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Chapter 1

Dust, Kithri thought as she shoved her shoulder against the door of The Thirsty Miner Tavern. The pitted duraplast jerked open, sending a drift of gray-brown powder over her boots. My whole life is turning to dust.

Dust was everywhere on the single inhabited continent of the planet Stayman. It clung to the folds of Kithri’s dun-colored overalls and sprinkled her ragged brown curls. Sifting past the shutters or tracked in at the door, it invaded even the corners where shadows lay thick and stale.

The Thirsty Miner gathered its fair share of dust. Other bars catered to in-system traders, the few Federation agents who cared to rub shoulders with locals or the farmers who, when they came into town at all, kept stubbornly to themselves. But this bar, small and far from the center of Port Ludlow, attracted only its regular customers, jaydium miners all. 

Look at them, Kithri thought, pausing as the door swung shut behind her. They’re already drinking up every credit they’ve made on this run. 

Old Dowdell and his two tavern buddies, identical in their rumpled miners’ overalls and grizzled faces, looked up from their usual places at the centermost table. Kithri turned her back on them and leaned her elbows on the bar. The barkeep set a mug of brew in front of her. 

A few more years, and I’ll be just like them.

This was not strictly true. Although Kithri had come to Stayman as a homesick adolescent, she would never be anything but an outsider. One day her clear gray eyes might dull under the faint film that never seemed to leave the other miners’ eyes, and her youthful skin might dry up into a mass of crevices like theirs, but she could never change who she was—the daughter of a Federation scientist. 

Kithri might not belong to Stayman, but Stayman had left its mark on her. The heavy fabric of her overalls could not hide the long curves of her thighs, or shoulders grown muscular from years of chipping jaydium. She rubbed her nose where it had once been broken and sipped the tepid brew, wishing for the hundredth time that morning there was somewhere else to go, something else to do. She could drag out her outdated astrophysics texts and pretend to study, but what would be the use?

I’m never going to get off this miserable planet! Not to University, not to anywhere! 

"Hey, Bloodyluck!"

"Dowdell," she muttered without turning around, "there’s nothing you have to say that I want to hear, so stuff it."

"I hear Nash’s looking for a whore on his in-system route. Fix you up good, you might do."

Kithri took her mug and stalked over to the farthest, darkest corner. Dowdell’s raucous laugh followed her, 

"...’course we’d all expect free samples..."

At the rate she was going, flying singlo, it would take years to save the rest of her passage off-planet. The Federation freighters came too infrequently and too much of her earnings dribbled away just to survive on this desolate hunk of rock. But if she could find someone else trained in duo—someone besides that dustbug Dowdell—all it would take would be one, maybe two good runs. She could even make another haul before the freighter took off tonight. 

Kithri leaned against the grimy ash-brick wall and closed her eyes, trying to remember Albion’s rivers and flowered fields, the clear blue sky, the billowing golden clouds. The images were fragmentary, a child’s memories, luminous and blurred. Albion itself was now a radioactive cinder. 

Lost in her daydreams, Kithri didn’t look up as the door swung open again and a man stood there, silhouetted against the glaring daylight. His off-worlder clothing—closefit pants, shirt and vest, laced boots—did little to mask the hard, lean contours of his body. Close behind him came a stunningly beautiful woman in a tailored medic’s uniform and a taller man, brassy-haired and smiling. Dowdell let out a long whistle and glanced towards the corner where Kithri sat, her eyes still closed.

The barkeep set three mugs of brew in front of the newcomers. "Hank," he nodded to the tall man. "Been a while."

In her corner, Kithri opened her eyes, slowly focusing on the three newcomers. Her expression hidden by the dense shadows, she got noiselessly to her feet.

The woman looked down at her mug and wrinkled her nose at the dingy, froth-covered liquid. "Is this all there is?"

"Avery, my love, you wouldn’t want to try the alternatives," said Hank. "The water’s laced with metal salts and the rotgut’s only good for a three-day drunk."

The second man lifted his mug to his lips. His vest fell open and revealed a leather shoulder holster carrying a force whip, an exotic weapon for a planet where simple stunguns were the norm. "It’s better than aardwolf piss," he commented.

"Such language, Eril!" said the woman. He leaned toward her, laughing, a male version of her beauty—dark hair, faint epicanthic folds of the eyelids, golden skin. But while she was all silky curves, there was nothing effeminate about him. Instead, he was sleek and taut like a sand-leopard, the kind of predator that relished trouble.

Hank turned away from the bar, unaware of Kithri’s silent approach. "Yes, my love, this lowly tavern was the scene of many a youthful adventure of mine. I remember the time this trader took the notion one of the miners’d hyped his stash. Now, I knew Grizz’d done no such thing—all the man knows is jaydium and getting drunk, in the reverse order. And besides, the trader’s so stoned on bloodroot he can’t even remember where he put his own head. He pulls out a knife as long as your forearm—" Hank gestured dramatically, "—screams like bloody hell and goes ramming for Grizz. Well, what was I to do, let an honest miner get his kidneys chopped? I vault over those three tables there and foot-sweep him. Bam! Down he goes! Then I break a chair over his head, wrestle the knife out of his hands, and—"

"You’re nothing but a dustbug liar, Hank Austin!" Kithri slammed her mug down next to his. "In case you’ve forgotten, it wasn’t a chair I smashed over the trader’s head, it was a bench. All you did was stick your foot out and pick up the pieces afterwards." 

"Kithri! By all the powers of luck and space, what are you still doing here?"

She winced. "It’s great to see you, too. C’mon, if we scramble we can make one more duo haul on this run. There’s five, almost six hours until lift-off." 

"Who is this...person?" asked the petite beauty, slipping her hand through Hank’s arm and narrowing her eyes.

Hank straightened up. "Avery my love, meet my old flying partner, Kithri Bloodyluck. Ask me sometime how she got that name. It makes the other story sound like an old ladies’ tea party. Kithri, this is my wife."

"Your...wife." In her soaring excitement, Kithri had barely noticed the two strangers. She swallowed hard, her tanned face flushing to an ugly shade of copper. The dim light of the tavern masked it and her voice was steady enough. That was lucky, because she could feel the eyes of the other miners on her, searching her for any hint of weakness. They’d given up any pretense of lack of interest and were staring frankly. After Hank had signed on as a Federation pilot, she’d had her fill of speculation about their having been lovers—and who would take his place. The thought of another round of Dowdell’s jokes was enough to turn her stomach.

"I wanted to show Avery where I used to hang out before I enlisted," Hank said. "Now that the war’s over—" He paused, his handsome brow furrowing. "You didn’t think I came back here—just to run jaydium, did you? I’m not that crazy, and besides, there’s my bonus money."

Kithri picked up her mug. The brew tasted flat and bitter. "It’s nice one of us doesn’t have to work for a living."

"What about you? You’re not still running jaydium, are you?"

"What else should I do on this dustball planet, open a beauty parlor," she jerked her chin toward Dowdell and his cronies, "for the likes of them?"

Hank spread his hands apologetically. "Hey, it’s nothing personal."

"The whole thing’s too damned personal, if you ask me." Kithri strode out of the bar, leaving the rest of her drink. Dowdell let out another long whistle as the second newcomer slapped his own mug down and hurried after her.

oOo

Too angry to think straight, Kithri hurried down the broad unpaved street that lead to the jetport. Why, why, why had she allowed herself to hope—even for the briefest moment—that Hank might have come back to help her, as he’d promised when he left? After flying duo together, she knew what he was—a self-centered, vainglorious bastard who happened to fly like a dust-devil. And who kept his promises only when it was convenient and profitable. There was no hope for her, and what’s more, there never had been. What a fool she was!

Against her will, tears spilled down her cheeks. She broke into a headlong run. Here at the edge of Port Ludlow there were only a few straggler buildings, ash-brick like The Thirsty Miner. Nobody would see her weakness. The locals were all in their favorite drinking places, getting sensibly plastered.

"Kithri!" came a shout behind her, a man’s voice. "Kithri Bloodyluck!"

She slowed, turning her head, ready to keep going if it were Dowdell or one of his pals, unable to resist the temptation. It was the second man from the bar. Relieved and curious, she slowed to a walk. The next moment he caught up with her.

"Who the hell are you?" she asked.

"Eril, Eril Trionan. I’m Avery’s brother."

Kithri scrubbed at her tears with the back of one dusty sleeve. Her eyes smarted in protest. "That scrub-pilot-turned-war-hero married your sister?"

"Hank’s not so bad, as long as he thinks there’s something in it for him. And he’s one hell of a good pilot—"

"Don’t apologize for him, he only came back to show off and laugh at the local brushies. He thinks he’s so tough—well, I could fly circles around him in my sleep. Lucky, that’s all he is. What d’you want?"

"I can fly duo."

For a long moment Kithri could do no more than stare at him. Her eyes rested on the tiny jagged scar on one cheek that saved his face from outright prettiness. His dark eyes measured her in return, and she wondered what he thought of her broad shoulders and slightly crooked nose, so different from his sister’s daintiness. Finally her brain got itself back into gear. What did it matter what he thought of her? He was probably no different from Hank. She’d had enough of pretty fly-boys and their promises.

She forced her lips to move. "Ratshit." 

"In space. Hank was my co-pilot," he answered, grinning. "Try me."

"You want to go on a jaydium run...with me?" Her eyes narrowed. "Why?"

"What else is there to do here? Get drunk? Listen to Hank tell bar-room lies I could make up better myself? The one thing Stayman has to offer is jaydium, and that’s halfway across the continent." His words, although spoken firmly enough, didn’t have the right ring to them. A bored tourist he wasn’t, but that was his business.

What does that matter? whispered through her mind. It’s one more run, the best chance you’ll get. You wouldn’t have to promise him anything, just let him fly with you...

"I’d be crazy to do it," she said, but not as forcefully as before. 

"You’d be crazy not to," Eril answered good-naturedly. He gestured back towards the tavern. "Hank’s not running jaydium any more. Not now, not ever again. He said the only other miner here who was trained in duo was some old sourbug named Dowdell and that you’d kicked him halfway to Hyades when he got so horny he wouldn’t take no for an answer."

"Hank said that, did he?"

The mental backlash of emerging from duo affected people differently, the most common reaction being a brief but intense erotic rush. Kithri had never experienced it herself, but she’d had her fill of its consequences. For all his faults, Hank had enough sense to back off and look for easier pickings elsewhere.

"What else did Hank tell you about me?" she asked.

"That you were damned good."

Kithri bit her lip, considering. The angry flush had drained from her face, leaving her cheeks a light, even tan against the rich brown of her curls. She studied Eril speculatively. "You ever chipped jaydium before?"

"I’m willing to learn."

"It’s no picnic, I can tell you. The work’s rough and dirty and the flight across the Cerrano can kill you. Why would you want to risk it?"

"You want the truth?" Eril stopped grinning. "All right—it’s the money. Hank told me what you made on a duo run, with the jaydium still intact. If he’s too love-addled to take it, I will."

Kithri nodded, relaxing. Greed was something she could understand. "You might change your mind once you see Brushwacker. But it won’t hurt to take a look." 

oOo

The Port Ludlow jetport was definitely third-class. The only landing space worth anything was currently dominated by a single, heavily-guarded Federation shuttle, used for ferrying hauls of jaydium ore to the orbiting freighter, where it was sealed in hard vacuum to prevent further deterioration. A few battered in-system traders sat beyond it, looking like poor country cousins. Miners’ scrubjets lined the paved runways at the edge of the field. Further south and west, patches of muted green marked the beginning of Stayman’s insular agricultural community. The patches centered on prewar tapwells, for Stayman’s water resources lay deep within the bedrock aquifers.

Kithri ran one hand over Brushwacker’s blunt nose and sent the thin layer of dust up in little billows. Like her, it was different, set apart. Its metalloceramic skin wore only a dull patina from years of abrasion by the ever-present dust. The other miners painted and repainted theirs with bright, outlandish designs—flames and snakes with gaping mouths, jagged lightning, women with wings. Each one tried to outshine the others. 

The stubby, wide wings that gave Brushwacker its unusual maneuverability were set in specialized mountings that permitted minute changes in angle. The engines, too, were capable of rotating to vary the direction of thrust. The narrow body of the scrubjet acted as a secondary airfoil and within its curved contours, space was at a premium. Since the death of Kithri’s father, no one but she had sat in the pilot’s seat. Hank—and Dowdell for that one ill-fated flight—had always taken second place.

She slid the door open and stepped back for Eril to take a look. He poked his head in and said, "Looks like there’s enough room to take a deep breath, but skies help you if you get the urge to scratch your pitouchee."

Kithri raised one eyebrow, not quite ingenuous enough to ask what a pitouchee was. "Still game?"

"Compared to the new needle scouts, this is positively spacious."

"In you go, then. You run the co-pilot’s check, and if you get it right, you’re on."

Eril climbed into the second pilot’s seat and pulled the harness straps around him. He took a few moments to study the panels, then began his inspection. Kithri watched him, liking the way he moved in the cramped space, sensing where the ‘jet’s walls were without having to bang his elbows into them, liking the meticulousness with which he double-checked everything. But he’d had an unforgiving teacher—in space, carelessness was invariably fatal.

He looked up as she folded herself into the seat before him, her shoulders between his knees. She didn’t touch him as she checked his work again. "All right, you pass," she said, closed the door, and thumbed the engines into life.

"What’s the drill?"

"Manual in the ‘port and out past the hills. That’ll take us to the Cerrano Plain, a good three thousand miles across. Then into the Manitous themselves."

"How deep into them?"

"Depends on where the jaydium is. Could be as much as ten miles. You ever flown a tunnel?" 

Kithri nudged Brushwacker from its berth and along the runway leading east toward the hills. The tiny ship moved smoothly under her hands, as if it were a living thing that knew her touch.

"No, but I’ve heard they’re as predictable as a trader’s promise. A system of natural tunnels that run all through the mountain range."

Kithri laughed. "That’s not half of it. There’s no jaydium worth having on the surface, so you have to follow the tunnels deep into the mountain. They twist worse than a dish of noodles—one wrong turn and you’ll end up plastered against the wall."

"You’re not the noodle type," he said. "And neither am I."


Chapter 2

"Assist?" came Eril’s voice.

The long muscles in his thighs flexed alongside Kithri’s arms as he settled the auxiliary foot controls. With an effort, she ignored the sensation. "Take us due east to the hills, then through them along the lowest route."

"Speed?" There was no hint of excitement in his voice.

"Don’t get us smashed."

Kithri rested her hands lightly on the controls, sensing the subtle changes as Eril eased into command and increased their speed. He flew with almost arrogant confidence, but he wasn’t greedy—he’d left a good twenty percent to her discretion.

They reached the first wrinkle of hills at moderate subsonic speed. Eril guided the scrubjet along the narrow gullies where vegetation covered the jagged rock like splotches of green-black ink. At first his handling felt rough-edged, his reactions to the winding canyon jerky. Kithri nudged the stabilizers and tried to keep her muscles loose. He was doing a hell of a lot better than she had on her first try.

She’d been eleven, less than a year on Stayman and still homesick for Albion’s flowers. That was before the war, when the Federation still manned the colony and provided services to the jaydium miners and their families. That was when they still had families. Her father sat before her in the pilot’s seat, his body a bulwark against this unfamiliar, desolate world.

"All right, Kithryne Sunnai," he said. He was given to using her full name when he wanted her to pay particular attention. Sometimes when a topic was really important to him, he sounded like one of his own geology lectures. Even now, she could remember the rhythm of his words, his voice, his hands covering hers on the scrubjet controls. 

"Stayman’s your world now, and you’ve got to learn her like the inside of your own room, learn her mountains, her Cerrano Plain, learn how to chip and run her jaydium. Learn the dangers of her coriolis storms and alkali pits. So you can take care of yourself when—if anything happens to me. This scrubjet will be your friend when there’s nobody else you can trust..."

Had he known, even then, of the neurodyscrasia already setting its fatal enzymatic markers in the deepest recesses of his brainstem? Had he known how little time they had left together? Had he guessed what her life would become, between Hank’s broken promises and dustbug miners like Dowdell? Was he trying to warn her, to prepare her, to give her what she’d need to survive?

The little ship had flinched under her childish touch like a wild creature shying away from human control. "No, don’t fight her, don’t think of Brushwacker as an enemy you’ve got to conquer," her father said. "Think of her as an extension of yourself, just as your arms and legs are. Know exactly where and how you want to go, and then put her right...there..."

A swerve of the scrubjet jerked Kithri’s attention back to the present. Eril had been flying in graceful, even swoops along the canyon floor. The walls narrowed and he’d oversteered in bringing them back to a straight line. Quickly he compensated and evened out. Then they began to climb, snaking through the twisted passes, always clinging to the ground. The ink-blotchy vegetation grew sparser, ragged-looking, and finally gave way to yellowish lichen.

They reached the crest and looked down from the last hill. The vast Cerrano Plain lay before them, flat from scrubjet nose to horizon. Alkali-tolerant scrub grew in patches, blending in the distance into a swath of silver-gray. The pale soil underneath was so fine, it was almost powdery. Wherever the first human explorers had driven their heavy land-moving equipment, they’d torn away the thin protective crust. Over the years, wind eroded the trails into wildly sculpted gullies like scars on the Plain’s fragile skin. Plumes of dust rose from the old trails, blown aloft by the constant winds. 

Kithri reached for the headsets that would join her mind to Eril’s and to the computerized shipbrain. As she leaned forward, her arm brushed against the inner surface of Eril’s thigh. She wondered what it would be like to touch him deliberately, to run her fingers over the warm, sleek flesh beneath the layers of clothing. Her heartbeat soared.

What was happening to her? She’d never reacted to a man like that before, certainly not the tavern dustbugs or Hank with his hyper-inflated ego. Yet ever since Eril had come racing after her, this awareness of him had been growing. 

Get yourself under control, Kithri! The jaydium’s the important thing, not a few jerk-you-around hormones.

Kithri pulled on her headset and slid the padded neuroprobes into place. The gel contacts felt familiar and cool on her skin. She blinked, her brain refusing at first, as it always did, to integrate the vibrating double images, the overlay of her own organic vision on top of the computerized analysis. The equipment that made duoflight possible by linking two human minds to shipbrain was a highly sophisticated adaptation of the apparatus used to link an ordinary computer to its human operator. Several additional safety devices had been added, notably the unspoken emergency abort command that would disengage the entire system. Kithri could have chosen her own phrase, but she’d kept the one her father had programmed. Terminal Escape Velocity. She’d never had to use it, but sometimes it sifted like a ghostly echo through her dreams.

The visual images blended together as shipbrain fed data into Kithri’s mind and her temporal lobes sent back fine-tuning signals. The effect was very like the addition of another sensory dimension. A moment later, Eril completed the duo configuration.

Whenever Kithri linked with Hank, she always felt a flash of searing pain before he settled into synch. She’d studied enough physiology to know it was due to the differences in their synaptic patterns, but that didn’t make it any easier. Old Dowdell’s mind had been repulsive rather than painful, and she could no longer remember what it had been like when her father taught her. She held her breath and Eril joined with her.

There was no sudden agony, but a silken touch, a whisper of delight, and then Eril was inside her mind. For a dazzling instant their awareness merged, they thought as one organic unity. Shipbrain receded to a background monotone. 

She was Eril, he was Kithri and, miraculously, there was no difference between them. She saw through his eyes. She felt the warmth of her own shoulders between his thighs. Her skin tingled, her heart beat wildly, and tantalizing shivers rippled along her nerves.

The moment of merging faded like honey melting on the tongue, and Kithri was once more a separate entity floating in the web of Kithri/Eril/shipbrain. 

*Ready?* Kithri put ‘Wacker in a straight path across the Plain as she and Eril sorted the housekeeping. The division of tasks that she and Hank had worked out was irrelevant now and she wanted to put it all behind her.

Bio-homeostasis? Eighty percent to Eril, without a question. Kithri’s heart rate and blood pressure were almost back to normal under his sure touch. She shifted the remaining twenty percent as emergency backup to the ship. Navigation was hers, eighty-five with fifteen percent to ship memory, and power train and life support split a ragged three ways.

*Down to business* Kithri took hold of the helm, using shipbrain’s external sensors for orientation. With a sure touch, she steadied the ‘jet and sent it supersonic across the Plain. 

After a few minutes, she felt Eril relax, lulled by the flat, featureless expanse below them and the empty indigo sky above. His calmness sent ripples of relaxation through her own body. Yet years of running jaydium had taught her better than to trust the Cerrano for even a moment. She kept watch with ‘Wacker’s senses as well as her own. 

Within minutes, shipbrain alerted her to a massive circular air disturbance ahead, three hundred miles in diameter. Instantly she recognized it as a coriolis storm. Driven by the immense heat gradients built up over the reflective Plain and amplified by the rotation of the planet, coriolis winds whipped to hundreds of miles per hour. The eye was usually still, but severe local turbulence along the periphery could prove deadly to even the most skillful pilot. 

Kithri tightened her grip on the controls. *Trouble coming* 

*I don’t see a thing* Eril said.

*Clear-air coriolis, a big one. Check the infrared, not visual. We’ll try to stay out of the worst of it. Hold on!*

‘Wacker accelerated smoothly to match the wind speed. Then the tiny ship touched the invisible edge of the storm. It shuddered and bucked, spinning out of control.

An imaginary hand crushed Kithri’s chest, forcing the air from her lungs. Struggling for breath, she tried to brace herself against it. The harness straps bit deep into her flesh as they held her firm in her seat. She gasped and shut her eyes. Ordinary vision was useless here—she couldn’t respond quickly enough. No single unaided human could, only two minds linked in duo. 

Kithri drew on shipbrain, using her years of experience in dealing with minute shifts in wind direction and velocity. The connection to the computer was solid, the ship responsive. She reached for Eril to take up the data sorting and sensor management she couldn’t handle. 

Instead of the silken unity of their first moments of fusion, Kithri collided with a mental blank like a solid wall. She recoiled, stunned.

*What the hell?* 

One moment Eril had been part of her, the next he simply wasn’t there. Kithri’s first thought was that he was dead, but no—his mind had gone suddenly opaque. More than that, in her moment of confusion he’d somehow managed to grab a huge percentage of helm control. 

What did Eril think he was doing? Was he trying to get them both killed? Did he think he could pilot Brushwacker better than she could?

*My ship! Give me back my ship!*

Furious and terrified, Kithri signaled for manual control. She’d been caught in worse and survived, flying singlo, just her and shipbrain. But she’d never had to fight for command of her own ship before. After an agonizing delay, the scrubjet responded. It felt as agile as a wallowing barge in the raging air currents. 

Half of Kithri’s mind was deep in the meld with shipbrain, while the other half struggled to hold the ship steady. Her sweating hands clenched the manual helm. She leaned forward, using her muscular shoulders to force the ship toward what looked like a clear path ahead. Ever treacherous, the winds shifted, lifting and twisting the tiny craft. Suddenly Brushwacker slipped sideways, plunging towards the heart of the storm. 

Her life on Stayman might not be much, but she wasn’t ready to die. Not yet, not like this.

*Damn it, Eril! Stop playing hero and let me fly this thing!* 

Kithri’s words, or the desperation behind them, somehow got through. Eril’s resistance passed as quickly as it had arisen. His mind linked smoothly with hers again, a pulse of solid support. He kept her adrenalin levels steady as he channeled more and more data to shipbrain. 

Kithri felt as if she’d just been pulled out from beneath a Manitou avalanche. Quickly she switched back from manual. The scrubjet moved light and nimble under her control. A moment later, it leveled out, flying with the storm. Power, there was so much power streaming into her from Eril’s mind. He took up so much of the data selection that all she had to do was imagine the ship balanced and steady. 

Now to edge back toward the periphery of the storm...

But the coriolis wasn’t done with them. Before they’d gone a hundred feet, ‘Wacker struck a local turbulence. Clear winds churned and swirled like a miniature tornado. Gusts slammed into the ‘jet and its metal frame wailed with strain. Data, fluctuating wildly from one moment to the next, flooded the ship’s sensors.

It took all of Kithri’s will and years of experience not to panic. She’d never been caught like this, nor known anyone who had and lived to tell about it. Now she rode the winds with all her skill and intuition, sweating and trembling, searching for a way back into the main current of the storm. 

Then Eril’s mind surged up and blended with hers, holding the ‘jet steady with unerring control. She nudged the helm, flying with the winds and using their raw power instead of uselessly fighting them. Under Eril’s sure touch, the engines rotated, compensating exactly for the turbulence. They worked together as smoothly as if they were part of a single mind. ‘Wacker leveled out and slipped easily through the air streams, once more speeding east.


Chapter 3

Relieved to still be alive, Kithri signaled shipbrain to begin the disengagement from duoflight. She resolved not to say anything about Eril’s brief mutiny. They were still alive, she’d never see him again after today, and perhaps the storm itself had taught him better than to try it again. This wasn’t space, where he knew all the dangers and how to deal with them. Yet she couldn’t help thinking that in the end, when it mattered, he’d come through better than she expected. With him as a partner, she could duo her way through a black hole.

She knew she was rationalizing, making excuses. If she had any sense she’d turn around and fly back to Port Ludlow right now. But if she did, she’d be throwing away her last real chance to get off Stayman...

It’s just one run. I can survive anything for just one run.

With the end of duolinkage, Kithri’s vision returned to normal. She slowed the scrubjet to subsonic. To the north, just inside the boundary of the Plain, lay a pile of partially completed permacrete structures, the abandoned first colony site. Fine white dust rose from the disturbed soil where the slow-growing scrub had not yet, after centuries, re-established its dominion. The merest breeze blew it aloft, an eloquent reminder of the fragility of Stayman’s ecology and the dismal failure of the first spaceport. The Federation had long since moved its base to the current location, where water was more readily available. It had never tried to revive the first site, a costly and difficult project. There was no reason to, as long as the miners were willing to haul the jaydium across the Plain.

Kithri lifted her eyes to the vast, whitened Manitou range, rising high above a line of brownish dust haze. Peak after purple peak surged skyward, hard-edged against the dark blue horizon. The drifted snow on the summits glimmered in the sunlight. 

Behind her, Eril drew a quick, hissing breath. She was still in such rapport with him that she experienced his awe as if it were her own. The pleasure she felt at his mental touch built into a preorgasmic thrill. She caught her breath, her heart pounding in her chest.

Kithri drew the scrubjet to a halt at the rocky edge of the Plain. Her fingers flew across the buckles of the restraining straps. She yanked the door open and scrambled, breathless, to the ground. Eril tumbled out after her and caught her in his arms. 

She held him tightly, fiercely, as if she could press her flesh through the layers of clothing and into his. His mouth on hers felt like velvet and then like steel. He cupped her head with his hands, his fingers stroking the smooth skin behind her ears. She slid her lips over his cheek, down the line of his jaw to the soft hollow of his throat, tasting him, inhaling his scent like perfume.

It’s like making love to myself, she thought in amazement. The male self that is my perfect complement.

Kithri drew away, eyes closed as she drew his hands over her breasts. She swayed, almost overcome with the intensity of her feelings, and sank to her knees.

She put one hand to the barren ground for balance. A sharp-edged stone cut deep into her palm, drawing blood. The pain shocked her halfway back to rationality. The pounding in her ears faltered as she stared at the red droplets staining the grit on her hand. 

That’s my life draining away into the dust. Her stomach twisted into a knot of ice.

She drew herself upright, her sensual rapport with Eril shattered. "That’s quite...something...I’d wondered what it was like—the backlash," she murmured, glancing away. "Hank always got randy after a duo flight, but I didn’t feel anything."

"The women I trained duo with—we never connected like this." Eril’s voice sounded husky and his pupils were so huge, his eyes looked totally black. "If you didn’t feel anything for each other to begin with—there was nothing. Sometimes Hank and I would make bad jokes about it when we weren’t in a scramble." His fingers sank into her shoulders and he pulled her closer, caressing her mouth and cheek. "Who cares what it was like then?" 

Kithri pushed him away, wiped her eyes with the back of one hand and clambered to her feet. "This isn’t getting us any jaydium." 

Eril lunged upright, his breath coming in huge gulps. "That’s all there is to it, then? We go on as if nothing had happened—"

"What do you expect?" she snapped. "Instant affinity? Eril, we don’t even know each other. Yes, I wanted you—I wanted us. A moment ago—if there’d been room in ‘Wacker or grass instead of this cursed rock—well, there wasn’t. Life’s like that. It’s over now. It’s time to get back to work."

He caught her arm as she started back to the ‘jet. "Have it your own way. But the next time we duo it’ll happen again. Maybe worse. Do you think you’ll be able to walk away from me then?"

Kithri turned from him, unable to reply, and jumped back into Brushwacker.

oOo

They flew slowly along the rapidly climbing slopes, past the altitude boundary of the meager vegetation. The familiar rhythm of the scrubjet soothed Kithri’s jangled nerves. Her awareness of Eril’s touch on the controls lingered as if they were still joined in duo, and that disturbed her. His parting challenge would not dissipate as simply as a few ephemeral hormones. She would have to find a rebuttal for him, for her own peace as well. 

I always seem to want what I can’t have. Why can’t I take what little comfort life has to offer?

She had no answers. Not for him, not for herself.

oOo

As they climbed, the automatic pressurization came on, compensating for the thinner air. Kithri spotted the first few tunnels, some half-blocked with fallen rock. She pointed them out to Eril. The early settlers had thought them volcanic because of their superficial resemblance to lava tubes, but more detailed studies revealed that they ran through, rather than along, the crustal plates. The conventional opinion was they couldn’t be natural and they couldn’t be anything else.

Kithri’s father had been particularly intrigued by the traces of odd organic acids in the slag. He hoped they might lead to understanding why jaydium was not found anywhere else in settled space. Pearls, amber, coral—each planet had its own distinctive varieties. Jaydium was unique, found only on Stayman.

Although it had not been his primary assignment, jaydium and everything associated with it had been Raddison Sunnai’s abiding passion. He was a chemical geologist, one of the last scientists the Federation sent to Stayman as dwindling resources and escalating internal chaos forced a reordering of priorities. Then there was the war and no more Federation ships, only demands for more jaydium. 

Kithri helped him with what research he could continue, chipping jaydium to pay the bills and buy enough books to pass her University admissions equivalency. After the war began, however, there were no more scholarships. Jaydium mining itself could not pay for interstellar transport and off-planet tuition, not after supplies of the space-crystallized drug, lithicycline, had wiped out their small savings. Lithicycline was the only treatment known for neurodyscrasia, and it was palliative at best. 

It had taken Raddison Sunnai three years to die. The lithicycline shipments had stopped after one.

Left with nothing but memories, Kithri flew frantically, going without sleep and often without meals during the brief visits of the Federation freighters, only to find that half or more of each haul had deteriorated past recovery in the slow singlo flight back. Then Hank came along and she made more on the first two duo flights than she had in the whole year before. Almost the entire haul had been good, and for the first time she began to think that she might stand a chance of buying her way off Stayman. Then Hank enlisted in the Federation forces, and her savings slowly trickled away, along with her hope for the future.

If her father hadn’t taught her to fly duo she wouldn’t have had even that. For a brief, heart-wringing moment she remembered the shock as her mind first blended with his. And then...

The memory hit her smack in the solar plexus—the tumult of her awakening adolescent sexuality and her father’s ashen face, his trembling hands carefully avoiding even the most casual touch. She remembered thinking, This isn’t happening, oh please let this not be happening! I will just close my eyes and still my heart and all will be well...

In desperation she’d made that one run with Dowdell. The duotouch of his mind had been like a creeping itch, and the light in his eyes as he reached for her had given her nightmares for a solid month. She could still taste the metallic tang of adrenalin and blood. She’d thrown him against the dusty rock hard enough to break his collarbone. After that she refused to share Brushwacker with anyone except Hank, who had never reached past her barriers...as Eril had.

I just have to get through one trip, she told herself. Eril will never come back to this chip of rock, and that’ll be the end of it. One thing’s for sure, I won’t be following him into space, so it’s better—for both of us—that we leave it this way. 

For a moment, she almost believed it.


Chapter 4

Slatey gray stones lay tumbled around the tunnel entrance, partly blocking it. About fifty feet inside, the passageway widened and curved, then straightened for another twenty or thirty feet and turned again. In the diffuse illumination of the scrubjet’s running lights, the walls alternated between matte and highly reflective gloss. Sometimes the rock surfaces looked as smooth as melted glass, sometimes so rough and jagged that slivers of it could double as knives.

The tunnel twisted into the heart of the mountain for a half mile. Then it divided, one branch leading up and back towards the surface and the other downward at a steep angle.

Eril, watching Kithri maneuver the scrubjet through the tangle of intersections, considered how easily singlo flight could lead to disaster unless the ‘jet were kept at little better than a crawl. The craft itself was maneuverable enough to fly two or three times their present rate. It was the slowness of their unaided human reflexes that would send them crashing into a curving tunnel wall.

Thinking analytically about the difficulties of tunnel flight was pure evasion, and Eril knew it. Duoflight required teamwork, although during he’d rarely flown secondary. When they’d sorted housekeeping, he’d agreed to let Kithri handle the controls. So why had he fought her like some rookie, too green not to panic the moment they hit the storm? Had this mission robbed him of all common sense?

Instinct. Blind instinct, he told himself. Whenever there’s trouble, you never let anyone else make decisions for you. You live—or die—by your own mistakes.

But was that any way to inspire Kithri’s trust, by trying to take her ship away from her? 

Weiram, his squadron chief, had berated him more than once for being a loner.

"You’re a fine pilot, none better," the old man had said. They’d been sitting in the disordered cavern that passed for his office, aboard the flagship that was his last command. His silver-white hair looked sallow in the ancient jaydium light. 

"But once the lazer fire starts, you forget everything you’ve learned about teamwork. You go on as if you’re a one-man squadron and can take all the risks yourself. That’s not a disaster when all you’re responsible for is a stinger, but you can’t run a battleship that way." 

Later, much later, speaking from his coldly efficient administrative suite in the Federation Control Complex, First Councillor Eades had echoed that judgment. 

"The new Corps needs people with initiative and self control, not glory-hungry troublemakers."

Eril kept his face blank and his eyes on the uniform of unadorned black that was Eades’s trademark. He didn’t know what it was that drove him to one scrape after another, but it wasn’t glory-hunger.

"Even with your war record, that last stunt you pulled in New Paris can’t be ignored," Eades said. "Five civilians injured and a star-class navigator out of commission for months. What are you, some kind of thrill addict? I should shunt you straight into Exploration, as far away from civilized space as I can put you." 

Eril held his tongue. The New Paris riot had started innocently enough, a few friendly drag-sprints down the back alleys. By the time the crowd mushroomed into a frustrated, war-sickened mob, he’d been long gone. But people recognized his face from all the news tri-vids. They remembered him as the instigator—Colonel Eril Trionan, the war hero.

"Your father was in Exploration, wasn’t he?" said Eades, as if that explained all of Eril’s transgressions.

"My father," Eril said through clenched teeth, "disappeared when I was five. And yes, he was in Exploration. But I’d rather stay where the action is. Sir."

"Weiram put some rather glowing words about you in his last report," Eades said, "so I’m willing to forgo my better judgment. For the record, I do so reluctantly. Still, I suppose some allowance might be made for the fact that until three years ago, you were a source of pride rather than embarrassment to the Service."

Eril tried to look trustworthy as he waited for Eades’s decision.

"If you want a shot at the Courier Corps so much, Colonel Trionan, you go find your own duo partner. If you can convince anyone to fly with you—someone who qualifies for the Corps in his own right—then I’ll believe you really mean it."

Easy, Eril had thought. But the other veterans, even his squadron mates, shuffled around as they found one polite excuse after another to say no. They respected him, true, but none would trust him that far. He’d been too much the hothead, the hero, the loner.

Luck finally turned his way again when Hank, who wanted nothing more to do with the Federation, suggested his old jaydium running partner. "Flies like a space devil," he’d said, "and hungry, real hungry to get off Stayman. Assuming she’s still there, you two might suit. That is, if you don’t kill each other first."

Now for all he knew Eril had already managed to alienate her. Fighting her for control of her own ship was not an auspicious beginning. Maybe Eades was right and he’d be better off with the Explorers, going years between touchdowns on settled worlds. At least the only hell to pay there would be his own.

But maybe he still had a chance. Eril remembered the silken heat of Kithri’s mind in his. That hadn’t been an illusion on his part, had it? He’d made a bad start, but she hadn’t dumped him at the earliest opportunity or headed right back to the ‘port. She must feel something of the same attraction, no matter what she said. It was too soon to give up. Somehow he’d find a way to win her over.

oOo

Kithri slowed the scrubjet, levelling off in a still narrower branch, and Eril turned his attention back to the tunnel walls. They were passing through a particularly reflective section, but the passage seemed more closed-in, not less so.

"It feels like the tunnel’s swallowed us up," he said aloud. 

"Hank had the same reaction," Kithri said. "It drove him to jitters sometimes. He kept looking over his shoulder to see what was watching."

Eril had trouble imagining Hank Austin subject to "jitters" of any sort. Despite his looks, he’d been an able co-pilot, or neither he nor Eril would have made it out of the war alive. Eril didn’t want to waste his breath defending him to Kithri. He changed the subject. "Where’s the jaydium?"

"Hold on, we still have to get past the old workings—see, there." Kithri pointed to a section of wall that looked to Eril exactly like the rock around it, except that it was perfectly smooth from floor to ceiling. 

"Tell me something about the stuff," he said conversationally. "Something I wouldn’t learn from the technical tapes."

"Hank’s probably told you more miners’ tales than you ever wanted to hear." After a pause, she added hesitantly, "Did you know that when jaydium was first discovered, they thought it might be an organic residue?"

"I thought it was quasi-crystalline."

"There’s no identifiable cellular structure, I didn’t mean that. But it doesn’t behave like an ordinary mineral."

Eril remembered his Academy physics instructor insisting that if jaydium existed anywhere else besides remote Stayman, it would have been discovered hundreds of years earlier and drastically altered the course of human spaceflight. Even now, its nature was still poorly understood. Get any three experts from the Jaydium Institute together, and you’d have five different theories as to why it acted the way it did.

Jaydium gave off light indefinitely in the absence of oxygen, but more than that, its light was tunable, generating a faster-than-light field around anything it enclosed. Before its discovery, Terran scientists had already developed a fabulously expensive fusion-powered drive. Jaydium’s light-field effect slashed the cost of spaceflight and sent humankind into the stars in hordes instead of trickles.

Jaydium’s primary drawback was its perishability when exposed to air. Properly sealed, it would last longer than the vessel itself, so the replacement demand was small, except when ships were regularly getting smashed to powder. Eril had piloted some antiquated fighters late in the war, but their jaydium panels still shone bright and clear. Sometimes the jaydium was the only thing on those ships that still worked right.

oOo

They brought ‘Wacker to a halt where three convoluted branches joined in a miniature cavern, far more spacious than the tunnels they’d been travelling. Eril drew in a tentative lungful as she unsealed the door. The air felt thick, as if it had sat undisturbed for centuries. He detected a peculiar, almost metallic odor. "Are you sure this stuff’s safe to breathe?" 

"Jaydium does have a distinctive smell, doesn’t it?" Kithri answered. "Hank always said I was imagining it."

"He also swore his nose was fine-tuned only to Centurion brandy."

"Well, you’re not Hank, are you?"

"I’m glad you noticed the difference," he said, and caught her startled reaction.

Their boots rang as they stepped out on the rock floor. ‘Wacker stood on a patch of roughened surface, and the traction was good. Kithri opened an external storage drawer and took out canisters of sealant and pouches of storage containers. Upon contact with oxygen, these would foam up into solid, insulated boxes, capable of accommodating a range of cargo shapes and virtually impervious to mechanical assault.   

"As soon as we chip a piece, we seal it in slickoil and spray epoxy, then the insulation," she told Eril. "That’ll give us about six hours before degeneration starts. We should have plenty of time to duo it back to Port Ludlow."

"That’d hold me until the next glacial age." 

She picked up the lazer cutting tool and handed it to him. "You chip first and I’ll pack. When you’ve had enough, we’ll switch. You can cut for only so long before your shoulders get the jangles."

Eril glanced from the precision light generator to the cleft Kithri indicated as their chipping site. "Jangles? From what? These cutters can go through titanium steel without a shiver."

"Jaydium’s different. Jaydium’s always different." 

Kithri showed Eril how to make shallow vertical cuts in the tunnel wall. "Don’t burrow, no matter how tempting it seems," she advised. "The bedrock’s stable. It won’t collapse on you. But once you start chipping into a cavity, you get weird vibrational resonances. We wouldn’t be fit to fly again for hours, and that’s if we’re lucky."

Eril swept the focused light along the exposed tunnel surface. A layer of dark stone fell away, shattering as it hit the floor. The lazer felt familiar enough, although its size was better suited to Kithri’s smaller hands. He’d used a similar tool for emergency repairs.

Kithri stood at his shoulder as he worked. "Don’t push the cutter through, stroke it through," she murmured. "Follow the way the stuff wants to be cut. Give it a chance to open up in front of the lazer, and ease up when you finish the stroke."

He tried his best to follow her instructions. After a few passes, an insidious vibration began to creep up his forearms. His wrists and elbows felt as if tiny mallet-wielding devils had taken up residence there. Any sudden maneuver intensified the sensation. Only the smoothest movement kept the tickling under control.
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