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"For attachment to a criminal endeavor designed to disrupt the operations of this port, evidenced by signed papers recovered, Fer Gun pen'Uldra is fined two cantra, to be assessed from future earnings.  Should there be no such earnings within one Standard Year, the amount will be deducted from Fer Gun pen'Uldra's accrued Guild dues, and his name shall be struck from the rolls."

That was steep, that was, Fer Gun thought, his belly tight and his breath coming short and shallow.  Two cantra?  Still, he was a Jump pilot–a damned good Jump pilot, as he needn't say himself, since the record supported him–he might be able to find a berth–

"In addition," Solcintra Pilots Guild Master continued, "Fer Gun pen'Uldra's license to pilot is suspended for one Standard year. After such time, he shall be eligible for reinstatement when a pilot in good standing testifies on behalf of Fer Gun pen'Uldra before the Guild, and guarantees his good behavior as a pilot for the following Standard Year."

It was as if a fist had slammed into his belly.  For a moment, he couldn't see; couldn't breathe.  They were taking his license!  He was–a two cantra fine, and his license suspended? How– 

"Fer Gun pen'Uldra," said the Guild Master.  "Do you have anything further to say?"

Say?  What could he say?  That it hadn't been his signature on the damned paper?  Of course, it had been his signature.  That he hadn't any notion what his cousin Jai Kob had in mind to do on–or to–Solcintra Port?  That he was a pilot, that was all and everything he'd ever wanted to be.  His cousins did their business; his business was to fly them where business called.

He managed a breath.

"No, sir."  His voice was firm, if subdued.  "Nothing further to say."

The Guild Master looked to the Port Proctor standing at the corner of the table.  The Proctor stepped to Fer Gun's side, her face impassive.

"Fer Gun pen'Uldra, relinquish your license to the Pilots Guild.  When the terms are met, it will be returned to you."

There was black at the edges of his vision.  His license.  Turn over his license to this blank-faced flunky?  He would die before he did anything so daft!  For a moment, indeed, he thought he would turn over his fist and make a run– 

But that was no good, he told himself.  The Guild would blacklist the license, then, and he'd be in worse case than he stood right now.

So.

"It's in the jacket," he told the Proctor and his voice was nowhere near steady, now.  "Inside right breast pocket."

"Understood," she answered, and watched while he slid his hand inside his jacket, and fingered the card–his license to fly–out of the hidden pocket, and offered it to her between two fingers.

She received it without comment, and returned to her place at the corner of the table.

The Guild Master inclined his head.

"Fer Gun pen'Uldra, you may go."
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Well, and he'd gone–of course he had.  An overnight in the holding cell had been plenty enough for him.  It might fairly be said that having no place to go was a superior situation.

Out on the Port, he paused to get his bearings, acutely aware of the absence of his flight card. Not that it had weighed so much, but knowing it was gone created an imbalance in the fit of his jacket.

He took a breath, then another, ignoring the rumbling in his stomach.  They hadn't fed him in the holding cell.  They might have done, if he had asked, but it hadn't occurred to him to ask them for anything.

What he wanted now was Lady Graz, though Jai Kob's welcome for a wingless pilot was not likely to be warm.  His value had been in his license.  Remove that single value and he was only the dim-witted singleton, dependent on Telrune's charity.  It was entirely possible that his cousins would leave him here, once they found his situation.

Fer Gun squared his shoulders.

Well, then.  They need not know his situation.  It was his business, wasn't it?  Oh, he would definitely cite the two-cantra fine at Jai Kob, so he would!  But the loss of his ticket. . .

It came to him that his skill had not been taken from him.  He was still a pilot, and a damned good one, wherever his license reposed.  Granted, he could not record his flight-time, and he would therefore not advance in the Guild.

But, he could still pilot a spaceship.

Jai Kob need not know that Fer Gun had lost his license.  

He had his bearings, now, and turned east, toward the edge-yard where they'd brought the Lady down, and locked her.  His stomach complained as he moved into a quick walk.  He ignored it.
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"Oh," said the dockman wisely, when Fer Gun arrived at the office, to find the board listing only three ships.  "You've come about the quick-hire, have you?  You're only a half-day too late.  They meant quick, they did, and they weren't particular, either.  Took the first good card that walked in the door."

Fer Gun stared at him.

"Lady Graz," he said slowly, to be certain he understood; "she's lifted?"

"That's right," the dockman said.  "Regular pilot walked out soon as they hit port.  Found a better opportunity, I'll wager.  That knife cuts both ways, though, on Solcintra.  The owners didn't have any trouble at all, hiring new."

"Thank you," Fer Gun said, feeling the absence of his license like a blade through his heart.  He took a breath.

"Is there somewhere nearby where I might. . .buy a beer?"
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Teetering on the edge of the Low Port, the bar was called Wingman's Folly, and the beer was cheap for a reason.  The few coins in his pocket might even, Fer Gun thought, stretch to a bowl of soup, though if the food were equal to the quality of the beer. . .

Wingless and broke, near enough; and Jai Kob had set it up; had deliberately schemed to remove the idiot cousin.

And that, Fer Gun told himself, taking a cautious sip of his so-called beer, was what came of asking questions.  They had not been deep questions; they had not been questions inappropriate to a pilot, though they had touched–lightly!–on the business Jai Kob conducted, with Cousin Vin Dyr's able assistance.

Two questions, and he had rendered himself a liability, abandoned to the mercies of the Port Proctors and the Guild, without money, without kin, without contacts, his only means of making a living residing by now in a safe at Guild Headquarters. . .

Jai Kob might not have known that they would take his license, Fer Gun told himself.  And, in truth, Jai Kob's knowledge of the universe was not in his queue of immediate worries.  Those included finding some sort of food, a bed, and work.

Work ought to be possible, he told himself, nursing his beer.  He was strong; he had a good head for numbers.  He could take orders–gods, couldn't he just!  In any wise, he could work, and he would work.  The important thing was not to slip over the line from Mid-Port to Low.  He was accounted good in a fight, but he had no illusions regarding the odds of near-term survival on Low Port for a single, partnerless pilot, wearing spaceleather and a good pair of boots.

The thing then was to go right when he left the Wingman–up to Mid-Port, Low Port at his back.  He'd ask at the docks and the warehouses, first.  Long-term would be good, but day-labor would do.  The first priorities were to feed himself, and find that bed. . .

"More beer, Pilot?" 

The barkeep was young and pretty, and it passed through Fer Gun's mind that he might, if he were clever, flirt his way into a bed for a night–or even several.

The idea hung there for a moment, before he rejected it.  What could a lad–even a pretty lad who doubtless commanded pretty tips?–earn in such a place, situated as it was?  Enough to feed and shelter himself, and a hungry pilot, too?

"No more beer, I thank you," he said, putting more of his coins than he ought on the bar.

"Come again, pilot," the 'keeper said, and swept away to tend the other custom

Fer Gun off his stool, and headed for the door, standing back as it swung open, then stepping forward.

"Going so soon?" A woman's voice very nearly in his ear.  "I thought you might share a glass with me."

The mode was Comrade, the voice unfamiliar.  As was the face, when he turned to look at her.

The first thing he noticed was her height–taller than he was, which wasn't usual.  She wore a Jump pilot's jacket, scarred and soft with wear.  Her hair was blonde, pulled back into a knot at her nape; her face sharp; her eyes blue.  Not a beauty, though she could pass.  There was something about her drew and held the eye.  She was also, he saw on third look, older than he was.  Considerably so.

"Pilot," he said, giving her Comrade, because were not all pilots comrades?  "Pilot, I do not know you."

"And I do not know you!" she said with a broad grin.  "That is why we ought to drink a glass together, and perhaps share a small meal.  They put together a very edible cheese plate here, for which I vouch."

He hesitated, which was pure madness.  If the blonde pilot had a fancy for a younger bedmate, then she was the answer to tonight's problem, at least.  

And if she were a thief,  or part of a wolf pack, she would, he thought with a certain amount of irony, shortly be very disappointed in him.

So.

"Thank you," he said, inclining his head. 

"Excellent–here!"  She guided him to a table well-back from the door, and Fer Gun marked how those at the bar kept their backs to the room, while those at table did not look up.   "Sit–sit!" said his new comrade. "I will order."

She threw a hand in the air.  The pretty 'tender looked up as if he had heard the gesture, ducked out from behind the bar, and walking briskly toward their table.

"Service, Pilot?" he asked.

She smiled at him, and bespoke a bottle, two glasses and
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