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CHAPTER

1

They were waiting as I stepped through the door into the taverno: three of them, preadult Yavanni, roughly the size of Brahma bulls, looming over me from both sides of the entryway. Big, eager-eyed, and territorial, they were on the prowl and looking for an excuse to squash something soft.

From all indications, it looked like that something was going to be me.

I stopped short just inside the door, and as it swung closed against my back I caught a faint whiff of turpentine from the direction of my would-be assailants. Which meant that along with being young and brash, they were also tanked to the briskets. I was still outside the invisible boundary of the personal territories they’d staked out for themselves in the entryway; and if I had any brains, I’d keep it that way. Yavanni aren’t very bright even at the best of times, but when you’re outweighed by two to one and outnumbered by three to one, brainpower ratio isn’t likely to be the deciding factor. It had been a long day and a longer evening, I was tired and cranky, and the smartest thing I could do right now was get hold of the doorknob digging into my back and get out of there.

I looked past the Yavanni into the main part of the taverno. The place was pretty crowded, with both humans and a representative distribution of other species sitting around the fashionably darkened interior. It was likely to stay well populated, too, at least as long as anyone who tried to leave had to pass the three mobile mountains waiting at the door. A fair percentage of the clientele, I could see, was surreptitiously watching the little drama about to unfold, while the rest were studiously ignoring it. None of either group looked eager to leap to my defense should that become necessary. The two bartenders were watching me more openly, but there would be no help from that direction, either. This section of the spaceport environs lay in Meima’s Vyssiluyan enclave, and the Vyssiluyas were notoriously laissez-faire where disputes of this sort were concerned. The local police would gladly and industriously pick up the pieces after it was all over, but that wasn’t going to be much comfort if I wound up being one of those pieces.

I looked back at the Yavanni flanking my path, one a little way ahead and to my left, the other two to my right. They still hadn’t moved, but I had the mental picture of coiled springs being tightened a couple more turns. I hadn’t run, didn’t look like I was going to run, and their small minds were simmering in eager anticipation of the moment when I put a foot across that invisible barrier and they got to see how many colors of bruises they could raise on me.

I wasn’t armed, at least not seriously. Even if I had been, blasting away from close range at three full-size Yavanni was not a recommended procedure for anyone desiring a long and happy life. But there was a trick I’d heard about a few years ago, a nice little combination of Yavannian psychology and physiology that I’d tucked away for possible future reference. It looked, as the saying went, like the future was now. Gazing at each of the Yavanni in turn, I cleared my throat. “Do your mothers know you boys are here?” I demanded in the deepest voice I could manage.

Three jaws dropped in unison. “It’s late,” I continued before they could respond. “You should be home. Go home. Now.”

They looked at each other, their earlier anticipation floundering in confusion. Talking like a Yavannian dominant male was probably the last response they’d expected from an alien half their size, and the molasses they used for brains was having trouble adjusting to the situation. “Did you hear me?” I snapped, putting some anger into my voice. “Go home.”

The one on the left apparently had faster molasses than the other two. “You are not Yavannian,” he snarled back at me in typically Yavannian-mangled English. A fresh wave of turpentine smell accompanied the words. “You will not speak to us that way.” Paws flexing, he took a step toward me—

And I opened my mouth and let out a warbling, blood-freezing howl.

He froze in place, his alien face abruptly stricken as his glacial brain caught up with his fatal error. I was stationary and he was moving, which meant he had now violated my territory. I was the injured party, I had given out with the proper Yavannian accusation/indictment/challenge shout, and I was now entitled to the first punch.

By and by, of course, he would remember that I wasn’t a Yavanne and therefore not entitled to the courtesy of Yavannian customs. I had no intention of giving that thought time to percolate through. Taking a long step toward him, I tightened my hands into fists and drove both of them hard into his lower torso, into the slight depressions on either side of the central muscle ridge.

He gave a forlorn sort of squeak—a startling sound from a creature his size—and went down with a highly satisfying thud that must have shaken the whole taverno. Curled around himself, he lay still.

The other two were still standing there, staring at me with their jaws hanging loosely. I wasn’t fooled—flabbergasted or not, they were still in territorial mode, and the minute I stepped onto either’s chosen section of floor I would get mauled. Fortunately, that was no longer a problem. The left side of the entryway was now free territory; stepping over the downed Yavanne, I passed through the entryway and into the taverno.

There was a small ripple of almost-applause, which quickly evaporated as those involved belatedly remembered that there were still two Yavanni left on their feet. I wasn’t expecting any more trouble from them myself, but just the same I kept an eye on their reflection in the brass chandelier domes as I made my way through the maze of tables and chairs. There was an empty table in the back, comfortably close to the homey log fireplace that dominated that wall, and I sat down with my back to the crackling flames. As I did so, I was just in time to see the two undamaged Yavanni help their unsteady colleague out into the night.

“Buy you a drink, sir?”

I turned my head. A medium-sized man with dark skin stood in the dim light to the right of my table, a half-full mug in his hand, a thick thatch of white hair shimmering in the firelight. “I’m not interested in company right now,” I said, punching up a small vodkaline on the table’s menu selector. I wasn’t interested in drinking, either, but that little fracas with the Yavanni had drawn enough attention to me as it was, and sitting there without a glass in my hand would only invite more curiosity.

“I appreciate what you did over there,” the man commented, pulling out the chair opposite me and sitting down as if he’d been invited to do so. “I’ve been stuck here half an hour waiting for them to go away. Bit of a risky move, though, wasn’t it? At the very least, you could have broken a couple of knuckles.”

For a moment I gazed across the table at him, at that dark face beneath that shock of white hair. From the age lines in his skin he clearly had spent a lot of his life out in the sun; from the shape of the musculature beneath his jacket he hadn’t spent that time lounging around in beach chairs. “Not all that risky,” I told him. “Yavanni don’t get that really thick skin of theirs until adulthood. Kids that age are still pretty soft in spots. You just have to know where those spots are.”

He nodded, eyes dropping momentarily to the ship patch with its stylized “SB” on the shoulder of my faded black-leather jacket. “You deal a lot with aliens?”

“A fair amount,” I said. “My partner’s one, if that helps any.”

“What do you mean, if it helps any?”

The center of the table opened up and my vodkaline appeared. “If it helps you make up your mind,” I amplified, taking the glass off the tray. “About offering me a cargo.”

A flicker of surprise crossed his face, but then he smiled. “You’re quick,” he said. “I like that. I take it you’re an independent shipper?”

“That’s right.” I wasn’t all that independent, actually, not anymore. But this wasn’t the right time to bring that up. “My name’s Jordan McKell. I’m captain of a Capricorn-class freighter called the Stormy Banks.”

“Specialty certificates?”

“Navigation and close-order piloting,” I said. “My partner Ixil is certified in both drive and mechanical systems.”

“Actually, I won’t be needing your partner.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Or your ship, for that matter.”

“That makes sense,” I said, trying not to sound too sarcastic. “What exactly do you need—a fourth for bridge?”

He leaned a little closer to me across the table. “I already have a ship,” he said, his voice dropping to a murmur. “It’s sitting at the spaceport, fueled and cargoed and ready to go. All I need is a crew to fly her.”

“Interesting trick,” I complimented him. “Getting a ship here without a crew, I mean.”

His lips compressed. “I had a crew yesterday. They jumped ship this morning after we landed for refueling.”

“Why?”

He waved a hand. “Personality conflicts, factional disputes—that sort of thing. Apparently, both factions decided to jump without realizing the other side was going to, too. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. What matters is that I’m not going to make my schedule unless I get some help together, and quickly.”

I leaned back in my chair and favored him with a sly smile. “So in other words, you’re basically stuck here. How very inconvenient for you. What kind of ship are we talking about?”

“It’s the equivalent of an Orion-class,” he said, looking like a man suddenly noticing a bad taste in his mouth. Revising his earlier estimate of me downward, no doubt, as his estimate of how much money I was going to try to squeeze out of him went the opposite direction. “Not a standard Orion, you understand, but similar in size and—”

“You need a minimum of six crewers, then,” I said. “Three each certified competent in bridge and engine-room operations. All eight specialty certificates represented: navigation, piloting, electronics, mechanics, computer, drive, hull/spacewalk, and medical.”

“I see you’re well versed in the Mercantile Code.”

“Part of my job,” I said. “As I said, I can cover nav and piloting. How many of the rest are you missing?”

He smiled crookedly. “Why? You have some friends who need work?”

“I might. What do you need?”

“I appreciate the offer.” He was still smiling, but the laugh lines had hardened a bit. “But I’d prefer to choose my own crew.”

I shrugged. “Fine by me. I was just trying to save you a little running around. What about me personally? Am I in?”

He eyed me another couple of heartbeats. “If you want the job,” he said at last, not sounding entirely happy with the decision.

Deliberately, I turned my head a few degrees to the left and looked at a trio of gray-robed Patthaaunutth sitting at the center of the bar, gazing haughtily out at the rest of the patrons like self-proclaimed lords surveying their private demesne. “Were you expecting me to turn you down?” I asked, hearing the edge of bitterness in my voice.

He followed my gaze, lifting his mug for a sip, and even out of the corner of my eye I could see him wince a little behind the rim of the cup. “No,” he said quietly. “I suppose not.”

I nodded silently. The Talariac Drive had hit the trade routes of the Spiral a little over fifteen years ago, and in that brief time the Patth had gone from being a third-rate race of Machiavellian little connivers to near domination of shipping here in our cozy corner of the galaxy. Hardly a surprise, of course: with the Talariac four times faster and three times cheaper than anyone else’s stardrive, it didn’t take a corporate genius to figure out which ships were the ones to hire.

Which had left the rest of us between a very big rock and a very hard vacuum. There were still a fair number of smaller routes and some overflow traffic that the Patth hadn’t gotten around to yet, but there were too many non-Patth ships chasing too few jobs and the resulting economic chaos had been devastating. A few of the big shipping corporations were still hanging on, but most of the independents had been either starved out of business or reduced to intrasystem shipping, where stardrives weren’t necessary.

Or had turned their ships to other, less virtuous lines of work.

One of the Patth at the table turned his head slightly, and from beneath his hood I caught a glint of the electronic implants set into that gaunt, mahogany-red face. The Patth had a good thing going, all right, and they had no intention of losing it. Patth starships were individually keyed to their respective pilots, with small but crucial bits of the Talariac access circuitry and visual display feedback systems implanted into the pilot’s body. There’d been some misgivings about that when the system first hit the Spiral—shipping execs had worried that an injury to the Patth pilot en route could strand their valuable cargo out in the middle of nowhere, and there was a lot of nowhere out there to lose something as small as a starship in. The Patth had countered by adding one or two backup pilots to each ship, which had lowered the risk of accident without compromising the shroud of secrecy they were determined to keep around the Talariac. Without the circuitry implanted in its pilot—and with a whole raft of other safeguards built into the hardware of the drive itself—borrowing or stealing a Patth ship would gain you exactly zero information.

Or so the reasoning went. The fact that no bootleg copies of the Talariac had yet appeared anywhere on the market tended to support that theory.

The man across from me set his mug back down on the table with a slightly impatient-sounding clunk. Turning my eyes and thoughts away from the hooded Patth, I got back to business. “What time do you want to leave?”

“As early as possible,” he said. “Say, six tomorrow morning.”

I thought about that. Meima was an Ihmis colony world, and one of the peculiarities of Ihmisit-run spaceports was that shippers weren’t allowed inside the port between sundown and sunup, with the entire port sealed during those hours. Alien-psychology experts usually attributed this to some quirk of Ihmis superstition; I personally put it down to the healthy hotel business the policy generated at the spaceport’s periphery. “Sunrise tomorrow’s not until five-thirty,” I pointed out. “Doesn’t leave much time for preflight checks.”

“The ship’s all ready to go,” he reminded me.

“We check it anyway before we fly,” I told him.

“That’s what ‘preflight’ means. What about clearances?”

“All set,” he said, tapping his tunic. “I’ve got the papers right here.”

“Let me see them.”

He shook his head. “That’s not necessary. I’ll be aboard well before—”

“Let me see them.”

For a second he had the expression of someone who was seriously considering standing up and going to look for a pilot with a better grasp of the proper servility involved in an owner/employee relationship. But he merely dug into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a thin stack of cards. Maybe he liked my spirit, or maybe he was just running out of time to find someone to fly his ship for him.

I leafed through them. The papers were for a modified Orion-class freighter called the Icarus, Earth registry, mastership listed as one Alexander Borodin. They were also copies, not the originals he’d implied he was carrying. “You Borodin?” I asked.

“That’s right,” he said. “As you see, everything’s in order for a morning lift.”

“Certainly looks that way,” I agreed. All the required checks had been done: engine room, thrusters and stardrive, computer, cargo customs—

I frowned. “What’s this ‘sealed cargo section’ business?”

“Just what it says,” he told me. “The cargo hold is situated in the aft-center section of the ship, and was sealed on Gamm against all entry or inspection. The Gamm port authority license is there.”

“Came in from Gamm, did you?” I commented, finding the license on the next card down. “Quiet little place.”

“Yes. A bit primitive, though.”

“It is that,” I agreed, stacking the cards together again. I glanced at the top card again, making careful note of the lift and clearance codes that had been assigned to the Icarus, and handed them back across the table. “All right, you’ve got yourself a captain. What’s the up-front pay?”

“One thousand commarks,” he said. “Payable on your arrival at the ship in the morning. Another two thousand once we make Earth. It’s all I can afford,” he added, a bit defensively.

Three thousand in all, for a job that would probably take five or six weeks to complete. I certainly wasn’t going to get rich on that kind of pay, but I probably wouldn’t starve, either. Provided he picked up the fuel and port duty fees along the way, of course. For a moment I thought about trying to bargain him up, but the look on his face implied it would be a waste of time. “Fine,” I said. “You have a tag for me?”

“Right here,” he said, rummaging around inside his jacket again, his expression twitching briefly with surprise that I had not, in fact, tried to squeeze him for more money as he’d obviously expected me to do. Briefly, I wondered which direction that had moved his opinion of me, but gave up the exercise as both unprofitable and irrelevant.

His probing hand found what it was looking for, and emerged holding a three-by-seven-centimeter plastic tag covered with colored dots. Another Ihmis quirk, this one their refusal to number or in any other way differentiate the two hundred-odd landing squares at their spaceport. The only way to find a particular ship—or a particular service center or customs office or supply depot, for that matter—was to have one of these handy little tags on you. Slid into the transparent ID slot in a landing jacket collar, the tag’s dot code would be read by sensors set up at each intersection, whereupon walk-mounted guidelights would point the befuddled wearer in the proper direction. It made for rather protracted travel sometimes, but the Ihmisits liked it and it wasn’t much more than a minor inconvenience for anyone else. My assumption had always been that someone’s brother-in-law owned the tag-making concession. “Anything else you need to know?”

I cocked an eyebrow at him as I slid the tag into my collar slot in front of the one keyed to guide me back to the Stormy Banks. “Why? You in a hurry?”

“I have one or two other things yet to do tonight, yes,” he said as he set down his cup and stood up. “Good evening, Captain McKell. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“I’ll be there.” I nodded.

He nodded back and headed across the taverno, maneuvering through the maze of tables and the occasional wandering customer, and disappeared through the door. I took a sip of my vodkaline, counted to twenty, and headed off after him.

I didn’t want to look like I was hurrying, and as a result it took me maybe half a minute longer to get across the taverno than it had taken him. But that was all right. There were a lot of spacers roaming the streets out there, but the overhead lights outside were pretty good, and with all that white hair he should be easy enough to spot and follow. Pushing open the door, I stepped out into the cool night air.

I had forgotten about the Yavanni. They hadn’t forgotten about me.

They were waiting near the entrance, partly concealed behind one of the decorative glass entryway windbreaks that stuck a meter outward from the wall on either side of the door itself. Recognizing a particular alien is always a dicey proposition, but obviously this bunch had mastered the technique. Even as I stepped out from the shelter of the windbreaks, they began moving purposefully toward me, the one in front showing a noticeable forward slouch.

I had to do something, and I had to do it fast. They’d abandoned their previous territorial game—that much was obvious from the way they bunched together as they moved confidently toward me. I’d shamed them in front of the whole taverno, and what they undoubtedly had in mind was a complete demonstration as to why that had been a bad decision on my part. I thought about digging inside my jacket for my gun, realized instantly that any such move would be suicide; thought about ducking back into the taverno, realized that would do nothing but postpone the confrontation.

Which left me only one real option. Bracing myself, I took a quick step partway back into the windbreak, turned ninety degrees to my left, and kicked backward as hard as I could with my right foot.

In most other places windbreaks like these were made out of a highly resilient plastic. The Vyssiluyas preferred glass—tough glass, to be sure, but glass nonetheless. With three angry Yavanni lumbering toward me I was understandably in no mood for half measures, and the force of the kick seemed to shoot straight through my spine to the top of my head. But I achieved the desired result: the glass panel blew out, scattering a hundred pieces across the landscape.

I caught my balance and jumped backward through the now mostly empty box frame. A large wedge of jagged glass that was still hanging tentatively onto the side of the frame scraped at my jacket as I went through. Trying to avoid slicing my fingers on the edges, I got a grip on it and broke it free. Brandishing it like a makeshift knife, I jabbed at the Yavanni.

The Yavanne in front stopped short, generating a brief bit of vaguely comedic confusion as the other two bumped into him. For all their bulk and aggressiveness, Yavanni are remarkably sensitive to the sight of their own blood, and the thought of charging into a knife or knifelike instrument can give even the hardiest a moment of pause. But only a moment. Like most other unpleasantries, anticipation is often worse than the actual event, and as soon as their molasses minds remembered that they’d be all over me.

But I wasn’t planning to be here when that happened. With the windbreak gone and the Yavanni bunched together, I now had a completely clear exit route at my back. Flipping my shard of glass at the lead Yavanne, I turned and ran for it.

I got only a couple of steps before they set up a startled howl and lurched into gear after me. They’d eventually get me, too—in a long straightaway human legs couldn’t outmatch Yavannian ones. But for the first few seconds, until they got all that body mass moving, I had the advantage. All I had to do was find something to do with it.

I knew better than to waste time looking over my shoulder, but I could tell from the sounds of their foot thuds that I still had a reasonably good lead when I reached the corner of the taverno and swung around into the narrow pedestrian alleyway separating it from the next building over. An empty alleyway, unfortunately, without what I’d hoped to find there. The Yavanni hove around the corner; lowering my head, I put all my effort into getting every drop of speed I could out of my legs. They would probably get me, I knew, before I could circle the building completely. If what I was looking for wasn’t around back, I was going to be in for some serious pain.

I rounded the next corner with the Yavanni uncomfortably close behind me. And there it was, just as I’d hoped to find it: a pile of half-meter-long logs for the taverno’s big fireplace, neatly stacked against the wall and reaching nearly to the eaves of the roof. Without slowing my pace, I headed up.

I nearly didn’t make it. The Yavanni were right on my heels and going far too fast to stop, and their big feet slammed into the logs like bowling disks hitting the pins. The whole pile went rippling down behind me, and if I’d been a fraction of a second slower I’d have gone down right along with it. As it was, I came within an ace of missing my flying leap upward at the eaves when my takeoff log bobbled under my feet and robbed me of some hard-earned momentum. But I made it and got the desired grip, and a second later had hauled myself over the edge and onto the roof.

Not any too soon, either. I was just swinging my legs up over the edge when one of the logs came whistling up past the eaves to disappear into the night sky. My playmates below, proving themselves to be sore losers. I didn’t know whether Yavanni were good enough jumpers to get to the roof without the aid of the woodpile they’d just demolished, but I had no particular desire to find out the hard way. Keeping my head down—there were plenty more logs where that first one had come from—I got my feet under me and headed across the roof.

All the buildings in this section of the spaceport periphery were reasonably uniform in height, with only those narrow alleys separating them. With a little momentum, a gentle tailwind, and the inspirational mental image of irritated Yavanni behind me I made it across the gap to the next rooftop with half a meter to spare. I angled across that one, did a more marginal leap to the building abutting against its back, and kept going. Along the way I managed to get out of my jacket and turn it inside out, replacing the black leather with an obnoxiously loud paisley lining that I’d had put in for just this sort of circumstance. Aiming for a building with smoke curling out of its chimney, I located its woodpile and made my way down.

The Yavanni were nowhere to be seen when I reentered the main thoroughfare and the wandering groups of spacers, townspeople, come-ons, and pickpockets.

Unfortunately, neither was the white-haired man I’d been hoping to follow.

I poked around the area for another hour, popping in and out of a few more tavernos and dives on the assumption that my new employer might still be trolling for crewers. But I didn’t see him anywhere; and the spaceport periphery was far too big for a one-man search. Besides, my leg was aching from that kick to the windbreak, and I needed to be at the spaceport when it opened at five-thirty.

The Vyssiluyas ran a decent autocab service in their part of the periphery, but that thousand commarks I’d been promised weren’t due until I showed up at the Icarus, and the oversize manager of the slightly seedy hotel where Ixil and I were staying would be very unhappy if we didn’t have the necessary cash to pay the bill in the morning. Reluctantly, I decided that two arguments with large aliens in the same twelve-hour period would be pushing it, and headed back on foot.

My leg was hurting all the way up to my skull by the time I finished the last of the four flights of stairs and slid my key into the slot beside the door. With visions of a soft bed, gently pulsating Vyssiluyan relaxation lights, and a glass of Scotch dancing with the ache behind my forehead, I pushed open the door and stepped inside.

The soft bed and Scotch were still a possibility. But the lights apparently weren’t. The room was completely dark.

I went the rest of the way into the room in a half fall, half dive that sent me sprawling face first onto the floor as I yanked my plasmic out of its concealed holster under my left armpit. Ixil was supposed to be waiting here; and a darkened room could only mean that someone had taken him out and was lying in wait for me.

“Jordan?” a smooth and very familiar Kalixiri voice called from across the room. “Is that you?”

I felt the sudden surge of adrenaline turn into chagrined embarrassment and drain away through my aching leg where it could hurt some more on its way out. “I thought you’d still be up,” I said blackly, resisting the urge to trot out some of the colorful language that had earned me a seat in front of that court-martial board so many years ago.

“I am up,” he said. “Come take a look at this.”

With an amazingly patient sigh, I clicked the safety back on my plasmic and slid the weapon back into its holster. With Ixil, the object of interest could be anything from a distant nebula he’d spotted through the haze of city lights to an interesting glow-in-the-dark spider crawling across the window. “Be right there,” I grunted. Hauling myself to my feet, I kicked the door closed and rounded the half wall into the main part of the room.

For most people, I suppose, Ixil and his ilk would be considered as much a visual nightmare as the charming Yavanni lads I’d left back at the taverno. He was a typical Kalix: squat, broad-shouldered, with a face that had more than once been unflatteringly compared to that of a squashed iguana.

And as he stood in silhouette against the window, I noticed that this particular Kalix was also decidedly asymmetric. One of those broad shoulders—the right one—appeared to be hunched up like a cartoonist’s caricature of a muscle-bound throw-boxer, while the other was much flatter. “You’re missing someone,” I commented, tapping him on the flat shoulder.

“I sent Pix up onto the roof,” Ixil said in that cultured Kalixiri voice that fits so badly with the species’ rugged exterior. One of the last remaining simple pleasures in my life, in fact, was watching the reactions of people meeting him for the first time who up till then had only spoken with him on vidless starconnects. Some of those reactions were absolutely priceless.

“Did you, now,” I said, circling around to his right side. As I did so, the lump on top of that shoulder twitched and uncurled itself, and a whiskered nose probed briefly into my ear. “Hello, Pax,” I greeted it, reaching over to scritch the animal behind its mouselike ear.

The Kalixiri name for the creatures was unpronounceable by human vocal apparatus, so I usually called them ferrets, which they did sort of resemble in their lean, furry way, though in size they weren’t much bigger than laboratory rats. In the distant past, they had served as outriders for Kalixiri hunters, running ahead to locate prey and then returning to their masters with the information.

What distinguished them from dogs or grockners or any of a hundred other similar hunting partners was the unique symbiotic relationship between them and their Kalixiri masters. With Pax riding on Ixil’s shoulder, his claws dug into the tough outer skin, Pax’s nervous system was right now directly linked to Ixil’s. Ixil could give him a mental order, which would download into Pax’s limited brain capacity; and when he returned and reconnected, the download would go the opposite direction, letting Ixil see, hear, and smell everything the ferret had experienced during their time apart.

For Kalixiri hunters the advantages of the arrangement were obvious. For Ixil, a starship-engine mechanic, the ferrets were invaluable in dealing with wiring or tubing or anything else involving tight spaces or narrow conduits. If more of his people had taken an interest in going into offworld mechanical and electronic work, I’d often thought, the Kalixiri might well have taken over that field the same way the Patth had done with general shipping.

“So what on the roof do you expect to find interesting?” I asked, giving Pax another scritch and wondering for the millionth time whether Ixil got the same scritch through their neural link. He’d never commented about it, but that could just be Ixil.

“Not on the roof,” Ixil said, lifting a massive arm. “Off of it. Over there.”

I frowned where he was pointing. Off in the distance, beyond the buildings of the spaceport periphery and the more respectable city beyond it, was a gentle glow against the wispy clouds of the nighttime sky. As I watched, three thruster sparks lifted from the area and headed off horizontally in different directions. “Interesting,” I said, watching one of the sparks. It was hard to tell, given our distance and perspective, but the craft seemed to be traveling remarkably slowly and zigzagging as it went.

“I noticed it about forty minutes ago,” Ixil said. “I thought at first it was the reflected light from a new community that I simply hadn’t seen before. But I checked the map, and there’s nothing that direction except a row of hills and the wasteland region we flew over on our way in.”

“Could it be a fire?” I suggested doubtfully.

“Unlikely,” Ixil said. “The glow isn’t red enough, and I’ve seen no evidence of smoke. I was wondering if it might be a search-and-rescue operation.”

From the edge of the window came a gentle scrabbling sound; and with a soft rodent sneeze Pix appeared on the sill. A sinuous leap over to Ixil’s arm, a quick scamper—with those claws digging for footholds the whole way up—and he was once again crouched in his place on Ixil’s shoulder.

There was a tiny scratching sound like a fingernail on leather that always made me wince, and for a moment Ixil stood silently as he ran through the memories he was now pulling from the ferret’s small brain. “Interesting,” he said. “From the parallax, it appears to be considerably farther out than I first thought. Well beyond the hills, probably ten kilometers into the wilderness.”

Which meant the glow was also a lot brighter than I’d thought. What could anyone want out there in the middle of nowhere?

My chest tightened, the ache in my leg suddenly forgotten. “You don’t happen to know,” I asked with studied casualness, “where exactly that archaeology dig is that the Cameron Group’s been funding, do you?”

“Somewhere out in that wilderness,” Ixil said. “I don’t know the precise location.”

“I do,” I said. “I’ll make you a small wager it’s smack-dab in the middle of that glow.”

“And why would you think that?”

“Because Arno Cameron himself was in town tonight. Offering me a job.”

Ixil’s squashed-iguana face turned to look at me. “You are joking.”

“Afraid not,” I assured him. “He was running under a ridiculous alias—Alexander Borodin, no less—and he’d dyed that black hair of his pure white, which made him look a good twenty years older. But it was him.” I tapped my jacket collar. “He wants me to fly him out of here tomorrow morning in a ship called the Icarus.”

“What did you tell him?”

“At three thousand commarks for the trip? I told him yes, of course.”

Pix sneezed again. “This is going to be awkward,” Ixil said; and then added what had to be the understatement of the week. “Brother John is not going to be pleased.”

“No kidding,” I agreed sourly. “When was the last time Brother John was pleased about anything we did?”

“Those instances have been rare,” Ixil conceded. “Still, I doubt we’ve ever seen him as angry as he can get, either.”

Unfortunately, he had a point. Johnston Scotto Ryland—the “Brother” honorific was pure sarcasm on our part—was the oh-so-generous benefactor who had bailed Ixil and me out of looming financial devastation three years ago by adding the Stormy Banks to his private collection of smuggling ships. Weapons, illegal body parts, interdicted drugs, stolen art, stolen electronics, every disgusting variety of happyjam imaginable—you name it, we’d probably carried it. In fact, we were on a job for him right now, with yet another of his secretive little cargoes tucked away in the Stormy Banks’s hold.

And Ixil was right. Brother John had not clawed his way up to his exalted position among the Spiral’s worst scum peddlers by smiling and shrugging off sudden unilateral decisions by his subordinates.

“I’ll square it with him,” I promised Ixil, though how exactly I was going to do that I couldn’t quite imagine at the moment. “It was three grand, after all. How was I supposed to turn that down and still keep up the facade that we’re impoverished independent shippers?”

Ixil didn’t react, but the ferrets on his shoulders gave simultaneous twitches. Sometimes that two-way neural link could be handy if you knew what to look for. “Anyway, there’s no reason why Brother John should get warped out of shape over this,” I went on. “You can take the Stormy Banks the rest of the way to Xathru by yourself. Then he can have his happyjam and guns and everybody can relax. I’ll look at Cameron’s flight path in the morning and leave you a message at Xathru as to where the most convenient place will be for you to catch up with us.”

“Regulations require a minimum of two crewers for a Capricorn-class ship,” he reminded me.

“Fine,” I said shortly. It was late, my leg and head were hurting, and I was in no mood to hear the Mercantile Code being quoted at me. Especially not from the one who’d ultimately gotten me in this mess to begin with. “There’s you, there’s Pix, and there’s Pax. That’s three of you. The details you can work out with the Port Authority in the morning.”

With that I stomped out of the living area—being careful to stomp on my good leg only—and went into the bath/dressing room. By the time I’d finished my bedtime preparations and rejoined Ixil I’d calmed down some. “Anything new?” I asked him.

He was still staring out the window, the two ferrets perched on his shoulders staring out right alongside him. “More aircraft seem to have joined in the activities,” he said. “Something out there has definitely piqued someone’s curiosity.”

“Piqued and a half,” I agreed, taking one last look and then heading for my bed. “I wonder what Cameron’s people dug up out there.”

“And who could be this interested in it,” Ixil added, turning reluctantly away from the window himself. “It may be, Jordan, that our discussion of Brother John’s cargo will turn out to be moot. You may reach the Icarus in the morning to find it already in someone’s hands.”

“Not a chance,” I said, easing my aching leg gingerly under the blankets.

“And why not?”

I lay back onto a lumpy pillow. Yet another lumpy pillow, at yet another lumpy spaceport, in what seemed to be an increasingly lumpy life. “Because,” I said with a sigh, “I’m not nearly that lucky.”


CHAPTER

2

The sky to sunward was gaudy with splashes of pink and yellow when I arrived at the spaceport at five the next morning. A crowd of spacers, humans and aliens both, was already milling around the gates, most of them impatient to get to their ships and head out on the next leg of their journeys. A few of the more impatient were making the standard disparaging comments about Ihmis customs; the Ihmis door wardens standing watch by the gates as usual ignored them.

There were no Patth in the waiting group, of course. Over the past few years there had been enough of what the diplomats call “unpleasant incidents” around spaceports for most port authorities to assign Patth ships their own gates, service facilities, and waiting areas. Port authorities hate dealing with the paperwork associated with assault and murder, and planetary governments are even less interested in earning the sort of sanctions the Patth routinely dish out for any affront to their people, real or imagined.

Which, come to think about it, made the three Patth I’d seen mixing with the common folk at the taverno last night something of an anomaly. Either they’d been young and brash, old and confident of local protection, or simply very thirsty. Distantly, I wondered if they’d run into any accidents on their way home.

At 5:31 the edge of the sun appeared over the horizon; and at that moment the gates unlocked and swung open. I joined the mass of beings flowing through, checking my collar once to make sure the tag Cameron had given me was still there. I hadn’t spotted Cameron himself in the crowd, which either meant he was waiting at a different gate or that whoever had been searching his archaeological dig last night had already picked him up. Either way, I still planned to check out the Icarus, if only to see which species was standing guard over it.

A heavy, aromatic hand fell on my shoulder. “Captain Jordan McKell?”

I turned. Two of the Ihmis wardens had come unglued from their posts and were standing behind me, impressive and intimidating in their ceremonial helmets. “I’m McKell,” I confirmed cautiously.

“Come with us, please,” the Ihmisit with his hand still on my shoulder said. “Port Director Aymi-Mastr would like to speak to you.”

“Sure,” I said as casually as I could manage with a suddenly pounding heart as they gestured to the side and we worked our way across the pedestrian stream toward the Meima Port Authority building just inside the fence twenty meters away. Our papers were in order, our cargo cleared, our fees paid. Had someone finally backtracked one of Brother John’s cargoes to the Stormy Banks? If so, we were going to have some very awkward explaining to do.

I’d never been in this particular Port Authority before, but I’d logged enough hours in Ihmis hotels and tavernos to have a pretty good idea what to expect. And I was mostly right. The friendly lighting, extremely casual furniture, and smiling faces were hallmarks of the Ihmis style, all designed to put visitors at their ease.

From what I’d heard, all those same friendly touches remained cheerfully in place right up to the point when they strapped you to the rack and started cranking.

“Ah—Captain McKell,” a deep voice called as I was led across the bustling main room to a large and cluttered desk in the corner. Director Aymi-Mastr was typical of the species, with bulging, froglike eyes, four short insectoid antennae coming up from just above those eyes, and costal ridges around the sides of the face and neck. A female, of course; with Ihmisits the females were generally the ones with the organizational skills necessary to run a zoo like this. “Good of you to drop by. Please sit down.”

“My pleasure, Director,” I said, sitting down in the chair at the side of the desk, deciding to pass over the fact that I hadn’t had much choice in the matter. One of the other Ihmisits set my bag on the desk and started rifling through it; I thought about complaining, decided against it. “What’s this about?”

“To be perfectly honest, Captain, I’m not entirely certain myself,” she said, selecting a photo from the top of a stack of report files and handing it to me. “A message has come down from my superiors to ask you about this person.”

It was a picture of Arno Cameron.

“Well, he’s a human,” I offered helpfully. So it wasn’t Brother John’s cargo they wanted after all. At the moment I couldn’t decide whether that was good or bad. “Aside from that, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him before.”

“Really,” Aymi-Mastr said, dropping the pitch of her voice melodramatically. She leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers in front of her—like the melodramatic tone, an annoying habit many Ihmisits had picked up from the old Earth movies they consumed by the truckload. “That’s very interesting. Particularly given that we heard from a witness not fifteen minutes ago who claims you were talking to him last night in a Vyssiluyan taverno.”

A family of Kalixiri ferrets with very cold feet began running up and down my spine. “I hate to impugn the integrity of your witness,” I said flatly, tossing the photo back onto the desk. “But he’s wrong.”

The frog eyes narrowed. “The witness was very specific about your name.”

“Your witness was either drunk or a troublemaker,” I said, standing up. That taverno had been crowded, and after my grandstand play against the three Yavanni there would be a dozen beings who would remember me, at least half of whom would probably also remember me talking with Cameron. I had to bluff my way out of here, and fast, before they started digging deeper.

“Sit down, Captain,” Aymi-Mastr said sternly. “Are you telling me you weren’t out last night?”

“Of course I was out,” I said, putting some huffiness into my voice as I reluctantly sat down again. “You don’t expect anyone to spend any more time than they have to in one of those Vyssiluyan hotel bug-traps, do you?”

She gave me the Ihmis equivalent of a wry smile, which just made her face that much more froglike. “A point,” she conceded. “Did you visit any tavernos?”

I shrugged. “Sure, I hit some of them. What else is there for a spacer to do around here? But I didn’t talk to anyone.”

She sighed theatrically. “So you say. And therein lies the trouble.” She picked up a report file and opened it. “Your word, against that of an unidentified and unknown informant. Which of you should we believe?”

“Wait a minute—you don’t even know who he is?” I demanded, feeling sweat starting to gather under my collar. I wasn’t particularly good with Ihmis lettering, but I’d made it a point to learn what my name looked like in most of the major scripts in the Spiral. That was my Commonwealth Mercantile Authority file she was holding; and nothing in there was likely to make my word compare favorably against anyone else’s. “What kind of scam is this, anyway?”

“That is what we’re trying to find out,” Aymi-Mastr said, frowning at the file and then up at me. “This photo doesn’t do you justice at all. When was it taken?”

“About seven years ago,” I told her. “Back when I started doing independent shipping.”

“No, no justice at all,” she repeated, peering closely at me. “You should arrange to have a new one taken.”

“I’ll do that,” I promised, though offhand I couldn’t think of anything that was lower on my priority list at the moment. For someone on Brother John’s payroll, it could be a distinct advantage to not look like your official photos. “I’ve been through a lot since then.”

“Indeed you have,” she agreed, leafing through the pages. “To be honest, Captain, your record hardly encourages us to take your word for this. Or for anything else, for that matter.”

“There’s no need to be insulting,” I growled. “Anyway, all that happened a long time ago.”

“Five years in the EarthGuard Auxiliary,” Aymi-Mastr went on. “Apparently a reasonably promising career that went steeply downhill during the last of those years. Court-martialed and summarily drummed out for severe insubordination.”

“He was an idiot,” I muttered. “Everyone else knew it, too. I was just the only one who had the guts to tell him that to his face.”

“In most colorful detail, I see,” Aymi-Mastr said, flipping over another page. “Even knowing only a fraction of these Earth words, it’s an impressive list.” She flipped over another two pages—highlights of the court-martial, no doubt—and again paused. “After that was a four-year stint with the Earth Customs Service. Another potential career ended with another sudden dismissal. This one for taking bribes.”

“I was framed,” I insisted. Even to my own ears the protest sounded flat.

“Protests of that sort begin to sound weaker after the first one,” Aymi-Mastr said. “I see you managed to avoid jail time. The note here suggests the Customs Service decided you were too embarrassing for a proper trial.”

“That was their excuse,” I said. “It also conveniently robbed me of any chance to clear my name.”

“Then there were six months with the small firm of Rolvaag Brothers Shipping,” she continued, flipping more pages. “This time you actually struck someone. The younger Mr. Rolvaag, I see—”

“Look, I don’t need a complete quarterly review of my life,” I cut her off brusquely. “I was there, remember? If there’s a point to this, get to it.”

The Ihmisit who’d been quietly searching my bag sealed it and straightened up. He exchanged a couple of words with Aymi-Mastr, then walked away, leaving the bag behind. I wasn’t surprised; there was nothing in there that could possibly be construed as improper. I hoped Aymi-Mastr wasn’t too disappointed. “The point is that you hardly qualify as an upstanding, law-abiding citizen,” Aymi-Mastr said, returning her attention to me. “Not to file too sharp a point onto it, but you are the sort of person who might indeed give aid and assistance to a murderer.”

The word was so completely unexpected that it took a couple of turns around my brain before finally coming to a stop. Murderer? “Murderer?” I asked carefully. “This guy killed someone?”

“So says the report,” Aymi-Mastr said, watching me closely. “Do you find that so difficult to believe?”

“Well, frankly, yes,” I said, feigning confusion. I didn’t have to feign too hard. “He looks like such a solid citizen in that picture. What happened? Who did he kill?”

“The director of an archaeological dig out in the Great Wasteland,” Aymi-Mastr said, setting my file aside and steepling her fingers again. “There was a massive explosion out there early yesterday morning—you didn’t hear about that?”

I shook my head. “We didn’t make landfall until a little after local noon. I did ask what the slowdown was, but no one would give me a straight answer.”

“The blast sent large gales of mineral dust into the atmosphere,” Aymi-Mastr explained. “Our sensors and guide beacons were disrupted for over an hour, which is what caused the backup in traffic. At any rate, when investigators went to look, they located the severely burned body of a Dr. Ramond Chou hidden in one of the underground grottoes the group had been exploring. The order was immediately given to round up all those associated with the dig for questioning.”

She picked up Cameron’s photo from the desk and handed it to me again. “This man is the only one still at large. Others of the group have identified him as the murderer.”

Which explained the big search out in the wasteland last night. “Well, best of luck in finding him,” I said, eyeing the photo again. “But if you ask me, he’s long gone by now. Probably took off under cover of that sensor scramble you mentioned.”

“That may indeed be the case,” Aymi-Mastr conceded. “There was an unconfirmed report that something may have lifted out through the cloud of debris.” She waved a pair of antennae at the photo. “But on the other palm is the statement that you were seen with him last night. Look closely, Captain. Are you certain you didn’t exchange even a few words?”

She was making it so easy for me. All I had to do was say, yes, he’d hired me for a job, but that that was before I knew he was a murderer. Aymi-Mastr would ask what I knew, I would hand over the tag Cameron had given me, they would pick him up at the Icarus’s landing ramp, and I could walk away free and clear.

And best of all, I wouldn’t have to face Brother John about this disruption in his precious schedule.

With a sigh, I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Director Aymi-Mastr,” I said, laying the photo back on the desk. “I wish I could help. I really do—I don’t much care for murderers myself. But I didn’t talk to him, and I don’t even remember seeing him go by on the street. Whoever your anonymous witness thinks he saw, it wasn’t me.”

For a four-pack of heartbeats she just gazed at me. Then, with a shrug as human and as ridiculous-looking on her as the finger-steepling thing, she nodded. “Very well, Captain, if that’s your final word.”

“It is,” I said, deciding to ignore the sarcasm of that last comment as I stood up. “May I go now? I do have a schedule to keep.”

“I understand,” she said, standing up to face me. “Unfortunately, before you leave Meima we will have to perform a complete search of your ship.” She held out a hand. “Your guidance tag, please.”

I frowned, suddenly acutely conscious of the Icarus tag sitting there in plain sight in my collar slot. “Excuse me?”

“Your guidance tag, please,” Aymi-Mastr said; and though all the genial trappings were still in place, I could sense the sudden hardening of her tone. “Please don’t require me to use force. I know you humans consider Ihmisits to be laughable creatures, but I assure you we are stronger than we look.”

For a long second I continued the face-off. Then, muttering under my breath, I reached up and slid both tags from the slot. “Fine,” I growled, palming Cameron’s tag and slapping the Stormy Banks’s onto the desk. Brother John’s cargo, I knew, would be well enough disguised to weather even a serious Ihmisit customs search. “Help yourselves. Just don’t leave a mess.”

“We shall be quick and neat,” she promised. “In the meantime, if you’d like, you can wait in the guest room behind the striped door.”

“I’d rather wait in the hospitality center,” I said stiffly, snagging the handle of my bag and pulling it over to me. “If you’re going to waste my time this way, you can at least let me get some breakfast.”

“As you wish,” Aymi-Mastr said, giving me the Ihmis gesture of farewell. Her phone warbled, and she reached over to pick it up. “We should be finished within the hour,” she added as she held the handset to her neck slits.

I spun on my heel and stalked across the room toward the door, trying to put as much righteous indignation into my posture as I could. They were letting me go, and they hadn’t taken my phone. Either they didn’t seriously suspect me, Aymi-Mastr’s accusations to the contrary, or they did seriously suspect me and were hoping to follow me to wherever I was hiding Cameron.

“Captain McKell?” Aymi-Mastr called from behind me.

For a flickering half second, I considered making a run for it. But the door was too far away, and there were too many Ihmisits between me and it. Bracing myself, I turned back around. “What?” I demanded.

Aymi-Mastr was still on the phone, beckoning me back. I thought again about running, decided it made no more sense now than it had five seconds ago, and headed back.

By the time I reached the desk she had finished the conversation. “My apologies, Captain,” she said, putting down the phone and holding out the tag she’d taken from me. “You may go.”

I frowned suspiciously at the tag like it was some sort of kid’s practical joke that would snap a spring against my finger if I took it. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” Aymi-Mastr said, sounding midway between embarrassed and disgusted. “My superiors just informed me they’ve heard from our mysterious informant again. It seems the charge has now changed: that you were seen instead in the company of the notorious armed robber Belgai Romss. He attacked a storage depot over in Tropstick three days ago.”

I frowned. What the hell sort of game were they playing? “And, what, you want me to take a look at his photo now?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Aymi-Mastr said, her disgust deepening. “Apparently, our friend missed the follow-up story of Romss’s capture early yesterday morning, before your ship arrived.”

She pushed the tag toward me. “Obviously merely a troublemaker, as you suggested. Again, my apologies.”

“That’s all right,” I said, cautiously taking the tag. No spring snapped out to sting my fingers. “Maybe next time you won’t be so quick to jump on something like this without proof.”

“With a murder investigation, we must always investigate every lead,” she said, drumming her fingers thoughtfully on the top of my file. “A safe journey to you, Captain.”

I turned again and headed for the door, sliding the Stormy Banks tag back into my collar slot but continuing to palm the Icarus one. No one tried to stop me, no one called me back, and two minutes later I was once again out in the open air. It was all over, and I was free to go.

I didn’t believe it for a minute. It was all too pat, too convenient. The Ihmisits were still looking for Cameron, and they still thought I was the one who was going to lead them to him. And they’d turned me loose hoping I’d do exactly that.

And unless they planned to tail me all the way to the Icarus—which was, I supposed, an option—that meant they’d planted a tracker on me.

The question was how. Molecular-chain echo transponders were useless in the radio cacophony inside a major port, so it had to be one of the larger, needle-sized trackers. But I’d watched Aymi-Mastr’s flunky as he searched my bag, and would have been willing to swear in court that he hadn’t planted anything.

Which meant it had to have been planted after the search. And then, of course, it was obvious.

Carefully, I eased the tag out of my collar and took a good look; and there it was, slid neatly and nearly invisibly lengthwise through the bottom edge of the tag. Getting hold of the end with finger and thumbnail, I managed to pull it free of the plastic.

Now came the problem of how to get rid of it without the telltale motionlessness that would occur if I simply tossed it in the nearest trash bin. Fortunately, the opportunity was already close at hand. Coming rapidly through the crowd, three seconds away from intersecting my path, was a short Bunkre with one of those glittering, high-collared landing jackets that always remind me of something you’d see at an Elvis revival. Adjusting my step slightly, I turned my head partially away to make it look accidental, and slammed full tilt into him.

“Sorry,” I apologized, grabbing his shoulders to help him regain his balance. I straightened his collar where the impact of my shoulder had bent it, at the same time pulling a five-commark piece out of my pocket. “My personal fault entirely,” I gave the proper Bunkrel apology as I offered him the coin. “In partial compensation, please have a meal or drink on the labor of my arms.”

He snatched the coin, grunted the proper Bunkrel wheeze of acceptance and forgiveness, and immediately changed course toward the hospitality building. Five commarks was about ten times the compensation the accident warranted, and he was clearly bent on spending the money before the clumsy human realized his mistake and came looking for change.

With luck, he’d also be so busy spending it he wouldn’t notice that while I was straightening his collar I’d left him a small present. I let him get a ten-meter head start, then followed.

The hospitality center straddling the main pathway thirty meters inward from the entrance gate wasn’t much more than your basic Ihmis taverno, just built on a larger scale and with correspondingly higher prices. I walked straight across the crowded dining area, past the line of small private dining chambers, and through the NO ADMITTANCE door into one of the storage rooms.

As I’d expected, the room was empty, the entire staff out serving the rush of opening-hour customers. I crossed to the service door on the far side, shucking off my jacket and again turning it inside out. There was no ID slot on this side, but I could wedge the Icarus tag between the zipper and covering flap where the scanners could read it. Unlocking the door, I stepped out into the spaceport proper again and got onto the nearest of the guidelighted slideways meandering between the various landing pads. We would see now just how alert the Ihmisits were, and how badly they wanted to follow me.

To my mild surprise, they apparently didn’t want it very badly at all. Serious interest on their part would have meant an actual, physical tail on hand to augment the signal from the tracker; but I kept a close watch as I shifted between slideways at the prompting of the guidelights, and saw no indication of anyone performing a similar dance. Either my jaunt through the hospitality building and jacket switch had caught them completely by surprise, or the tracker had just been a token reaction to a possible lead who might still be of interest but probably wasn’t. Or else they had no particular reason to follow me because they had no idea the Icarus even existed.

Or else they knew all about the Icarus and were already waiting for me there, and all of this was simply their helpful way of offering me the rope I would need to hang myself. A wonderfully cheery thought to be having at six in the morning.

I’d been riding along the slideways in what seemed like circles for about fifteen minutes, and was starting to quietly curse the entire Ihmis species, when the yellow guidelights running ahead of me finally turned the pink that indicated I was there. Taking one last surreptitious look around, I hopped off my current slideway, circled the stern of a Trinkian freighter, and came face-to-face with the Icarus.

To say that the first sight was a letdown would be to vastly understate the case. The ship looked like nothing I’d ever seen before; like nothing I’d ever imagined before. Like nothing, for that matter, that had any business flying.

The bow section was built along standard lines, with the necessary splay-finger hyperspace cutter array melding into the equally standard sensor/capacitor nose-cone arrangement. But from that point on, anything resembling normal starship design went straight out the window. Behind the bow the ship swelled abruptly into a large sphere, a good forty meters across, covered with the same dark gray hull plates as the nose cone. The usual assortment of maneuvering vents were scattered around its surface, connecting aft to the ship’s main thrusters via a series of conduits running through the narrow space between the inner and outer hulls.

Behind the large sphere was a smaller, twenty-meter-diameter sphere squashed up into the aft section of the larger one, with a saddle-surface cowling covering the intersection between them. Behind the second sphere, looking almost like it had been slapped on as an afterthought, was a full-size engine section that looked like it had come off a Kronks ore scutter, and one of the more disreputable ones at that. Hugging the surface of the small sphere here on the ship’s port side, running from the aft part of the large sphere to the forward part of the engine section, was a hard-shell wraparound space tunnel. Near the center of the wraparound was the entryway, currently sealed, with a pair of floodlights stuck to the wraparound just above the top two corners. A collapsible stairway extended the ten meters from the red-rimmed hatch down to the ground, with an entry-code keypad on the handrail near the bottom. There was a landing skid/cushion arrangement propping up the engine section somewhat, but the bulge of the larger sphere still forced the bow cone to point up into the sky at about a ten-degree angle.

The overall visual effect was either that of an old-style rocket that had suddenly lost hull integrity in vacuum and bulged outward in two places, or else some strange metallic creature that had become pregnant with twins, one of them a definite runt. I hadn’t been expecting something sleek and impressive, but this was just ridiculous.

“Looks like something a group of semitrained chimps put together out of a box, doesn’t it?” a cheerful voice commented at my side.

I turned. A medium-sized man in his early thirties with wavy blue-streaked hair and a muscular build had come up beside me, gazing up at the Icarus with a mixture of amusement and disbelief. “Succinctly put,” I agreed, lowering my bag to the ground. “With one of the chimps having first spilled his coffee on the instructions.”

He grinned, setting his bag down next to mine. “I believe that between us we have indeed captured the essence of the situation. You flying with us?”

“So I was told,” I said. “Jordan McKell, pilot and navigator.”

“Jaeger Jones, mechanic,” he identified himself, sticking out his hand. “Boscor Mechanics Guild.”

“Good outfit,” I said, shaking his hand. He had a good solid grip, the sort you’d expect of a starship mechanic. “Been waiting long?”

“No, just a couple of minutes,” he said. “Kind of surprised to be the first one here, actually. From the way Borodin talked last night, I figured he’d be in as soon as the gates opened. But the entry’s locked, and no one answered when I buzzed.”

I stepped over to the base of the stairway and touched the OPEN command on the keypad. There was a soft beep, but nothing happened. “You check to see if there were any other ways inside?” I asked, looking up at the ship again.

“Not yet,” Jones said. “I went around that Trink’s bow first to see if I could see Borodin coming, but there’s no sign of him that direction. You want me to circle the ship and see what’s on the other side?”

“No, I’ll do it,” I said. “You wait here in case he shows up.”

I headed aft along the side, circling the rest of the small sphere, then walking alongside the engine section. Seen up close, some of the hull plates did indeed look like they’d been fastened on by Jones’s semi-trained chimps. But for all the cosmetic sloppiness, they seemed solid enough. I rounded the thruster nozzles—which looked more professionally installed than the hull plates—and continued forward along the starboard side.

I was halfway to the smaller sphere when a pair of indentations in the engine section caught my eye. Thirty centimeters apart, they were about a centimeter wide each, and an exploring finger showed they were about two centimeters deep and
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