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Virtue is bold

and goodness never fearful

—William Shakespeare

Measure by Measure
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A Note From The Author
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Characters make fictional worlds go round. They make stories happen, have emotions, make readers read on – and sometimes are more than, or other than, humans. In science fiction and fantasy this "other than human" can be easy to see: robots, raccoons with blasters, turtles with spaceships, mirrors or battle tanks or spaceships who speak up with opinions and special knowledge, trees. . .well, yes, all characters other than human.

There's another set of other than human characters though. There's Trantor, Gehenna, Pern, Dune – yes, those are planets – and the cities of Bellona, Diaspar, and The Dipple, on Korwar. 

Science Fiction is full of place as character, and we've used it that way ourselves in a number of projects, including the Low Port anthology we edited for Meisha Merlin. When place is moody, changeable, and has depth, character is what you're dealing with.

Often, readers don't see place as character, but we're lucky in our readers and over time we've had requests for more about Delgado, or University, or – and this comes to the book you're reading now – Surebleak. 

Insofar as Surebleak is a character, full of mystery, unfolding new facets all the time, we've had direct requests from readers for "more about Surebleak." 

Surebleak is a planet and culture in collision not with one culture but an overwhelming series of cultures – the culture of space travelers, the culture of Scouts, the culture of a galactic Terran community that had been willing to let Surebleak and its population sink from view. And one of the ways those conflicts are best seen is through the way characters, and we mean human characters in this sentence to start, the way characters imbued with Surebleak's character hallmarks, meet the challenge of dealing with those who are not of the world. 

"Chimera" – first published on Baen.com in May of 2015 – joins the original story published for the first time here,"Friend of a Friend" in Sleeping With The Enemy. 

"Friend of a Friend" may feel familiar at first because it, in effect, began in Dragon in Exile and you'll find some portion of it there. But "Friend. . ." wouldn't have fit in Dragon In Exile as that book developed, and so it was written more as a "what-if" or a "it could have happened" rather than being a mere outtake from a novel. 

We hope you'll enjoy and let your friends know that Surebleak is a character, and a recurring one at that. You'll be seeing more as time goes on.

—Steve Miller

Cat Farm and Confusion Factory

July 15, 2016

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chimera
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There'd been a lot of shouting at that meeting—well, there always was shouting at the meetings Farnch took him to.  Wasn't no use saying he didn't wanna go, on account the shouting hurt his head—Farnch just called him an auntie, and shoved him into the nearest wall.  Then Jewl would yell, and punch Farnch, too, if he wasn't faster'n her fist, which wasn't nobody faster'n Jewl's fist—and Farnch'd get mad, but even Farnch knew better'n to swing on Jewl, so he'd just get madder'n madder, 'til Darby's head was like to bust with it, and either Farnch'd go out with his crew, or Darby'd go up to the garden 'til either he could hear himself think, or the tips of his ears started to burn in the cold, or Jewl sent one of the twins up to bring him back inside.

Jewl'd been feelin' bad these last couple days, and he'd just managed to get her to sleep when Farnch'd come home, growling about how there was a meeting and it was up to him and Darby help take Surebleak back. . .and all the other kind o'nonsense Farnch was on about lately, him having a grudge against the New Bosses.  Farnch, he'd been ambitious, under the Old Bosses.  He'd been working all the angles there was, and some that, in Darby's personal opinion, didn't really exist, looking to get onto Boss Goyan's staff.  Farnch's big plan was to work his way up to insurance man.

He'd've prolly made, too, Farnch being just that mean, but then what should happen but Boss Conrad come to Surebleak, just particularly to ruin Farnch's life.  Least, that's the way Farnch felt about it, and there wasn't any way at all that Darby could change what his brother felt about having his life-plan ruined.

So, for the sake of Jewl's rest, and his own fragile head, Darby'd come along quiet to the meeting, and sat through the yelling and the hating, and the wanting to do something-or-someone a lot of hurt and harm.

That last, that was the worst.  He could mostly ignore the yelling and the hating. . .well, that wasn't so bad when there were lots of folks.  The feeling got. . .spread out, somehow.  Hate was a lot harder to deal with, when it was concentrated in one person.

The bloodlust, though, that got scarier'n a sleet-storm, real fast.  Killing rage multiplied in a crowd, until it overwhelmed every sane thought in the room.

Hadn't been so bad tonight; tonight being a planning meeting.  There was gonna be a shooting competition at Sherman's, and all the New Bosses were gonna be there with their 'hands.  The Streeters for Taking Back Surebleak committee—that was what Farnch's friends called themselves, though Darby didn't see that Surebleak'd gone anywhere.  Sure, there was the new people come in—Liadens and suchlike—but Surebleak was still right there under the boots where it'd always been, far's Darby knew about it. . . 

Anyhow, the Streeters for Surebleak, they was thinking maybe to disrupt that shoot, and show the New Bosses a thing or three, and put the fear of winter into 'em.  

So that was the meeting, and he'd lasted 'til it was over, pretty well pleased to've come out in good order, with only the tiniest headache, and his ears ringing with the shouting.

"Darb, we're going on down to Rogin's and talk about this some more.  You coming?"

No, no.  He knew 'way better'n drinkin' with Farnch and his friends and talking some more about real 'bleakers and how the foreigners had taken every good thing that'd ever been in everybody's hand, like they'd forgotten the way it had been, with the Old Bosses.

Like they'd liked the way it'd been, under the Old Bosses.

Well, and that was just it.  The way he'd understood it, the couple times he couldn't think of an excuse not to go with Farnch's crew, was they had liked the old ways better.  They were strong, and liked violence, too—that was the difference between them and Darby.  He could hold his own in a fight—wouldn't lived long on the streets after their dad died, if he hadn't learned that.  Wasn't as fast as Jewl, nor not as big as Farnch, but he was quick, and he knew where to hit.

Didn't like to fight, that was all.  'specially didn't like to fight when there wasn't anything to fight about.

Farnch, though—was waiting for an answer, and Darby was walking the thin line of making him look bad in front of his crew.

"Can't tonight," he said, managing to sound like he felt sad about that.  "Gotta check on Jewl; see if she's any better."

"Right," said Farnch, who'd been pretty put out with having to make his supper outta twin-made soup and a handwich.  "Tell 'er I expect to see her fresh as a new fall tomorra."

Jewl wasn't likely to be up tomorrow, but there wasn't any use telling Farnch that.  Always worked out better with Farnch, if he just discovered things when they happened, 'stead of giving him to time to work up a mad.

So.

"I'll tell her," Darby said, and nodded to his brother's crew before he headed on down the street.

"Brother ain't real keen?" he heard Vesti ask.  It'd be Vesti.  Always making trouble, that girl.

"He's in," Farnch said, his voice getting thinner as the crew headed off in the opposite direction.  "No doubt there.  M'sister's been sick, is all, and he worries over her like she was our ma."

In point of actual fact, Darby didn't remember their ma all that sharp; she'd already been sick when he'd come along.  Jewl'd been there from the first; Jewl'd had the raising of him, Jewl and Dad, 'til Dad got made a zample.  Jewl'd got pregnant right after—'nother kind of zample-making, which was something he wasn't s'posed to know, and Jewl didn't never talk about.  That got 'em the
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