ship.

"Not if we don't haveto."

There was an emergency tool kit mounted on onewall. For thefirst timein Pardell's experience, there
weretoolsinit. "Give me acouple of seconds, then," he assured her and found a couple of multigrips
with handlestheright Szeto jam into the lock mechanisms. A shame to treat tools or doors that way.
"Done"”

" Good. Thanks." She was busy pulling on the smallest suit.

"Gal."

"Get dressed, Aaron,” she said, not looking a him. "Please.”

The piece of Quill wasn't a threat—if anyone knew that, Gail did. Something was up. Equaly
obvioudy, she wasn't prepared to stop and explain. Muttering under his breath, Pardell went over to his
auit. He wondered which would impress her more— his ability with tape or that his suit held air— then
redlly looked at what hung on thewall.

"What have you done?' he breathed, al questions and impatience forgotten.

"They tested everything; it's vacuum-ready. Y ou don't mind, do you?' A pause. "l didn't think you'd want
one of the Seeker's.”

He hardly heard, busy running his gloved fingers over what had been his suit and was now this beautiful
thing. Someone with far more skill than any spacer or engineer Parddll knew had not just repaired it, but
restored the suit to itsorigina condition. Better, probably, since what working ship's crew bothered with
polish and perfect stitching? There were afew additions— he turned it over and saw new power
couplings, apropulsion pack he hardly recognized— but nothing that took away from thisbeing his. Even
the hooks for diding cable were on the belt, cleaned and gleaming.

"Tobo's chief engineer, Michael Gilbert, took it as apersond chalenge— hel'sacollector aswel asan
artist. | hadn't known before | asked himto take alook at it. Itisal right, Aaron, isn't it?"

Pardell nodded. "I'll want to thank him."

"Proveit works," she suggested.

Anxious. He heard it in her voice. Much as he would have liked to linger over each invisible repair and
flawless new part, Pardell suited up faster than ever before. It was certainly an improvement not to have
to tape up seams or coax areluctant conditioning system to work. He did pause before pulling on the
boots. "They fit," he said out loud, dismayed beyond reason to find the mags no longer protruded past
heel and toe.

"Gilbert said the ones you had were the best part of the suit and worth saving. He didn't replace them—
only trimmed them to your sze."

A profound change, Pardell thought, but forced himsdlf to stop hesitating. When he had hishelmet on
and clamped, he switched on theinterior light so she could see hisface. The homemade gauges hadn't
been changed— safety, he decided, inclined to believe the mysterious repairman had known Pardell
might not have timeto learn anew system.



Gail reached for the control to evacuate the air, but Pardell tapped her on the shoulder. "Tie up first,” he
sad through the comm, making sure it was private. She nodded, following hislead in sngpping one end of
their belt tethers— another marvel: hiswas brand-new cable— to the ring beside the exterior door. He
st the controls and watched the indicators tracking the decreasing pressure. Fast and smooth.

Pressure againgt his chest. Pardell looked down but couldn't see what it was. Then Gail moved to stand
facing him, and he redlized it had to be her gloved hands.

Sheld noticed he'd safely touched her shoulder. Or, he reminded himsdlf, she knew from her own
experiments that this double layer of metal-laced fabric was enough to protect the two of them, if
not against the Quill, then from his skin.

A second, better surprise. Gail put her arms around him, asfar asthey could go in the bulky suits, and
leaned her helmet againgt his. He couldn't seeingde from thisangle, but the sound of her bresthing
carried through the comm system, clear, soft, and not quite regular.

Careful of tubing and seals, Pardell wrapped hisarms around her in turn, awed by the sensation of
enfolding her smdler saf and the powerful protectivefeding it aroused. "Now that you've got me where
you want me," he said, keeping it casud and cheerful, the way Malley would, "want to tell mewhat's
happening?”

"Trid Number Six," shesaid, just astheindicator light flashed green and the outer air lock door swung
obediently open.

She must have known what he would see; she didn't let go and turn, but smply added:

"Assuming you can get us acrossthat.”

Chapter 76

They'd bregk through the inner door. Her ar supply would run out. The sun would stop shining. All this
and more would happen before Gail fdt like leaving the first embrace of her life that sang to her soul.
"Gal."

The voice of reason, accompanied by afirm push to set her a adistance. She gave hersef amental
shake before looking up. Aaron stared past her, outward, then bent his head down so she could see his
haf-smile. "Y ou've been busy," he commented.

"Leve three biohazard,” Gail said absently. "Automeatic sphere quarantine.” She didn't say any more,
having ahedthy respect for the FDs abilitieswhen it cameto invading private comm links.

Leve three— the waist darm would have sounded, its walkway accelerating to remove— more or less
intact— any person with unfortunate timing. Then, evacuation to hard vacuum as the accordion walls
dtretched, thinner and thinner, until waist became tether and the Seeker became two.

The FDs could have kept them imprisoned smply by locking the access doorsto thewaist. This, Gall
hoped, gave them another option.

Mind you, she hadn't realized how far the tether could stretch between the two spheres of the ship.
Or that it would look so insubstantial against the night side of Pardell's World. The command sphere was
so digtant, she couldn't make out any detail beyond its round glow.

Shetried to imagine it looked welcoming.

"We're going to take over the ship?" Aaron asked, paying her the compliment of not making that sound
asdlly asit could have. "We could use Maley."

Galil looked at the gtationer's suit, hanging on thewall. Hed made it into the ‘lock with their gear—
something she hadn't dared doubt. "Nothing that dramatic. Thisisakidnapping.”

"Which of usisthe kidnapper?' he asked, logicaly enough.

"Both. Neither. Can you doit?" Gail wasfeding less sure of this plan every second they stood looking
Out.

Instead of areassuring answer, Aaron bent down and switched on his mags before unclipping himsalf
from the door ring. "Wait here," he said, then walked out and over the edge of the air lock.

Gail held on to the ring with one hand aswell asthe tether, feding asthough sheld fall out if she didn't
despite the gravity of theair lock floor. After what seemed too long, Aaron's gloved hands overlapped
the door's edge and heflipped himsdlf back ingde, catching the door ring with one hand. "No problem.”



No problem, Gail repeated to hersdlf.

Aaron unclipped her tether from the door ring and attached it to his own bdlt, then pulled out the clamps
he used for diding and leaned out, asif judging distance. When she went to switch on her magsin order
to walk on the outer hull, he stopped her. "Y ou won't need those." He hit the automatic lock, and the air
lock's outer door began closing.

"l won't?' Before Gail could more than ask, Aaron pulled them both out into space, pushing off with an
unusua twigt to his body that belied the awkward mass of the suit, sending them flying.

Shick.

Gail gasped and fought againg vertigo astheir momentum changed in an ingtant and they began whirling
around a center point.

"Look at me. Not the cable. Gail! Look at me."

She forced open her eyes, finding herself helmet to hdmet with Aaron. Hisface, lit from below, was
concerned but calm, asif her reaction mattered more than thislazy spirding into the void. "We're going to
die)" shesaid firmly, in case held missed the point.

"Not at the moment," he countered. "Relax and enjoy the ride— it's not going to belong. Thiscable's
pretty taut."

Ride? She cautioudy looked away from him, at where they were going.

True, they were spinning around, but centered around the clamp in Aaron'sright hand, that clamp
wrapped around awrist-thick cable— al that remained of the waist. She was|ooking where they'd been,
the science sphere glowing initsown lights.

They'd jumped to bypass the waist's conveyer system, she redlized, seeing the folded mass retracted
againgt the smooth hull. Shelooked back at hisface. "Nice catch,” she said, pleased her voice didn't
break over the words.

Hard to tell through the helmet, but she thought Aaron looked sheepish. "Y ou said time was an issue.
Climbing over the collar— it would have taken awhile."

"And it was more fun legping out into space.”

"Theresthat." His smile was pure, heart-stopping mischief. ™Y ou sound like a'sder.”

"I don't spend dl my timein thelab," she responded. Perhapsit was the sensation of spinning, holding on
to one another, that made everything dsefdl away, leaving them in this comforting intimacy. It was as
rea asit wastemporary. "How do we land?"

"Stay with me," he said, sounding supremely confident.

That's the plan, Gail said to hersdif.

Shed find out soon enough what Aaron thought of it.

Chapter 77

When Malley didn't know what to think about something— or someone— he took the ambivaenceasa
persond affront. Heliked things clear, logical, and dotted into categories. Probably why he'd lasted so
long on the recycling floor.

Gall Smith stubbornly refused to fit.

Each time he had her figured out, she'd change. The only thing consistent about the damned woman.
"Stationer.”

Malley rolled his eyes up. Hed noticed Sazaad easing in his direction through the small groups dotting the
dining lounge. Until the dl-clear came from the &b, there wasn't much for anyone but the biohaz team to
do. Most of the science staff had succumbed to exhaustion and gone to their quarters, but there were
always those who had to talk their way past an emergency. Some, like Malley, were more interested in a
meal that wasn't prewrapped.

He wasn't interested in the obnoxious Earther. "I'm busy.”

Sazaad smiled asif held expected nothing better, but prudently lowered himsdlf to the end of the curved
bench farthest from Malley. "Obvioudy. But if you could fit meinto your schedule, it would be of
advantage to your friend."

"The dead one,” Mdley sad.



Sazaad raised an degant brow. "I stand by my findings of the time. However, if I'd pursued the course
suggested by our delectable Dr. Smith sooner, my machine would have doubtless confirmed what you—
believed." Hislips curled over thelast word, asif it was something Sazaad found reprehensible.
Malley leaned back, pushing aside the table so he could bring one foot up on the bench between them,
resting hisforearm on the knee. He stared at Sazaad across this barrier. The man looked insufferably
proud of himsdlf. More insufferably proud than usual.
"Do you have anything to say I'm going to care about, Earther?" he asked, keeping it polite— marginaly.
"l am, of course, limited to what you can comprehend and | can say inapublic place,” the other said with
an equd effort. Malley was quite sure the man remembered— and didn't forgive— being manhandled in
thelab. He was dso sure the failure of the cog screen device rankled even more.
"That should makeit nice and short,” Malley returned, reaching for hisglass. They didn't— or wouldn't—
serve dcohoal inthislounge, but he'd found Scotch dissolved invisibly in orangejuice. It didn't taste any
worse than Sammie's brew. Which wasn't saying much.
"Here." Sazaad produced a silvered flask from an inside pocket. "We can be enemiestomorrow,
Malley." Hetook aswallow from the flask, then passed it to the Sationer. Malley waited long enough for
Sazaad's face to grow clouded, then put down his glass and took the flask.
The mouthful was cold, sweet, and thick— with apromising burn down the throat. Malley passed it
back. "Fine. Enemies tomorrow. So what advantage are you talking about?"
"Y our friend will want to hear this. Whereishe?' the Earther asked dyly. "And our good Doctor
Smith?!
"Catching up on some deep or working on the Quill— how should I know? Grant's people don't exactly
keep me briefed, you may have noticed.”
"I don't doubt you know more than the rest of us, Stationer," Sazaad laughed, offering the flask again.
Malley refused. "Keep your secrets, then. What | have to tell you—" he took another, deeper drag on
theflask, "— you don't want anyone e seto learn firs."
Madlley took acasud look around. They were tucked into one of severd acoveswithin thelounge. The
room seemed designed to encourage quiet conversations, although from what Aishahad told him, those
conversations weren't to be considered private.
The Earthers allowed an obscene amount of interference in their lives, Mdley decided.
"Let'stakeawak."

* k% %
Sazaad had been right. Thiswasn't something Maley wanted anyone el se to know— not before Aaron,
at least. Unfortunately, thanksto Gail, he didn't know where they were. He assumed they hadn't stayed
ingdetheair lock, but that didn't worry him. Outside was Aaron's turf.
Sazaad's machines failure— might aswell call it a persond failure, because that was how the man had
taken it— had driven him to work nonstop on the problem Gail had posed to him. He wouldn't say if
shed given him the blueprint or smply shown him apossibledirection, but it didn't matter.
Their walk had taken them to Sazaad's own quarters— a choice Malley approved when he discovered
they did have something in common: aloathing of being watched. While Sazaad swept the room for what
hecdled "Grant'stoys," Maley had amused himsdlf by going through the man'svid collection. No
surprises, there. Gail's estimation of the scientist's persona preoccupation was accurate.
Her estimation of his geniuswas equaly so. Sazaad had literdly rebuilt his gpparatus to do something
totally new, testing it by running through data obtained from the week of testing on Aaron. It no longer
measured cognitive function through the ectricd activity of various parts of the brain.
Now it measured something much lesstangible. Emotion.
Back in hisown quarters, Malley looked at his hand, examining the network of blood vesselswhereit
dipped closeto the skin to bypass barriers of ligament and bone. According to Sazaad, Aaron's skin
wore anetwork of detectors, smilar to those now in his machine, that picked up and amplified the
emotions of anyone who touched him. The amplification went in dl directions, aclueto why Aaron
reacted at the same instant as the person touching him.



The Quill Effect. Muted, limited by being woven into human flesh.

Sill deadly.

Sazaad's new machine couldn't detect which emotion was being transferred. He planned to test it on
Petra, the woman whose meditation technique had somehow controlled the emotional feedback from her
contact with Aaron, if not helping Aaron a al. The Earther wasfull of ideas, from using his new gadget to
monitor the Quill to predictably bizarre commercia agpplications.

Around that point, Malley had stopped listening and |eft, Sazaad |ooking astoni shed— pesumably that
anyone wouldn't beinterested in al he had to say.

The stationer tensed his hand into afist, watching how bone bleached the skin over each scabbed and
scarred knuckle, how the veins between stayed blue.

So. Aaron knew things about others— things people weren't supposed to know about one another.

He spied on fedings the way the Earthers spied on one another.

An unkind comparison. Worse, adangerous one. But Malley couldn't avoid it. He had alot of questions
piling up for hisabsent friend ... starting with why Aaron hadn't told him.

And definitely including what Aaron had felt on the planet's surface.

Chapter 78

Fedings. Trust. Nebul ous figments of imagination. Until Gail had cometo Thromberg Station, shed
relied on her skill and wits, confident no one else could— or would— help her succeed without coercion,
sdf-interest, or acommon god.

She stood on the faintly scarred curve of a starship, held from drifting into her own fatal orbit around the
planet below by the grip of two boots and adip of string, depending on fedings and trust aone.

Not hard at all. She stood there, listening to the soothing background sounds of her suit asit fought the
sun'sradiation to keep her cool, gazing at the tiny craters pebbling the hull of the command sphere. No
sign of a'bot yet— if Grant wanted to deploy his remote spies, someone would have to walk to one of
the hangared drop pods, pull out a'bot, then change its housing to space capable. It could be done fairly
quickly if ordered; she trusted— that word again— Grant to not act in haste.

There were vids on the hull, but clustered to view critical areas. Most near the waist should be fixed on
the retracted collar, so the crew could ensure it was whole and ready to reattach. That process would
require both time and several experienced crew working outside. If Grant wanted access to the science
sphere, he'd have crew dready inthe air locks. If he preferred to keep the Seeker 's command sphere
ready to fly independently—

Well, that was something else she had to trust him not to do. Where would he go anyway? The
command sphere was atmosphere-capable. That didn't mean they could land on Parddll's World. Only
the suits— so far— had proved any protection from the Quill Effect.

Trust asde, Gail knew they had no time of their own to waste. Aaron had goneto locate the air lock into
the hangar. When he'd heard who was waiting to admit them— the Seeker being a ship whose ports
stayed safely locked unless authorized personnel were outside— he'd laughed and said hed know the
codeto use. Gall, at that moment, hadn't been in any shape to go along, mutely grateful to feel something
solid grabbed by her boots. Aaron's notion of how best to dismount from the ship'stether had been a
little more exciting than sheld anticipated.

He'd probably find skydiving dull, given the certainty of a landing.

A gloved thumb appeared in front of her helmet, the agreed signal. It was too risky to use their comms
here. Her companion reattached the cable from her belt to his. Gail was somewhat amused by thissign
that Aaron, who'd recently and casudly risked both their lives, didn't take avoidable chances.

She followed the 'sider around to the side of the Seeker facing the planet, resolutely avoiding the
temptation to look up and lose herself in the beautiful distraction of the coming sunrise. The hangar wasn't
far— the smaller inset door of itsair lock was dready open, ablack pit in the side of the ship.

Now for the unavoidable chance sheld taken, with Rosalind Fournier.

* * %

The rebel 'sider looked pleased with hersdf. No doubt, Gail decided, it had something to do with



putting her at a disadvantage.

"I admit, 1'd wondered how you planned to get here when Grant's troops had the waist locked tight,”
Rosalind had said in lieu of agresting. "Nest trick, splitting the ship in half.”

"Glad you liked it," Galil replied, more concerned with Aaron's reaction to where they were but doing her
best not to show it. He was taking off his suit with care, stedling glances around asif he couldn't quite
believe they had the Seeker 's hangar bay to themselves.

Themsdves and three drop pods. Thefirgt, Athena, sat with her entry ramp down. Gail nodded at the
two back in line. "They're temporarily out of service,” Rosdlind said rather smugly. "Nothing that can't be
repaired— on Calisto.”

Gail wasn't at all surprised. Who better to sabotage engines than someone who repaired them? " Athena
7' she asked.

"Prepped and ready to fly. Y our people had conveniently finished her when the biohazard dert sent
everyoneinto afrenzy. The place was seded tight like that," Rosalind clicked her paddles together
sharply. "Good thing | wasready for it."

"So you knew," Aaron stopped pretending to be preoccupied with his suit, looking from Rosdind to Gall.
"It wasn't an accident at all."

Before Gail could say aword, Rosdind laughed once. ™Y oung Aaron. When will you learn there are no
accidents— only momentum agpplied to events? Still, 1'd have thought the Earther would have explained
by now why you hed to fly through vacuum.”

"Y ou'd better have seded the door from theingde, Rosdind,” Gail informed her coolly, then pointed at
the ceiling above the stubby pods. "Unless you've disabled the vids."

Rosalind smiled, unperturbed. Sheld taken to wearing crew coverdls and probably blended more easily
into that group than Grant's people would have liked. It hadn't been difficult a al to convince her to dip
into the hangar in the confusion— or to have Reinsez's own plants among the crew and staff help
"prepare”’ the pods. Nothing was difficult—for a price. Predictably, Rosalind's very next words were:
"What | careto learn, Gail Smith, iswhether you can ddliver on your promises.”

"Promises?'

"Oh, yes, young Aaron. Y our patron here has been profligate with them lately— to me, to the sadly
worried Dr. Reinsez, to the sation itsalf. What has she promised you lately?”

Gall picked up the bundle of her suit and boots. "Y ou and your shipswill get to Cdlisto, Rosdind,” she
said camly. "Compared to what else | have to deliver? That's the easy part. Aaron? Let's go before
Grant'sfolks start burning through the door. And they will— the FDswon't worry about Titan's
property.”

Her words and tone were light. Gail feared her expression was anything but as she looked at the 'sider,
hoping the troubled look in his hazdl eyes meant he was thinking it through— not preparing to balk. The
FD might not be watching for trouble in the hangar. Tobo might distract them from the vids. Gail wasn't
prepared to bet on either.

Aaron nodded. Without another glance toward Rosalind, or her, he picked up his suit and walked up the
ramp into the Athena.

Before Gail could follow, Rosalind reached out and held her by the elbow, robotic fingers biting deeply
into the flesh. "When it comesto the end of this, Earther,” the 'sder said evenly, each word quiet and
sancere, "remember that young Aaron and | are family. Y ou've given me your word thisisthe only way to
keep him safe from the schemes of Titan and the Earth military— held better be safe from yours aswell.”
Gail stared down at Rosdind's hand until the 'sider released her grip, then she looked up again. "No one's
safe, 'Sider," shereplied steadily. "This?' A wave at the pod. "A chance. If there was another option,
believe me, I'd takeit."

"Luck dide your cable, then,” Rosdlind told her, something genuinein the odd wish.

"Luck?" Gall repeated, then shook her head decisively. "I prefer to make my own."

Chapter 79

Pardd| didn't like having others make decisionsfor him— not Malley, and certainly not Rosalind.



Gail?

Different and the same. He trusted her judgment in Situations where he didn't have dl the pieces. Malley
doubtless believed it was because he couldn't see reason— thinking with hormones, held heard Malley
mutter when one of their drinking buddies acted asif dazed by a pretty face.

Malley waswrong. Pardell might not know as much as hisfriend about relations between men and
women, but he understood very well what it meant when someone risked death for you. That waswhen
caring went deeper than infatuation or any of the other things casudly labeled aslove; that was when you
became absolutely essential to one another.

That you could die because of one another was just acrud trick fate played on occasion.

So Parddl walked into the now-familiar hold of the Earther'slittle pod, put his suit by the seat where heldd
strap in before take off, and turned to wait for Gail. Thiswasn't her decision to make.

Gail hurried up the ramp, tossing her suit ahead, intent on reaching the door controls. Pardell gently put
his hand over them first. "Y ou aren't going,” hetold her.

Shedidn't look surprised, merely reached into a pocket and pulled out apair of the blue anti-Quill
gloves. "Thiswill hurt you more than me, Aaron,” she warned, putting them on, her blue eyes quite
serious. "Move out of my way now. They could stop us at any moment.”

Despite her diminutive size, Pardell decided, Gail could give Malley lessons on intimidation. "I'll go
back down," he offered, keeping a close watch on her hands. "Y ou can tell me what to do, what trialsto
conduct. They won't stop you once I'm gone—"

"Trids?' Her eyes widened. Suddenly, a dimple appeared on each cheek. "Aaron my swest, we're
eloping, not conducting research. Y ou can't do that by yoursdlf." She waved impatiently at the control
pand and he moved back, too stunned to do anything else.

Gail closed and locked the outer door, then headed for the pilot's seet. It had been vacant during hisand
Dafoesearlier flight.

"Eloping." The word aone threatened to split histhoughts into a hundred directions at once; worse, it
flared back into life those longings he thought held safdly buried since those dangerous, stolen moments
together. The memory of her— sight, warmth, sound— al began interfering with his bresthing, asit had
then. Parddll began to sweat with the strain of keeping hisfocus. "Eloping,” he repeated.

She peered over her shoulder a him, taking off the gloves at the sametime. ™Y ou do know the word?"
she asked with afaintly worried air.

"Of course | know the word—"

"Y ou don't mind, do you?'

"Mind?' There was something wrong with the air in the cabin. That was it. Carbon dioxide
poisoning. But the darms should have gone off by now.

Gall swiveled her sest around to look right at him. "We can keep talking and be stopped any minute— or
we can get moving and talk later, Mr. Pardell. Y our decision.”

Aaron searched her face. For dl her outward spirit and confidence, there was something uncertain,
something dmost wistful around her eyes and mouth. He coughed lightly, none too sure of hisown
expression or voice. "Tak later, Mrs. Pardell," he said, asif legping to a cable, and was rewarded by a
sudden, brilliant smile.

Chapter 80

"Isthislike Earth? Exactly?* Galil turned, the heedgear of her suit suffering from asignificant lack of
peripherd vison. Proving there was no substitute for checking everything herself no matter who
was on the design team. Aaron was standing on the end of the ramp, his dark hair tumbled over one
eye by the ever-present wind. He hadn't bothered with a suit, but wore his own gloves as protection from
therising sun.

As promised, they'd talked on the trip down, but more about what was waiting here than anything of the
future. Protection of another sort, Gail thought.

"It'svery close" sheassured him. ™Y ou'd hear birds and insects as they woke up and started moving
around. Thered be more smellsin the air— wildflowers, possibly livestock in the distance. The stream



over there— it would likely have aband of treesdongsideit. The wind would make different sounds
through their leavesthan it does over the grass.” Suddenly, the headgear and suit were a prison, keeping
her from savoring thisworld, from being truly outside for thefirst timein— when had she last been on
Earth, actually taken the time to step outside a university building or hotel?

"But those who were born on Earth— they'd fed at home here?’

Ah. Galil took astep closer to him, careful to stay on the ramp. She hadn't bothered with the umbilica—
they could send aremote for her bodly, if it cameto that. She'd hardly care, then.

They hadn't seen Quill yet, dthough the Athena had repeated her flight path precisely. A shapeless
mound of torn grass marked the end of the path Aaron and Dafoe had made. The statue was gone—
collapsed, perhaps, asthe grass dried. Or deserted by the Quill. "Y es. Right at home. That was the point
of terraforming, to produce an environment suited to our form of life. No domes, no pressure suits. Sky
andfreshair."

"| told you Raner was from Earth. Sammie. Most of the older ones— theimmies. The rest of us—"
Aaron paused, asif transfixed by the light beginning to dip down the shoulders of the distant
mountaintops. "We listened to their stories; | don't think we believed them.”

"l haveto be honest, Aaron,” Galil told him soberly. "If we can make these worlds safe for people again,
not everyone from the stations will be able to stand being outside like this. Look at Malley. He might— |
think held try, if only to prove he could— but it would be a battle."

"For Mdlley, that would be the point,” Aaron observed. He paused. "How do you fed 7'

Gail, about to go back into the pod for more equi pment, stopped at his sudden question. "Fine. Why?*
"She's back."

Fighting back excitement, and a hedlthy dose of fear, Gail looked down the path. Aaron wasright. The
now-drying grass stalks were aswarm with Quill fragments, together pulling the loose mass into cohesive,
literate form. A woman, human, with a child— thistime held to the torso by one arm, the other
outstretched toward them.

Gail sudied it. The legs were incomplete, more sumps than limbs. The face, though. Therewasa
surprising amount of detail to the face, but the shadow-rich lighting of early morning didn't help. Giventhe
Quill sengitivity to light, she hesitated to shine one of the pod's pots on them. Moving steadily and
dowly, she brought out one of the portable vids and used its lens to enhance what she could see.
"Aaron," she said, then realized his name had dried on her lips. "Aaron. Look at this."

He cameimmediately, concern on hisface. Gail held out the vid and pointed it at the figure. "What do
you see?" she asked, watching as more Quill fragments shimmered up the grass stalks surrounding the
Athena.

This was why she was here, Gall told hersdf sternly, forestalling any urge to run back into the pod— or
smply stand and shake.

A shame she knew so much more about the Quill Effect than she did about communicating with diens.
"Moreto theface than before ..." hisvoicetrailed awvay.

Gail rephrased her question, staring at the statue. "Whose face? Who do you see?’

"Who?' Aaron dropped the vid from his eyesto look at her.

"Go on. Forget what that is ... where we are. Who do you see?”’

Heraised thevid again, holding it till, looking toward the grass and Quill sculpture. "It's not Gabrielle
Parddl— my mother," he concluded, sounding dmost disappointed. "Therésno amilarity.”

Galil reached for thevid. Shetook it amost reverently, refocusing on that face. "'l wasn't sureif you'd see
it— you've only seen afew images of her. But I've been haunted by this woman most of my adult life— |
know her face very well indeed.”

She put down the vid and made an extravagant wave toward the statue. "Aaron Pardell, meet Susan
Witts, your paterna greet grandmother.”

What did it mean?

Undoubtedly they weren't the only ones puzzling over the Quill's representation of the infamous
terraformer. Gail had chosen, for the time being, to permit live feed from the Athena's outward-pointing



vidsto play up on the Seeker. One-way. She wasn't interested in hearing endless arguments or
complaints, however deserved. The feed seemed the least she could do, given sheld effectively stolen
most of the research opportunities from her staff— aswell as Grant's main hope of finding out more
about the Quill.

Not that Aaron seemed to mind being stolen. They'd turned the Athena into a makeshift camp, putting up
atentlike shade over the ramp surface to give somerdief from the unrelenting sunshine of the day, and
shared their first med outdoors.

A meal she'd never forget. It didn't matter that the menu consisted of tasteless nutrient paste and tepid
water. The two of them, alone on a brand-new world. It didn't matter that her portion cameviaa
straw, that straw leading to abag in a doubled pocket lined in anti-Quill fabric. They'd toasted each other
with ration tubes, laughing and talking like friends who hadn't met in years. Sheld surprised him with the
chess set held given her and found, to her delight, that the 'sider was her equal or better at the game.
Then, after asudden, solemn silence, they'd exchanged the smplest of vows:

Always yours.

Were they fools? Gail redly didn't care. Sheld never felt happier and Aaron acted like aman in adream.
Hed turn to her every few minutes, devouring her with hiseyes asif making surethiswasred.

It was real— but so was everything e se, including the Quill. Aaron wouldn't let her step off the ramp, not
yet. Gail wasn't in ahurry to push their luck hersdlf.

"We havetwo days, likely less, before the other ships come back," she reminded him now, asthey
watched the Quill. Asthe Quill were presently doing nothing more interesting than swaying hypnoticaly
with the grassin the wind, thiswatching was pretty much taking arest themsalves.

"Thenwe hide?' Aaron said in adeceptively casua tone. He was stretched out on his back, seemingly
enchanted by the way the wind played with the tranducent materid of their shelter.

Galil bounced a chess piece on his ssomach. "Then we'd better have answersto the main questions,
Aaron." So they won't need you, she added, but only to hersdlf.

"Such aswhy her face?'

Gail nodded, caught up in the mystery again. "Thisisn't the same representation they made for you the
firgt time. Something happened between that moment and now." Shelay back, careful of the suit. They
didn't know if a person had to be fully covered to be protected, but it was a reasonable guess. Galil didn't
plan to find out for sure.

The suit ... there was a problem she hadn't shared. The suit was designed for extended wear, just asa
space suit would be, but much lighter since it didn't have to provide life support. In theory, it should be
easy to keep it on for another forty-eight standard hours.

Gail wasn't sure sheld last another threein the hat, itchy thing, but she kept that doubt to hersalf. Aaron
had enough on hismind.

After amoment, the 'sider rolled over on one elbow to face her. " Are you smiling?* he asked curioudy,
eyes green with reflected sunlight as he tried to see inside the headgear.

Gall stuck out her tongue.

"Why do | think you just made arude face a me?' he said.

"Because| did," she confessed, scrutinizing every plane and angle of hisface, memorizing festures she
aready knew by heart. His expressions flickered from one emotion to another like the play of shadow
and sunlight in the moving grass. Curiogty, interest, exasperation, affection ...

"What are you planning now?"' Pardell asked.

Gall braced hersdlf "I'm not planning. I'm hoping." She reached up and switched her comm so only Aaron
should hear her voice. The feed from the pod itself was visud only, with audio recorded but not
transmitted. They had that much privacy. "Aaron, what did the Quill say to you?"

A flicker of fear— not of her, of the question. "There wasn't aconversation. Just the statue.”

"No one else can hear what you tell me." Gail propped hersalf up and faced him.

Almost sullen. "1 don't care what they hear.”

Gail smiled to hersdf "Animpresson? An emotion? Y ou might aswdll tel me exactly what it was. Inthe
best tradition of brides, I'll find out anyway.” She could make him smilelikethisat whim, it seemed. It



was very distracting— both the smile and the power he granted her.

"Then I'd best be honest," Aaron said, asif surrendering. "Emotion? More than that— amaost concepts.
I'm not surewhat to cdll it. But thefirst time | touched that fragment, | was recognized.”

"Goon," Gail said quietly, looking over therippling waves of grass. And Quill.

"The second time, when | picked up the fragment, it was more than recognition. Therewasa
conclusion— some decision made. | knew | was ... welcomed.” At this, hisface tightened into hard,
unhappy lines. "It sounded crazy to methen, Gail, and still does. | could have imagined al of it. It was
nothing like I've— sensed— from people.”

"Perhaps," Gall agreed thoughtfully. "But | doubt it. When people touch you, any messageis confused
with the experience. The Quill ... they evolved thisway— it stands to reason they'd be better at it."
Aaron stood up and walked to the edge of the ramp, looking out at the waving grass. "Y ou think |
could— tak— to them?"

Gail rose and followed, fighting the impulse to pull him back. "I think you could be ableto listen. | don't
know what it would take to be understood in turn. Thisall supposesthere redly is something out there to
talk to, of course. Areyou willing to try?" The question was forced past the gorgerising in her throat. If
there was to be an always, she scolded hersdf, it had to begin with the Quill.

"Why not ..." he said dmogt as though she wasn't there, then stepped off the ramp.

Chapter 81

Madley held his breath as Aaron stepped off the ramp, hearing faint echoes as those around him did the
same. The lab was till quarantined— according to the FDs, anyway— but the techs had rigged up
displaysin several rooms, the largest and best attended in thislounge. HEd heard the crew was busy
reconnecting the waist, dong with unpleasant details such as how soon it would be ready for thosein
suitsto dide through the corridor. Everyone else was glued to adisplay.

The dtationer assumed he was the only one watching who was struck by how the moving air ... wind ...
pressed the 'sder'sworn stationer clothing againgt his legs and back, creating new folds and wrinkles that
changed as hewalked. What did it feel like, to be ingde air that moved when and how it chose?
"Weve got vitdsfor Dr. Smith only,” avoice said from behind. " She's showing some stress— norma
levels”

Trust the Earther to make herself part of the experiment. "What's Aaron doing?' he asked out loud,
reasonably sure someone among those gathered to watch would have an informed opinion.

"Not aclue" Aishasaid, from beside him. "They don't have abox ready, so he's not after asample....
Okay, there. He'strying to touch one.”

That much Maley could seefor himsdf. Aaron's hands came up empty, the Quill fragments nearest him
dipping from the stalks. He looked back toward the pod, toward the small blue-suited figure that was
Gail, and shrugged. She pointed at the new statue. She wasn't the only one.

The Quill hadn't smply vanished from Aaron's reach— they'd | eft aclear path to their construction. An
invitation.

"Hewouldn't," someone said. Malley redized it was him and closed his mouth. Of course, Aaron Started
walking over the bent grass. Damn fool. Thiswasn't Thromberg, where warnings came with convenient
red-and-amber markings. The gtationer's fists curled asif around athroat, but there was nothing he could
do but watch.

"Dr. Smith'svitasareup.”

Malley growled under hisbregth.

Aaron reached the statue. With him nearby for comparison, it was easier to see the figure wastoo wide
and short, the arms overly long for the body. The face was the amazing part. Severa here had caled out
in gartled recognition when Galil initialy brought the features close with her handvid.

So that was Susan Witts. Mdley hadn't seen the face before himsdlf, but the Quill had donea
remarkable job of portraying ahigh forehead, distinctive cheekbones, and firm jaw. It was so lifelike,
except for the shimmer of Quill amid the brown stalks, Maley wondered if Aaron saw the resemblance.
Did it reassure the 'sder to see his unusua bone structure repested here? Probably not, Mdley thought



grimly.

Aaron seemed to be waiting. Then his head turned. They could see hisface and watch hislipsmove as
he said something to Gall.

"I don't like thelook of that," the stationer said to Aishavery quietly.

"Why?" she asked. "Y our friend looks calm— unafraid. Determined, I'd say."

Malley grunted disgpproval. "Exactly. That's how he looks before starting abrawl & Sammie's. You
haven't seen anything like our Aaron when he's ready to make things happen.” Before she uttered the
obvious, Malley explained: "Chairs. Bottles. He's amean shot with aboot, too. Can't trust those shy,
introverted types.”

"Asif youretheangd," she said, but absently, intent on the screen.

Aaron looked to be arguing with Gail— probably about what he proposed to do. If she didn't likeit,
Maley redized with achill, he certainly didn't. "Anyone here lip-read?’

"Madley." Grant appeared out of nowhere, tapping the stationer on the shoulder to draw his attention. He
waswearing acomm link in hisear. "Comewith me."

The dtationer shot an anxious look at the screen, but followed Grant away from the crowd standing
immediately in front, Malley could see over everyone's head anyway.

The commander had been conspicuoudy absent since the latest incident in the lab. Until the feed from
Pardell's World had started appearing on everyone's screens, courtesy of Gail Smith, no doubt, Maley
had presumed the Earther was busy with the Quill.

"It'sanice change— not having my people lined up at the infirmary after an encounter with you, Mdley,"
Grant said.

Malley felt something being pushed into his hand; he did it into a pocket without looking. "I'm making an
effort,” he played dong.

Grant tilted his head downward, his eyes gleaming. "What did you know about al this?' he asked.
"About Dr. Smith and your friend—"

A question from Grant himself, or something aimed at those "listening" to his conver sations?
Malley decided it didn't matter. Aaron's businesswas hisown. "A surpriseto me," he shrugged. "But the
woman tends to jump where you least expect— | take it you weren't consulted either.”

Grant's frown was real enough. "There was an explosive device rigged to the Quill's stasis chamber.
Welve tdked to Dr. Temujin about its origins— he claims, naturaly, to know nothing about it. Doesn't
matter. The whole thing was an excuse to dlow Dr. Smith to invoke her override on the Seeker'swaist
contrals. It looks as though she and Aaron planned this very well. But why?"

Malley nodded at the screen. "That much seems obvious. Y ou got in her way— blocked how she
wanted things done. She couldn't remove you, so sheremoved hersdlf. As| said, the woman tendsto
Jjump.”

"Maybe—" Grant looked suddenly alarmed, his head swinging to face the screen just asthere were cries
from everyonein the room.

Malley pushed forward, staring, likethe rest, at Aaron Pardell asthe 'sider stepped into the statue's
embrace ...

And was consumed by Quill.

Chapter 82

Statues didn't move. Gail sood like one, watching in horror asthe Quill's verson unfolded itsdlf with
blinding, inescapable speed, wrapping around Aaron Parddl until there was nothing to see. ...

But another statue ... this one man-sized, dender, better proportioned, and unmoving.

"Aaron!" Gail heard herself screaming his name and closed her mouth. Her paralysis broke and sheranto
him as quickly asthe suit and uneven terrain dlowed, only to be forced to a staggering halt— confronting
abarrier that built itsalf before she was close enough to tear the Quill from his body and head.
Grasswrithed into achest-high wall, reinforced with stresks of shiny dien tissue. Thewall formed acircle
with one opening— gate to the path behind her, safe passage to the ramp, the pod, and— presumably—
off Pardell's World. "Not without him," she promised, asif anything could hear.



Talk to the Quill? A flamethrower— or even a scythe— either would suit her mood at the moment. A
shame there wasn't anything remotely dangerous on the Athena.

A glint of light from the wrong direction forced her to look up. A "bot hovered an arm's length beyond the
wall, nearer to where Aaron stood imprisoned. "1 thought we disabled that,” Gail said numbly, at this
evidence they obvioudy hadn't.

"Get back in the pod, Gail. Before they attack you, too." Grant's voicefilled her ears, picked up by the
exterior mikes on her headgear, not the comm. It must be coming from the 'bot.

If ever there was a moment to rise above fear, Gail knew, thiswas hers. "No," she said, talking to
herself as much asto those she couldn't see. "We don't know thisis an attack. Aaron— Aaron thought
they'd have to touch him before thered be a chance to communicate. | was— am— adarmed. But hewas
determined. Maybe he sensed this would be necessary.” Somehow she mustered a lighter note to her
voice, reassurance. For whom? "First contact, Grant. None of us knows what to expect from it. Maybe
thisisit."

"And maybethisiswhat the Quill Effect lookslikein person. Theré's nothing here suggesting
intelligence— a spider can build an daborate trap! | want you back up here—"

"A mindlesstrap? Then why her face, Commander?' Gail countered. "Why Susan Witts, awoman he'd
never seen? It could have shown him his own face— or hismother's." Experimentally, Gail moved
toward the wall, her gloved hand outstretched. Thewall immediately grew higher. She backed away
dightly and the wall stopped growing. Finaly, she sat, very dowly, on the yielding softness of bent grass.
Thewall sank down with her, until it was barely more than alump.

"I takeit you saw dl that," shetold the 'bot dryly.

"Copy that." Grant's response sounded as though blurted out on automeatic, asif the man himsdlf were
stupefied.

Shefdt much the sameway. Reaction to stimuli was one thing. Purpossful response was quite another.
Gail no longer doubted they were dealing with an intelligence here. Grant had been right. She reserved
judgment on whether he was dso right that this was an eaborate trgp and she might be the next prey.
Folding her hands negtly in her lap, eyes never leaving the iridescent tower that was al she could see of
Aaron, Galil prepared to wait and see.

Chapter 83

He couldn't see, but understood vision wasirrelevant— at best, an interaction with the stimulating poison
of solar radiation, at worst considerable threst.

He couldn't hear, but vaued the intimacy of resonance and vibration— indicators of movement— aways
awarning of danger.

He couldn't speak, yet knew and expressed. Concepts flowed over and through him, asthey aways had,
but instead of being adistraction from the world, they were sharp, purposeful, asif guided. Or asif this
was the proper way to construct meaning, to see the whole before examining the parts, to look to the
ending, before the beginning is contemplated.

On someleve, there remained a human named Aaron Pardell, aman who gibbered in stark, utter terror
at theimminent loss of his humanity, revolted by the way his skin crawled insde and out in gentle
reacquai ntance with others.

Other.

The concept of one was comfortable, norma. There was only One.

No, he thought desperately. He was something el se— something different. There were more. Gall ...
Maley ... many upon many ...

Others?

The concept of multiple intelligences, cooperating as a species, rocked the universe. It was absorbed,
tasted, ultimately accepted asapremise.

Pardell suddenly found himsdf ableto think again, if till disturbingly unaware of hisbody or location.
Recognition ... Welcome.

Not those words, but those meanings— couched in what his mind read as emotion, but he knew was far



more complex.

A sense of waiting ... expectation.

The Earthers probably had university degreesin what to say to anonhuman intelligence. It was, of
course, too late to return to the Seeker and ask for a crash course. Pardell groped for away to respond,
then fastened on the recognition and turned it back, trying to ask: |dentity?

Qurprise ... asif he should be aware. A tinge of disappointment ... asif hed failed, somehow.

Parddll struggled to control what he felt, knowing it was the medium they used and quite sure he was
failing miserably to make any sense. Findly, he gave up and discovered himsdlf smply ... afraid. For
himsdf. For Gail. For Thromberg.

Reassurance ... but tangled in complex strands of confusion. A repesat of recognition and welcome.
Then, dowly, abuilding pressure, as though the Other sought to push one concept, one framework, into
Parddl's being, but his very humanness was an obstacle.

He hadn't been aware of breathing until now, when breathing became impossible.

Terror!

The pressure didn't stop, but abruptly shifted focus, asif an opening had been detected. Pardell gasped
for air as certainty lanced through him.

Therewas... identity.

More... aname.

However the information became part of him, as hislungsrefilled, Parddll knew beyond question that the
Quill onthis planet, every fragment and piece, comprised one— person.

Susan Witts.

His great-grandmother, who'd encased him in her dien flesh, now sent waves of approval and love
crashing through his bodly.

He hoped he'd survive her joy at being known.

Chapter 84

Gail might not have Petrastraining in meditation, but severa hours spent Sitting on agrassy hilltop—ina
seded, dark blue suit at the sun's zenith, no less— pretty much guaranteed she/d nod off no matter what
the Stuation.

"I know you're awake. We've got your vita s right here on the board.”

Grant could be annoyingly persstent in person— as a disembodied nag he was unendurable. Had Gail
had something to throw at the 'bot, she would have done so long before now. "Fine. I'm awake," she
admitted. "Nothing's changed, hasit?"

Sheld dready looked longingly a Aaron; he was still entombed in strips of Quill. She didn't dare think of
what might be hgppening to him. He hadn't fallen. Cold comfort, but better than the nightmares she was
trying her best to forget. Either the Quill supported him, or hed remained standing on his own. Both
implied he lived.

"No, except the Payette ison her return run— successfully, | might add.”

All Gail wanted in her life right now was the ability to rub the deep out of her eyes. She settled for Sitting
up sraight. "What did they find?"

"Quill. From the vids, identical to these. And you'll like this— once they'd grabbed asample, they saw a
Satueaswell."

"Susan Witts?'

"No. The statue was of aman. No baby. No outreaching arms." Grant paused, asif for effect— or
maybe, Gail thought, because he found what he had to say too incredible. We've made a match to the
face from your data—"

Gail went through the list of names and ship detinationsin her mind. "Josh McNab."

"Theterraformer whose genome was on the suits,” Grant agreed. "Witts second-in-command on the
projects and definitely one of those who received her gift of aQuill fragment. If not for your recent
encounter, we might have assumed this representation was smply the Quill's response to the suits. A
reflex— not communication.”



Gail gared at the innocent mound of Quill-laced grass demarking her permitted incursion onthisworldin
Nno uncertain terms.

"L et me know anything further the Payette hasto say about the Quill," Gail ordered without thinking,
then shewinced. "Please.”

"Dr. Smith. Gall. I've every intention of sharing any findings with you. That's not theissue. | want you to
use the pod and come back to the Seeker!" Grant sounded alittle harried.

Gail sympathized, but said adamantly: "Not without Aaron. And short of growing wings, I've no idea how
to get past them." Shewaved all around her.

"The Payette has functioning drop pods on board,” Grant's voice wasimplacable. "And even if your
distinguished staff refusesto recoat any of the anti-Quill suitsto match thisworld, you did leave us one
suit, you know."

Gail squeezed her eyelids shut for amoment. The headgear might be torture, but on the plus side she no
longer had to govern her every expression. Tears eased theitching in her eyes, but made new, maddening
trailsdown her cheeks. Sooner or later, she'd take the damn thing off if only to rub her face. She
knew it. "l didn't leave you the suit," sheinformed Grant, not caring if her voice was huskier than normal.
"Aaroningsted." A safety line— old habit, he'd told her.

"Wise man. I'm not asking your permission or cooperation, Dr. Smith. When the Payette achieves orhit,
I'm coming down for both of you as soon as we can get apod ready. Understood?”

"Copy that,"” Gail said wearily. "Keep an eye on Aaron while| freshen up, Commander.”

She stood and went back to the Athena, ignoring the Quill, walking by the blankets where she and
Aaron had done their earnest best to marry one another, their hearts touching, if not their hands.

Gail wasinclined to be practicd. If it took cooperating with the FDsto free Aaron from the Quiill, she
was ready to consider it.

If Grant thought she'd leave thisworld without Aaron, well, she planned to be ready for that eventuality,
too.

Chapter 85

"They eoped, young Hugh?' Malley shrugged. "Y ou can lisgten for yoursdlf, if you wish." He looked
down at what wasin hishand. A portable comm link, Smilar to the one Grant wore in one ear except
that thiswas dightly larger and came with asmall disk attached. He'd seen the like before— the techs
used them to listen to procedurd instructions, play background music, or spread around jokesthey'd
rather not be caught saying out loud.

This one contained something quite different: recordings of Aaron and Gail's conversations from the
Athena ... and Rosdlind's voice, which was why Mdley had sought out the older 'sider.

He put his back against one of the privacy columnsthat formed avisua barrier between the front and
back haves of the lounge, keeping his eyes on the screen. Nothing had changed in the past hours: Aaron
remained entombed; Gail sat on the grass as close to him asthe Quill would let her, when she wasn't
getting supplies from the pod.

Asfar ashe could tell, Rosalind hadn't looked at it once.

Shetook the offered recording from his hand, using her dexterous left fingers; they felt cold and hard
againg hispam. "So, young Hugh," Rosdlind said, seeming amused. "Dr. Smith's assumption that she
controlswhat reachesthisshipis, let's say, naive."

Malley nodded. "The commander could hear them on the planet, even before deploying his'bot.” He
remembered the comm link Grant wore and how quickly the Earther had reacted to Aaron's encounter
with the Quill. Secrets within secrets. This one had been discarded the moment the 'bot activated— the
FDs piping through audio aswell asvid. If you counted their vows to each other as binding— he'd no
doubt Aaron did— the newlyweds diver of privacy waslong gone.

Not that Malley had told anyone but Rosalind about the recordings made earlier— but Grant couldn't
help but spread the information to those ligtening.

"Aaron— if he survives— will take this e oping business serioudy,” Rosdind said, confirming Mdley's
own thoughts, then surprised him by adding: "aswill the Earther.” She regarded the silent stationer with a



wry twist to her lips. "What, young Hugh? Y ou doubt her veracity? Y ou think this merely aruseto keep
control of an impressionable man? | hadn't thought you such acynic.”

"| doubt everything about her." But Malley didn't put much conviction behind the words. How could he,
having watched Gail's vigil on that blue-ceilinged hill?" She put himin danger ..." He hesitated.

"And you wonder why | helped?’ Rosalind finished perceptively. Shetook a seet at the nearest table,
motioning him to do the same. Mdley obeyed rdluctantly. His entire body quivered with the need to do
something active— an opportunity unlikely to arrive anytime soon.

"Frankly, yes"

She steepled her hands, fingers and paddles touching only at their tips. The paddles were stronger and
cruder in motion; Maley remembered she was dways careful when using them together— spare parts
being impossible to find. "Gail Smith bought my cooperation initidly by promising to proveto methat the
Quill werethered reason we've been barred from the terraformed worlds— she al'so promised to show
me how she planned to destroy these pests.”

"Initidly,” Malley echoed. "There's been another bargain snce?!

"Oh, yes" Rosdind said contentedly. "In return for my help reaching the planet, the good doctor has
promised to arrange for my partners and meto return to Calisto, where we belong. It might take severa
months— but we've waited long enough. Y ou and young Aaron would be welcome with us," she added.
"Your sillsare not incongderable.

"Y ou helped her take Aaron—there— in order to buy aticket home?' Malley heard hisvoice drop into
full threat and didn't care. Thiswas exactly why the station had unspoken rules againgt private dealswith
Earthers. Rosalind was worse than atraitor to Thromberg— she'd sold out her own for personal gain.
The'sder was unperturbed— perhaps, having faced so many bettlesin her lifetime, one angry stetioner,
however large, couldn't disturb her calm. ™Y ou do want to go home, don't you?' she asked. "If not
Cdligo, then to your station?"

"l can't go home, can 1?7* Madley rgoined fiercdly. "lronic, isn't it? They think I've done what you have—
sold out to the Earthers. | might aswell kill myself and save my friends the trouble, as go back."
Rosdind snicked her fingerstogether. " Such passion, young Hugh. Really— you should learn to pay
close atention to your elders. We might just know more than you do about life and itsrisks."

Madley closed hislipsto stop hisinstant, hot-headed response. Instead, he found himself considering
what Rosalind was— not just what she'd done. Thiswoman had absolute control over the extreme fringe
of the 'sder population, those spacers who'd never believed in integration with the station or forgiven the
past. Thered been rumors sheld somehow blackmailed Thromberg and the Earthersin order to join this
mission— no details. It was clear sheld bargained away Aaron's ship without a second thought; she'd
done the same, now, with Aaron himself. "What do you know that | don't, Rosalind?' he asked, making
the effort to bring his voice to something resembling level and polite.

"For onething, you will be most welcome back on Thromberg— ahero's welcome, in fact— now that
we have proof the Quill are as harmless asweve dways said.”

"Harmless?' Mdley thrust hisarm toward the screen. ™Y ou cdl that harmless?!

"What do you see there?' she countered. "What do you think you see?I'll tell you what'sredly there:
young Aaron, frozen in one of hisusud fits. The Earther, unharmed after hours spent with the Quill—"

" She's wearing a protective suit—" the stationer spat.

Rosdlind laughed. "A protection the Earthers can't even explain to themselves? Smoke and mirrors,
young Hugh. Nonsense to delay and confuse us so they could bring in their shipsto blockade this system.
| thought you were bright— don't you seeit? Gail Smith isagenius, no doubt. She'stracked down the
only world the Earthers missed keeping from us. But why? To sedl this system before our people learn
thetruth. To keep it for Earth.”

"The Quill are deadly," Maley ground through histeeth.

"Arethey?' Rosdind's eyes gleamed and suddenly she pulled up the deeve on her right arm, showing the
meta cuff replacing her wrigt, binding her robotic hand to the remaining flesh. "Before the accident on my
ship, young Hugh, what do you think rode here most of my adult life?!

He stared a her, fegling as uneasy asif he stared into the dark maw of an air lock. "No ..."



"Yes. My father may have been killed, but not before our family saved his beloved Quill. It would wrap
around no one'sarm but mine. My beloved Quill," her voice shook with emotion, then firmed. "Where's
the proof, young Hugh? They brought Quill on this ship. Was anyone killed? Have you seen anyone die?
Arethere skeletonsin the grass at Aaron's feet?!

The wor st thing was, she made sense of a kind. Rosaind must have read something of his doubt; she
went on, each word like ahammer: "Thisis economics, not science. They want to harvest the Quill for
themselves— and keep thisworld from your people. Of course | helped Gail Smith. Her hopelesslove
for young Aaron gave me exactly what | waswaiting for. What you and | have been waiting for ..."
"Andthat is?'

"A demongtration. She's proof that people can survive on thisworld— and she very conveniently sent the
blockade ships away on afool's errand.”

Malley fdt the blood drain from hisface ashelooked at Rosdind and saw the triumph of afanétic.
"What have you done?' he dmost whispered.

"| think everyoneisabout to find out.” The 'sider gestured toward the entrance. Mdley turned hishead to
see Grant, flanked by four FDs with their wegpons out, a passage splitting through the stunned crowd as
they came directly to hisand Rosalind'stable.

"Y ouwill thank me, young Hugh," Rosdind was saying confidently. Asif he was listening. "Youwill be
ahero."

Malley surged to hisfeet in time to meet Grant. "What'swrong?' he demanded. "What did she do?'
Grant's eyeswere flint hard, hisface aforbidding mask. He looked past Malley at Rosdind, then back to
Mdley. "We have upward of fifty starships on gpproach to this system— a system on no charts or
records,” the Earther stated, hisvoice edged with fury. "They claim to have been invited.”

Rosdind continued to smile, her pae eyes shining with anticipation. " And so they were, Commander. Did
you never think to ask how Dr. Smith calmed the panic on Thromberg? How she managed to talk Station
Admin into patience? Quite smply, if bold even for her. She promised them this planet for ahome.”
"Onceit wasfree of Quill," Grant bit off each word. "We don't know yet if we can remove them from a
planet— let doneif we're dealing with another sentience! There are people on those ships, 'sider.”

"Oh, yes," Rosdind answered, as cool as Grant was furious. "l daresay those ships are crowded to the
point of risking life-support failure. Somewill be tows and barges, barely capable of reliably harvesting
ice and trangporting cargo, let dlone moving families. | serioudy doubt there's an experienced crew on
any— since'sders have no interest in dirt. But you can't sop amigration, Commander, just by making
the journey hazardous."

"Migration?" Forgetting her age and rank, forgetting everything but the faces of those hed left— hed
thought safely— behind, Malley grabbed Rosaind's shoulders and yanked the 'sider up to face him.
"Why now?Why didn't they wait until it was safe?"

"How did they know where to come?' Grant added, standing by Malley's shoulder asif hed liketo be
the one holding her. "'Dr. Smith wouldn't have told them—"

"Because," Rosalind said, her voice faintly surprised, as though they should have guessed. "When Dr.
Reinsez had mefind the coordinates for his patrol shipsto come and blockade the system, | sent them to
my people on Thromberg aswell. And when Dr. Smith so conveniently cleared that blockade, | informed
them the time to approach was now— or never."

Malley opened his hands, asif they might be contaminated by touching her. "Y ou can't let them land,” he
said to Grant, looking past to the screen wherefidds of Quill rippled in moving air. ™Y ou have to stop
them.”

"Withwhat?' Grant said savagdly. "This ship? Were hours from full reconnection— and eveniif | leave
the science spherein orbit, what could the Seeker do on her own? Thisisaresearch vessd, Malley, not
awarship.”

Warship? Madley heard asmall noise of satisfaction from Rosalind and, for a soul-shattering instant, he
knew exactly what she was thinking— and couldn't help but think the same. The Eartherswould do it
aganif they could ... destroy any ship coming from the station, no matter who was on board. Only this
time, the enemy had faces: Grant, Benton, Aisha...



And thistime, those who would die weren't strangers from the past.

Chapter 86

"Repedt that?' Gail asked numbly, then said immediatdly: "No, don't bother. It sounded ridicul ous enough
thefirg time"

"Ridiculous or nat, Dr. Smith, I'm looking at atactical digplay showing me fifty-seven ships, most of
which | wouldn't trust to haul waste from Deimos to Phobos. Two didn't even make it out of trandight.
They areincoming and very hard of hearing. I've talked to them. Y our stationer's talked to them. Hell, |
had Reinsez pretending to be the Chancellor of Titan U, and it didn't make any difference.”

Rosalind Fournier. On someleve, Gail gpproved— the move wasworthy of herself. The 'sider had
backed her into the ultimate corner: deliver on al promisesat once...

Or provethe Quill are deadly.

Gail understood it was nothing persona. The 'sider was powered by her conviction that the menace was
pretense. She believed all the cards were hersto play.

In that, Gail knew, Rosalind was mistaken.

Grant'svoicerang in her ears. "Maybe you can talk sense into these people— at least have them hold at
adistance—" It had to be her imagination putting thewords. We all volunteered benegth his.

"Good idea," Gail said, her eyes never leaving Aaron. "Make sure you pipe me through asvid aswell as
audio. | want them al to seethis™

"Of course," Grant knew, she redlized, hearing acceptance heavy in hisvoice. "Let me know when
you'reready, Dr. Smith."

A moment passed in silence. The wind pressed againgt her side, ran off to chase grassy leaves around
Aaron'swaist, twirled once, then dashed away to wherever winds went. Gail had done her best not to
move, suspecting the Quill were senditive to any vibration traveling through the ground or air. Now, she
stood, wincing at the burn in both feet— and al the way up her right leg— as nerves protested and
circulation resumed. Flexing her toesin her boots hel ped, even though she couldn't fed them yet.
"Swing the 'bot to the other side of Aaron,” she ordered. The 'bot moved asif her voice controlled it,
stopping on the opposte side asif Saring at Aaron'sface.

Gall could only see hisback, still coated in Quill. Asthe sun'srays had intengfied during the course of the
day, they'd grown darker, less colorful— perhapsinjured by the light; perhaps protecting themsealves
fromit. They hadn't moved either.

"Wererelaying vid and audio to dl of the ships— some might not have the equipment to receive both.”
The 'bot should have her in view. Gail lifted her hand experimentdly.

"Copy that," assured another voice— probably one of the deployment specialists, used to testing
equipmen.

"Good," Gail said. Now that al was ready, she found hersdlf delaying to take aquick sip of body-warm
water from the straw by her lips. Pointless? Perhaps. But she needed her best public voice— the one
with total confidence and that hint of compassionate power. Sheld practiced it enough.

"Greetings from Parddl's World," she began. "My nameisDr. Gall Veronika Ashton Smith— Pardell.
I'm the senior scientist on thismission, in command of the Earth Research Council's Degp-Space Vess
Seeker." She doubted Grant would leap on the comm to argue the point. "Y ou are invited to observe
Trial Number Six A of our project to determine the safety of thisworld for human life.”

With that, Gail disconnected the clasps holding the headgear of her suit to the neck ring and lifted it free
of her head.

Her firgt thought, as she squinted in the direct sunlight, was how incredible it felt to have warm, fresh air
playing against her cheeks. Her hair, sweat-soaked, began to dry at its ends amost immediately.

There wasn't aword from the comm, either from the 'bot's speakers or from those embedded in the suit.
A messure of the man, that Grant didn't diminish this act with meaningless protest, that he left everything
to her. She was grateful.

Unfortunately, Gail didn't want to die. Sherealized it with her next bresth. Stay calm, emotionless, cool
asice.



It wasn't humanly possible, but shetried. And failed. Shelooked toward Aaron, asif he could help.
LOVE.

Gail began to sob helplesdy. Hopeless, desperate, her completion, their loss— she moaned and dropped
to her knees, fedling asif she was being torn apart. The headgear had dropped out of reach. Wasthis
what Aaron went through? How had he endured ... she pressed her hands against her skull, trying to
keepitout ...

LOVE surged again and crushed her into oblivion.

Chapter 87

Love... ? A passng reflection. A dimpling of consciousness. Nothing more,

DESPAIR!

That which was Aaron Pardell writhed with the echo.

Qurprise ... asif he should be safe, unharmed. Concern ...

Parddll found himsdf abruptly aware of his body, bound and motionless, every nerve ending on fire. He
il couldn't see, but the impact of emotion was gone. No. It wasn't gone. Hefought back the physicd
sensations and could fed something— someone— but the impression wasfading ...

Gail?

Something seemed to snap loose insde him. He lashed out with terror ... fury ... dread ...

LOVE ... longing, hope, peace ... drove him back.

LOVE. It wasn't his. It belonged to Susan Witts. He shook free of confusion. Not his great-grandmother.
Not human. It belonged to the Susan-Quiill.

Suddenly, it was his. For an ingtant, he was the Susan-Quiill, spread over rolling hills, in shadow and sun,
near ocean and limits of desert— not the entire world. There were endings, places where he/she was not,
but had been, or would be. At the sametime, he/she was Susan Witts, mother of thisworld, nurturer and
protector.

His partner in this union, his other sdlf, was confused by his reaction to the natural way of things. He
should detect the strange— the not-belonging. He should fear those who moved— those who ate.

And why did he not know safety lay within the barrier— the barrier that drove the strange away?
Away? Parddl lurched free. Madness and death! He sent the feelings as many ways as he could. Gail
was amost gone. DENIAL!

Confusion ... doubt ...

He reached into depths he didn't know he possessed for the strength to make one last effort to
communicate. He couldn't stop the Quill Effect. Only she had that power.

Identity ... Susan-Quiill ... he sent, infusing the concept with singularity, uniqueness, the need to survive.
Identitiy ... Gail ... he sent, overlapping the two until they grew inseparableto hismind. Ashe
weakened, despairing it had worked at all, or intime, al Pardell had left to send was LOVE ...

And hefeared it would kill Gall....

Chapter 88

Not dead. Y et. How very strange. "Dr. Smith. Can you hear me? Gail!"

| hear you. Funny how the words were there, just not coming out of her mouth. Bad words.
Disobedient, contrary things. She laughed, and heard that sound.

How very strange.

"Gail. Were trying to get down there. Hold on. There's a chance we can get one of the station ships. Try
not to move."

Not moving. That meant something. Gall rolled her head to one Side, wincing as her skull wanted to
comeloose from her spine, and found hersalf staring at amaze of brown stems covered in oil. She
sneezed at the musty smell. The grass? Sheld been in this suit for over aday now. Must be her.

Gall laughed again, quite impressed by her reasoning ability. Musty Gail. That's what happened in
universities when your career was going nowhere. You went musty after a few years—like



Manuel. Musty Manuel. They were a team.

"Gall," the voice was growing rather distraught. Not very professional, Gail thought scornfully. There
wer e standards to uphold. "Dr. Lynn wantsmetotell you ..." apause, as though the voice consulted a
ligt, "... your vitals indicate a conscious state, but you'rein shock. Blood pressurestoo low. Your pulseis
thready.... Areyou sure | should ..." Thisin adifferent tone, asif the voice spoke to someone else.

The someone e se spoke next, to her, alilting, lovely voice, like raindrops collecting on lilacs. Raindrops.
She could use a bath. "Gail. | want you to follow the seam down your right Sde until you fed thewaist
seam crossit. Do that for me, please.”

Why not? Gail walked her fingers around and down, stopping at the raised area where the two seams
overlapped.

"When you find the junction, Gail, pressit asfirmly asyou can. Pressit now, Gail. Now!"

Why not? Gail pressed, only to flinch as something stabbed her in the side. She must have made a sound
of protest, for the voice said soothingly: "It's okay, Gail. It'saboost shot. It should get your metabolism
closer to normal. Just relax. Y ou gave usascare, but you're going to befine."

What about the ships. Ships? More bad words, hiding from her mouth. " Ships?' came out suddenly,
surprising her. Ships. Ships. Musty ships.

Thefirgt voice came back: "Holding, Gail. Y ou stopped them from trying to land. Let's hopelong
enough.”

It made no sense, but every sense. Gail watched the oil near her face shimmer and move, then closed her
eyes, disnterested.

And so tired.

Chapter 89

"I'mjust saying it would have been more convincing if sheld died.” Malley wasn't in the habit of
soft-pedaling the truth.

"Y ou saw the monitors, Malley," Aisha protested. " She came close enough. | don't know what kept her
dive, but it wasn't anything I'd trust my life to— would you?'

"Asif I'd go down there." The stationer's neck musclestightened in adefensive reflex. "Lucky for me,
you don't have asuit big enough,” he reminded the scientist, smugly pushing away any further thought of
stepping on that bal of dirt— even if they had practiced it al week.

"And we don't have aship to use— yet," reminded Grant, who settled hislong body into the corner seat
as though someone had melted his spine. He rubbed the hedls of his handsinto hiseyes. "I'm not getting
any cooperation from our new arrivals. No surprise.”

Malley studied the Earther, then made a sound of disgust. 'l thought Gail wasthe only one on boost,” he
accused. "Y ou're not going to be good for much in awhile.”

Grant blinked bleary, red-rimmed eyes, but chuckled. ™Y our concern is noted, Stationer, but believe
me— military issueis congderably more effective and reliable—"

"Not to mention costs your body more," Aishasaid clinicaly, but not with disapprova. She showed no
sgnsof fatigue, despite being up for over aday aswell. When Malley had commented, sheld smiled at
him and told him it was clean living. But she had to be wearing thin— they dl were. Even the stationer
could fed the acid building up in his muscles and aching through his bones.

What kept him from deep was the sure knowledge that Gail and Aaron were going through worse.
Grant must have thought aong the same lines, saying: "Anyway, I'm functiona— |et's hope the same for
Dr. Smith."

They watched— it was dl anyone could do for the pair on the planet until the arrival of the Payette or
the patrol ships. None of Thromberg's adventurers had agreed to dock with the Seeker and offload
passengers, so Grant could commandeer their ship. To say the stationers viewed the mere suggestion
asatrick wasto put it mildly. Like Grant, Malley hadn't been surprised.

What had been a surprise, and an unpleasant one, was how many he knew on those ships. They'd
gtripped Thromberg Station of anything remotely spaceworthy, crewed them with sympathetic stationers
and 'sders— despite Rosalind's assertion, thered been more than enough— and loaded up with first



rounders and their families. Malley had forgotten the designation until hearing it again: First Round, the
most cherished distinction among the stranded immies, those salected and trained to prepare their new
home for the rest. Tough, smart, surviva-oriented folks— few had died in the Ration Riots; rumor said
they'd started the first, most deadly one. Time had been their true enemy, the oldest among them now so
frail they had aspecid corner table at Sammie's, where they waited, gnarled hands curled around mugs,
pae sunken eyes il challenging the future.

Amy Denery'sfather was afirst rounder, so Syd and Amy could be out there. Of course they were,
Malley thought despairingly. Amy'd never given up her dreams of ahome, her hopesfor afamily. He
tried not to think of other names, fearing the darkness now held pretty well everyone he knew or cared
about— ready to snuff out their lives.

Hetried not to think of hisbest friend, wrapped in Quill, or the smal woman lying crumpled in the grass,
helpless and totally aone.

"We do have some good news," Grant offered, asif histhoughts had been heavy aswell. "Theremaining
expeditions succeeded in obtaining Quill fragments— no loss of life, no problems.”

"Did they see satues, too?"

The commander did down until his head rested on the back of the seet, eyes ditted as though he didn't
dare close them completely or he might pass out— or miss something. "One each, just like here and just
likethe Payette. Strangest thing ..." Before Malley could ask, Grant continued "... in every case, the Quiill
statue was a duplicate of theindividua used to make the suit.”

"Or agatue of the terraformer who brought the first Quill,” Maley thought out loud. "More than
recognition ... worship of afounder or creator?'

Grant Sghed. "The brains on the Payette and back on Earth can muddle through that knot. I'd rather not
legp to any conclusons. We don't even know if the Quill think— yet. Therés il the possibility al weve
seenisan dien life-form's reaction to the information on the suits themselves. A reflex. Maybeif we used
asuit with another genome—"

"Empty, | hope" Aishasaid quickly. "What Gail went through— that's enough.”

Enough? Malley repested, but to himself. Everyone watching had realized what the Earther was doing
the horrifying instant shedd removed her headgear: sacrificing hersdf to demonsrate the Quill Effect.
Sheld hoped her death live and on screen would turn back those from the station.

Gail Smith might be difficult, opinionated, self-centered, and severd other things Maley didn't like— but
he finaly understood what Aaron had seenin her. That didn't mean he was going to apol ogize, Mdley
vowed to himself, hoping held get the chance to make that clear.

His mind replayed what Grant had just said, turned it over, examined it from another direction. "That
experiment's done, Aisha," Maley concluded, feding the snick of at least one piece of the puzzle. "If it
was areflex, we should have seen the Quill weaving statues of Aaron— or Gall, once her genome was
reveded. But the Quill on thisworld keegps making Susan Witts. It's asthough that identity mattersto this
Quill— why is another issue—" he said when Grant's eyes opened and the man prepared to argue.

"Let metalk it through,” Maley urged, sensing he was on thetrack of something important. "What if the
Quill on thisworld and the others somehow incorporated a human— template.”

"What kind of template?’ Aishaasked. "Physica gppearance?’

"No, no. Not only appearance— what if the Quill intelligence has a human pattern to it— provided by
the person who wore the fragment before it escaped and multiplied.”

"So you're saying the Quill onthisworld thinks it's Susan Witts, the terraformer.” Grant's lips twisted.
"And you complained Dr. Smith's mind legps around.”

Malley refused to be distracted. "No. I'm saying we have a species which has never shown intelligence
before— but now it does. How? Why? It didn't evolve thet trait overnight. Maybe Gail'sideaof acritica
biomass or number of fragmentsisinvolved, but that doesn't take us from nonthinking to comprehensible,
purposeful thought.

"Weknow they are biochemica mimics. What if they copy more? What if each Quill somehow copied a
template for intelligence from the person who woreit? Then, regardiess what on these worlds et them
multiply, the result was an immense number of fragmentsthat aso incorporated that template.” Maley



found himsalf on hisfeet and sat down somewhat sheepishly. Aaron was always after him for getting
physical about hisideas. "First contact, Commander Grant? What if it's multiple first contacts— a
unique Quill entity on each of over ahundred worlds? They'd have thought processes as different from
one another's as any two humans could be— while being as different from human as anyone could
imegne

"If that'strue, if the Quill are becoming intelligent based on individual human modds.... Oh, my God. Not
McNab ..." Aisha stopped, her voice shaking. Her dark eyes were wide, asif shed seen aghost.

Malley felt suddenly cold, al thefire of hisideas quenched. "One of the terraformers. What about him?”
"If McNab wasthe pattern for the intelligence of that Quill, what might we be dealing with?" Aishasad
dowly. "Gall's research on McNab's descendants turned up an inheritable menta disorder. He didn't
show symptoms, or he wouldn't have been put in charge of such a project, but three of hisfour sons
required trestment for dementia— one found not guilty of the murder of his own children by virtue of
insanity.”

"Mongtersin our own image? It wasn't bad enough for you that the Quill were deadly smply by existing?
Listen, you two. All | wanted," Grant claimed, hedls of his hands pressing into his eyes again, and
sounding completely frugtrated, "al | ever wanted, was to someday find another civilization— a
civilization with peopleinit | could recognize, tak to—"

"Take out for abeer?' Mdley suggested.

"Take out for abeer,” Grant agreed, then smiled wistfully. "Sounds like adream, doesn't it?"
Aishacovered Grant's hand with hers. Y ou aren't the only dreamer, Commander.”

"Inthe meantime," Mdley said, "look on the bright Sde— if I'm right, it could mean the Quiill think like we
do. That'sthefirst step in being able to communicate with one another, right? And they don't drink, which
savesyou money."

Grant's gppreciative chuckle died as one of his FDs came running up to their corner. "Commander,” the
woman said urgently. " Something's happening on the planet.”

Chapter 90

"Gal ... Gal." At the rate her name was being abused, Gail grumbled to hersdf, she should have it
changed. This couldn't be morning. Sheldd barely falen adesp. The nagging someone could just go away.
There were more than ten in the science sphere alone who could handle any minor emergencies, and
likely maor ones. Wake them up.

Sart with Sazaad.

"Gail! Something's happening to Parddll.”

Aaron?

Gail wasn't sure which camefirgt: the flood of memory— she'd almost died— or the burst of energy
driving her to her knees and then to ashaky stand.

Aaron! Hewas as sheld last seen him— or couldn't see him. A man-shaped statue of Quill and grass,
gripped by another, facing the distant mountains.

No ... wait. Nearly imperceptibly at first, then more quickly, Quill fragments were dipping from his heed,
neck, and shoulders, exposing the black of his hair, the faded, almost-gray of his stationer tunic. Asthey
left, they didodged others below, until the whole mass appeared to flow down his body.

"We can see hisface, Gail," thisin Tobo's excited voice. "His eyes are— closed. No. They're open.
Looks like he's unconscious, but bresthing. Do you hear me? Hes divel™

Of course he was alive, Gail thought, knowing she hadn't dared doulbt it.

In the blink of an eye, the shimmer of movement was over. Aaron's head and shoulders had been freed,
nothing more.

Why?

Once she was convinced the Quill had finished whatever they— or it— was doing, Gail took a cautious
step forward, then waited for thewall to rebuild to block her way.

The grass stayed quiescent.

She took another step, fedling exposed without her headgear and fragile without the full protection of the



auit. Survived thus far, shereminded hersdif.

No reaction. Shelifted her |eft foot to avoid stepping directly on the mound of Quill-coated grass
marking where the wall had been. Her heart began pounding— her next step had to be on Quill, unless
they conveniently moved out of her way.

They didn't. She gingerly put down her foot, and afragment climbed her leg.

"Gall— areyou dl right? Should you be moving?'

"Hello, Commander,” she said, more or lessnormally. "Asyou can see, were making some progress.”
Another step, another Quill hitchhiker. She continued, walking dowly and more-or-less steadily toward
Aaron, carrying her pair of Quill with her. There wasn't any detectable sensation to having them on her
legs, just as Dafoe and Aaron had reported. But her heart wouldn't settle down. She knew what to
expect now. The Quill Effect.

Who'd ever sung that love could kill— they'd been right.

So why wasn't she dead?

Shekept moving until shewas directly behind the Quill's origina statue, finding the head low enough that
she could see over it to Aaron's face. Gail sagged with relief. He wasn't dead.

Then sheredized she couldn't tell if what he was— was dive.

Hisfeatures weren't dack and expressionless, asthey'd been during his comaon the Seeker. Now, they
were in congtant motion, eyes blinking, lipsworking, asif every muscle of hisface was contracting at
random. A trail of salivameandered from the right corner of his mouth to his chin. The marksof dried
tears coursed over each cheek. Hed bitten through hislower lip more than once. The blood had dried.
It was the face of madness.

Gall didn't hesitate. She charged through the Quill's version of Susan Witts, scattering it to the ground in
her frantic drive to reach Aaron, to tear the Quill from his body and free him. But Aaron's body spasmed
at her firgt touch, his mouth opening into asoundless howl of pain. She staggered back, horrified, her
gloved hands out asif he could seethat pleafor forgiveness.

How could she have forgotten?

The'bot gained avoice. "Gail. There are remote handling armsin the pod.”

She didn't bother answering, aready hurrying back toward the tiny ship. Suddenly, the Quill wal roseto
block her path, completely encircling her, thistime within a space including Aaron.

"To keep me here?' shewondered out loud, fighting to stay cam, to think. "Isthat it? Did you think | was
going to leave? | wouldn't leave him."

The wall settled back to amound of disturbed grass.

Communication ... or coincidence? "Thisisridiculous" Gail muttered once more, taking afew, ragged
breaths, trying to calm hersaf She waked back to Aaron, thistime keeping her distance. Trying not to let
his ever-moving face disturb her, she said gently but urgently: "Aaron. Can you hear me? | need to know
if youare... if you arein there. If you are ill withme." Or if I'malone, shewailed to hersdlf. "Can you
talk to me?' Her voice began to shake; she couldn't steady it. "Please, Aaron. Try to say something to
me— anything! Tl mel wasafool to bring ushere. Tdl mel waswrong.”

Theflickering of hiseydidsdowed. Gail held her breath as his eyes stopped dancing in their socketsto
look outward— at her. There was abrupt sense to their gaze, asif a switch had been thrown inside his
head. Muscles continued to twitch aong hisjaw, forehead, and cheeks, but his tongue— scored a
savage red with bites— recovered the sdivafrom the corner of hismouth asit closed. "That'sit, Aaron,"
she urged, guessing thiswas a battle being fought, that he was struggling to regain control of hisown
body. From whom? "Please. Come back to me. Talk to me. | haveto hear your voice. Please.
Husband."

His head lolled to one side then the other. Suddenly, it was up Straight again and Aaron's eyes burned
into hers. "Why— why did you—?"

Hisvoice, thick and blurred as it was, weakened her knees. Gail heaved asigh of relief, even though she
knew what he asked. "There wasn't a choice. We have visitors, Aaron. From Thromberg. They wouldn't
believe it was dangerous— they were going to land— |—" Gail couldn't make hersdlf finish. The memory
was too terrifying. She could see some of that terror in hisface, in the way histhroat worked asif trying



to swdlow bile. Had he felt what she'd felt?

"The ships are safe, for now. Something saved me— you?' she wondered instead, using one hand to
keep afreshening wind from tossing her hair into her eyes. "What's happening here, Aaron? What are the
Quill doing to you? Areyou dl right?*

.. drink."

Gail fumbled in her suit's pocket, pulling free the water container sheld tucked in there an eternity ago.
She gaveit aquick shake, hoping there was something left. About athird.

She gpproached him very carefully thistime, having to climb what was now amost aramp. The Quill had
made themsalves and the grassinto a base that tapered down and out from Aaron's chest and arms. A
support, she suddenly redized, faintly reassured they'd done this much for his comfort. Of course, it was
as0 an effective means of imprisonment. Gail's hands wanted to tremble as she held the straw to hislips.
Shedidn't permit it.

From his expresson, the tepid liquid was pure éixir, but Aaron didn't waste time enjoying it. After two
swallows, he demanded, in amuch clearer voice: "Who's on the ships?"

Not, "what do they want," Galil noticed. Aaron knew his people, well enough. " Seeker " shesad
dightly louder, her eyes never leaving his. She didn't bother telling him it had been Grant's moveto
establish contact, not hers. At this point, it hardly mattered. "Any word on who were dealing with out
there?'

"Madley said they're 'first rounders and their families” came an immediate response. Aaron looked grim,
but unsurprised. "How are you, Aaron?' Grant continued. "Had usworried.”

Wonder of wonders, Aaron's damaged mouth assayed agrin. "A little stuck, at the moment.”

"l can get theremote—" Gail began, only to watch the Quill reweavetheir wal. "Aaron— do they
understand what I'm saying?" she asked increduloudly.

"Not exactly," he said and shook his head gingerly, asif testing the control held regained over his neck
and shoulders. "I understand you and our— hostess— is aware of what | understand. She doesn't get it
al." Aaron winced and Gail made an involuntary sound of protest. He smiled faintly at her in reassurance.
"Susan's efforts to comprehend aren't very comfortable.”

"Susan?' It was Grant, sounding numb even though broadcast. " The Quill usesaname? Or did you name
it?"

Aaron gave another wince, degper, more pained.

"Commander," Gall said quickly. "No questions.”

"l seeit. Sorry, Aaron. Tel uswhat you can.”

Aaron looked grateful. "I'll do my best, Gail, Commander. There aren't words— she doesn't speak to
me, as such— but there are ... let's say areas of convergence, where our reactionsto thingsaresmilar.
Therest | can't begin to comprehend.” Gail nodded encouragement, sinking down in the grassin front of
him to listen, ignoring the shimmer of Quill on her legs. She drank in every word, hoping for some clue
how to help him.

It was easier than ignoring how Aaron remained locked in place, wounded, and beyond her reach— for
NOW.

"Thereis one entity here, on thisworld,” he began, every word astruggle. "One Quill, comprised of all
the fragments. Including me," he said with what |ooked like the memory of some horror, "— that'swhy |
couldn't talk to you before— for the first while, she collected meinto the whole and | couldn't breek free
or make her understand. What'sin my skin ... that wasthelink ... 1've Quill growing through my skin ..."
He stopped.

"It'sokay," Gall sad, seeing thewildnessin hiseyes. "I'm here, Aaron. Go on.”

"Yes. Of course.” Aaron steadied himsdlf " She had— trouble— comprehending me as something
separate. | think ... no, I'm sure she's grasped the concept now. It gave her joy, to learn she wasn't
SOlitary.”

"Joy?" Surprised by theword, Gail looked around at the wind-ruffled grass being ridden by Quill.

"What we exchange with one another isin theforms of fedings" Aaron explained. "I redize therésno
way totdl if any of our emotions mean the sameto the Quill. Likely they dont ... but | have no other



frame of reference. It felt to melike joy." Helooked weary, al of asudden. "I think, if I'd had moretime,
| might have been able to get across the idea that there were more like me, not Quill, not dangerous. But
shedidn't redlize that before you took off the headgear, Gail. I'm so sorry.”

Gail said with what she thought commendable calm under the circumstances: "It's not your fault shetried
tokill me"

Aaron winced again. When he went on, hisvoice was strained— asif he fought to keep using it. "'l know.
Y ou were right about the Quill Effect. Susan, the Quill— she has afear of organismswho move ... afear
S0 deep and potent it's more ingtinct than thought. When she couldn't recognize you, she reacted to
defend hersdf. We had alittle— disagreement about that.”

"You saved my life," Gail acknowledged softly. "1 know that."

Unsmiling, he shook his head. " She saved your life. The best | could do wastry to explain what you
were— that you were an entity like me— that you were— important. | don't know if any of it got
through. 1t seemed to make the greatest difference when | told her you'd die.”

"Shedidn't know? That the Quill Effect—" now Gail had to force words out but continued, "— that it
kills people?’

"No. Her intention was defense. Sheisn't hostile. She wanted to drive you away, to remove the threet of
your atention, not you. I'm not sure of everything— it was aconfusion of dark fedings, asif eventhe
Quill didn't have aframework to understand her reaction. But she had difficulty believing mewhen | said
you were... dying. That shewas akiller. She was unhappy.” He stopped, as though gathering his
grength. "1 don't know how much control she has over thereflex.” The words were awarning. He knew
they were being overheard, Gail thought with gpprova. "For now, for you, she's made the effort to
accept your— identity.”

"If she'sso benign,” Gall told him, "have her let you go. Y ou need medical treatment— you must be
darving."

Aaron seemed to look inward. "I'm not hungry,” he assured her, sounding perplexed. "'l should be,
shouldn't 1?7 My mouth was dry, before. But I'm not thirsty. | think she's caring for me somehow, through
my skin."

Gail studied the Quill surrounding Aaron with scientific detachment. Easier, now that she could hear his
voice, see hisface. They were most dense around those areas where his skin bore the strange, gold
veins. "That'sgood to hear,”" she said neutraly, while her mind fought againg terrible possibilities, while
shetried not to envision new Quill penetrating his human tissues, meeting up with their dien kin, forming
new and perhaps irrevocable links through Aaron's flesh.

"Don't be afraid,” he said. She met his eyes, saw understanding in them. And ahint of hisown fear.
"Reading my emotions?' she asked archly. "Doesn't seem fair, husband.”

The word brought down the corners of his mouth, turned the look in his eyesinto something desperate.
"About our vows—"

"Don't eventhink it, Aaron Pardell," Gail said sternly, wagging afinger a him. Words weren't enough.
She looked at the glove on her hand and took it off impatiently, tossing it to the ground. The other
followed. Then, deliberately, shelaid her bare hands on the bent grass by her legs. "I've no intention of
letting you off the hook."

A Quill poured itsdf up her left wrist, wrapping around like a bracelet. Gorgeous color, Gail thought,
licking her lips, if a bit gaudy for regular wear. The fragment had no detectable weight. She touched it
with afinger. Dry— powdery, dmost. How very odd. Shefdt something. A ... tranquillity, asif some of
her anxiety and stress was leaving— no, asif whatever self-control she had left was being reinforced
somehow. Gail took adeep, amost relaxed breath, understanding a great deal more now.

"What do you think youre doing?' The first words out of Grant after al thistime were predictably harsh.
"What I'm here to do, Commander,” Gail informed him camly. "Experiment. Aaron? Did anything
change?”

"Great-grandmother gpproves,” he said in afunny tone. Distracted, she decided. There must be
something going on within the Quill.

Great-grandmother? Gall didn't like the sound of that. The letters. Had giving them to Aaron been a



mistake? Was he confusing the voice from the past with the present? She sood, staring into his
puzzled, dmost-green eyes, and said firmly. " Susan Witts died before you were born, Aaron. Don't et
the Quill confuseyou.”

Aaron's cut lipstightened, and he nodded. "It's hard,” he admitted. "I'm at fault, not Susan— the Quiill.
It's not as though she'strying to be a specific person. It'sasif she usesthat sense of identity asa
paradigm. It lets her interact with me— maybe even to organize her thoughtsinto ways| can
comprehend. When she's happy with me," hisface softened, "I can't help but fed it'sred, that she
cares.”

"Sorry to interrupt, Aaron,” Grant'svoiceintruded. "Dr. Smith, the ships with the other Quill fragments
arenow in- system. Thefirst will dock with Seeker within the hour. How do you want usto proceed?"
"As planned. We gtill need to do the andlysis— to know if this Quill— if Susan— isaunique
phenomenon. Get me the results as soon as possible.”

"How do you want the results?

Gail understood what Grant didn't want Aaron, and Susan, to overhear— did she want him to rush down
inthe Payette's pod? No doubt as to Grant's preference— or that of his superiors. Hewastreading a
fineline, trying to give her as much control as possible. She turned to look at the 'bot, and shook her
head very dightly. "That's going to depend on preliminary findings, Commander,” she cautioned. "We
don't want to disrupt the progress being made down here. Kegp me posted, please.”

"Copy that."

"S0, husband,”" Gall said, turning back to face him, trying not to see hisliving prison. "What should we do
next?'

Chapter 91

Next? He wanted to be free! Pardell fought himsdf, aswell asthe surge of unhappiness from the
Susan-Quiill. Gail'sfear was dl too accurate. He didn't need to look down to see the blurring of any
physica digtinction between Aaron Parddll the Human and the organized mass of Susan'sfragments. Gall
had tried to pull him loose. Even with the handling arms that would alow her to touch him, it wasn't going
to bethat easy.

If it could be done at dll.

Maybe it was for the best, the young 'sder tried to convince himsdlf, gazing helplesdy into her worn,
beautiful face, past the cm demeanor of ascientist to her anguish at seeing him like this. He didn't doubt
Gail's devotion— her love. It mirrored hisown, asif they were two haves of what should be one. But if
he was truly trapped within the Quill forever, wel, shed haveto move on....

Gail Smith? Be sensible and abandon him? Parddll stopped and gave himsdalf amenta shake, fedling
an easing of the despondency held felt— and inadvertently sent through to the Susan-Quiill. He could
hear Mdley now ... 'Aaron, my friend, there's so much you don't know about women." He knew enough
about this one.

"We need to get rid of thisbarrier,” he said out loud, gaining ardieved flash of blue eyes. They were
meant to be seen in sunlight, Pardell decided possessively, aswas her golden hair. "Walk to the pod
and tell mewhat you planto do. I'll seeif | can— trandate.”

Gail nodded, announcing in aclear, ringing voice: "I'm going to the Athena for some supplies. Y ou need
ahat and more water, for sarters. I'd like to change." Thiswith afamiliar exasperation, asif Gail didiked
justifying hersaf even in these circumstances. Sheretrieved her gloves and the headgear as shewalked
toward the pod with determined, quick strides.

So much courage. Pardd|'s thoughts flashed to the stationers watching through the Seeker 'svid feed.
Utter fools, heraged inwardly. They'd better believe what Gail had tried to prove to them—with
her life. Like Malley, he could name most of those likely to bethere, if not al. None of thefirst rounders
had been stranded to live Outside— Raner had said it was because they'd never lost hope and tried to
run home with therest. If so, Parddll thought with a sudden chill, they'd be all the more willing to die to
set foot here.

They didn't have much time.



Dread ... dithered up his spine and aong every nerve— an ominous darkness. It wasn't based on his
thoughts, so Pardell could only guess at why. Did the Susan-Quill dread the presence of more humans?
Asathreat— or because she feared causing more death?

Or was he completely wrong? Could she dread the concept of timeitself? That it had limitswithin his
conception, and now hers? He couldn't be sure and didn't dare interact more deeply to find out. He was
learning not to become absorbed in the Susan-Quill's reactions, but it was agonizingly difficult. Merdly
noticing them threatened his sense of sdlf. Having Gail here, with him, hetold himsdf, was like a
tether holding him from that void.

Sheld walked out of hissight, but he could hear the reassuring sound of her voice as she called out:
"Aaron, she'snot letting me pass.”

"Grant," he said. "Can you move the 'bot in front of me? Thanks. A bit |eft. Up. There" With asense of
dgavu, Parddl found himsdf staring into the gleaming lenses of the dark little hoverbot. Thistime, he
used their reflective surfaces to see over his own shoulder, to where Gail stood, more-or-less patiently, in
front of astubbornwall of grass. "Wait," hetold her.

Need ... Parddll concentrated on the dryness of his mouth, pushing his swollen, aching tongue againg lips
that were cracking where they weren't dready cut. Trust ... he projected as he looked at the image of
Gall'ssmdl formin the 'bot's surface.

A fragment dithered insde his mouth before he could closeit. Parddl struggled not to gag asiit filled the
back of histhroat, fought not to scream at the thought of the Quill penetrating the inside of his body
through that opening. Before fear overwhemed him, the fragment did out again, asif finished exploring.
"It's okay now, Aaron!"

"Oh, good,” he said weskly, witnessing the collapse of the Quill wall in the reflection.

Then Parddll closed hislips firmly— in case great- grandmother became curious again.

Chapter 92

Curiogity warred with worry. Gail pushed both aside as she hurried to take advantage of Aaron's
gpparent truce with his— friend? What was the relationship? she wondered, stripping out of the foul
auit as quickly as possible, beyond caring who saw her skin or witnessed the indignity of unplumbing
hersdf.

What did the Quill gain frominfusing itself with a human? What impulse had sent fragments into
Aaron as a newborn?

It wasn't ingtinct. The Quill riding her legs had dropped off before she'd set foot on the ramp. The oneon
her wrigt had showed no sign of wanting to burrow under her skin. She'd experimented: she could
unwrap and hold it. The fragment smply rewound itself over her arm the moment she released it. Despite
fedling anew reluctance to give up its comfort, Gail had no difficulty coaxing it to leave her for the grass.
What was different about Aaron?

She was missing something— something fundamenta about the Quill and its environment. The Quill was
aien here, yet it must be reacting to them and to thisworld as it would to its home. The clueswere here.
After the briefest— and utterly blissful— effort to clean hersdlf, Gail pulled on aplain pair of coverdls
and stuffed the pockets with ration tubes and water containers. She yanked out the ded and dumped the
monitoring equipment from it without apology to anyone spying. It wasthe work of afew minutesto load
it with dl the blankets and protective gear she could find. It might be early summer, but &t thisdtitude and
with no shelter from the wind, it could be acold night.

And a dark one. On that thought, Gail went back and found as many portable light sources as she could,
adding themto her pile.

When Gall was satisfied sheld scoured everything useful, she dropped into the pilot's chair and
reactivated the remote control system. The Athena could now be operated from the Seeker — alowing
itseventud retrievd, if no onewasleft tofly it.

Or avery quick retrievd, if shewas dragging Aaron insgde on the ded.

She was about to leave, when asmall flashing light on the comm board caught her attention.

Message waiting ...



"Another drink?'

"Maybein awhile, thanks" Aaron responded. The hat— technically a piece of blanket material Gail had
cut into atriangle— drooped on either side of his head as he spoke. Hed appreciated it— especidly as
the sun dropped low on the horizon and the air immediately took a chill. They were both used to amore
regulated climate.

Gail wished he could turn around and see hisfirst sunset. The last rays were torching the river below the
hills and igniting the clouds spired to the south. The lighting had aso turned the grass pink, rather than
green/brown. A temporary change, as the dimming encouraged the Quiill to dip farther up each stalk,
adding their purples, reds, and goldsto the landscape.

The hat, and drinks she suspected Aaron accepted more to make her fedl better than because he needed
them, were the only comforts she'd been able to offer. He claimed to be warm enough. The woven grass
would be insulating, dthough Gail had concerns about his circulation.

"Y ou sure you want to deep there?'

Gail chuckled, busy creating alayer of blanketsfor hersdf "Did | ever tell you | used to camp every
summer asakid? Thisisgreat. A little hard," she thumped the dried soil beneath her with one foot, "but
that's good for the back.”

A whirlwind of activity began afew meters away. Gail Stared as grass bent and broke, then seemed to
drag itself like abeast of straw toward her. Before she could do more than say, "Oh ..." the mass settled
into apile beside her blankets. The Quill in the mass dithered into the soil and away. "Thank you," Gall
sad ascadmly aspossible.

The Susan-Quiill, as Aaron referred to it/her, was becoming capable of acting appropriately— even
generoudy— on some understandings. Frustratingly, these usualy involved needs or wants— asif its
intelligence favored those ideas over others. Aaron assumed thiswas due to the template of Susan Witts,
his great-grandmother.

Gail wasn't so sure. She was beginning to grasp when they were up against something more aien. To her,
thiswas one of those somethings. She accepted the gift of the bedding material, but she reserved
judgment on the reason.

She curled up ingde the blankets, not needing to feign exhaustion— the boost shot wastaking itstoll as
well asdl dse. "I'll be here, Aaron,” she promised, finding the comfort of lying down amost painful. "Call
if you need me, or if anything changes. Grant will have people monitoring us through 'Bob,' there.” Gall
had nicknamed the 'bot; only fitting— it represented avisitor, in asense. Aaron hadn't questioned her
choice of "Bob" beyond araised brow. She hadn't bothered to explain, but it made the exposed hillside
seem friendlier, less dien-infested, to name the sophisticated machine after the smelly, grouchy old uncle
whose stories had kept her entertained so long ago.

"Good night, wife," Aaron said softly. Shefelt tears cometo her eyesand didn't let him see— just blew a
theatrical kisstoward his slhouette before tucking herself under the top blanket.

Oncethere, she didn't waste any time bringing out the disk containing whatever message had waited for
her inddethe Athena, dipping it into asmall reader whose light Gail hoped wouldn't show beyond the
blanket. It wasn't Aaron's attention she avoided, but the unknown watchers represented by "Bob."
Sheread quickly. Then again, more dowly.

It wasfrom Aisha. Temujin had performed his customary deight-of-hand to get it to her without going
through the FDs. Her scientists might be trusting sorts, but recent events were doubtless making even
them unessy.

Once the Quill fragment had been safely contained— by having Dafoe use the protective suit to Smply
walk into the lab and put their "guest™ into another container, the teams had gone straight back to work.
There was a lot to be said for the inertia of research, Gall told hersdf with asmile. Through
everything ése, they'd kept to their list of analyses and experiments.

And results were dready pouring in—

Firgt, and as predicted, biochemica andysis of the exterior of Quill produced results cons stent with
bluegrass, not only initsDNA, but other moleculesaswell. Ideal camouflage, if you were hiding from



sensors— or something that searched by taste. The interior was aien enough to completely confound
their machines.

Sazaad's report— typically sdf-congratulatory— was alittle late to be useful. Thanksto Aaron, Gail had
dready confirmed her suspicionsthat the Quill interacted on alevel which tapped into what humans
experienced as emotion. She moved past hislist of suggested commercia applications to the next report.
Aisha's. Opposite to Sazaad in approach and assumption, the biologist had included the raw dataas well
as her conclusions. Gail didn't bother with the former, not when the latter made such senseto her. The
missing something.

Thewind picked up, finding atiny opening by her feet. Gail used her toesto fold over the blanket, less
worried about the cold than a curious Quill fragment. Aaron had told her how the Susan-Quill wasn't
adways aware of theimpact of her intrusions.

Curiogty. How much of that was the original Quill and how much the human?

Among Aishasfindings: the Quill lived on the grass because they had to— they were symbionts, taking a
share of the abundant energy harvested from sunlight by the plant's chloropladts, in return— well, Aisha
hadn't been sure what benefit the grass experienced, but she felt there had to be one or more. Wherever
the grass on Parddll's World was exceptiondly lush and hedlthy, it contained Quill. In Terran ecosystems,
asymbiont might have antibacteria properties, perhaps grant protection from fungi. In the case of the
Quill? Difficult to determine the partnership's parameters, when one of the symbionts had evolved ...
elsawhere. For dl they knew, on the Quill's homeworld plants competed to attract Quill of their own.
Gall examined the premise thoughtfully.

More sgnificantly, Aisha had had some growth models run by her team's population dynamics expert. It
looked as though the terraformers very choice of seed species had been their downfall.

Gail closed her eyes and tried to imagine what it had been like— therain of seedsfrom the shuttles
landing on the vast, waiting expanse of prepared soil, bouncing, lodging in every crevice. Theterraformer,
perhaps dmost forgetting the Quill on hisor her wris— beyond enjoying its soothing effect— walking
out to inspect the firgt sprouts of green after the obedient rains.

The Quill fragment, sensing thefirst gppropriate partner since being taken from its homeworld, flows from
wrist to soil before the human can stop it.

Did the terraformer even hunt for it? Futile. And how many did as Susan Witts and smply discard their
Quill, confident the organismswould die?

Instead, how quickly did the fragment multiply and spread? Thelossof dl human life on the
terraformed worlds had come before the grasses had set their first seeds. Aisha's modeler had achilling
conclusion. The fragment was morphicaly uniform, smple at the macro level. It likely reproduced by
multiple fisson— its srength wasin numbers, after dl. Given an entire planet that wasbasicaly a
monoculture of a suitable partner? The Quill had virtualy exploded over their new homes. How many
had been needed before the Quill Effect had been deadly? The cal culation was there— less than sheld
expected. It didn't matter now.

What had been created that day? Gail asked herself deepily. Something unintended and of dreadful
consequence— but wasit evil? Something dien and new— but was it merely the stranger's face before
being introduced?

Shefdl into dreams of coexistence that faded into nightmares of being imprisoned by stalks of dying
grass.

A whistle? Gail dug her way free of blankets and straw, not sure what sheld heard but recognizing a
summons. "Aaron!” she cdled immediately.

"Y ou were snoring,” he said with reassuring levity. Gail climbed to her feet, pulling what she hoped were
blades of grass and not Quill bitsfrom her hair. "And | missed you. How many hours of deep do you
need? It'samost dawn."

Almost being the word. Shewalked over to him, stretching as she went, peering at the glow behind the
mountains— itslight insufficient to reved color, athough one of the paired moons helped. "Implying you
didn't deep at dl,” she mock-scolded.



"l don't need much," Aaron reminded her. His hat had fallen or been blown off. Gail went in search of it;
the exposure to yesterday's sun had aready burned his nose and forehead. "Here," she said, taking her
time closeto him, letting hersdlf bask in thewarmth of hissmile.

"| watched the stars. They jiggled."

"Twinkled," Gail corrected.

"Explaining much about a certain rhyme which dways puzzled me," the 'sider said with alaugh, then grew
serious. "Susan and | had— well, | think it was a conversation. She's quick to learn. Quicker than | am.”
"What did you talk about?' Gail asked, waving cheerfully at Bob as she grabbed aration tube out of the
pack on the ded. Amazing what even a partial night of sleep— despite the dreams— could do. She
patted the gear. It might be lonely on Pardell's World, but camping out was easier without flies or mice.
He accepted a squirt from the tube with anod of thanks. The Quill might be sustaining him, but theidea
wasn't comforting either of them. "'l wastrying to convey how we— humans— are independent beings,
but work together in asociety. The concept of identity, of oneness.” He hesitated. "It seemed aplaceto
dart talking about living together. Coexigting.”

Gail swalowed her own share thoughtfully. Coexisting? Thisfrom the 'sider who'd wanted the Quill
eradicated from his people's worlds— who was, at the very least, being forced into the role of diplomat
by both sides. Perhaps, she thought, this was more 'sider philosophy: share and move on, survive
together or not at all.

"How frank can | be, Aaron?" she asked bluntly. "Will it hurt you if Susan objectsto something | say?"

" She's become quite good at sparing me the worst of her reaction.” Cam words, but Aaron looked
unhappy, asif hed whistled her awake because hed made some kind of wonderful discovery or pact—
and now doubted she'd be pleased.

Gail pretended she hadn't noticed. " So, did Susan grasp thisidea? It must have been difficult to express.”
"| found it difficult— she didn't. Therésasmilar concept in her nature ... an awareness of multiplicity. |
couldn't make sense of it until | began thinking of music.”

"Music?' Gall glanced at the Quill now rising up the stalks on dl sides. They must spend the hours of true
darknessin the soil. "Does she hear?’

"No. Her fragments sense vibrations and movement, but not sound as we do. But that's not whét |
meant— her conceptuaization reminded me of music. It contains an awareness that existence can consst
of different partsin combination. Like the way agroup of singers can sing different keys but together
produce one unique note."

"Harmony."

"Or not. Right now, shefed s great loneliness, asthough sheis only one, from one, like asingle string
being plucked over and over. There aren't other 'sounds in her consciousness. | think that'swhy she felt
such joy to learn | was something separate— but it hasn't worked, Gail. I'm not distinct enough to 'sng’
with her, maybe because I'm— part of her."

"What about me?"

"Y ou aren't Quill. She longs for— needs— more Quill, but somehow | don't believe she means more of
her own fragments. So | thought, maybe there's more than one 'sound' of Quill— or more than one
entity— on her homeworld." Aaron nodded his head in enthusasm. "It madeit easier to help her
understand there can be more than one intelligence in aplace, and those intelligences can work to a
common godl. A good start, don't you think?”

Gall stared into the distance, her gaze caught by abeam of sunlight asit broke over the mountains,
greaking living green down the hillsdes.

"Gail?" Aaron sounded alittle hurt, as though she should have responded to his accomplishment.

He was right— but she held up her hand for patience; she dared not disturb the thought dipping into her
mind like that beam of light.

What was thought ... how did it move through a mind, a consciousness? What madeit possible for an
organism like Susan-Quill to think, but not the grass? What if ... Gail'slips parted ... what if different
Quill fragments produced their defensive Effect at slightly different 'frequencies? What if those
frequencies normdly interfered with one another, dampening the Effect, reducing it in strength and



distance? It would be reasonable, possibly essentid, in order for the different Quill to react to local
Stuations. But then, the Quill Effect couldn't be acarrier of thought— it would be like ajumble of white
noise.

She looked out at one Quill, al its parts operating at one unique frequency, al its parts able to produce
the same Effect at the sametime. Thought? Nothing would stop it traveling around the planet and
back— nothing would interfere with it. Given a conceptua model, such as a human host— perhaps Quill
intelligence had been— inevitable.

As was something else, Gail redlized with ashock. "Aaron, from what youre saying ... | believe Susan is
ableto think for the same reason her natura defense hasturned deadly,” Gail whispered. "It's being the
only Quill of her type here. It'snot norma for her kind. On somelevel, she knowsit."

"Gall, yourefrightening her."

Sheturned to look at Aaron. His face was troubled, flashing between fear and determination. Was she
witnessing a conver sation based in emotional parameters? "I'm sorry, Susan,” shesaid quietly. "l am,
like Aaron, trying to understand you. Part of that understanding is how you cameto be.”

Hisface subsided into something more like melancholy. Gail decided it was probably a shared feding.
Could Aaron see the degper possibilitiesin what she'd said? He'd confessed he wasn't as good as Susan
in keeping hisreactionsto himself.

Gail didn't know if Aaron or Susan saw the full consequences. With Bob hovering nearby, she wasn't
about to ask. They were the only two humans on this planet, but had never been less aone. Hundreds,
millions, could be listening to every word— possibly asfar away as Sol System and Titan. For dl she
knew, they could be on the evening news.

Firgt contact? Who was she kidding? They'd be the only news.

And of dl of those listening— would any hesitate if they reached the same conclusion she had?
Gail'smind felt asthough it was onfire. If there were other Quill here, different Quill, therewould no
longer be asingle Quill entity— and no deadly Quill Effect.

Theflip 9de of the coin?

Therewould no longer be aQuill entity capable of thought.

The Susan-Quill would die.

"What the hell isthat?"

Gall, shaken from her dark thoughts by that shout, looked at Aaron in time to see the darmed expression
on hisface turn to dread. He swung his head as far around as he could to follow a blaze of light across
the dawn sky. She watched with him, asthelight turned in midair to become afocused cone directed
downward.

"Dr. Smith! Dr. Smith!" From the 'bot, Grant's voice ydled, full volume and desperate. "We have an
unauthorized landing. A station ship, the Mississauga, dipped past the patrol— they claim to be out of
fud. Can Aaron protect them from the Quill?*

"l don't know!" that worthy said before closing his eyes, hisface screwing into atight knot of
concentration.

Gail waked away, numb, knowing there wasn't anything she could do but avoid being adistraction. She
could see the Mississauga, dready fin-down on theflat plain, midway between the base of thishill and
the distant river. She couldn't make out much detail from here, except that it had burned alanding pad for
itsdf aswell as garting aseriesof smdl grassfiresin every direction.

That wasn't going to help.

"Aaron'sdoing hisbest," she said to anyone listening, but mostly to Aaron himsdlf, in case he could il
hear. Gall hugged hersdlf, trying to keep her emotions from adding to whatever milieu the Quill tapped
into, trying to observe. It was hard to kegp calm. On the thought, she bent over and offered her wrist to
the Quill around her feet; it didn't seem agood sign when they dithered deeper into the soil rather than
approach.

"We're sending the 'bot over there, Gail,” Grant informed her. "Before | do, and we lose voice contact, |
wanted you to know the Payette's pod has docked with the Seeker . We're going to load her up for a
drop. Seeker out."



"Copy that,” Gall said, but to hersalf and posterity, watching Bob zoom toward the distant starship, likea
hummingbird to aflower garden. Funny, she missed thelittle thing immediatdy. The hilltop felt barren
and desolate, no sound but therising wind in the grass.

Then Aaron screamed.

Chapter 93

Like old times. Mind you, Mdley reminded himself, the dug corner on the recycling floor didn't have
charslikethis, or any lighting that stayed on consstently, but there was the same comforting sense of
being out of authority's sight, doing something authority wouldn't want you to do.

The Earthers had their hidden virtues.

"Okay. I've got the 'bot's feed back up." Stan Temujin tended to cower and whisper abit too much for a
proper coconspirator, but Malley was prepared to be tolerant. The man had the toys.

S0 he, Aisha, and Temujin huddled over animpressive, if homemade, screen and comm system. The
three of them were tucked insde what Aishareferred to as a parts closet and the ationer considered big
enough for quarters, even though their kneeswere usualy intheway of his.

Close quarters and comfort. He admitted he needed both, if only to himsalf. Those weren't strangers
squetting on the dirtbal below— they might be idiots whose necks he'd cheerfully wring— but they
weren't strangers.

They werefriendsand family.

The image on the small screen plunged down, then stopped as the 'bot came to rest over the
Mississauga's ramp. Someone in the command sphere modified the settings so the usudly inconspicuous
Quill leaped into view like asea of red, lapping at an idand of scorched earth, inhabited by alone ship.
Malley didn't think it was particularly helpful, unless anyone doubted it was a hopeless Situation.

"What's happening?' he growled impatiently. Aishalad her hand on hisknee. Maley turned to glare, only
to find her face crumbling as shetried to say something and failed. He managed to get hisarm around her
shoulders despite the tight space and pull her close. Too many hours of giving strength to everyone
else—including him.

"They're coming out."

Malley could seethat for himsalf. The oldest led, of course, the ones who'd been born under asun.
Made sense, of asort. They'd find the conditions easier. Sense be damned, he thought. They wanted it
most— dragging their familieswith them in the crazy belief nightmares could just disappear. Poof.

Damn Rosalind. It was becoming a habit.

"Oh no. Frasier ..." Hed hoped not to recognize the very first to ease her feet over the ramp'sridges.
Bethany Frasier— one of the less cranky old women, the type who could transform rations into sweets
aseadly as sherepaired dectricd systems or anything else broken. She used a cane but didn't have it
with her— relying instead on the strong arm of her son, Gregory. Gullible Greggie: brunt of adozen
Malley-specid practical jokes, the latest the night before the Earthers had arrived on- station.

Malley refused to close his eyes. Someone who knew them had to watch.

Hedidn't close hiseyes, but he buried hisface againgt Aishas hair when the figures on the ramp started
to scream and collapse.

Let it keep the rest away, Mdley prayed slently.

"Wait. Mdley. Aisha. Look!"

She moved firgt a Temujin's urging, so he had to lift his head and stare a the screen.

They were stting up— al of them— some rubbing hips or bows, perhaps bumped when they fell— but
NO One was unconscious or worse. Severd, particularly the younger ones, were heaving up their
stomachs contents at the opposite side of the ramp. Reaction to the Quill Effect, or merely to being
under asky?

It didn't matter. "No one€sdead!" the Stationer roared in amazement, hugging the two Earthers until a
faint squeak reminded him otherstended to break if squeezed too hard. "Aaron did it!"

"Switch to the Athena's vid," Aishasaid when she could breathe again. "We can try and see how
Aaron'sdoing.”" Temujin's hand flew to his makeshift console.



Before he'd succeeded, there was aloud crackle as Gail's voice blasted into the storeroom. " Grant!
Temujin? Mdley? Anyone!™

Temujin franticaly lowered the volume, muttering something about amateurs and ship comms, while
Malley answered quickly, his mouth dry: "Were here. How's Aaron?"

"Malley? Aaron's stung, but okay now." The words tumbled out, too fast— not, Mdley thought, as if
out of control, but asif Gail feared being stopped before saying what she wanted to say.
"Unharmed— asfar as| can tell. But what about the peoplein the ship? Aaron's saying something, but
it'sconfusng— and | can't see them from here.”

"They seem okay now, Galil," Aishasaid over hisshoulder. "Thank Aaron—"

Another crackle, then: " Susan— the Quill— when she knew they were people, she stopped hersdlf. But
it wastoo close, Aisha The damage to the grass, to the Quill in the grass— | think it hurt her somehow.
Aaron told mel haveto tell you— you haveto tell Grant— there can't be any more landings. Not for a
while. Susan isn't stable. Do you understand me? She's doing her best not to defend hersdlf, but if more
ships come down before Aaron can help her— she might not be able to stop fast enough. Do you hear
me, Mdley?'

Why him? The stationer frowned at the woman he couldn't see. "I hear you— Why?"

"The entire solar system's hearing you, Gail," Temujin brokein. "I trust you know that.”

"Good. Anyone hearing me— stay off this planet. Y ou won't be safe. Just give ustime. Please.” The
comm was dead amoment, then her voice came back. "Redlity confirmsthe data, Malley,” Gail said
crypticdly. "Smith out.”

"Gal—?"'

"Shel'ssgned off, Aisha" Temujin said regretfully. "But sounds like she got our stuff.”

Malley tapped onefinger on the screen, lightly but firmly. "What stuff? 'Y ou did notice she wastaking to
me..."

The Earthers exchanged looks, then Aisha pulled a disk from the pocket of her lab coat. "Here.
Obvioudy she wants you to havethis"

"Andthisis?'

"Everything welve found out about the Quill so far. Wewanted Gall to seeit firs— before the FDs took
it and who knows what might happen to the truth.”

Malley tucked the disk into the same pocket as hisfavorite knife. "Gottago," he said, surging to hisfeet
but careful of their toes.

"Where?'

Helooked down a Aisha. "They didn't listen to her before— they won't listen now. It's the message
from that ship they'll care about— Bethany telling her friends, 'It was abumpy landing, dears, but were
fine now. Come on down." That's what's going on right now— guaranteed.”

Temujin frowned, but he didn't disagree. "What can you do?'

"Start by talking to Grant. Hed better have aplan for this— before dl hell breaks|oose out there. Or
Tobo. Whoever can stop this."

Malley left them, feding hisguts il haf-jelly from what might have happened.

They'll never listen. He dreaded what might be to come.

Chapter 94

Gail shut down the comm, watching her hands shake as though they bel onged to someone else, fedling as
though her entire body echoed with dread.

They wouldn't listen.

Nothing could have done more damage than the surviva of that one shipload of would-be colonists. She
knew it and accepted it with afamiliar, cold detachment.

Sheld told Malley that Aaron wasfine. What else could she say? The Sationer couldn't be here; there
was nothing anyone could do to help. Aaron's screams of pain il rang in her ears. Aaron's or the
Quill's. It didn't seem to matter which anymore, Gail told hersdf weerily. They'd both suffered. They'd
both saved those people. Those fools!



Given the cogt, she serioudly doubted they could do it again.

She waked back outside, paying no attention to the beautiful sky or mountain vista, looking ahead to
Aaron. When aQuill dipped up her leg and body, then down her arm to wrap around her wrist, Gall
hardly noticed, until she felt the soothing calm pushing back the worst of her fears and anxieties. The rdlief
brought tearsto her eyes. "Thank you, Susan," she said, unsureif Aaron could hear.

There were subtle changes taking place around him. The stalks the Quiill had originaly used had turned
brown and dry. The Quill kept insinuating fresh green ones between the old, asif it wasimportant to
keep living materia next to his skin— or next to themsalves. Asaresult, the mass around him was
thickening, until from a certain angle he might have been a statue of Neptune, rising on awave of
shimmering green and brown.

From any other, helooked like aman buried up to his shouldersin straw, the flesh on hisface melting
away by the hour asif something was taking place under the straw neither of them could bear to know
about.

"| talked to Mdley, Aaron,” Gail said, making herself see only thefine, brave eyes of the man sheloved
and nothing dse. "He knows— everyone's fine on the ship. No one was hurt. They asked how you
were." Shelightened her voice. "Mind you— the big oaf was hisusua sdlf. Y ou're going to haveto talk
to him when we get back."

A by now familiar whirl of stalksand Quill took shapein front of Aaron, settling into what Gail was
astonished to recognize as a chair. The masswas oddly proportioned and the back didn't go al the way
aong, but there was no mistaking itsfunction.

"Thank you," she said faintly, and sat. The grass was remarkably dense and the result quite comfortable.
"Susan's— grateful,” Aaron said suddenly, asif held lost, then found, hisvoice. "She'saware youretrying
to prevent more landings."

"Trying, being theword," Gail said despondently, rubbing her fingers over the Quill on her wrigt, finding
comfort from the dien. How incredibly far they'd come since— wasiit only yesterday? "Aaron ..."
"Yes, dear?'

She glanced up, feding hersdf smilein spite of everything. He had that power over her, even likethis. His
eyes and smile done melted her resolve until she couldn't helpit: “Aaron. Will Susan let you go? Can
she?'

Aaron pressed hislipstogether, asif preventing an impulsve answer. They were hedling, but till swollen.
Gail knew there was salve on the pod that might help, but the remote arms weren't that fine. She caught
hersdlf wishing passionately for Rosalind's hands, not her useless ones.

"I'm sorry, Aaron,” she said before he could form an answer. "Forget | asked. | know what you'vetold
me— that this connection between you is outside her conscious control. | just can't help but ... hope."
"Wearent done, Gal," he said earnestly. "Remember that. And here'sthe proof. Hi, Bob!"
Gail'slipstwitched as sheimagined one of Grant's dignified deployment specidists having to endure the
name. No doubt Tobo and his crew would make the best of it— even through this.

The'bot's return included Grant's voice. He must be living on the bridge. "Dr. Smith. Aaron. Our
sincere thanks to you— and Susan.”

"The best thanks will be preventing another potentia disaster before it enters the atmosphere,
Commander,” Gail said bitingly, knowing his superiorswere ligening. Always.

"We're doing our best. But there's been another devel opment you should know about.”

Gail and Aaron exchanged worried looks. "And why do | doubt it's good news, Commander?' she
asked wryly.

"Becauseit isn't. We've more guests on the way. While some of those are reinforcements from Sol
System— I'm afraid the early arrivalswill be from Hamble and Osari.”

Gail hadn't dreamed Aaron could look worse. They stared at one another— and al she could do was
imagineholding him tightly.

Grant misinterpreted their silence. ™Y ou do know those are the—"

"— the two nearer gationsto Thromberg?' Gail finished. "Y es, Commander. Werewell avare. Same
intentions— same firg-class transport?'



"Asfar asweknow. And the shipsfrom Thromberg are claming they've passed their return fuel reserves.
Between us, | doubt they brought enough fud to go back in thefirst place.”

Aaron spoke up bitterly: "Why would they, Commander? These are first rounders— they've waited most
of their livesto die out here. Why should they make any plan to return?

"They'd assume wed never abandon them,” Gail countered. "And we won't. What's the condition of the
ships, besides crowded?"

"They range from barely-holding-orbit to ready-to-crash— into each other if not the planet,” Grant said
grimly. "Desperate people, Dr. Smith. Werre running out of time here.”

"The Seeker can take some— what about the other Earth ships? Surely they'd be willing—"

"Of course, but we don't have sufficient space for those dready here, let done the numbers coming from
Hamble and Osari. Besides, we can't transfer them againgt their will—"

"Evenif they wanted to, they couldn't transfer to your ships,” Aaron reminded them, hiseyeslifted to the
sky asif to seefor himsdlf. "No suits— and 1'd bet haf don't have functioning ship-to-ship air locks."
Gail began considering options. There was gear in the fabrications storeroom; perhaps they could rig up
somekind of airtight tubing. "Grant, | want you to—"

"Wait."

The slence beat againg her ears. Gail found hersdf digging her fingersinto the Quill-chair and fought the
inane urge to apologize. If thiswas how she fet with the Quill on her wrigt, sheld likdy be having a
tantrum without it.

A furious string of swear words rent the air. Gail stared up at Bob in shock. "What's going on up there?"
shecried, rising to her feet. "Grant? Tobo! Someone!”

"Dr. Smith. Thisis Tau. The commander is on the other comm, attempting to handle a— Situation. If you
would wait—"

"l will not." Gail looked at Aaron. "What Situation— tell ud™

Grant's voice— sudden and hasty: " Gail— some of the shipsare making arun for the planet. Warn
Aaron and Susan! The Payette ismoving to intercept ... she'sgot ordersto protect the Quill entity."
"What does that mean?" Aaron asked in ahoarse voice.

"The Payette is preparing to fire."

Chapter 95

Preparing to fire! Pardell heard the words, part of him trying to trandate the folly of humanity for the
Susan-Quiill, part of him redling helplesdy into images and baitles pagt ... imagining too well what could
be happening ...

.. ships scattering to run from the cruiser like fish startled from aschool ... klaxons scresming— those
dill functiond— Danger! Damage! Thieves! Each ship has one choice to be madein haste: one possible
trgectory inthetime given.

Somewill choosewrong.

A fuel-heavy cruiser or nimble patrol dart can pick aprey. They can run it down, then perform astop
and turn with their perfectly functioning grav units— amaneuver that would kill everyone belowdecks on
any other ship— in order to chase another. Theirsthe luxury of cheating physics.

Some prey chooseto pull closer to perceived neutraity, getting warn offsfrom the nervous Captain of
the research ship, but risking collision to hide from threst. Proximity alarms sound in unison, the Seeker's
perhapslouder: Danger! Damage! Thieves!

Others hear afamiliar, horrifying song. Theline of Earth shipsis one they've seen before and barely
escaped. They turn and run, legp into trandight too close to one another and the planet. Skill and the luck
of fools prevents collisons. Nothing prevents the failure of overworked engines. Three ships go adrift, life
support on emergency, their inhabitants helpless to do more than cling together and try not to breathe too
often.

Seven run for the planet. Why that choice? The odds are better— they outnumber the blockade. Perhaps
their captains are too young to have seen this before— perhaps they believe no human ship would fire on
them to protect alie.



Do their ships appreciate irony?

Incoming tranamisson: Turn back. Pardell's World is under quarantine to protect the Quill Entity
from human interference. No one will be permitted to land until this ban is lifted.

Turn back or be destroyed.

Do ships know fear and uncertainty? Humans do. Three ships dow and obey, pick up a patrol dart as
escort, limp back into higher orbit.

Four presstheir luck.

The Payette waits at the upper edge of atmosphere, huge, dark, unable to imagine achalengefrom a
garbage barge, two antique freighters, and one rental tow ship. She arms weapons. Intimidation.
They won't stop, not with averdant, living world so close. They can't.

The Payette is struck by a garbage barge unable to make afina course correction to avoid her. As she
shakes off the blow, the barge tumbles and burnsits way into the atmosphere, only melted droplets
reaching the soil.

Perceiving attack, the Payette's autodefenses fire, obliterating the rental tow ship and one of the
freighters.

Thelast ship survives, triumphantly riding its flame to the surface, passengers suddenly |eft to hope they
were right and this flight would be to safety and anew life ... and not death.

They were wrong.

... Parddll groped hisway free from thoughts of ships, vacuum, and disaster. He fought to sort redity
from his daydream, redizing held been processing information asit was being relayed from Seeker .
Redlizing it wasredl. Therewasaship onitsway to the surface. Aaron fought to calm the Susan-Quill,
fighting back fear and revulsion ...

Counteringwith hisgrief ...

Chapter 96

Gall had retrested to the Athena again. She had full comm capability there,

And it distanced her from Aaron's pain.

Not that she didn't want to comfort him— had that been remotely possible. Not that she didn't think he
might need help communicating with Susan through the morass of emotions everywhere, including hers.
But Gail knew she wasthe only person who could end this.

Susan hadn't killed dl of the occupants of the second ship to violate her world. A smal mercy there.
Some older ones had survived. Gail knew exactly how they were fedling a the moment. A fascinating
topic for future study, she thought furioudy. The relationship between emotionad capacity and an
increased risk of death due to abject stupidity.

Not that she would do the study herself.

Now that shewasin position and knew what to do, Gail found hersalf unable to do more than run her
fingers dong the comm controls.

Grief. If Aaron's had been terrible to see, Susan's had been worse. The Quill had snapped every blade
of grass at the base, until the hillsde was bare of anything taller than Gail, Aaron, and the drop pod.
Waves of smilar destruction had spread down the hillsde like clawing fingers, stopping short of thetwo
idands of scorched earth and silent ships.

Aaron had tried to find words for her reaction, but was amost incoherent between his own emotion and
the Quill's. The Susan-Quiill, he'd told her, perceived herself as harmless, inconspicuous, a benefit to the
world. What was happening— was unacceptable.

Asit had been to Susan Witts, Gail thought. She rubbed her eyes, remembering.

Sheld ordered away the 'bot, saying it upset Susan-Quill to be watched. Then she'd used dl her skillsto
lead the way. Perhaps Aaron hadn't seen where she wanted to go; perhaps Malley would have.
Regardless, with more care and deliberation than Gail had ever used to bring a difficult committee around
to her way of thinking, into making the key decision for her— asif they'd had a choice once shed
decided— she walked the Susan-Quill down the path she had already seen.

The last step couldn't be hers. Gail had talked herself hoarse, Aaron had worn himsdlf to the point where



he'd pass out every so often, until Gail woke him. They'd forced their way around and through concepts
until Gail wasn't sure whether she aways used words or sometimes smply felt thingsfor Aaronto
trandate.
And now, Gall sat in front of the comm with amessage to be written. Eyes only. She knew who to send
it to— and what had to be done. It wasn't going to be easy.
But, inthe end, it had been Susan-Quill who had taken that final step into understanding. And decided.
Anguish. She could no longer bear to kill. She would not.
Longing. She could no longer bear to be aone.
And would not.

* k% %
"Done?'
"Done," Gall affirmed, wrapping hersdf in ablanket and working her body into the chair. With the grass
flattened, the wind had nothing to dow it down. Now it bit any exposed flesh. "It's up to them, now," she
sghed. No sign of Bob yet— the FDs must still be checking on the other ship.
Another mercy, after al. Thefirst rounders had come prepared. Gail had watched in astonishment asthe
Mississauga off-loaded acargo of prefab shelters and even earth-moving equipment, the would-be
colonists moving with sure speed to produce what by now amounted to ared, if tiny, settlement. When
sheld questioned how they'd kept these supplies from being used by the station, Aaron had smply
remarked that he'd heard Station Admin had tried— only once— to expropriate the colonists equipment
from the Storage bays. Besides, how useful would any of it have been?
Until now. Now, it not only offered the passengers of the Mississauga essential shelter and theredl
potentia for survival, but they'd gone to their new neighbor, the Clarkson, and brought the survivors
back to join them.
Gall was glad she couldn't seetheline of fresh graves.
"How is Susan?' she asked.
"Frightened. Determined. She's asking me about ..." hisvoice failed and she looked up a him.
"What does she want to know, Aaron?"
He shook his head in wonder. "Everything. The moretime I'm like this— part of her— the easier it
becomes to transfer ideas and information. She wants to learn whatever she can. More than | can teach
her. Even though she knowsit won' last...."
"Y ou've been agood friend," she offered softly. Aaron stood there, as hed stood al thistime, hardly
seeming real anymore unless shewasthetarget of hiseyes. Then, shethought, he was everything, and
the only thing, real. "1 don't know what kind of music you like," Gail said, oddly aarmed. She sat
upright again. "What do you like to read? What do you—" she stopped, feding sly.
He smiled down at her. "l like anything played with heart and joy. | read everything | can find— which
isnt much, I'm afraid.”
Gail smiled back, suddenly shy. "I have alibrary a home— on Earth, not Titan. It'sfilled with books. My
family's. My own."
"Books— asin paper?' Hiseyeswidened. "1 didn't think they il existed.”
"Y es. Convenient on Earth, where paper can be grown— it's the transport cost that made them a
problem for spacers. | would think the new worlds..." She couldn't say anymore.
Aaron finished for her: "... the new worldswill probably have their own books, soon enough.”
"Soon enough.” Gall looked into hiseyes and felt her own filling with tears. "Aaron— of everything— |
don't regret us," she said fiercely. ™Y ou know that, don't you? Not for an ingtant.”
Hisvoicewaslike hisface, expressve, changing in flashes. Now it was richer than usual, more resonant.
Shecouldfed it. "I know," hesaid. "And | won't deny I'm glad you're here, instead of safely up on your
fancy new ship. Sdlfish of me, isnt it?'
"Safe?' She made arude noise. "'If I'd wanted safe, 1'd have stayed in thelibrary.”
Aaron nodded dowly, asif he knew what she couldn't bring hersalf to say— not and be able to endure
this. Gall didn't doubt he was braver— braver than anyone sheld known or could imagine.
"Think you could stay awake and watch the stars with me tonight, wife?" he asked.



"Y ou need your rest," shetold him.

"Perhaps," he drew in along breath, tilting his head back to scan the sky, then looked down &t her, eyes
aglow. "But every minute with you is— it'slikethefirst minute of my being aive and not just waiting for
life. I don't want to misseven one.”

Gall pressed her fingersto her lipsfor along moment, then lifted the kissto him. "Then you wont,
husband,” she promised.

She refused to cdculate how many minutesthey had | ft.

Chapter 97

Mdley smiled. This should only take a minute. He could see his own reflection in the glossy door
between the two FDs. Definitely the smile that made Sammie nervous and Aaron pick up the
nearest blunt object.

"Evening, gentlemen,” he said happily. The pair looked at one another, then back at Maley. Doubtless
they knew he wasn't supposed to be here; likely they knew he wasincapable of entering the now
fully-reconnected waist.

A shame they didn't know the most important thing about Mrs. Malley's youngest, the stationer
chuckled to himsdlf, asthe FDs gave him identical surprised looks and did to the floor. He pulled the
trank from what remained of his pocket.

Hedidn't fight fair.

It was ship's night— combined with the continued restriction of the science staff to quarters, it made for
conveniently empty halls. Of course, this critica entryway would be onvid. Mdley smiled congenidly at
thelikely corners of the ceiling. But he should havetime at thisend. The other? Wdl, held dedl with that
problem once through the waist.

And he'd dedl with the waist, once he made his way through the door. All of which, he thought
morosely, would have been unnecessary if Grant was answering the comm.

Theimpregnable door. Maley wondered if Gail appreciated the level of enthusiastic anarchy among her
science staff. Then again, hethought with agrin, she'd picked them. Sufficeit to say held had his choice
of methodsto ded with the locking mechanism— most involving loud noise and significant releases of
energy.

The stationer helped himself to the FDs weagpons— finally, something a bit more motivating than the
tranks— then pulled their unconscious bodies down the corridor, arranging them so they'd form an
obstacle to anyone trying to charge him. But, just as he began fagtening hisfavorite destructive deviceto
the side of the door, the lights began flashing to indicate it was being opened from the other side.

Why do the dirty work when someone else will do it for you? Madley'sgrin turned wolfish. He
crouched out of the direct line of sight, but well in range, trank in one hand, what looked to be avery
new energy-projectile pistal in the other.

The door opened, but no one stepped through.

"Mdley?" A hiss, not ademand. Grant'svoice.

Madley made sure both weapons were ready to fire, and waited.

"Damnit, Mdley, I'venotimefor thid" A moretypica snap, but again, very quietly.

"Then come through the door, Earther,” Malley suggested cheerfully.

Ready ashewas, Grant'srolling dive through the door dmost surprised him— amogt, becauseif it had,
Malley would have shot the man. But he had time asthey froze, weapons aimed at one another, to see
that Grant was not only out of uniform, he was wearing one of the blue anti-Quill suits.

Grant, lying on thefloor, lowered hiswegpon first. He held out his hand for allift.

Malley took it, heaving the Earther to hisfeet in onemotion. "I takeit thisisn't quite officia,” he said.
Grant put afinger over hislips, then turned to close the door behind him before coming back to stland in
front of Madley.

Then Grant tapped the side of his head, once, very lightly. Therewasaworld of meaning in hisdark
eyes.

Smileturning to abaring of teeth, Malley took out one of hisknives, the small, sharp one from the science



lab. It wasn't Serile, but he figured infection was tomorrow's problem.

Obvioudy Grant, like he, knew they had other things to worry abouit.

When it was done, Grant smashed the tiny, blood-soaked device under his hedl. The wound had aready
soaked through the makeshift bandage they'd wrapped around his head, with arunnel of blood starting its
way down his cheek, but Malley judged it would stop soon. Slices on the face tended to make a
short-lived mess.

Malley didn't comment on the existing scar on Grant's face— obvioudy the man had his own issueswith
authority.

"Thanks. Buys sometime from the Payette,” Grant said shortly as heled the way to thelab at atrot.
"Weé're gtill monitored by the Seeker 'svids." Held passed his unconscious guards with alook of complete
disapprova— at them, the stationer noticed, not him. "But my people— the ones who understand the
stuation— they'll turn ablind eye. So will Captain Tobo and his crew. Our problem will come when we
get to the Payette's pod. She's got crew who won't appreciate what we're doing.”

"Whichis?'

A dark glance. "Lesssaid is il better.”

Malley could make areasonable guessinvolving illegalities and taking mattersinto one's own hands—
things of which he gpproved in generd terms. He wouldn't have minded detalls, especidly given the suit
Grant was wearing. The Earther likely had the headgear and glovesin the bag strapped to his back.
"Theresonly one of those," he ventured, keeping up the pace easlly.

Grant grunted. "That'sdl | need."

Malley hoped hisrelief wasn't obvious. He was managing— barely— not to shake with the aftermath of
having stedled himself to enter thewaist, with its horrifying exposure to space.

They turned the corner to reach the main entrance to the lab. Two FDs Malley knew quite well, Cornell
and Loran, stood at attention to either sde. As he and Grant agpproached, Loran swiveled without
speaking to open the lab door. A ded came wheeling out, the hands that pushed it letting go asthe FD
took the near end, as though the person within tried to avoid being caught on the hall vids.

Grant didn't hesitate, walking boldly past as though there was nothing unusua in his appearance or
Malley being armed with FD issue. He motioned to Malley to take the ded.

Corndl and Loran didn't react at dl, staring straight ahead as though their commander and his companion
wereinvisble,

Once out of earshot, Maley observed dryly: "Handy, that."

"Best scenario,” Grant said in abitterly proud voice, "weéll al beretiring alittle sooner than expected. If
things go badly— and they probably will— court-martid ... treason ... The reaction of our superiorswill
depend on the public mood of the moment.”

"Thenwhy risk it?"

Malley thought Grant looked faintly insulted by the question. "We've been on Thromberg,” he answered,
asif that should be enough.

Perhaps it was, the stationer decided, finding another of his preconceptions about Earthers— and this
man— fdling short of the truth.

Grant led theway down a corridor Malley hadn't explored yet, knowing it only led to thefreight air locks
and other places too close to the dark of space for his comfort. There was access to the freight areafrom
the science lab, but he didn't need to ask to know Grant wanted to stay well away from innocent
bystanders.

The ded was heavy, despite carrying only abox Malley could wrap hisarms around easly. Box? Hed
given it one quick look. It was aversion of the stasis boxes used to transport the Quill. From the lightson
the side, it wasin operation.

Evenif held had questionsfor Grant, they reached the door to the freight hold before he could ask them.
Unguarded, Malley noticed. Surely it should have been— he suspected Grant's people had conveniently

forgotten to appear for duty.
"Put the hardware away,” Grant ordered, stopping just short to study the big Sationer. "Well goin as



though I've apprehended you trying to break through the door. Y ou were planning to steal the pod and
run off with that—" A nod to the box. "Should get their attention.”

"Why don' | redlly break through the door?' Malley offered reasonably. "Add some authenticity.”

The commander snorted. "They'd shoot you before | could. Wedo it my way. And Maley— just
tranks."

"Y ou promising they'll play by the samerules?" the stationer complained, but tucked hiswegponsinto
their hiding places. Hed like to have kept his hand on at least one, but Grant shook his head.
"Handson theded, in plain Sght. Y ou're scary enough, without giving them an excuse. Asfor the
tranks— these are FD troops,” Grant said, taking hold of Malley's shoulder and starting to push him
toward the door. "It'stranks only around civilians."

The stationer was aggrieved. "That's not what the two at the waist had.”

Grant chuckled low in histhroat. " Oh, they were supposed to guard against you, Malley."

Compliment or threat? As Grant hit the door controls and propelled him forward into the cavernous
freight hold, Malley decided it waslikely both.

"What—7?" "Commander Grant—" Words overlapped as the guardsinsde leaped to their feet. They'd
been stting around atable covered in food trays— no coincidence, Malley thought admiringly.
"Who'sin charge of thisdetail ?* Grant's snap made Mdley's back want to straighten. He resisted, doing
his best to look contrite, embarrassed, and, above al, harmless— not being at al happy to see Grant had
been wrong and these four had the |ethal -variety handarm at their Sides. That didn't appear to perturb
Grant, who was giving avery credible impression of an officer looking to assign blame. And lots of it.
"Ops Specidist Pimm, gr." Thisfrom the nearest woman, with a nervous glance toward the back of the
hold where an air lock door gaped open. All four, two men and two women, stood at attention. They
wore the same uniform as the Seeker ‘s unit, and, like them, were physicaly matched to uncanny
perfection. There, any Smilarity ended. The Payette's FDs were extremely pale-skinned, with amost
white hair, shorter by dmost a hand's width than Grant and more heavily built. All had light blue eyes.
Light blue and very suspicious eyesthat gppeared to find him particularly darming. Mdley amiled
pescefully, while tensing every muscle to legp out of range. Did Grant notice? This wasn't going to
work for long.

It worked for exactly one more heartbeat. Then, before the stationer could do more than start to flinch,
Grant had shot two of the FDswith tranks, sending the others scrambling for cover. "Moveit!" he
shouted to Malley as he dashed for the air lock.

No guesses why he was along, Maley thought, ducking down to use the ded and box for cover while
pushing it after Grant as quickly as he could.

Hetook quick peeks over the top to see what was happening. Grant had his back to the open air lock,
facing toward him, waving him on. The Earther shot again and Malley heard athump asathird FD went
down somewhere behind him.

Almost there.

A snap-whip of asound. A scorch mark appeared on the wal beside Grant— warning shot, Malley
judged it and drove hislegs even faster. The ded smashed into the side of the pod and he turned,
wespon in hand, to face what might be coming at them.

"No." Grant fired again. " Get the box insde. Hurry!"

Malley heditated, trying to see where the remaining guard was hiding among the piles of packing crates
and deds.

"Now!"

The stationer growled something about the supidity of Earthers, then shoved hiswegpon into its pocket
before whirling to grab the box. He grunted at the weight of the thing, but quickly readjusted his grip and
heaved it up againg his chest. The effort kept his mind from the air lock, which resembled agiant version
of those from his nightmares. Two steps, up the ramp, over the sill— with every move, Malley expected
ashot in the back. When none came, he presumed the box was more valuable than he was.

It had better not be fragile, then, hethought grimly ashe hurled it a the figure emerging from the
interior of the Payette's drop pod. The man gave an "oof" as the box connected with his chest, both



dropping to the deck with anicely solid thud.

Another snap-whip from outside, thistime punctuated by awordless cry of pain. Maley spun around,
weaponsin both hands and headed for the freight hold.

He dared aquick look out the air lock door. Grant was down, motionless, to hisleft. He could smell
burned flesh. Malley dodged back inside....

... feding smdller, dl of asudden— being smaller ashismind played its ultimatetrick, trying to make him
see another air lock than this, look out to see a different burned body. Only thistime, Aaron didn't block
him, wasn't closing the door, wasn't sobbing at him: ™Y ou can't help! She's dead dready! | haveto save
you! | promised!”

... Malley shuddered free of the past, then crouched down aslow as he could before looking out again.
A snap-whip asthe hidden FD took ashot at him, abrief flash of light marking hislocation. Maley
leaped, firing both wegpons as he ran forward, shouting at the top of hislungs.

Give him a barroom brawl any day, he thought a second later, looking down at the lifelessform. At
least, then, you finished up buying one another beer.

"Mdley .."

The stationer hurried to the voice. "Thought you were cooked, Grant," he said roughly, going down on
one knee by the commander.

The Earther's eyes were open and held rolled to hisside. "A little toasted,” he quipped, then coughed
painfully. His upper left arm and shoulder were blackened and leaking blood. Another streak of burning
arched across his upper chest. "Damn suit's ruined,” he said with astonishing clarity.

Malley picked him up carefully. Hed seen burns before— they weren't thingsto fool with. "I'm getting
you to the meds—" he began, only to have Grant shake hishead vigoroudy.

"No time— get usinto the pod. Hurry!"

The stationer Stared at the man in hisarms. "Why?'

Grant's dark eyes were watering with pain, but they gill conveyed utter determination. "Because Gail
needswhat'sin that box. Hear me? Or more people are going to die. Theré's no time— it's up to us.”
"Wonderful," Malley muttered to himsdf, but started moving again. Even from the planet, Gail Smith was
capable of getting him into trouble.

"Did you remove Specidist Pimm?"

Malley dropped into the seat next to Grant. "Y es, dthough | don't seewhy | couldn't leave him under the
box. He wasn't moving anytime soon.”

"The more— the more people are on the pod, the harder it's going to be for Aaron to protect any of us."
The gtationer made anoncommittal noise, more immediately concerned with Grant's ability to pilot the
pod. The man should, by rights, be unconscious or dead aready. "Y ou're bleeding on the deck,” he
observed caloudy. All over the deck, since Grant had, with Mdley's help, inssted on locating and
disabling dl of the FDs own spies within the pod. "How long can you keep that up?’

"The pod has emergency medica supplies,” Grant answered, asif he could read Malley's doubts. He
patted the broad arm of the pilot's seat. "Boogt, gims, painkillers. I'll befine aslong asit takes. What
about you? Planning to go nuts on me?"

Malley managed to get the straps over his shoulders, but they wouldn't stretch across his
broader-than-Earther-issue chest. He shoved them aside with aresigned sigh. " Soundsfair. I'll worry
about your running usinto the dirt and you can worry about my running around screaming if you don't.”
"Fine. In the meantime, be useful and operate the comm,” the Earther said. Given the breathless gasping
he was presently using as avoice, Malley thought that the most rationd idea held heard in sometime.
"Notify the Seeker were ready to drop. Y ou closed the air lock?’

"Sedled up tight." 1t had been oddly reassuring to be the one locking the nightmares out. Perhaps he
should have tried that before.

"Let'sgo, then."

Madley keyed the comm and sent out a message bound to stir up more trouble, then sat back and studied
Grant. He soon realized, asthey lurched free of the science sphere with aclang of grapples against the



pod's hull, that he had as much chance of taking over the pod if the gravely wounded man passed out, as
he had of waking around space without a suit. Grant's uninjured arm and hand moved ceasdlesdy
between a dozen controls and he didn't appear to have anything automated.

Sense of a sort— automated meant someone else could take over and bring the pod back to the
Payette and numerous nasty consequences. The gtationer got up and hunted for more medica supplies
to keep his pilot conscious.

A bizarrdly familiar voice suddenly boomed through thetiny cabin. "Hey you—! Y ou in the shuttle.”
Grant waved his hand to summon Malley, who dropped back into his seat and keyed to reply. "It'snot a
shuttle, moron, it'san FD drop pod,” he explained considerately. ""Which shows how much you know
about starships.”

"Mdley— my God— it'sMadley!"

Malley shrugged apologetically a Grant, before saying to the comm: " Of courseit'sme, Syd," he
growled. "Y ou'd better be taking good care of Amy and her family. Damn fool stunt— I thought you'd all
been killed."

"Enough have been. We're on the Wombat, snugged under the belly of your Earther friends— safe, until
your 'FD drop pod' dmost rammed us just now. What's going on, Maley? What's this about Aaron
being the Survivor from the stories? Can he redly save usfrom the Quill? Do we land? What should we
do?' Thislast with adefinite note of panic. Typical Denery, Mdley thought. Always did leap into
things without any idea how to get out again.

Stll, therdief hefelt knowing at least some of their friends had survived the carnage of the past day was
reward enough. "Hang on," he said, then muted the pickup on the comm. "Wéll, Grant? Any suggestions
for thislot?'

Grant was crouched over the controls, favoring his damaged side. The face he turned to Maley was
desthly pale but alert. "If they've got thefud and gutsfor it, we could use some interference. We have to
get to the surface ... once they figure out why, the Payette will try to shoot us down. The patrol ships
aren't— aren't— they aren't ..."

"Grant?' Maley reached out with hislong arm, taking Grant gently by hisuninjured shoulder. "What
about the patrol 7'

"The patrol." The Earther took a carefully shallow breath. "The patrol shipsaren't afactor. They answer
to Titan— to Titan and those interests who want these worlds for humans— under any circumstances.
They won't interfere—"

With what? Maley looked at the stasis box, strapped in its corner of the pod. "Those are fragments,” he
guesed. "The Quill fragments from the other planets.”

Grant's lips pulled back from histeeth. It wasn't asmile. "No time to discuss— We're on gpproach,
Malley. 'Scope shows the Payette's moving— notice they haven't called us?'

"Y ou want meto ask my friendsto get between this pod and your warship?* Malley shook his head.
"Taking our chanceis onething, Earther, but these aren't combat pilots. These are familiesin rundown,
inadequate ships.”

Grant coughed, then spat out furioudy: "Don't you get it, Malley? Most of them, maybe dl, are going to
die unlessthey can land and soon! And more are coming— too many for usto help, in ships unequipped
to remain in orbit, out of fuel to return. It will be ariot— you understand the concept— but out here,
They'll haveto run for the only safety in reach— they'll head for thisworld the way the Outsiders headed
for your station— but thistime each and every onewill bekilled by the Quill Effect, unlesswe help Gall
prevent it."

It was like entering an air lock, Malley redlized, a similarly inevitable moment of transition, with
death one of the likeliest things waiting on the other side.

Without another word to Grant, the stationer turned to the comm. "Hi, Syd. Y ou know, we could use a
bit of help a that." Mdley closed hiseyes, ddiberately keeping hisvoice light as he gave what might bea
death sentence to hisfriends. "Remember the time you and most of Outward Five kept Sammie off our
talls so that Aaron and | could liberate that excess furniture?'

"Which time, Malley? Seemswe're dways covering for you." Despite the words, Syd sounded scared.



Malley didn't blame him.

"I know it," he said softly. "Do what you can— but make sure you listen to Amy. She's smarter than both
of us. And don't land till you hear from me— me and no one else. Okay?"

A pause, then: "Sure. WEell be careful— you, too. See you and Aaron later, Malley."

The stationer looked over to where Grant leaned againgt the controls. Blood and fluid oozed from so
many tiny blisters, there hadn't seemed a point trying to stop it. "I certainly hope so," the stationer told
Syd, but it wasn't a bet he'd take himself.

A bright, blue, star-free sky would be nice, Malley added to hislist of hope-so's.

It seemed somewhat |ate to worry about such things now, but held never made it through one of Aisha's
planet night smulations.

Chapter 98

A short night to be so rich in time. Gail sat, till and content, in a peaceful silence new to her, her throat
sore with words, her earsringing with Aaron'svoice. It was asthough they'd said alifetime's worth of
slly, solemn things to one another— finding more and more to say until they'd sopped and fdlen slent at
the same moment, knowing suddenly there was no reason to speak, and every reason to Ssmply fed.
Perhaps it was Susan, Gail thought, keeping her back to the mountains and the coming dawn, her face
to Aaron's sithouette. Could the Quill have created this sense of connection betweenthem evenat a
distance? Or had they, in this so short night, reached the point old well-married couples do, when words
are shortcuts to what is understood and loved?

If it was Susan, Gail told hersdlf, fitting they should share this night and these feelings with the
Quill. A being who hadn't asked to exi<t, but did. Who hadn't wanted to be aone, but was. Who'd never
wanted to kill, but couldn't help hersdif.

Her last night, if they succeeded. Susan'sdecision, not theirs.

A willing sacrifice or needful change? Altruism or someinginct inexplicably tied to the Quill's surviva?
Susan couldn't tell them— Gail couldn't begin to guess. But it seemed only right not to leave her done.
Suddenly, they weren't done either. Bob zoomed up at them. Instead of producing avoice, thelittle 'bot
bounced up and down, its dark surface reflecting the remaining moonlight.

"Mafunction?" Aaron whispered, as though his voice was hoarse, too.

"Message," Galil said reluctantly. She stood and stretched, arching her neck back to better survey the
sky. The mountains were more than starless shadows now, they'd transformed into doom-sharp peaks
edged by light. Dawn was always in a hurry, she thought to hersdf. " Grant must be on hisway. I'd
better go to the Athena and seeif there's any word.”

"Why don't | wait here?' Aaron said with what might have been alaugh. Gail wasn't dtogether sure—
but if he wanted to play it light and cheery, so could she.

"Good idea," shereplied, straight-faced. "I'll be right back. Keep an eye out for company.”

As shewent to the pod, she gazed down the hillside of ruined grassto the little community below. Voices
couldn't carry thisfar, but the light of severd small fires could. What did it feel like, she wondered, to be
outside after so long? Did they celebrate avictory or huddle wearily together, relieved the worst was
over?How did the younger ones feel— or would they deep insde the ship until it was scrapped for
materids, forcing them to come to termswith their new home?

The Quill fragment on her wrist dropped free as Gail stepped on the ramp— perhaps Susan consolidated
hersdf, or perhaps she worried about losing another pieceif Gail suddenly powered up the ship and I ft.
Gail missed the subtle caming effect, but not as much as sheldd thought. The peace of her night with
Aaron stayed with her— for now.

Suddenly, a spectacular fireball streaked dmost from horizon to horizon beforeit fractured and
dissipated into light. More gouts of flame from above— a battle was raging!

Or a massacre was taking place.

Gal rushed into the pod. The comm light was dready blinking, and she hurried to st in front of the panel
and key the control. A blast of overlapping soundsfired back at her, asthough a dozen frantic voices
tried to be heard at once.



She wasn't surprised. So much for stealth, Grant, Gal grumbled to hersdf, lisening for anything
sensible from the mess.
Deliberate confusion, Gail decided amoment later, both relieved and concerned. Anything deliberate
probably involved Grant, which was ahopeful sgn. Unfortunately, she couldn't imagine any reasonable
explanation for how the commander had apparently enlisted the help of those from the Sation in his
quest.
"Hedidnt," she whispered out loud. Malley. Despite being insde the pod, Gail looked up, asif she could
somehow see what was happening at the limit of atmosphere, trying not to think of the ship that had
aready |logt the battle and plunged to the ground.
Gail hurried back to Aaron, not bothering to add her voice to the cacophony. Of al the playersin what
waswell beyond tragedy, she knew her mark on the stage.

* * %
"Y ou think Malley's coming down here?' Aaron's voice went from hope to horror as he thought it
through. "He can't be."
"I don't know for sure, Aaron,” Gail cautioned. "Just— beready, that'sdl. | hopeit'sonly Grant inthe
pod—" they could seelanding lights overhead, "— and he should be in the suit, SO Susan won't react.
But your friend hasaway of surprisng meon aregular basis."
There was sufficient glow from the horizon to show hisnod. "That's Mdley, dl right."
They waited, together. There was nothing else to do but watch the lights gpproach. It seemed too sow,
but Gail reminded hersdlf the pods were designed to drift down on antigravs, agentler and less
destructive— if more expensve— landing than riding the flames of agtarship'sjets.
Gall used Aaron'sface as her barometer for trouble. If the pod now landing mere footsteps away was
filled with FD troops or other fools, shed soon see him struggle to restrain Susan-Quill'singtincts, try to
help her identify each one as quickly as possible as not-enemy. Some would die. It couldn't be helped.
If, asit should, the pod contained Grant, alone and protected by his suit, Aaron's face wouldn't change a
all, beyond perhaps anod to let her know.
It took only twenty-five heartbeats for the pod to settle on its stubby legs and drop its ramp. Gail looked
from Aaron to the ramp and back again, then her attention was distracted upward.
Something else was faling out of the sky— aship. Under control and not another firebal, at least.
Dam!
"Gall"
The sound of anew human voice startled her back to the here and now. "Mdley?' Gail whirled. The
gigantic stationer stepped out of the pod with astasis box in hisarms, the combined weight rattling the
ramp with each step. "Stay there," she warned. "He's got to tell her who you are before it's safe.”
Safe? Somehow she doubted the Quill Effect was Malley's biggest worry at the moment. He was
covered in blood, hopefully not his own, muscles trembling to keep hold of the heavy box, and his eyes
were fixed on her with the kind of desperate ook a drowning man might give arope just out of reach.
The sky. Stars ill showed— dimly now, to her night- accustomed eyes, but likely more than enough to
remind Mdley of hisgreatest fear. "Aaron,” Gail called softly. "Can Susan help Maley?!
It was astrange idea, but she thought if the Quill could selectively collect and retransmit emotion, perhaps
the Quill could ease some of Madley'sterror.
Not that Malley was doing badly. He was aware and in control— so far. "Grant's here with me," he
was shouting. "He's hurt.”
"Go," Aaron told her. Just the one word, as though most of hisfocus had to stay el sewhere.
Gail ran to the other pod and up itsramp. "Y ou can put it down here, Mdlley," she said right away. When
he'd done so, and stood there looking down at her, Gail held hersdlf from collgpsing into hisarmsand
sobbing by the single greatest act of will of her life.
"Show me Grant first," she asked.
"What about Aaron?" the stationer demanded, hiseyeswild. "Look a him— we can't leave him like
that—"
"Beglad he'slikethat, Maley," Gail said, hoping her voice was getting through. "If he wasn't— you'd



aready be dead.” She didn't bother telling him that it would be another minute or so before she could be
sure Aaron had convinced Susan to spare these newest arrivals. Why have mor e people worrying than
need be?

She led the way back into the pod, only to stop and stare, aghast, at the body lying on the floor asif it
had just fallen from the pilot's seat. The now-useless suit wasthe least of it. The body's head rolled
around so apair of familiar dark eyes could see her. Y ou look like hdll, Dr. Smith," Commander Grant
sadinawigp of hisformer voice.

"Y ou should talk," Gall retorted, going to her knees beside him to assess the damage. Force projectile,
narrow spread, close range. Theimages sheld been forced to endurein that forensics course many
years ago were finaly useful. "Do | want to ask questions?’

"Let'sjust say wewon and leaveit a that.”

Won. Gail thought of the box outside and wondered if she'd ever use that word.

As she hesitated, Grant reached up with his good hand and gave her a push away. "1'm not going
anywhere," he said urgently. "Y ou've got to hurry— ask Madley. We could have dozens of station ships
landing any minute. They ran interference for us— one took fire— but the rest may be running too low on
fud to stay up any longer."

Gail bent down and whispered: "1 know what it took for you to do this, Commander. | won't forget.” She
pressed her lips againgt his sweet-cold forehead, then stood, quickly, before her resolve could waver,
and walked out of the pod without looking back.

Malley made a soundless protest but followed her. When Galil redlized it, she stopped and put her hand
on his chest to stop him. too. "Listen, Mdley. | don't know if you should—"

He looked worn yet patient, like some mountain that had stood for millennia and wasn't shifting any time
soon. "I've comedl thisway, Gall," he said with unexpected cam, hislow voice vibrating through her
hand to her arm. "l want to talk to Aaron."

Asif she could stop him, Gail told hersdlf, but somehow knew Malley wouldn't go against her wishes
thistime. She 9ghed. "Hes— he'snot just Aaron any more. Can you handle that?"

"I'vewatched. I'vetried to understand.” His straight brows drew together thoughtfully. "I think | can sort
it out, if Aaron can.”

Gail was reminded of the fierce brilliance under that shock of standup hair and felt lessaone. "Let's go,
then. Bring the box. And don't worry about where you step. The Quill will get out of theway.”
Helooked alittle startled by that, but Gail had no more time to coach him. Who knew what was still
happening above?

Chapter 99

Wings ... a new concept ... something to let he/she soar up and away ... something that would let
them see what was happening in the air above ...

"Aaron."

... he played with designs and tested them in his mind's eye, trying for the ultimate simplicity ...
"Aaron."

Recognition ... Love ...

Parddl| pulled himsdf inward again, tightening his awareness until Susan-Quiill retreated to one Side,
quiescent, patient, while heinteracted with those that moved. As he became more himsdlf again, Parddll
gently regjected the label, careful to keep to those which belonged to his human sdif.

Hislove...

Hisfriend?

"Mdley!" Parddl looked at the stationer. Even after adouble shift, abrawl, and anight definitely not
spent recovering, he hadn't seen this much wear and tear on the man before. And blood?"Y ou're hurt!"
Malley brushed self-conscioudly at the stains. "No. Grant bled al over me. HE's going to be okay. Tough
Parddll had wondered when the two big men would come to blows. Hewinced. "Y ou didn't—"

The Stationer's sudden grin transformed what had been avery grim face until now back into something



Parddll recognized. "Wasn't me— more's the pity. There's been another mini-revolution upstairs. Earthers
can't seem to make up their minds about anything without a scrap of somekind."

"Soundsfamiliar," Parddll said dryly, drinking in the sight of hisfriend likethat first cold one & Sammi€'s.
"Now that you're here, what do you think of my planet?'

Malley gave atheatrica shrug and peered over his shoulder & the light coming over the mountains.
"That's— interesting,” he decided in avery noncommittal voice. "The ground doesn't seem to dide
around, which isarelief. | wanted to see some growing things, but they'real gone."

Regret ...

"Aaon?Y ou with me here?'

Pardell nodded. "Y es, I'm with you. Susan— the Quill— understood what you said about seeing the
plants. She's— sorry— so many were destroyed here. They'll grow back in afew weeks."

Malley examined the brown stalks al around him with what appeared to be greater interest. "Redly," he
said, and probably would have happily gone off on this tangent, Parddll decided, if Gail hadn't rested
her hand on the box sitting beside her on the ground and said:

"It'stime.”

Time. The human concept had beginning, duration, and end. Pardell swallowed, abruptly unsure of al of
it, feding Susan-Quill's determination but having none of hisown.

"There hasto be another way," he heard himsdlf say. "We can try harder— | can try harder. We didn't
harm Grant or Malley— there were survivors on the ships...."

Her voice was gentle but implacable. "Can Susan protect hundreds at once? Thousands? Because that's
what's coming.” Gall'ssmal hand rose upward and stabbed at the sky.

"What'sgoing on, Aaron?' Thisfrom Mdlley.

An ally! "Releasing the other Quill will destroy Susan— her intelligence," Pardell explained quickly.
"And stop the Quill Effect,” Gail said mercilesdy. " Something Susan herself has asked usto do— Aaron.
What's happening? Has she changed her mind? Is she afraid?

Peace ... resignation ... inevitability ... like asoft blanket diding over hismind.

"Yes," Pardell dmost shouted, trying to drown out the Other. " She's changed her mind! She wantsto
live! | want her to livel”

"Why?' Malley growled, stepping closer. His eyeswere blazing and hard to meet. "Why? Have you
looked down &t yoursdlf lately, my friend? Y ou're glued into a pile of fermentables, in case you haven't
noticed. And thisdien, begging her pardon, has killed a substantial number of our friends— and your
parents. Seemsto me, any chance to end thisisworth taking."

"l undergtand ... Aaron." Grant's voice was punctuated with pain-filled gaspsfor ar. Pardell couldn't
believe the man was standing, et done had waked from the pod to stand here. "Because ... we are ...
we.."

Grant dumped to the ground. As Gail and Madley hurried to him, Pardell felt Susan reflecting his
concern. Sympathy. "Wait!" he called out. The othersfroze in place, then they al watched as dozens of
Quill fragments dithered up Grant'slegs and body, diding over hiswounded arm, coating the blackened
flesh. Malley made amove to gpproach. "Wait," Pardell said again, more gently. "She'strying to help.”
"Hep?" thefaint echo was from Grant as his eyesflickered open. The commander pushed himsdlf up
with hisgood arm, looking down at his now iridescent torso. "What—?" he began, then stopped. "It
doesn't hurt," hetold them, alook of astonishment crossing hisface. The Earther trembled, not in pain,
but with feglings Pardell couldn't help but share through the Quill. Fulfillment. Satisfaction.

Joy.

"Firgt contact,” Gail said softly. "Commander Grant, meet Susan-Quiill."

A mass of straw rolled itself together beside Grant, and he sank into it with abemused smile— theimage
of aman achieving hislifeésdream.

But his very next words weren't the support Pardell had expected— had hoped— to hear. "Thank her,
Aaron,” Grant said quietly. "I'll never forget this. And tell her how sorry | am.”

Parddl didn't want to pass dong the concept, but Susan-Quill was ahead of him. He lost himsdlf in her
loneliness ... her despair ... the longing for the touch of others of her kind. Thiswasn't how shewas



meant to live.

"Thisisn't how | was meant to live." Pardell heard the words coming from his mouth and couldn't honestly
say which of them, or was it both? had spoken.

"Then | suggest we hurry, Aaron my friend,” Mdley said roughly. "Because those lightsin the sky arent
gars, are they? And you know who'sin them? Syd and Amy Denery, for starters.”

"Gall," Parddl tasted her name, devoured her with hiseyes. "You doiit, please.”

She seemed paradyzed. " Aaron— what's going to happen to you? What if ..."

Susan-Quill'scdmwas dl that let him say: "No regrets, then. That's what you said.”

Galil pressed her lipstogether in afirm line, then nodded. The sun was sending beams over the mountains
now, picking gold from her hair. Without another word, she reached down and unlocked the box in four
locations.

There appeared to be a pool of dark oil in each section of the box. Gail plunged her hands deeply into
two, bringing them up to show a Quill wrapped around each of her wridts, its color showing asthe
sunlight began to refract from its shimmering surface. As she stepped forward, arms outstretched in
offering, Parddll saw Malley make aface before mirroring her actions. The stationer shuddered asthe
Quill touched his skin, but he didn't pull away.

When both of them were close enough, the Quill dropped from their wrists and squirmed into the mass
around Parddll'slegs.

Welcome ...

"She's greeting them,” he told the others, blinking away tears. He couldn't find words for the sudden rush
of joy coursing through every part of him/her/them.

Parddll sensed achange dmost ingtantly. The One, the Other ... she was absorbing what was different
from her, what was unique to each, from the new Quilll. It waslike a chord being struck, not just here,
but acrossthe entire plain, the entire planet— some rising harmony, a never-before-heard note of such
surpassing beauty and passion the human in him began to attenuate, striving for apoint of coherence,
anything to become part of that new whole.

Rejection ... hewas blocked, kept away, isolated like a sore from the wonder of it. Pardell had never
felt such grief, such aoneness. He begged, he pleaded. Include me!

A ghostly pressure, as though the mind behind the concept was expanding into something other than
thought. Remember ... came awhisper. Love ...

Thenslence.

"Aaron? Isanything happening yet? Thefirst shipislanding.”

Opening his eyeswas aforeign act; the requisite movement of fine muscles the accomplishment of a
sranger. Parddl looked outward and saw nothing, his mind filled with dien music, histhoughts unableto
form anything but emptiness.

"Aaron!"

"Out of my way, Gail," adeeper voice ordered.

"Maley— No! Wait!"

Then PAIN....

Chapter 100

"Madley! Stop!" Gail's efforts to drag the huge stationer away were about as effective as the hilltop breeze
at moving the drop pods, but shetried her best, encircling hisarm with both of hersand digging her hedls
into the brown turf. He didn't gppear to notice, merely pulling her dong as his next swipe ripped loose
more and more of the grass and Quill around Aaron's bodly.

Aaron's mouth gaped open, asif he screamed without sound. "Malley— stop!™ she shouted for him.
"Yourehurtinghim."

A hand on her shoulder. "No— Gail— look at the Quill!" Grant used his hold to keep standing, but his
grip was reassuringly strong. The Quill had dropped from his skin.

The Quill. They wereleaving the mound, their dispersal into the surrounding soil melting away the
gructure dmost as quickly as Malley was destroying it. Thefind layer of vegetation fell avay from



Aaron's upper body and they al took a step back.

"Dear God," someone said.

Below what the Quill had |eft exposed, Aaron's clothing was transparent, the fabric's weave remaining
but most of the threads gone, asif dissolved. There were rentsin various places, as though the Quill had
needed larger openingsto reach hisskin.

Now, those rents were boiling with Quill, tumbling out to flow down and away from Aaron. Hisskin
seemed to bubble before her eyes. The pain on his face wasn't being caused by Malley, Gail redized
with horror, it was the Quill asthey deserted their former host.

"Weve ships landing— no reported injuries, Dr. Smith." The disembodied voice from Bob made her
jump. She didn't bother to reply.

Wounds were gppearing: thin, bloodless lines lengthening as they watched, asthough Aaron's skin
cracked like some egg to free the imprisoned Quill. Similar fractures raced along hisarms asthey came
clear of the straw; his hands shook with them, bits of Quill flying loose like drops of weter.

Suddenly, there were no more Quiill.

Aaron sank to his knees— aman again. The fractures closed, becoming atracery of white where there
had been gold.

Thewind played with the dead grass, tossing hair into Gail's eyes until she pushed it behind her ear
impatiently. "Aaron?' she sad hestantly.

Her voice— or thewind— made him shiver. "I'm ... here." The words were faint and trembled, but
wonderful. She garted to move closer, hardly daring to believe it might be over and that he might be.....
Grant's hand tightened on her shoulder. Sheld forgotten he wasthere. "Careful, Gail," herasped. "Weve
got remote handling gear on the pod—"

"The hdl with that," Mdley said, shaking himsdlf like some bear coming out of hibernation. The Sationer
reached his hand down to Aaron. "Let's get out of here," he said with deliberate casuaness.

Gail scarcely breathed. The'sder stared at hisfriend's hand asif hed never seen it before— the strangest
expression on hisface, asthough he had to think through the ramificationsfirst.

"Youinthere, Aaron?" Maley teased gently, and pushed hishand alittle closer.

Aaron lifted hisright hand, ever so dowly. The stationer reached past it without hesitation, wrapping his
fingersaround Aaron'swrist. Aaron'sfingers closed to echo the hold, at first lightly, then digging in so that
his knuckles whitened and hisfingertips pressed hard into Maley's skin.

The two men stayed like that, asif frozen, then Gail saw the most incredible smile spread across Aaron's
face. A cuefor Malley, who heaved hisfriend up and out of the straw with a suddenness that could well
have popped Aaron's shoulder from its socket— but he didn't seem to mind. Instead, he raised his other
hand and held it ouit.

To her.

Grant gave her alittle push.

Gall didn't know if she moved of her own will or if the look in Aaron's eyes had the power to Smply
eliminate the steps between them. But, suddenly, she was there, collected in aconfusion of hands, arms,
and tears— one s&t of arms strong enough to save them dl from faling.

Much as she didn't want to stop the celebration— and much as the wondering way Aaron'sfingers
lingered on any flesh in reach endeared him to her even more— Gail knew it wasn't quite over.

Maley helped Grant into the Athena. Ashe did, she stood beside Aaron, watching the sunlight paint the
plain below in yellows, browns, and green. Ships were coming down as they watched; Gail spared a
moment to hope they were careful where they landed— there were signs of bustling activity around the
three dready findown.

Aaron was weak, but seemed so happy to smply lean againgt her that she couldn't bear to rush the
moment. Besides, she had a question. Before she could ask it, he said quietly: " She's gone— Susan. My
great-grandmother. The Quill Entity. Whatever name wasright.”

"Thereare Quill," Gail offered. While they now seemed shy— and, so far, no longer climbed legs or rode
wrists— if shelooked carefully, the telltale iridescence shone at the base of any intact stalk of grass.



"She'sgone," he repeated.

"Did we do theright thing?' she asked then.

Hislipstwitched. "From whose point of view?" he asked with deliberateirony.

"From hers™

"Ah," Aaron was slent amoment, then recited from memory:

... [t will not matter that it wasamistake. It will not matter that the Quill are blamdess. Intheend, itisthe
consequence, not the intention, by which we must judge oursalves. By which we decide our fate. And a
heart can only take so much pain.

Goodbye, Grandson. May humanity recover its dreams.

Gail remembered the words and sighed heavily. "Susan Witts. Her |ast | etter.”

"How much of Susan-Quill was human?' Aaron asked, then continued: "Enough to fed as Susan Witts
did at the end? To be unable to live with the death of others on her conscience? | don't know. | do know
it wasn't enough for her to live alone, without her kind. So, yes. From her point of view, maybe it wasthe
only thingto do."”

He paused. "From my point of view? I'll missher. | never thought | would. She's il out there, you
know, tending her grass, humming emotion to distract anyone, anything, who might want to et it. But
that'sal."

Malley came up beside them. "Nice lighting effect,” he commented, seeming more relaxed without the
presence of ominous stars overhead. Still, Gail decided, he'd done better than well. Aaron reached out
hishand for hisfriend's, asif till astonished he could.

The gationer's eyes softened, but he used the grip to tug Aaron toward the pod. "Y ou need to get
dressed in more than a blanket, my friend,” he suggested with awink at her. "No matter what Her
Ladyship thinks."

Aaron actudly blushed under his sunburn. Gail was afraid her face mirrored his.

"And Grant's moaning and groaning,” Maley continued cheerfully, asif he hadn't noticed. "Babbling
nonstop."

"Fever?' Gail began to hurry her steps.

"No— court-martial. Seems he's the only one not expecting a hero's welcome.”

Aaron stopped in histracksto look a Malley. "A hero's welcome?”

Malley grinned. "Comm says there are more ships on their way here— and hundreds heading to the other
terraformed worlds. Each and every one carrying people who owe their futuresto us. Grant'sjust
grumbling.”

Gail looked at Bob, gill hovering in earshot, and knew. "The Patrol ships” she said numbly. "They must
have exchanged fragments and headed to the other worlds as soon as the Seeker passed aong word
wed— eiminated the Quill Effect.”

"By diminating Susan. So they've goneto kill the other Quill Entities?* Aaron shut hismouth tightly, then
nodded. "That wasthe plan dl aong. Y our plan." Hetook his hand from hers; her pam felt cold and
barren.

"| didn't plan this, Aaron. But—" She had to be honest and, if he hated her now, Gail knew, shed
paid the highest possible price. She stood up straight. "But | would have recommended it when we got
back to the Seeker. The Quill on those worldswill, as Susan, be restored to their natural state. Ending
the experiment is the best we can do— for that's what has happened here, make no mistake: an
experiment with the Quill's evolution.”

"Y ou could have | eft them intelligent— we might have found ways to communicate—"

She cut him off. " Susan was only able to communicate through you, Aaron, and you were as unique as
shewas. The others? What if we could never talk to them ... what if some were insane? Would you have
them be done? Susan told you how dreadful that was for her, how unnaturd." Gail searched hisface.
You know how that feels, she added to herself. "Aaron, what matters moreis... why. Why should we
force the Quill into this state? So we don't fed donein the universe? How isthat fair to the Quill? Asa
species, we know they have the potential for thought— but don't you see, that hasto be Quill-thought,
Quill-intelligence— not something patterned after our minds. A Quill Entity, not Susan Wittsasa Quill."



"I know," Aaron said. "1 understand what you're saying. But | can't help wishing it had been different—
that we could have done something more. That we could have saved her."

Gall pressed her hands over her eyes and cheeks, then said with the exasperation of the truly exhausted:
"The colonigts are safe, the stations will thrive, and I'm sure | can salvage everyone's career— hopefully
including mine— based on those facts done. Don't you think that's enough for one day, husband?’
There was achoked noise, asif Malley had something to add to that— no doubt— but restrained
himsdlf. Then Gall fdt her hands pulled gently away from her face and found herself looking into awarm
pair of hazel-green eyes.

"Aslong as you teach me how to kissyou beforeit ends,” Aaron Pardell said in the wise way of
newlyweds.

Epilogue
"The science spherereports al systems functiona and dl data has been uploaded from both the
underground and orbital monitors, Dr. Maley."
"Just Mdley. No 'Dr." Damn techs" the big man in the lab coat grumbled, but failed to be convincing
about it. The tech gave him amystified look, then went back to her station.
Firgt Officer Danid Grant grinned, the movement emphasi zing the crooked scarson histemple. "Tell
them you never went to school— that ought to help.”
Malley grinned back. "I'll try that next time." He dropped into the seat beside Grant, Captain Tobo being
off-shift. " ou ready to get usout of here?"
Both men gazed at the huge columnar screen, showing aworld patterned in aien purple and golds. Third
vigit in as many years— the biologists loved the place, even though restricted to remote observation.
Malley was dways glad to leave. The Quill Homeworld sent shivers down his spine. He, for one,
wasn't anxious to find a Quill doing anything more remarkable than hugging its chosen plant.
"First contact,” Grant said instead of answering. "Whether it really happened, or was just afluke, we
made amess of it."
Malley stretched out hislong legs, stopping short of kicking the duty station in front of him. *Human
nature," hereplied. "lan't that the usud answer?'
"Not good enough, Mdley," Grant answered fiercely, afrown over the dark eyes. "Wereaonein the
universe— maybe we deserveto be"
"Now you sound like Aaron. Asif anyoneisasgood at walowing in might-have-beens.” Their eyes met
in perfect understanding. It had taken time— and severa bottles of Scotch— for Parddll to findly turn his
regrets to hopesfor the future. That, and happiness.
Theformer stationer shrugged his massive shoulders. "According to Gail and various other brainson
board, the Quill could betelling us stories sooner than we think. Hence our diligencein supplying this
world with the latest spy technology. Y ou redize, don't you, that you Earthers take an obscene interest in
other peopl€e's business. There'd better not be any vidsin my quarters.” Mdley paused, consideringly.
"Or Aishds. Or Petras—"
"Sparemeyour ligt," Grant sad, but with alaugh. "Fine. So the Quill will have the smartsto join our little
club in afew thousand years, give or takeamillion. Y ou and | aren't exactly going to be around for thét,
Mdley."
Malley keyed a change in the view screen and stared up at the swirling mass of starsit portrayed without
flinching. Much. "And that, my friend, iswhy the Seeker isliving up to her name. Y ou aren't the only one
alittle curious about who €l se might be out there." He chuckled deep in histhroat. "Anyway, if Her
L adyship wantsto find them, who are we to say they won't be found? So— when can we get going?”'
Grant leaned back in hischair likealazy cat. "It'sgoing to take awhile. They're at it again.”
Of all the times. Madlley started to get up to send acomm signal, then sat back with asigh. ™Y ou had to
authorize the extracables," he complained to Grant, but couldn't help but smile.
They could wait.
... Outsde, bathed in the reflected light of aworld and its sun, apair of space-suited daredevilsraced
each other from sphere to sphere, legping and whirling through the void for the pure joy of each other's



company.
Asthey would, always.
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