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  ONE


  Beny raised his head and listened, his hands poised motionless over the silver keyboards of his instrument. It wasn’t a sound that had disturbed him, exactly. It was more like a whisper in the air, a feeling, as if a cool breath had passed underneath his skin. All traces of the music he had been working on vanished, pushed out of his mind by this alien something, this subtle change in the atmosphere.


  The slight Merculian got to his feet and looked around the familiar room, confused. But everything was the same. The glowing blossoms of the flowering root plants made phosphorescent patterns against the glass of the underground window; the blue of the morning sky flooded in through the transparent bubble of the roof; the instruments and recording equipment were arranged around the walls of the bright workroom as always.


  Uneasy now, Beny ran one small hand through his thick reddish-gold curls and decided to check with Eulio. Had he, too, felt that strange disturbance? Eulio was more finely attuned to atmosphere than most Merculians. Beny opened the door and hurried along the quiet passage. He knew Eulio would be rehearsing at this hour, stretching and toning those beautiful muscles, making them perform the impossible feats of the dance that looked so effortless on stage. He passed the courtyard with its floating garden, the brilliant, changing colors swaying in the bright water, and came to the door of the rehearsal area. He could hear the music, but through the glass wall he saw that Eulio was just standing there, wiping the sweat off the back of his neck with a towel, a puzzled expression on his face.


  “You felt it too,” said Beny as he opened the door. He went over to Eulio, took the towel from him, and wiped his back and chest tenderly. The love jewel resting in the hollow of Eulio’s throat pulsed a deep violet.


  “What is it?” Eulio’s blue eyes stared around the bare room as if trying to pinpoint the cause of the disturbance. He clapped his hands and the music stopped. “I was working on that bit in Cascades with the triple jump and I suddenly had this weird feeling, almost as if the air pressure had changed or something. I can’t explain it.”


  “I know. I felt it too.” They looked at each other. As they touched, each could sense clearly the feelings and emotions of the other. “You’d better get dressed, love.”


  “But I’ve only been working for an hour.” Eulio blinked, feeling his lover’s unexpressed fear. “Wait for me,” he said, and slipped into the change room next door. Beny heard the hiss of the shower, the snap of the clothing recycler accepting the sweaty rehearsal tights.


  Why am I afraid in my own house? Beny thought, beginning to pace. This had never happened to him before. He was proud of his house. Here he had collected the things that were most dear to him: exquisite, hand-crafted examples of the instruments he loved, several original paintings illustrating the Merculian Dragon Legends, the many prizes he had brought back from music festivals, the Certificates of Excellence in Language Studies, his hard-won diploma from the I.P.A. Academy. In the past few blissful months, the house had grown to reflect the life of Eulio as well. Witness to this was the room he paced in now, which had been part of the garden before Eulio had accepted his love jewel and agreed to share his life for a time. It was because of this that his music was better than ever. He knew that the dances he wrote for Eulio would make him Merculian’s leading musician. But now…where had this insidious, ominous tingle of dread come from?


  “I’m ready.” Eulio stood in the doorway. He wore a long white robe that was open to the waist, showing off his smooth, muscled chest. Beny resisted the urge to touch him, knowing he would only reinforce their unease.


  “Let’s check the house,” he said. “We’ll ask the Keeper if he’s noticed anything.”


  As they walked through the deceptively peaceful rooms—sunk into the ground to retain their coolness, yet open to the almost perpetual daylight of their planet—they kept close together. Neither spoke.


  The Keeper, when they found him, appeared annoyed to see them. He was cleaning the food synthesizer and did not want to be disturbed at that difficult task.


  “I have no idea what you mean, chai Benvolini,” he said coolly, withdrawing his head from the complicated intestines of the synthesizer. “I can assure you that the androids are all in working order and the air-circulating system was checked just last week. Could it be something to do with the gardeners?”


  Beny wanted to point out that the gardeners were supposed to be part of the Keeper’s job as well, but he let it go. “Perhaps we’re just oversensitive,” he said with a smile. The Keeper sniffed and disappeared back into the synthesizer.


  “Why don’t we fire him?” suggested Eulio when they were out of earshot.


  “I can’t. He came with the house.”


  “He doesn’t like me,” Eulio said, amazed. He wasn’t used to people not liking him. He was one of Merculian’s leading dancers, a star with the National Dance Company. He was used to adulation.


  They had made their way to the front of the house where the water from the ornamental pool outside pressed against the wall of glass, dappling the rooms inside with a constantly shifting pattern of light. Suddenly they both stopped. Beny felt something prickle along the back of his neck. There in the main reception area was…a presence. Beny glanced at Eulio. Standing together in the doorway, they bowed low before the Praetan of Merculian.


  The High Priest was alone yet he seemed to fill every space in the room. He sat with his back to the round window, his deep purple robe spread about him in stiff folds. The sunlight filtering through the water behind the glass formed a glancing halo around his head. He was a timeless figure, his age a matter of conjecture only. His skin, thin like tissue paper over a layer of dough, gave the impression that if touched, a permanent indentation would result. The round eyes were colorless.


  “Greetings, Orosin At’hali Benvolini.” The voice grated, as if it were seldom used, making Beny’s full official name sound ominous.


  “Greetings, Praetan.” Beny swallowed, his eyes fixed on the thick greenish band that hung loosely around the High Priest’s neck. Now he understood that it was a security probe they had felt.


  “Come closer. My sight is not what it used to be.”


  They crossed the room together and stood before him. Beny could feel beads of sweat dampening the hair at his temples. The auricular membranes protected by his thick curls started to hurt, as they often did when he was under pressure. What have I done? he thought. What have I left undone?


  “May light shine upon you always,” intoned the Praetan, sketching a circle above their bowed heads. He reached out and touched the jewel around Eulio’s neck. It turned a sickly shade of yellow. “I see that what I have to say will concern both of you, now.” He paused and Beny felt the tension twist in his stomach. He opened his mouth to speak, but the Praetan silenced him with a gesture.


  “I understand that you went to the Academy of the InterPlanetary Alliance, Orosin.”


  “I…ah, yes. It was years ago. I did not distinguish myself.”


  “As a people, our talents lie elsewhere, which is why it is unusual for a Merculian to go to the Academy at all, much less make it through. Your ambition speaks well for you.”


  “I only did it to please my parents, Praetan. They have great faith in the role of Merculian in the Alliance.”


  “And you do not?”


  “Oh, yes, of course I do! But—I am a musician.”


  “You got to know many people there from all cultures and races, and species, I understand.”


  “My classmates, yes. I had several roommates, too: a Terran female, an Elutian, a Serpian male.”


  “And you got along well with all of them.”


  “I tried, but the Elutian was difficult. They have to have moisture on their skin all the time, you know, and the climate there was very dry. He was cranky because he was uncomfortable a lot of the time, and I kept having nightmares that I might wake up and find him dehydrated and wrinkled up past recognition. I was relieved when he left. The Serpian, Thar-von Del, became a friend, though. We went through a lot together.”


  “We have followed your career with great interest. You have represented Merculian well in both the musical field and in the Academy. Now, Merculian needs your help.”


  Beny shuddered. The band around the High Priest’s neck began to undulate and glow. Beny stared in horror, unable to tear his eyes away.


  “Come closer. We will not be disturbed.” He paused as the two took a small step forward. “You are going on tour soon with the dance company, are you not, Eulio?”


  “Yes, Praetan. In two days. We’ll be visiting some Terran colonies and performing on board the I.P.A. starship Wellington in between stopovers.”


  “I see. The entire company is going?”


  “The senior company only, and one apprentice, I think.”


  “You, Orosin, you will be going as well?”


  “I would love to, Praetan, but I…I have to finish the prelude music for the Water Festival.”


  It was as if the Praetan had not heard him. “I have a mission for you. We have reason to believe that there is a spy on board the Wellington, passing top-secret information about fleet movements and new weaponry to our enemies in the Troia. Bringing in an outside investigator would alert this person instantly, but who would suspect a young Merculian reservist officer and his pretty dancer lover?”


  Beny jerked his head back, feeling as if he had been struck. He stared at this almost mythic being. The Praetan had been part of the fabric of his young life, a mystical, shadowy presence in the background on many ceremonial occasions. The great power of his position sprang from a potent combination of the seen and the unseen that captured the imagination and caught at the dark places in the soul. Now Beny remembered the whispers, vague rumors about the Praetan’s clandestine machinations that reached far beyond their own planet. He was determined that he and Eulio would not become part of this far-flung web of intrigue.


  “Praetan, I am sorry, but we can’t do this! Besides, we wouldn’t be any good at all! You implied as much yourself!”


  There was no answer. The circular band had separated itself into a line now and was oozing across the High Priest’s neck toward his shoulder.


  Beny felt the room spin. He reached out and took Eulio’s hand. It was cold. He wanted to shout at the Praetan, this creature whom he had never actually seen up close before. He wanted to scream No! By whose authority do you give me these orders? He moistened his lips. “Praetan,” he began carefully, “all my life I have been taught to honor and respect you. But this mission with Eulio…forgive me, but I do not understand how you can—”


  “You question my authority?”


  “Oh no! Certainly not! It’s just…well…I mean….”


  He could feel the High Priest looking at him as the silence pulsed around them. The snakelike creature undulated along the Praetan’s arm and suspended itself from his wrist, swaying hypnotically back and forth. Beny felt a wave of nausea.


  “I am just a musician,” he went on desperately. He felt the sweat between his shoulder blades. “That’s all. I have not joined the Service, nor do I ever intend to.”


  “And you have not performed your compulsory tour of duty to the Alliance.”


  Beny’s heart sank and his fingers tingled unpleasantly. It was true. Every graduate of the Academy was expected to spend a term serving on board a starship of the I.P.A. Fleet. Beny’s family had enough diplomatic connections to have had this unpleasant duty postponed indefinitely. It was his reward for actually making it through the highly technical course of studies.


  Beny cleared his throat. “My tour of duty has been waived.”


  “Everyone must serve. It is the law.”


  “But…I have other commitments now.”


  Silence.


  Beny’s eyes darted around the room, as if in search of inspiration. He glanced at Eulio, who stood motionless beside him.


  “All right,” he said, his voice hoarse. “You want me to be a spy? I’ll do it, on one condition.”


  “Do you try to bargain with me?”


  “Oh no! But…I mean it’s not necessary to involve Eulio. He has nothing to do with the InterPlanetary Alliance.”


  “I can speak for myself, Orosin,” said Eulio suddenly, dropping his hand. “If you are involved in this thing, then so am I.”


  The Praetan’s lip curled up slightly at one side. He glanced at Eulio, then back to Beny. “Terrans have great curiosity about hermaphrodites like us. Your looks should be an advantage in getting information. You will do what is necessary, of course.”


  “But—“


  “You have heard, no doubt, of the Watchers?” The words seemed to come out of the air, rather than from his mouth.


  Beny nodded hopelessly. So that was it. This secret network was said to be far-reaching indeed, the identity of their leaders shrouded in mystery. It was impossible to get any definite information about them. If the Praetan was one of them, there was no recourse to any higher authority.


  “But what are we supposed to do, exactly?” faltered Eulio, as the silence threatened to extend itself indefinitely.


  “Someone is sending information to the Troia, and it is coming from the Wellington, the ship the dance company is scheduled to travel on. This has been going on for about three months now. We want to know what this information is and who is sending it.”


  “But, Praetan, the ship leaves in two days. How can Orosin– “


  “Everything is arranged. And remember, this is top secret. You are to confide in no one.”


  “What about the Captain?” asked Beny. “Can we talk to him?”


  “No one. The captain will be informed at the proper time. Let him contact you. And remember, no one is above suspicion. Everyone has a price.”


  Beny drew an outraged breath.


  “Don’t be naïve, Benvolini.” The dangling snake thing swung toward him and Beny drew back. “Everybody has a weakness; a mate, a lover, a child, a career; something that makes them vulnerable. There is always a weak link in any chain. Think of yourself, for a moment. Would you not do anything…anything at all, for this pretty little one?” His voice trailed off into silence. One dry, bony finger was pointing at Eulio.


  Beny clasped his hands together and said nothing. He could feel Eulio beside him physically recoil from the condescension in that cool thread of a voice.


  “You will send your reports in Merculian code 16 to the Council,” the voice continued. “It will be relayed to I.P.A. Headquarters from this end.”


  “What if something awful happens?” asked Eulio at last.


  “Then, and only then, play this disc.” A small yellow rectangle slid to the floor in front of them. Eulio picked it up. “And remember, I was never here. You will never even mention my name.”


  Beny and Eulio bowed low. For a moment, it was as if a cool, shuddering breeze passed by them. When they looked up again, the room was empty.


  TWO


  “No, thank you. I can manage.” Beny staggered under the bulk of his instrument case as he tried to negotiate the narrow doorway of their cabin. The dark-skinned Terran male who had been assigned to look after the Merculians stood helplessly to one side. Although obviously young, he towered over them, which annoyed Beny still further.


  “He never lets anyone touch his instrument,” Eulio said, smiling up at the young man. “Musicians are like that.”


  “This came for you by diplomatic courier.” The young man held out a flat silver envelope with the I.P.A. logo on one corner. Eulio took it. “Well, if you need anything, just buzz me,” the man went on. “I’m the steward assigned to the passenger deck. My name’s Jermaine and my call number is 195,” he smiled, sketched a salute and was gone. The door slid to silently.


  “What could this be?” Eulio asked, turning it over. “Shall I open it?”


  “Go ahead. I suspect it’s nothing good.”


  Eulio opened it and handed him a slim message tablet. The I.P.A. logo glowed ominously in the center and the words TOP SECRET scrolled along underneath.


  Beny keyed in his new officer password. “Access codes,” he said after a moment. “Guess we’ll need them for sleuthing.” He slipped the tablet inside his instrument case for safekeeping. “But if the Praetan thinks I’m going to forget about my music just because he snaps his fingers, he’s got another thought coming!” He glared around the cabin.


  Although Eulio, as a star of the Merculian National Dance Company, had been assigned one of the more luxurious berths, it was basically one room with a small personal grooming room on one side and a divider shutting off the sleeping section. The walls and ceiling were a gleaming white. There was no color anywhere.


  Eulio smiled indulgently. “I’m sure you’ll make the deadline for your prelude just fine,” he said. “And this way, we’re together. Isn’t that better than me off touring and you back home alone?”


  “Well, I suppose, since you put it that way,” Beny said, throwing him a grudging smile. “But I’d rather not have to think about sleuthing while wearing a bloody damn uniform. The whole thing just makes me so angry.”


  “You’re angry? What about me? He never even gave me the courtesy of using my full name!”


  “I know. I’m sorry.”


  “There’s no need for you to apologize.” Eulio took a deep breath and smiled determinedly. “Anyway, maybe it’ll be fun,” he suggested, tossing a filmy scarf on a chair.


  “I doubt it.” Beny slumped down on a stool and watched Eulio begin to unpack the large case in the middle of the floor. Having toured extensively, the dancer was good at this task, his movements quick, brisk, efficient.


  “When do we start?” Eulio asked.


  “I suppose the first thing is to get a list of everyone who arrived on board about three months ago. It should be readily accessible without Class A clearance. And


  then—“


  A muffled sound at the door interrupted them. They looked at each other uneasily.


  Eulio opened it to find a young Merculian with short spiky black hair, half hidden under a bundle of costumes.


  He edged his way through the door awkwardly. “I’m sorry, chai Adelantis, but the dressing rooms aren’t ready yet and we have to keep your costumes here for a while.” He looked around, craning his head to see over his burden.


  “That’s fine, Arriad. Just drop them over there on that bench thing. It is Arriad, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, chai.” He dumped the pile of clothes and straightened up again with relief. He brushed his uneven bangs out of his eyes with a careless hand and glanced shyly at Eulio. His eyes were remarkable, large, golden, flecked with green. “Chai D’Atrida Bantino says to say he’s sorry for the inconvenience. It won’t be for long.”


  “Thanks, Arriad.”


  The young Merculian ducked his head and edged quickly through the door.


  “Who’s the kid?” asked Beny.


  “The new apprentice. He was just hired for the tour.”


  “You really are amazing,” Beny said, looking at Eulio appreciatively. “You always remember everyone’s name.”


  “I work at it. It helps create good feeling in the company.”


  “And with that dance partner of yours spreading joy the way he does, I guess you need all the good feeling you can get.”


  “Triani’s just…He’s a wonderful dancer. For him, that’s all that counts. And he’s not so bad, when you get to know him.”


  “If you say so. Well, I guess I can’t put this off any longer. I’m supposed to report for duty.” He studied himself in the mirror: the round, sherry-brown eyes, the reddish-gold curls that were especially thick over the auricular membranes on either side of his head. The simple blue uniform looked so foreign on his slight body, the wide belt emphasizing his narrow waist. He straightened the stand-up collar and checked the jeweled dagger at his belt. Earning the right to wear it was the only fight he had ever won at the Academy. It was important to him. This graceful stiletto was the one vaguely military piece of equipment ever worn by Merculians. Over many peaceful centuries, its original function had been forgotten and its use now was as a symbol of triumph over adversity, presented to each Merculian in his coming of age ceremony.


  “You look beautiful,” said Eulio.


  “In this ugly thing?”


  “You never told me much about your days in the Academy.”


  “I tried to forget them,” said Beny. “I was there for all the wrong reasons, Eulio, and I was miserable.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  Beny shrugged. “I’m not cut out for the military life—unquestioning obedience, rough jokes, strict regimes. Everything was so regimented, and the competition was fierce, sometimes brutal.” He shivered. “The most ordinary things caused problems. You know, some people were even upset that our third person pronoun comes through the translators as ‘he’.”


  “Couldn’t you think of any way around that? You specialized in languages, didn’t you?”


  “You think I didn’t try? I couldn’t come up with any improvement. ‘It’ has a pejorative ring in Standard, implying a lack of gender rather than a combination.”


  “You’ll be dealing with adults here, Orosin. It’ll be different. Besides, you’re a name now.”


  “My name is beginning to be known in some music circles, at home. Not like you, Eulio. Everyone knows who you are.”


  “That’s true,” said Eulio simply.


  Beny laughed, easing the tension for a moment. “I’d better make my name known to the captain before I get a demerit point for lateness. Wish me luck.”


  Beny checked the locator station down the hall to find out where the bridge was and started down the long corridor toward the lift. An attempt had been made to make the passenger deck less stark, he noted. His feet made no sound on the thick springy green carpet. Soft music tinkled bland and soulless from hidden speakers in the arched ceiling far above his head. His image, reflected back at him from the tall polished steel of the airlift doors, brought back memories and he realized he had the same sick sense of apprehension in his stomach that he used to have at the Academy. There, for the first time in his life, he had felt out of step. He remembered being constantly misunderstood, feeling perpetually tired. The grueling schedule of classes was hard on everyone, but Merculians need a lot more sleep than Terrans. The uncompromising plainness of the uniform he wore now was bringing it all back. So was the size of the people who passed him, and although they smiled pleasantly enough, he found his bitter memories made it hard to believe in their friendliness. The only good thing that remained from that experience was the nickname, Beny.


  The airlift doors slid open noiselessly. The slight Merculian cleared his throat. “Permission to enter the bridge, Captain.”


  “Permission granted.” Captain Kreller’s voice was deep and rumbled about as though the bridge were some sort of echo chamber. He was a large man with a thick beard and small, deep-set eyes of a hazy gray, which he fixed on his new reserve officer like searchlights.


  “Sub-Lieutenant Orosin At’hali Benvolini of Merculian reporting for duty, sir.” Beny clicked his heels together and bowed in a manner he hoped would radiate efficiency.


  “Welcome aboard, Lieutenant. You have been assigned to Decoding, since your field is languages, I understand.” He paused. Beny tensed as the captain reached out and touched his hair. The man’s stern face softened, as if a pleasant memory flitted by on his mind’s eye. “Hair just like my daughter’s used to be,” he murmured.


  Moved by the intimate gesture, Beny relaxed and reached out for contact with the man’s wrist. The captain pulled back as if scorched by the Merculian’s fingers, his eyes blazing with anger.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” stammered Beny.


  “My first officer, Commander Rodriguez, will show you to your work station.” The captain turned away and fixed his laser gaze at the pattern of stars on the screen in front of him.


  “Welcome aboard, Benvolini,” Rodriguez said with a smile as he shook his hand in the Terran fashion.


  “Thank you, sir.” Beny followed the first officer into the corridor, relieved to be getting away from the captain.


  “You don’t remember me, do you?” said Rodriguez.


  “I don’t think so, sir,” Beny looked up at the broad-shouldered, dark-eyed man warily. The man’s close-cropped hair covered his head like black velvet, and a crescent-shaped scar winked like a dimple at one side of his mouth. His erect posture and height gave him an unmistakable air of command, in spite of his easygoing conversational style.


  “I was a visiting lecturer for one semester at the Academy. I remember you because you were the only Merculian there, one lone hermaphrodite in that sea of males and females, give or take a few Elutians. I’m a war games leader in my spare time, and I remember talking to you after my first lecture. I was trying to recruit you for my Alien War-Games Squad. Does that ring any bells?”


  “Not really, sir.” Beny shifted uneasily, as they waited for the bridge lift. He felt that he was letting the commander down somehow by not remembering him. “It’s just that everything was so new then. I was in a fog most of the time.”


  “It’s hard being a member of a minority, isn’t it?” Rodriguez laid his finger on the airlift panel, paused for a second while it recognized his fingerprint, and traced the deck letter. “It must have been rough.”


  “It wasn’t much fun,” Beny agreed. He didn’t understand what minority this man would know anything about, but thought it better not to ask. Don’t trust anyone, the Praetan had said. Not that he had sensed anything in particular when he shook the man’s hand, apart from the usual curiosity.


  “The I.P.A. tour of duty is usually worked off right after graduation. Your appointment seems to have been a last-minute decision on someone’s part.”


  “I think they just found out I’d slipped by without doing it,” Beny said.


  “It took them this long?”


  Beny shrugged.


  The airlift dropped to the twelfth level. As the door slid back, a male in an officer’s uniform with an engineering patch on the shoulder stepped in, blocking the exit. His long hair, pulled back in a ponytail, was sun-streaked blond and his skin a dusky bronze, giving his chiseled features an exotic look. His slate-gray eyes fastened on Rodriguez almost hungrily. Beny felt the sudden tension in the air. His auricular membranes began to hum painfully.


  “Could I have a few words later, sir?” asked the newcomer, his voice almost intimate in the small space, in spite of the neutral words.


  Rodriguez seemed to bristle. “Discussion would be a waste of time, Nioka. The answer is now and will remain ‘no.’ Step aside, please.”


  “Never say never,” murmured Nioka. “Sir,” he added as he stepped smoothly to one side to let them pass. Beny could feel his eyes following them until the doors slid shut.


  “Who’s that?” Beny asked impulsively.


  “Just someone who wants to be part of my war games squad on Astra.”


  “You’re not recruiting anymore?”


  “It’s way too late to join now for the Astra Campaign. All of the squads involved have been preparing for this meet for two years now. It’s not something you can just step into at this point. As usual, Nioka’s timing is way off.”


  Rodriguez was walking faster now and Beny had to run to keep up. They paused as the double doors of the Language and Communication Division slid open. Several crew members sprang to attention as they entered.


  “Welcome to your new workplace,” Rodriguez said. He gestured at the row upon row of uniformed people seated in front of glowing panels. Beny followed the first officer to Station 32. Someone had written his name neatly in liquid neon, and it hung in the air directly over his screen.


  The young woman at the next station sprang to her feet and saluted.


  “At ease. Sub-Lieutenant Marla Palachuk, this is Sub-Lieutenant Benvolini. Will you show him the ropes?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And lieutenant, please come to me if you have any problems, or even if you just want to talk. My quarters are on deck C.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Beny watched the first officer leave, puzzled by the sudden change in energy he had sensed in the man since getting off the airlift, then shrugged and sat down at his station. At least the surroundings here were somewhat familiar. Beside him, the pretty blonde woman, Marla, smiled as she sat down. She leaned over confidentially.


  “The brass never tells you the important stuff, so I wrote it all out for you, like when the breaks are and when the supervisor goes for a quickie so you can goof off or leave early.”


  “That’s all good to know. Thanks. My name’s Beny. Or at least that’s what everyone called me at the Academy.”


  “Did you just come up?”


  “I graduated a few years ago. I’m just doing my 6/12 a bit…late.”


  “Caught you, did they?” She winked conspiratorially. “Well, be glad this isn’t a warship. My 6/12 was spent in complete terror as a gunner’s assistant on battleship Ghashtalian.” She shivered dramatically. “After that, this is a piece of cake.”


  “Just what kind of a ship is it?” Beny asked.


  “You don’t know?”


  “Things moved a little too fast for any research.”


  She laughed and ran one hand through her hair. “We’re a C-class cruiser 91G-300, so we patrol, mostly. No worries.”


  “Armed?” Beny asked.


  “Oh come on, everyone’s armed out here. Mostly we carry supplies, and transport passengers when needed. The crew is a mix of fleet officers and civilians who sign on for a year or two. It’s a great ship.”


  “Isn’t the captain a bit…odd?”


  “They say he went a little nutsoid after his daughter’s accident or whatever a month ago, but I guess he’s fine now. What do I know? I’m just a humble subbie.” She laughed. “Frankly, I think he’s just one of those old-fashioned spit-and-polish guys trying to live up to the rep he gained in Operation Red Storms back in the day. If you ask me, he’s a pussycat underneath. It’s the first officer you’ve got to watch out for.”


  “Really?”


  “I know he seems friendly and everything, but don’t let that fool you. It just means people forget his rank and tell him things. There have been more crew members in the brig for one thing or another since he arrived than in two years with the last F.O. Now, let me fill you in on the job here.”


  Beny felt himself gradually relax as Marla chattered on. She was a fount of information about their section: who was a good worker, who was fun to talk to on a break, who could be trusted to cover for you in an emergency, who was sleeping with whom and just how long this arrangement was liable to last.


  “So what about you?” she asked brightly. “Are you single? Attached? What were you doing before you—well, before?”


  “Me? No…Yes, well, I’m a musician.”


  She grinned. “A Merculian rock star? That is intriguing.”


  “Not exactly.”


  “So what’s with this hermaphrodite thing? I mean, you look sort of butch for a girl.”


  “Maybe because I’m not,” suggested Beny, feeling the old irritation begin to surface.


  She smiled. “I guess that’s kind of rude, isn’t it? It’s just that I’ve never worked with a Merculian before.”


  “That’s okay. Humans are always curious about us. We do all look…well, flat-chested, compared to you.” She blushed. Serves her right, he thought. “But when we’re pregnant, we get pretty chesty too,” he added.


  “Really?”


  “Really. As you can see, I’m not in the family way.” He gave her his most charming smile. Curious about the exotic-looking officer he had just seen on the lift, he was about to ask Marla for some gossip when he remembered why he was there. “Is there some way of getting a list of everyone on board? I want to see if I can find any of my old Academy buddies. It was a big class. There might be a few of them on a ship this size.”


  “No problem.” Marla leaned across and slid her fingers over the keyboard rapidly. A list of names appeared on the screen.


  Beny sorted by date and ran down the much shorter list from three months ago. He blinked. “Misha Molonov,” he murmured.


  “He a friend of yours?” she asked, her eyes sparkling with interest.


  “No, not really.” He swallowed, trying to push back the pictures of humiliation and frustration this name called up in him. “He came on board three months ago?”


  “The date’s there, and the ship he was transferred from. See?” She activated the yellow highlight around Misha’s name. “He’s from the Sintlanvix. Several came over during that time, I think. Sorry, gotta answer this page.”


  Beny nodded absently. The date was right. Surreptitiously he marked the list and sent it to his private com dev address to check later. He switched back to his assigned screen. If Misha Molonov was the one he was looking for, things were going to get very nasty. And soon.


  THREE


  Triani looked around the makeshift dressing room with disgust. “Holy shit!” he muttered. “Don’t these ignorant Terrans know how to treat a star?” He kicked at the padded wall dividing this space from the one next door, and the structure swayed dangerously. Triani shook his head and sat down at his dressing table. He ran a brush through his short black curls, smoothed his elegantly arched eyebrows with a moistened fingertip, and sighed. Another tour. Somehow he didn’t feel the elation he usually felt on leaving Merculian behind. He pulled on a pair of purple tights and eased his narrow feet into worn, soft yellow dance shoes.


  He was just checking himself one last time in the mirror when the door burst open and Arriad appeared, bent over a low sofa he was pushing into the room. He straightened up hastily on seeing Triani.


  “Oh! I’m sorry, chai! I didn’t know you were in here.”


  Triani looked the new apprentice up and down with frank appraisal. “You can come into my dressing room any time, sweetie,” he said at last. “Put that along the wall over there, opposite the makeup table.”


  Arriad pushed the couch into place and started back to the door.


  “What’s your hurry?” Triani sat down and patted the place beside him on the sofa. “Come on, sweetie. Let’s get acquainted.”


  Arriad pushed back his shaggy bangs nervously. His golden eyes darted around the room, refusing to meet Triani’s. “I have work to do, Chai Triani.”


  “Are you a dancer?”


  “I want to be.”


  “Then you’d better be nice to me, don’t you think, sweetie?”


  Arriad didn’t reply. He stood staring at the floor, grasping the fingers of one hand tightly in the other. After a moment, he moved over to sit stiffly beside Triani.


  “That’s better. Are you from the M.S.D.?”


  “No, chai. I study with La Mataya when I have enough credits. I tried out for the School of Dance but they said my legs weren’t quite right.”


  Triani laid his hand on the youth’s thigh. “I’ll have to check out those legs more thoroughly later on,” he said, grinning at Arriad. “Did you audition for Nevon?”


  “I didn’t even see him. They hired me because of the letter from my teacher. I don’t get to dance anyway.”


  “But you’d like to.”


  For the first time the golden eyes opened wide and looked straight into Triani’s face. “It’s what I dream about,” he breathed.


  “Dreams have a way of coming true, if you work at them. I want to see you in my cabin after the performance tonight.”


  “But why?”


  “Consider making me happy as part of your job.”


  Arriad stared at him, obviously confused.


  “Let me make this simple, sweetie. If I’m not happy, you don’t have a job. Got it?” Triani stood up and glanced at his chronometer. “I have to warm up now. See you later, sweetie. My cabin number is 29E.”


  He strode out of the small room and along the makeshift corridor to the stage. Picking his way through the tangle of cables, dusty boxes of equipment, and busy stage crew, he found a quiet corner and went through the long series of stretches and exercises he used as a warm-up routine. As he worked, the chaos around him receded until he was aware of nothing but his own body, singing to an inner music all its own.


  By the time the company was assembled and ready to begin, Triani had changed into a fresh top and stood on stage beside Eulio, flexing his left foot as he waited for Nevon.


  “I saw your military Merculian in the hall this afternoon,” he said with a grin. “He didn’t look too happy.”


  “Orosin is…fine.”


  “Unh-hunh. So what’s the real story?”


  “Triani, I told you. He just has to make up some time on board an I.P.A. ship because he didn’t do it when he left the Academy.”


  “You think I’ll buy that?”


  Eulio’s blue eyes stared at Triani coolly. “Leave Orosin alone,” he said quietly.


  Triani laughed. “Don’t get me wrong, baby. I think it’s cute you’re so protective of your military mate. But I still want to know the real story of how you managed to get him to come along.”


  Eulio turned away and began pushing his long hair up under his embroidered silver cap.


  As Nevon clapped his hands for attention and started his here-we-go-on-a-wonderful-tour speech, Triani looked out over the dim auditorium and saw someone watching from the side aisle. Whoever it was wore a uniform and was blond. He was too tall to be a Merculian. Triani smiled into the shadows and winked suggestively.


  Beny hurried from the airlift and rushed down the corridor he hoped led to Auditorium B, which had been converted into a theater for the Merculians’ use during the tour. He had come straight from his shift and hadn’t had time to change out of uniform, but at least he wasn’t going to miss the premiere of Eulio’s new solo. He hadn’t been allowed to see it yet, even though it was danced to his music, the first piece he had ever written for his lover. The first of many, he hoped.


  Auditorium B was filling up quickly, but to his annoyance, he was stopped at the door.


  “Ticket, please.”


  “Ticket? But I don’t need a ticket.”


  “Everyone needs a ticket,” intoned the mammoth Terran woman, looking down at him with flat eyes.


  “But I’m part of the company, almost.”


  “You a dancer?”


  “Well, no, but it’s my music they’re using!”


  “No ticket, no seat,” she said without inflection. “Next!”


  “But wait a minute!” wailed Beny, trying to keep from being shouldered aside. Just as he felt himself losing the battle completely, a strong blue hand settled on his shoulder and brought him forward again.


  “This is the company composer, Orosin Benvolini,” said a familiar deep voice. “He has a complimentary pass.”


  “Then why didn’t you say so,” grumbled the woman pushing them both through the turnstile.


  “Thar-von? I don’t believe it!” Beny spun around and flung his arms around the tall Serpian male.


  The Serpian staggered under the affectionate onslaught and blushed a deep blue with embarrassment. “This is a public place,” he murmured gently, trying to disengage his friend’s arms from his waist. “Please remember to keep the proscribed distance.”


  “I’m sorry, Von. I’m just so excited I forgot your Serpian rules of decorum.”


  “It is more than mere decorum,” said the Serpian, wincing. “Such an invasion of space causes actual pain.”


  Beny almost stumbled in his haste to back away. “Oh Von, I forgot! I’m so sorry! I was just so excited. Where did you come from? How did you get here? I’m so damn glad to see you! Why didn’t you tell me you were transferring to the Wellington!”


  “There are obviously a few things you haven’t told me, either, my friend,” remarked Thar-von, looking pointedly at the uniform.


  “Well, this wasn’t my idea,” muttered Beny. “We’ll talk later. Are you a high enough rank to get us good seats?”


  “Not front-row center, but better than standing out in the hall.” He led the way
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