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  THE RAVENS OF THE MOON


  One


  At the Fringe Kilometer, on one darkened street, the temperature too slow in its falling made the local Blues surly. They had arrived just before sunset to raise the electrified meshnet to the level of the rooftops, had inserted the Gateways to admit those foolish enough to have forgotten the time. Now they waited, motionless, for something to happen. Some praying nothing would because it was much too hot to do more than try to think, others hoping something would just to relieve the duty’s standard boredom. They checked their uniforms, their stunton sticks, their projectile ammunition, their fingernails. No one looked at the bulky cases sitting unopened against one of the buildings.


  A sergeant walked up to the mesh. Delan Caine. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a slip of paper, balled it up in his palms and tossed it. The paper flared a bright white, faded to yellow and sparked its ashes onto the street. He nodded, adjusted the black helmet, heavy on his head, and turned to inspect his twenty charges. Perspiration ran down his sides. Formed droplets at the tip of a thrice-broken nose. One more night and he would be off the Fringe, back in City Prime where the lights and the pedestrians clashed in their colors. He had started his career as a Denver cop, moved to Washington to live with his sister when her husband died. In the war. In the desert. She had hoped his duty on the Denver Fringe would exempt him from similar work in the Noram Capital; but experience was his traitor, and though he hadn’t argued, he felt as she did, that surely they could have chosen someone else. Someone younger. He shrugged. One more night.


  But the ratgangs had learned, and he wasn’t worried. They had learned far too well for the tempers of some, and they stayed in the suburbs with the shadows of deserted houses, prowling the empty streets, picking at the long-ago looted stores and small offices. When winter arrived some would surrender invisibly, infiltrating the city and finding employment, discarding their past like discolored snakeskin. The rest would drift south and harass the Fringes of Houston and Mobile.


  A WatchDog buzzed suddenly over the border of the Fringe, its spiderleg lights pinning the Blues to their stations. Caine watched as it vanished, an alien thing, then frowned when he saw a starflare pop noiselessly and float on the currents to the ground. He wondered if it had been a signal that a ratgang was moving in his platoon’s direction, but a check with the radio micbut on his chest told him otherwise. A greenie then, he decided, spooked by the shadows that his machine created.


  He grinned and rejoined his men, who were gathered around the tank that squatted in the center of the road. They greeted him, included him, and they told each other lies to pass the night to dawn. Ignoring the heat. Ignoring the silence.


  In City Prime, however, there was no quiet.


  Advocs enticed with regulated lies from hidden grilles over shopfront doors, complimenting the ladies and luring the men while carefully timed windowscreens flashed the night’s first sales. A theater colonnade spun rainbows around its shimmering pillars; a joyhall vented loud musical snares that were scented with the essence of the games therein. The citybred paid little attention to the aural assault—it was merely background noise that faded into the distance as they spilled from the sidewalks into the vehicle-banned streets.


  And then the venners came to meet the peak of the crowds.


  There was little that the merchants could do about their arrival. Legal procedures had ended months before when the Noram High Court Star reasserted the rights of free competition; besides, the majority opinion scolded in carefully couched phrases, the venners sell far too little to be a serious threat to an established, well-run firm—leave them alone and they’ll soon go away. Unsatisfied, some businessmen tried the physical approach; but after a brief concerted effort to drive the venners out, there were fires. Timid fires. Scarcely extensive enough to char a wall or damage a shelf of flammable stock. The hints, however, were taken, then used as an incentive for a tacit truce uneasily arranged, begrudgingly maintained.


  And the venners came out to meet the peak of the crowds.


  In front of a restaurant with a mirrored gleaming front, then, a stall had its fans cut and it settled awkwardly at the edge of the curb. It was a meter-and-a-half cube with its streetside glowing in black-and-green swirls, its pedside opened down to display on stepshelves handcraft figurines. There were no advocs or music, no neon, no banners. The shelves weren’t velvet, the prices not in view. Only hand-high carvings of gods long dead: Zeus, Ares, Marduk, Isis—tiny gods for the nervous, demigods for the proud; talismans against the coming of the war, amulets in place of churches. Primitive. Appealing. Silently staring.


  The venner, standing alongside his stall, was a small man, slender, his flat black hair cropped close to his ears. Dark eyes were shadows beneath the ledge of his brow, a blunted nose, thin lips, a jaw line that paused only momentarily to form a cleft chin. His long-fingered hands reached up to straighten the folds of the cowl draped behind his neck, to brush at the sweep of the fitted brown robe. Around his waist was a broad red belt to carry his creds and his cards, and it gathered the robe in unequal folds, incongruously revealing below the red-trimmed hem a pair of sturdily built dark boots. A quick appraising glance into the mouth of the stall, and he adjusted a Wotan into profile before turning his smile to the passing citybred.


  He could sense, then, their discomfort at the heat. They would wonder why he chose to wear such a confining garment. They would stop, stare, perhaps buy after his tricks. But he was, he acknowledged with a rueful grin, known mainly for his tricks, and so the tricks he would do.


  He lifted his hands palm out, pushed back with his wrists the sleeves puffed to give him some size and plucked from the air a meager bouquet of moist orange roses without a word. He threw the bouquet to a young woman who laughed and touched self-consciously at the nest of ruffles at her breasts. As she walked away, giggling to her companion, he watched the play of muscles on her bare back, the deceptive sweep of unrecognizable black material that draped from her waist. What a shame, he thought, to hide such hips. But black was the wrong color for a night like this. If it got any hotter … and he shook his head, grinning, and wove from the air a trail of bright ribbons.


  A woman, alone, in a high-necked white suit, stopped as he did, her frown fading as he piled the ribbons into her hands. “I don’t know if I can coin any of that,” she said sadly, nodding toward the stall.


  He bowed, swept his arm toward the figures on his shelves and with his free hand carefully cupped her elbow. Drew her closer. Away from the flow that threatened to pull her on.


  “We’ll see,” he said politely. “Shanlon Raille at your service, Mistress. And these ugly things here are my friends for tonight.”


  The restaurant’s streetface was mirrored and narrow, the only opening a clear circular window barely large enough to frame a small boy’s face. The menu was a discreet whisper over the bronze-edged door, the foyer a small room paneled in walnut, dimly lit. No chairs. No lounging bench. No frames on the walls.


  Ty Yenkin, Co-host for the night, fingered the simulbrass chain that was linked boldly around his neck. The metal was cool in his hand, cooler by far than the tight gold tunic and black trousers he wore. He squinted through the window, shook his head and straightened with one hand on his hip to massage a dull cramp.


  “He makes me hot just looking at him.”


  A similarly dressed man, shorter and stout, moved next to him and nodded as he mopped nonexistent perspiration from his fore- head. He pulled, then, at his tunic’s braided hem, trying to hide the paunch that threatened to part the bulging seam. “Bastard thing this is,” he muttered. “Over at the Ambassador their Hosts wear kilts on nights like this. Silk, I think. Damned cool, anyway.”


  You haven’t got the legs for it, Haward,” Yenkin said. “If you ever decide to lose a few kilos, maybe then I’ll agree.”


  Haward snorted, jerked a thumb toward the window and raised eyebrows.


  “Statues and things,” Yenkin answered. He pulled at the thin stub that passed for his nose. “At least this one isn’t pushing food. For a change.”


  He’s bad enough, take my word. People see the stupid little window, they see the stall right out there and they’ll hit the stall every damn time.” He rubbed his fleshy hands together, transferred the massage to the sides of his neck. “We shouldn’t allow it, you know. I don’t care what the law says, we shouldn’t allow it. We ought… we ought to get someone who knows someone who knows someone in a ratgang. Smuggle him in. Maybe push this guy to a more favorable location. Favorable for his health, that is.” And his laugh was a wheeze.


  Yenkin glanced outside again. “Those tricks he does aren’t half bad, you know. Better than that singer guy we had last week. Remember him? I wish I knew how many creds that sobitch cost us.”


  “One is too many.”


  He watched as a woman in white accepted a price for a tiny laughing Loki, decided that the tricks saved that venner a lot of wasted time haggling and compromising. Clever, he thought, and moved away abruptly when the venner pointed at the window. A moment later the woman came through the door, smiling, holding the godlet in her hand as if it was an offering to the chef. Haward greeted her, accompanied her down the short corridor into the dining room. When he returned a few minutes later he was frowning.


  “I don’t get it,” he said, resuming his post. “She told me that shagger out there recommended the place.”


  “Well, thank his small gods for small favors, idiot, and stop worrying.”


  “How can I? See, how can he recommend a place he’s never been in?”


  “How do you know he’s never been in here?”


  “Hey, come on, Ty. Take a look at him, will you? There isn’t a chance he can afford this place on his best day.”


  Yenkin stared out for a third time. The venner’s robe wasn’t all that ancient, nor did he seem as generally unkempt as most of the others set up along the street. If he lived close enough to the Fringe, his profit might be rather sizable, depending upon how much he paid for the wood. Assuming it was wood. Assuming he paid for it.


  The door slid open and Haward jabbed at his ribs. He stiffened, bowed to the murmurs of a trio of Highmen, and preceded them into the restaurant proper. Without asking their pleasure, he led them by the exposed front tables, the gilted arch to the liklounge, brought them directly to a string of privbooths set along the rear wall. They said nothing as he pulled aside the shimmering black curtain, and he noted as they slid in that they carried tension with them like a hulking fourth partner. Smiling apologetically, then, he reached over the polished, light-grained table and coded menu, music, lights and privacy into the canted panel on the wall.


  As he did so, he felt a feather-light touch at his hip from the man on the right.


  

  The roaring intensified. Echoes against the rubble of buildings, the reclamation of forests beyond the boundary of the Fringe. Caine swore. A ratgang evidently had discovered a cache of gasoline and an automobile to drink it. The two-score police shifted into a ragged line behind the tank and waited. More than likely it would be a short-lived game of charge and run, the ’gang spilling out of the car before it slammed sparking into the mesh. He ordered fire equipment to be readied on the sidelines. Shook his head when the tank crew asked if they should mount


  Lights, then, in the Keylofts bordering the street. Heads poked out, elbows rested on the sills. Another show for the masses, Caine thought sourly, and he wondered what made people take Keys so close to the edge. Hoping, perhaps, there’ll be a time when the suburbs would be readily accessible again and they wouldn’t have to live so close to their jobs. There were still small towns scattered between the cities, but they regulated their sizes and encouraged no more than sustenance business. Hoping, then, but a false hope at that, he thought. The retreat had begun after the first Oil War, culminated after the second, and dreams of turning the migration around were abundant and vocal, and lacking foundation. The hovercats were still too clumsy and uncomfortable for extensive traveling, the lectrics too limited and expensive for other than local or transystem use. No, he thought as he spun his stunton to midstrength, they were stuck in the city with the rest of the country. Even cleaned up and modernized, luxuries and gadgets and reasonably adequate housing, it was still the city. They were all still the city.


  “Sergeant Caine?” There was a time when he visited a town on the other side of the mountains. To see his nephew and learn how the Blues outside the city had handled the ratgangs forays and raids.


  “Hey, Sarge!” So much space. Trees. Not nearly as clean—he blinked when a fist jabbed at his shoulder.


  There was a shape in the outer darkness.


  He snapped an order and the snub-barreled turret cranked round to face it.


  A laughing jibe from above about the weapon’s reputation for accuracy. He ignored it. Without the Blues and the Dogs and the clumsy-looking tank, the people in the Fringe would be helpless to constant attack. Ratgangs weren’t larks; they were definitely aptly named. And Caine knew, then, what his worth was, and prided it silently.


  If the car smashed the barrier, they’d be screaming for blood.


  Yenkin slipped unnoticed into the employees’ lavroom and looked at the coin that had been dropped into his pocket. He whistled silently and rubbed a slow hand over his jaw. It was without a doubt a payment for a sudden and convenient attack of amnesia. And the donor had been Helman Talle, a Usam Senator for whom Yenkin had worked for several years when the Senator had been an aspiring candidate for the slot of Premier. That had been nearly twenty years ago, and a period of service he regretted leaving. But Talle had been buried in the primaries by a Cenam Consul whose name no one remembered. Not being one who fought windmills with knives, Talle contented himself with Congress, eventually rising to the leadership of a persistent Opposition. Yenkin, who missed the excitement, took what creds he had saved and traveled around the country, had returned to Washington only two years before when the jobs and the money and the women ran out.


  Being a Host wasn’t all that bad, he told himself as he patted his still-black hair back into place. The hours are good, and I still get to see old friends. Once in a while. When they remember. When they care to acknowledge a faintly familiar face.


  He sighed, grinned sadly and glanced at the privbooth. The two Consuls, however, he did not place. One, by his winter-pale skin and thinning light hair, he decided was from Can am, perhaps Montreal; the other’s complexion wasn’t dark enough to be from Cenam, so he had to be one of the two Consuls from Usam.


  He laughed aloud suddenly, covered his mouth with a quieting hand. Canam, Usam, Cenam Consuls; Senators from states and Reps from districts—how the hell they got anything done was more than he could understand, even after having worked within the circles they formed. Still… well, they did keep things moving after a fashion.


  He patted the slight bulge caused by the coin and hurried back to Haward to tell him he’d be taking a double shift that night.


  “You’re a craze, you know that.”


  “I can’t tell you how much I agree. But there’s the creds, youknow. If I’m heading up north or going back to the other coast I have to get the creds. Travel still ain’t free, no matter what they say.”


  “And what are you going to do, Ty? Host in another eat-in? The wages are the same all over. It’s ridiculous to leave.”


  “Climate, then,” Yenkin grinned. “I need a change of climate.”


  “Oh sure,” Haward said. “You need a change of climate like I need a new wife.”


  “Ah, don’t be so bitter. If you’re smiling when the Highmen come out, they might give you a little something on the side. You know what I mean—a tip on the elections, things like that.”


  “No chance,” the stout man said. “I’m off in two hours, and heading right for my Key and a lastmeal that will make me sleep for a week.”


  “You don’t need it,” Yenkin laughed, poking at Haward’s stomach.


  Haward shoved the hand away, pulled at his tunic, brushed idly at his chest. “You should have stayed with that Senator, Ty. Being servant to a Highman isn’t all that bad, you know. At least you’d end up with a pension instead of a stupid-looking uniform.”


  Helman Talle double-checked the Host’s setting of the curtain, puzzled that such a faceless man should seem so familiar. Certain of his privacy, then, he relaxed, settled back to allow the booth to massage his spine and drain the tension that had been with him most of the day. His eyes closed momentarily, opened only when a frosted glass drifted onto the slide beneath the wall’s slim console. He tried not to snatch at it, sipped politely the cool dark green liquid before someone launched into a time-consuming toast. His companions retrieved their own tall drinks as soon as they arrived, and neither of them noticed, or were too polite to mention, that Talle’s hands were trembling.


  A finger lifted to touch-dry his lips, his head tilted slightly to the right. “All right, Faux,” he said to the younger, Canam Consul, “what foul thing have I done this time that you have to play spanker for the Premier?”


  Faux winced theatrically at the question. A hand reached up to tug at a curl bothering his right ear. It was an affectation Talle knew well: everything the Montrealer said from now on would only be half the truth, and that would be suspect as well.


  “Helman, you seem unusually paranoid today. Why can’t we share a friendly drink before lastmeal without having to bring up nonsense like business?”


  Talle laughed without parting his lips, shook his head and looked to Sandar Bendal on Faux’s left. “Would you tell this man here, Sandy, that we’re both too old to be playing at diplomatic courtesies? He drags me away from a perfectly acceptable evening with my wife and daughter, makes dark and ominous hints about the coming of the storm, and then when he’s got me here tingling like copper in lightning, he has to get up on a carousel and let me run along beside him.”


  Bendal only smiled. Weakly. He offered nothing.


  “Come on, Faux, what’s the matter with you two?” He frowned and folded his hands around his glass. “Never mind. The Premier has heard from Meditcom. The Community won’t listen, is that right?”


  Faux looked to be searching for another topic, then—reluctantly—nodded and discovered the fascination in the table’s grain design. “The pouch arrived early this morning. We,” and he nodded to Bendal, “were told not two hours ago in the Premier’s office. It wasn’t much of a discussion, actually. We’d been planning our reaction for some time. What the other Consuls have to know they’ll be told tomorrow in Session.”


  “And what about the Congress?” Talle snapped. “Do we get around to learning about the war sometime? I certainly hope it’s before the Service sends the troops out again. It would be nice to let our people know, you know. A gesture from the top, so to speak. A sign of their confidence in our ability to keep fighting the same damned war all over again.”


  Faux stared at a thumbnail.


  “Quiet, Helman,” Bendal said softly. While his own frail gray matched Talle’s, his face was doubly lined, doubly chalked. Wattles sagged over the tight collar of his office’s somber jacket, and he swallowed constantly as if gulping for air. He had less than a year before he rotated into Senate Emeritus and Cabinet Adviser, but there were few politicians in Noram who believed he would live that long. “We can understand and appreciate your bitterness at the system, but none of us were around when it all changed, Helman, so do us the respect of office and keep your bile to yourself while you hear us out.” He cleared his throat, sipped at his glass. “To be honest, I don’t know if we can completely avoid involvement in the new war. But I do know there’s a way we’ve worked out with the Premier that might be able to keep the Noram Confederation from falling apart while we’re about it.”


  “Now that’s fantastic,” Talle said, his sarcasm uncharacteristically heavy. There was a time once, he thought before speaking again, when a Premier’s policy wouldn’t have been made without his participation from the outset. A time once … apparently no more. “What will it be this time? Save the Colonies from starvation again? Increase planetside production so we can siphon off the excess profits and pay for the ships that will keep the Martians from dying? Or will it be Luna this time around?” He raised a hand to block Faux’s impatience. “Let’s see … if only one of the dories has been left unbreached by some dreadful natural disaster, it will be up to us to stick together and marshal our resources to repair and rebuild. Throw in a few grandiose promises about sending up more from the worst Fringes, and couple them with an equal amount of recruiting campaigns that will end with all but a handful of the public washed out because they’re not quite right for the long trip Out. No. Wait a second. There’s something better. We’ve discovered an alien—”


  “You know, Helman,” Faux interrupted, “you’re a damned relic when you want to be! Why don’t you come back from the—”


  “What?” Talle said, his eyes wide and incredulous. “Are you denying, Consul, that those filings never happened? Are you saying for the record that we’ve never pulled one of those stunts to keep the Noram myth going?”


  “I never said that, Helman.” For that I thank you, Consul.”


  And Noram’s not a myth, either. You’re living in it, aren’t you? It thrives, doesn’t it?”


  “That depends upon your definition.”


  “Helman,” Bendal said finally, “Helman, shut up for a minute and listen to me. Hear me, Senator, when I tell you there’s going to be a revolution.”


  She flounced, jerking her head angrily away from the girl walking beside her. It was too hot to argue. She was getting a headache with no poppers to help her. And she didn’t know why she just didn’t drop the whole thing and find something more pleasant to talk about. But Delia persisted, and she couldn’t help responding. “I don’t care what you say! I say he’s cute. Not handsome, you understand. A little too tiny, a little too … thin. But he is still cute. For someone who doesn’t work for a living.”


  “Hah! You’re a snob, Caro, you know that? And I won’t be surprised if the day after tomorrow you drag me and him down to the Hall to sign up for a pact. And not just a temporary. Oh no, nothing like that. This one will be for the life of the parties.”


  “You don’t think I mean it, do you? I say he’s really cute!”


  “Caro,” Delia said solemnly, “if every man on this planet was lined up from here to Luna, you couldn’t find an ugly among them. Not a shagging one. You’re just not capable of it. I swear it, if your father wasn’t one—”


  Caro looked back at the venner in front of the restaurant, then to the slender oriental fan he had caressed from behind her ear. It seemed to have been fashioned somehow from wafered leaded glass, translucent, shimmering hypnotically in the lights that they passed. It was an item she couldn’t have ordinarily afforded, not without help, yet he had refused her return when she told him she didn’t want to buy one of his gods. Refused her with a smile that seemed almost shy, then forestalled Delia’s added protests by teasing a green flower from under her chin.


  “Caro!”


  She blinked, realized she was standing stupidly still while the hovbus drifted to its stop, its hurricane winds blocked by the low glastic partition that protected the lines waiting for its coming. It was black trimmed in white, sleek, staring.


  “Well, Caro? Are you going to come on or do I have to leave without you?”


  Caro drew the fan lightly over her palm.


  “Blessed priest, Caro, you can follow if you want!”


  But she hesitated without knowing why. Already the line was too long for her to locate a comfortable seat within. If she boarded now she would be bruised from elbow to hip before reaching home. She shrugged. Delia took a step forward, looked back and slapped her thigh angrily before darting through the door as it readied to close her out.


  I’ll see you tomorrow, Caro mouthed to a shadow of a face that glared through a port as the hov coughed, lifted, drifted, plunged down its ramp into the old subway tubes. A whale, a beetle, a dozen like images. Bye, she said as the brief hurricane died, and she took her place at the head of the new line. A half hour wait now. She would be late for lastmeal. Again. Again. If her father came home for a pleasant change, her mother would be furious and pout all night if Caro didn’t show up. But she told herself she needed some time to think more about the fan. No one, not even a venner more prosperous than most, gave away merchandise like that with no hopes for return. That he was setting himself for her was a faint possibility, though hardly probable. She knew what she looked like, and she didn’t like what she saw: hair too red, skin too pale, the angles of her thin frame too underweight sharp despite the softening of flowing white ruffles at her neck and breasts, the puffs of cream at her blouse’s shoulders, the effect of dawn clouds her brightly dyed slacks gave. Earlier, she had laughed with Delia at a woman who’d been wearing little more than the obligatory ruffles; and Caro had wished her father be something less than he was—though she was of age and more, the restraints of being public too often shackled her like a child of ten. A man thumped into her back, breaking her thoughts, and she nearly spilled over the barrier. She turned as he muttered an insincere apology and cursed fluently at him in a forgotten Cenam dialect, grinned broadly at the scowl on his perspiring face. Not all men are cute, Delia dear, she thought; nukes sure weren’t, and neither were fat men.


  Delia, however, consistently feigned discrimination despite the hard evidence that she charged with anyone who asked. Delia claimed she was only being patriotic and loved only soldiers, but there weren’t many left who weren’t soldiers these days. Another war was brewing, had been since the last uneasy truce, not to mention the Fringe riots and the university skirmishes and the seemingly weekly threats on the old Premier’s life. Everywhere you turned there was a uniform of some kind, all from the Service, all topped with the featureless silvered masks that denied the wearer’s humanity from forehead to chin. Her father had opposed the adornment, calling it nothing more than sculptured anonymity. She thought it true. And they were especially unnerving at night when they reflected the city lights, kaleidoscope masks with no eyes behind them.


  Face it, Caro, you’re bored.


  Maybe, then, it was time to join another Cause. There were several currently vying for newspace these days. But they were all old and had lost whatever glamor their origins had provided. The worst in terms of appeal potential was the EcGroup—and Delia didn’t help by being a fervent, though possibly temporary, disciple. She was always battering Caro’s ears about the preservation of the environment, the air, the earth, the need to move back into the suburbs in force, with troops if necessary, and reclaim for pleasure what had been once used in rape. Caro didn’t much care. There was no gasoline for popular consumption, not even for the airliners that rusted on tarmac fields; what landcars were left had been reserved to the Government and the Service and the few long-distance transports that flowed like segmented snakes between the continent’s cities—with everyone cuddled within the urban womb once again, who needed it? Solar, fission, hydroelectric, wind—with luxuries rationed for so long few people missed them, and with the city air clean and the sky always sharp blue, who worried about the gray-yellow clouds that hovered over Lima or Rio or Capetown, ABS?


  Delia did, a dozen times a day.


  Caro decided that if a Cause was needed to fill her free time constructively, she would probably join the Luxes. They were the logical opposition to rationing that, they claimed, long since had lost its urgency, the semihistorians who claimed the cities could still have the luxuries even the ordinary man had Way Back When. She grinned to herself. They wouldn’t be too bad, the Luxes wouldn’t. Her father didn’t actively disapprove of them, and at least they gave parties now and then; the EcG was too damned serious.


  The man behind her sneezed, and she hunched her shoulders.


  She looked, then, at the fan. She lifted it, spread it carefully as if it might shatter if she breathed, moved, blinked too rapidly. It had been etched and tinted. White, and on the white a sketch of a hillside brush-stroked so fragilely a wind could have made it powder. To the left of the hill a misshapen tree, and beneath its branches a man sitting with knees drawn to his chest and his face hidden by a fall of thin leaves; to the right the suggestion of a plain, and above it a moon that was bloated, pocked, a background globe for a flight of dark birds.


  She closed the fan partway. The hillside collapsed, the man and the tree and the moon vanished into the folds of frail glass. Only the birds remained. Gliding.


  There were four in the group, in blue nearly black, ribboned and medaled without pretension. Staring at the storefronts, listening to the advocs, pausing without pattern at the stalls closest to them. Buying nothing. Whispering and laughing. No one spoke to them, yet no one ignored them.


  Shanlon saw them approaching his stall and immediately stepped into the street to keep the cube in front of him. They weren’t green, he thought; there was no arrogance in their walk, no self-imposed class that lifted them above the level of the civilians. A slight disappointment, but he wouldn’t be able to bait them; they would be too knowledgeable to take it even if it were offered. If he was lucky, then, they would pass him by with only a glance at his goods and spare him the temptation. His hand settled briefly on the belt at his waist, on the pouch at the belt, and he squeezed it. It was thin tonight, and so was his remaining supply of tricks. He sucked in his lips and bit down gently. He nodded, once and slowly, and knew then that they would indeed stop. That’s the way it had been tonight. The woman in white took that one small Loki, and that had been that. The soldiers would stop all right. That’s the way his luck had been running—all in the other direction.


  They stopped. He smiled politely. A trick would be wasted on soldiers just strolling.


  Three of them, and he noticed they were all officers, moved to walk away. The fourth, heavy-set and obviously uncomfortable beneath his Service mask, stayed them with a short gesture and reached to a shelf to pick up a Zeus.


  “Five creds, Captain,” Shanlon said. “A bargain at any price, and especially at that one. Put him in your sack and you’ll sleep better at night, wake up with a smile and a love for your command.”


  “Is that a guarantee, venner?” The voice was partially muffled, seemingly seeping from the man’s broad chest. “Suppose, for example, I take this to Barracks tonight and I end up with some insomnia. What do I do then? I wouldn’t be able to find you again, would I? What would I do?”


  “Swear a lot,” Shanlon grinned.


  “Shanlon,” the captain said, shaking his head, “you’ll never make a million that way. Despite yourself, you’re too damned honest.”


  Shanlon leaned forward, his hands gripping the edge of the stall. It tilted, threatened to slip off the curb, and he released it and stepped quickly to one side. Staring. Trying to force his vision through the mask to the face beyond. Quickly he rummaged through a list of his friends who had opted for Service, but they were all too young to have reached officer rank so swiftly. He shook his head, cocked it and waited.


  The captain laughed, half-turning to his friends, who only looked at each other and shrugged. “Shanlon,” he said, “you never could tell anything about a man in uniform, could you?”


  “You have me, Captain. I don’t follow.”


  “Well, do you remember the day your father brought you up to New York? You came directly to my Key and I was waiting outside for you. I was on leave, if I recall, and when you met me you thought I was a Blue. You said all the uniforms looked alike to you, and you were disappointed that I was a soldier, and not police.”


  Shanlon reached out a hand to grip the stall.


  “How old are you now, Shan? I imagine you’ve tipped over the never-return thirty mark sometime soon back. Am I right, or am I talking to one of
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