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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      






Prologue

 

The Shenda voyager-ship, Tavendor, approached Shann home-planet after a long journey, its weary crew grateful to be home. Madringa Station grew steadily larger in the command-deck screens, showing its crisscross pattern of habitats, fusion plants, and industrial parks. A dozen interstellar clanships lay in their port cradles, their bulk diminished by distance. In the background loomed the ruddy cratered bulk of Shann's single moon, Madringa, about which the station orbited, and, beyond Madringa and its busy commerce, the soft blueness of Shann itself, now in quarter-eclipse. Someday other ships might come to this place, should Shann's outrunner ships find other folk in their long, constant search among the nearby stars.

For centuries, the Shenda had searched, finding only a few primitives, near-animal races who thought but did not understand, who could not yet build, who lived from day to day, hunting their food. Someone must be the eldest, the wise said, but the young among the Shenda wished otherwise and continued the search, constructing new devices to power their ships, finding new means to slip faster and farther through non-space. A few warned against the newer devices, doubting a ship-drive that progressively tampered with the strange fabric of space-time, but still the ships went outward, searching.

And stretched too far. Deep in the bowels of Tavendor, the new drive-component shuddered and bent suddenly into non-space, dragging at its connecting parts. The ship lurched violently as an explosion ripped through the engine room, destroying other essential controls. Tavendor rolled helplessly on its axis, then spun out of control, falling inexorably towards Madringa.

On the control deck, a tall and flickering shape emerged through the deck-plate from the engine room below, stretching upwards with tendril hands. At its head, a single ruby eye flashed a waxing flame, an eerie counterpart of the drive-pivot that had malfunctioned. The thing shuddered in the ecstasy of its creation. I AM THE LIGHT! it cried without voice, without sound, and took the Shenda crew into its substance. Die with me, it crooned, then reached outward for others.

Its hull flickering with a reddish light, Tavendor plunged through Madringa Station, ripping aside ships and girders, breaching the fragile containment of nuclear power-stations, feeding the creature's strength. I AM THE LIGHT! it cried in its thousand dead voices, and hungrily reached to Madringa itself. A ruby light suffused the dusty plains and craters, leaping forward in ruddy shadows to engulf a world, then, unable to absorb more, shattered all in a cataclysm of self-destruction.

On Shann, the Shenda watched helplessly as Madringa slowly dismembered before their eyes, disbelieving until the deadly bombardment began. Over the course of days, the fragments of Madringa smashed into Shann, leveling cities, killing the millions, ending all hopes.

It was the death of youth, and the beginning of insanity.


Chapter 1

 

The McCrory ship Crystal fled Shann system, bearing three human looters of its ancient civilization. The ship's nimble engines had outrun the pursuit, though the Guild-ship's detectors still tracked them inexorably. Crystal skipped through the outer tumbling fragments of dark comets and ice, using Shann's Oort cloud to shake off that last slender hold of the alien Daruma who guarded Shann.

"Crystal," the radio demanded, the Daruma captain's voice high with outrage. “You will return to port."

As before, Crystal ignored him. Sitting idly by Crystal's comm-panel, Lume Tanner turned the madringal in his hand, watching the ruby shift of reflected light across its battered surface. It was a slender statuette, barely two handsbreadths high, topped by a cracked ruby jewel. The Shenda made them by the thousands to display in their bazaars, multiplying deity beyond all reason in their mad fervency. Fifteen millennia ago, the Daruma said, the Shenda culture had collapsed in disaster, a cataclysm remembered only in religious myths and the strange Shenda compulsion of the madringals.

Why? he wondered, guessing at the truth and wishing he could ask someone, especially a Guildsman. The Daruma of Naberr, the golden sun Terra called Delta Sagittarii, had lived among the other five Sagittarian races for centuries, binding them together in the economic and cultural web of their Guild-mediated trade, long ago taking up the guardianship of the senile Shenda. A Guildsman might know, once he had the key Lume now held in his hand.

He watched the ship lights glimmer in the madringal's metal surface, and knew he'd never have the chance to ask, not after this. “Damn,” he muttered furiously.

"They've lost us. Guild beacon receding.” Roycrai leaned back from his pilot controls and stretched, a satisfied smile on his saturnine face.

Lume scowled at his brother-in-law. “I still think we should go back, return the Light to..."

"Let it go, little brother.” Roycrai stretched again. “You're outvoted. Right, Tayna?"

Lume's sister, seated in the chair beyond Roycrai, nodded unhappily and glanced an appeal at Lume. “Lume..."

Lume tightened his lips, refusing to unbend even to her. He stood up abruptly and snapped open a nearby cabinet, then shoved the statuette within. The cabinet door slammed like a pistol shot. He turned back to the others.

"We at least should have told the McCrory chief. Maybe he could talk to the Guildsmen...."

"And let him take a share? Where's your business sense, Lume?” Roycrai smirked, then waved magnanimously at the tach-radio. “But there—why don't you call big-brother Vaughn and ask him? He's probably still at Ro, mucking out petty contracts for the Ro lizard-men. He'd tell you the same: it's about time McCrory tweaked a few Daruma noses."

"Vaughn isn't here—and he would never be stupid enough to steal from the Shenda, not with the Guild watching. He plays by the rules, and no place in Sagittarius-sector has more rules than Shann. How many ships do the Daruma have to shoot up to convince you?"

Roycrai shrugged him off. “That was a long time ago."

"And the last time a Terran trader tried to steal from the Shenda. But what do you care? You'll sell the Light to that private Centauri lab and get Terra booted out of Sagittarius. What happens then, Roy?"

"So? We'll be rich."

Lume snorted. “That's what I thought. Tayna, can't you see..."

The flight board chimed a warning and Roycrai promptly swiveled back to the controls. “New contact,” he told them. “Out here? Where in the hell did it come from?"

Lume scowled. “Maybe the Guild keeps a ship out here, waiting for types like you, Roycrai."

"Shut up."

The visual board displayed a tiny light-point arcing towards them, a tracer-light matching the graceful curve. Roycrai tapped the keys on his board, then glanced at the side-display. “Big sucker, Class-Four cruiser at least."

"Guild?” Tayna asked.

"Who else could it be?” Roycrai swore. “Jesus, it's moving fast. Prepare for jump."

Tayna's mouth dropped. “Here? We're still ten AU from jump-point. You can't jump inside a gravity well."

"I said prepare for jump!” Roycrai snarled and reached for the jump-control.

"No!” Tayna's hand slapped down on the damper switch. “We're too close to Shann. You want to get to Centauri as a sine-wave?"

The overhead visual screen flicked on automatically, activated by the approaching ship, distracting Lume's attention. In the star-pointed blackness, Shann's sun glowed a distant orange, its light a shimmering reflection on the sleek silvery-black sides of the approaching ship. God, it's big! Lume thought, awed. Do the Daruma have anything that big?

"Stop that!” Tayna said irritably, pushing at Roycrai. She again slapped her palm on the jumpdamper, and Roycrai knocked her hand away.

"Goddamn it, Roy!” Tayna yelled as Roycrai again reached for the jump-control. Furious, she grabbed his arm and pulled him half from his chair.

"Hey! Wait a minute!” Lume yelled, sensing an imminent fight inches from the ship controls. Neither listened. Roycrai swung angrily at Tayna, missing as she ducked. She stumbled backward from the boards and lost her balance, lurching hard against Lume. They both fell in a tangle of arms and legs.

"No, Roy!” Tayna shrieked and gathered herself to leap for Roycrai. Lume had a flashing impression of a huge black hull hurtling past them, blanking the stars. The alien cruiser swept past, raking Crystal with the piercing light of high-power lasers, stabbing, enshrouding, killing. The control boards exploded in a shower of sparks and blue-arced fire. Roycrai screamed thinly and writhed, his head thrown backwards, his hands pinned to the controls by the electricity coursing through his body.

"Roycrai!"

Lume heard Tayna's despairing cry and grabbed her as she lunged toward Roycrai. She struggled wildly against him, crying out again and again, her eyes staring, her mouth an “O” of horror, as Roycrai's body jerked convulsively, his hands blackening as flesh burned.

"Noooo! No, no, no, no...."

The alien ship swept by again, adding to its destruction. Lume heard the whistle of escaping atmosphere as plates buckled to open space. With a groan, he wrapped his arms around the weeping Tayna and held her close. The viewscreen flickered as the flames at the control boards flared out abruptly, extinguished by the automatic dampers. Roycrai's body slumped slowly forward, his eyes staring in dead surprise, and the stench of his burned flesh filled the cabin, tainting the fast-escaping air.

"They didn't even give a warning,” Tayna sobbed. “Why?"

Lume lacked breath for an answer. His lungs ached from the falling pressure, making him gasp for the air no longer there. Black spots wavered uneasily across his vision as he slipped into anoxia. Dimly he felt Tayna slump loosely against him. One of the spots swelled in the viewscreen, its bay doors gaping. He saw the brilliant lights within the bay, a glimpse of shadowed lean figures moving quickly, then nothing.

He lost time then, to awaken as the aliens boarded Crystal. Fresh air flooded through the small cabin, strangely scented but breathable. As Lume lifted his head groggily, two figures pushed into the cabin—not the stumpy, dwarfish figures of Daruma, dressed in the beige uniforms of the Trade Guild, but tall, lean, unnaturally attenuated figures in smooth gray vacuum-suits. One leaned over to grasp him roughly, and he saw the gleam of crimson eyes through the faceplate.

"You!” it croaked. “Come!"

"Who...?” Lume asked, dazed. Then he gaped as the second alien removed its helmet and gazed at him coldly. Lume stared at the stiff feathered crest and mottled pale skin, the rudimentary beak of an avian ancestry, the facial planes lengthened like a distorted reflection. With a sudden chill, he realized the race was utterly unknown to him. Not Shenda, not Daruma, not any other alien race he knew.

Outsider.

And two feet away, hidden behind a thin cabinet panel, was the Light, a Shenda thing that had tempted Roycrai and Tayna into betraying every loyalty they had.

"Who!” he demanded.

The pale thin lips twisted into a mockery of a human smile. “Who?” the alien taunted. “Maybe you find out, human.” It lifted a narrow-bore metal object in its three-fingered hand and jerked it towards the door. “Out now. You go out."

Lume hesitated, to be answered by a warning growl from their captor. He pressed his lips against Tayna's hair for a moment, then carefully lowered her unconscious body to the deck.

"Out!"

Lume numbly moved to obey. Thus began a hard captivity among the ruthless aliens who called themselves Li Fawn.


Chapter 2

 

The Hleri was large and orange and had stopped traffic for three city blocks. It stood in the middle of the intersection, its short amphibian legs splayed wide, its wattled jaw protruding, as it swore at the glowing figure of a Vang two yards away. The Vang snooted back with a few words of its own, and the Hleri shook its fist. Horns blared from all directions.

Guildswoman Jennan Bartlett, four autocabs back in traffic, cracked the roof of her cab and stood up. She flipped back her sun goggles, squinting against the harsh ultraviolet of Naberr's summer sky. She was late, and obviously she wouldn't get any earlier. She echoed one of the Hleri's choicest cuss-words, punched a return command on the console, and climbed out. The autocab hood slid shut, the control lights blinking busily as the cab considered its problem. She wished it luck getting home anytime soon.

She hiked past the argument and moved quickly into the shadows of the nearby buildings. Foot traffic was light in the commercial quarter, and she strode along on her long legs, enshrouded in her protective burnoose, its billowy folds flapping behind her. Shadows were infrequent in the noon sun, and the light beat down upon her in a steady glare.

A half-kilometer later, she took an improper shortcut across the lawn and climbed the stone steps of the Guild Hall. As she stepped through the wide portal of the Hall, she sighed in relief. The ultraviolet of Naberr's summer might be basking-weather for the native Daruma, but it slow-baked a human, especially when that human had to stalk the streets swathed in anti-solar gear. Jennan stripped off her burnoose and goggles, fluffed her short dark hair, then tugged at her Guild uniform to straighten the sweat-dampened wrinkles. The cool and capacious Hall was an oasis to her overheated body. She stepped to one side of the doorway and sat down on a cushioned bench, her head swimming unpleasantly.

The wide Hall bustled with late-afternoon activity, as dozens of Guildsmen and merchants bid for the latest sector business. The assignment board high on the far wall flashed its information in slow-pace time, while harried Guild clerks in a half-dozen cubicles stamped endless papers. Naberr's Guild Hall was the nexus of the Guild's heavy chore of mediating Sagittarian trade. For centuries the Daruma Guild had bound together the sector's six local races in a tightly woven economy of mutual cooperation; now it struggled to assimilate a seventh as Terra came to trade.

And perhaps an eighth, if the Li Fawn ever unbent their odd paranoia and explained their reasons. The Li Fawn cruiser had appeared in Sagittarius from nowhere a dozen years before, large and black and heavily weaponed, but fled whenever approached by a Guild ship. Aside from a few nasty incidents here and there, each yielding another snippet of information, the Li Fawn still kept their distance. In time, the Guild chose to ignore them, wisely or not.

Lately some Daruma had wished they could ignore Terra, too. Terran merchants had put a finger in every Sagittarian pie, and the Guild higher-ups still argued about the handful of humans, now journeymen, admitted to the Guild five years before. Despite the centuries of association, none of the local races had ever shown an interest in joining the Guild; even the Vang, the most advanced of the other Sagittarian races, contented themselves with the fancy star-piloting to which they were so supremely suited. In a moment of largesse, mostly promoted by the current Guildmaster, the Guild had opened its ranks to the newcomer Terrans—and now had second thoughts. The ongoing debate had effectively stalled Jennan's Guild career in boring and minor Naberrian trades.

She watched a pair of Daruma merchants talking near the door, their fluted ears moving in graceful counterpoint to their conversation. A Vang pilot, resplendent in admiral maroon and gold lace, stalked sedately across the stone floor and joined the nearest line, followed by a group of senior Guildsmen, two wearing out-system insignia. Each stirred a faint breeze as they passed, an unconscious courtesy Jennan appreciated.

Sweat dripped into her eyes and she wiped her face with the soft material of her burnoose, annoyed by the salty sting. One simply did not play games with heat stroke, and she was wary of her light headache that danced spots before her eyes. She stretched out her long legs, slumping comfortably against the cool polished stone of the wall, and closed her eyes. The spots waltzed unpleasantly across the darkness.

"You're late,” she heard Morgen rumble, and felt the cushion shift as her team-second sat down. “You're early,” she retorted, loathe to move as the faint breeze of another arrival wafted across her face.

"Jennan?” She heard the faint anxiety in his voice, and opened her eyes to smile at him.

Morgen was short and wide-bodied like all Daruma, with wrinkled grayish skin and large dark eyes in a broad humanoid face. Large delicate ears rose several centimeters above his naked skull, the faint ridges of their musculature apparent through the skin. It was a combination Jennan associated with her childhood nurse and her Daruma playmates in Narena's clan-house, now reinforced by the constant associations of her years in the Guild. In some ways she thought herself more Daruma than human, a process that continued.

"I'm just a little hot,” she assured him. “What's on the board today?"

"A little hot, she says,” Morgen grumbled. “Why didn't you take a cab?"

"I did, partway. Then a Hleri got into an argument with a Vang and snarled traffic for three blocks, so I hiked. Why don't you fix that sun of yours?"

Morgen snorted. “I'll mention it at the next World Council. I'm sure they'll be aghast at the oversight. Breathe deeply and close your eyes.” He relieved her of the burnoose and folded it neatly in his lap.

"Yes, effrendi.” She closed her eyes obediently and sagged against the wall. “What's on the board today?” she repeated.

"How would you like an out-system trade?"

Jennan sat up abruptly. “Out-system? Are you serious?"

"Of course I'm serious,” Morgen grumped, “so settle yourself to listen.” He consulted his pockettablet. “First: a Terran trader wants to sell luxury goods to a Hleri combine. Luminescent salts. Want to go back to Hrauru?"

Jennan wrinkled her nose. She had spent fourteen months on Hrauru as an apprentice—the year had been thirteen months too long. But she frowned, considering the trade. “Salts? For what purpose?"

"To decorate their swamps, maybe. How would I know? Explain to me a Hleri's mind."

"Oh, sure.” She thought another moment. “It occurs to me,” she said, “that two or three of Terra's salts are salts on Terra and narcotics on Hrauru. Could the combine be a D'rasshua front?"

Morgen grunted. “You hang out in the wrong bars. I hadn't made that connection, and apparently the assignment clerk hasn't, either.” His stylus scratched on the pad. “The D'rasshua are getting damn bold to start shipping dope through Guild channels."

"They're creative. That's how they make all that illegal money. What else?"

"The Vang want to sell light-mode equipment to Shann. Think of the possibilities."

"Oh, Lord.” She could just imagine what the manic Shenda would do with Vang body holograms. “And the Guild's agreeable?"

"Shenda fads have launched with far less, and a Shenda fad is megabucks for the consignee while it lasts. It's not a bad idea; I don't know why the Vang hadn't thought of it sooner.” He paused and waggled his ears. “And us with Chandra to model, too."

"Oh, no, he won't. I'm just getting used to the Green Elf.” Their pilot's latest creation was eight feet tall, neon green, and fanged. Ship life of late hadn't been easy. “What else?"

"Not so fast, Jennan,” Morgen reproved. “Shann has possibilities. Schizophrenic or not, the Shenda are still the oldest race in the sector, a starfaring people when you and I were still trying to connect the idea of seed and plant. However much they've lost, most of their ancient culture still survives—that is,” he added, “as much as the Guild can keep Terra from carting away."

"Has the Guild caught Crystal yet?"

"No, but we will,” Morgen said, his dark eyes glinting.

Jennan glanced away and sighed. The Guild Hall was still reverberating with the outrage about Crystal, generating stiff meetings with Terran officials, angry charges and countercharges, and other significant noise. A few of Jennan's Daruma opponents had already informed her they held her personally responsible for Crystal's theft of whatever-it-was. Sometimes being human didn't seem worth getting up in the morning.

"Thanks, but no thanks,” she said firmly. “Shann isn't a great place for Terrans right now. We'd never get past the preliminaries of me.” She raised an eyebrow.

"I suppose you're right.” He shrugged a little wistfully. “Ah, well. Taki foodstuffs to the Raome?"

"Hmmm. Setha's house?"

"Yes. He's asked for you, by the way. The intermediary is a human trader named Vaughn Tanner. Factor for the McCrory Line, and with a rare touch for the Takinaki, I hear. They don't take often to offworlders, especially Terrans. Humans smell funny."

"Thanks."

"Is nothing. Taki has asked for you, too, because of T'wing, and so it's double-marked for our attention. It's a big trade, Jennan. Taki contracts aren't easy even with an intermediary."

"Hmmm."

"The Guildmaster also adds his request."

"You're joking. What's so special to get his attention?"

"I told you. It's an important contract."

"Maybe, maybe.” Jennan wiped irritably at her face with her sleeve, then caught Morgen's disappointed expression. “I'm sorry, Morgen. You're right: it's a good trade. Go tell the desk about the salts and accept the fact-tapes for the Taki trade. Then you can load me into a cab and we can go home."

"Gladly. I hate seeing you melt into your boots like that.” Jennan grinned at him, and Morgen flipped his ears in disgust. “A team-second,” he said severely, “has more important things to do than babysit team-first, but you persist in this stupid behavior."

"Yes, Morgen."

"I will nag you relentlessly about this."

"Yes, Morgen. Go get the fact-tapes."

He handed her the burnoose and left her. Jennan remained slumped against the wall, burnoose held loosely in her lap, until he returned several minutes later, a tape-pack in his hand.

Morgen loaded her into an autocab outside the Hall and settled next to her on the seat, pointedly darkening the polarized shield overhead to near twilight. As promised, he fussed over her all the way to Portside. Jennan responded absently as she watched the downtown buildings change to the burnished-white stucco of a wide residential area, then abruptly to the warehouses and ship-support docks of Portside.

Beyond them the spaceport field stretched nearly to the horizon, a wide squared grid with a forest of ships of all sizes and description. Naberr Field was the major spaceport of the sector, ever busy, always crowded. As the autocab rolled smoothly onto the tarmac, they passed a Terran cargo-lander, a half-dozen human figures busy at its base.

"Hmmm,” Morgen said, peering at the ship. “Ling-Choi?"

Jennan craned her head backward to see the ship's prow symbols and caught a glimpse before the autocab bore them onward.

"Yes. They have some kind of new consignment to Sorema House.” She glanced at him. “Why do you ask?"

"Oh, just noticing. I notice everything."

"I've noticed,” she murmured.

"Oh? With your head swimming like that? How?"

She ignored him. After several minutes, they glimpsed the distant shape of Ariel, a small jump-ship squeezed between a Daruma cargo-lander and the sleek needle of a Guild courier. As the autocar rolled steadily towards her, Jennan admired Ariel's slim lines yet again, never tiring of the looking. There had been times, as the politics and racial bias of her alien Guild swirled around her, when she thought a team-first assignment forever beyond her reach. But Ariel was hers now, to possess and to lead. The Guild could prudently assign a senior Guildsman as her team-second as it had assigned Morgen, but the rank and authority remained hers—and with it, Ariel. She had renamed the ship to honor an ancient Terran spirit of light and air, not caring that the extra paperwork intensely annoyed the Ship Records bureaucrats—that, too, was part of her privilege.

The autocab rolled to a stop at Ariel's air lock and Morgen promptly trundled Jennan aboard to a waiting sling-chair in the lounge. She sighed dramatically and winked up at him. T'wing, picking up her mood, flapped to Jennan's shoulder and waggled her long tufted ears in random enthusiasm. Morgen glared at the Taki pseudobat.

"Now, Morgen,” Jennan said, answering the look. “You know she doesn't know what she's saying."

"Oh? Most of those swear words I taught you in that Hrauru bar. An amazing coincidence."

"Really?” Jennan looked with surprise at the still-oscillating pseudobat. Morgen waggled a trenchant remark of his own, and T'wing semaphored back gleefully. Morgen threw up his hands, collected Jennan's burnoose, and stamped into the elevator. The elevator whine stopped two levels below with a decided thud.

"Ah, sweet T'wing,” she murmured, stroking the pseudobat's soft fur. “I don't think he likes your humor. You must remember to not use those words around other Daruma. They might cook you into a stew.” T'wing rustled her wings and sang a song into Jennan's mind, a playful song with fillips and trills and loving contentment.

"Yes, I'm glad to be home again. I was gone only a few hours. I was here this morning—don't you remember?"

She detached T'wing from her shoulder and gently upended her in her lap, stroking the soft belly fur and smoothing the long, frilled wings. T'wing batted at her hands with her hind feet, squeaking in protest. Jennan released her and T'wing promptly crawled back to her former perch. She chirruped, then began busily grooming herself. Jennan relaxed, basking in the filtered light from the lounge windows.

The Ariel was a standard Class D jump-ship, small and nimble and easily crewed by a Guild team. The four levels of engine room, living quarters, flight deck, and observation lounge were each pierced by a central well five meters wide. Although the ship was equipped with both elevator and intercom, Ariel's crew preferred the shorter route of the well ladder and halloos up the shaft. Even now she could hear Morgen's indignant clatter below.

Nonverbal communication, she thought wryly, as Morgen slammed a cabinet door. She wondered how upset he really was. Daruma lived and breathed their propriety, and, however much he unbent to Jennan, Morgen could be unaccountably touchy sometimes. T'wing had been anything but discreet.

"You have no manners,” she told the pseudobat.

T'wing sang her a smile, unrepentant, and Jennan smiled in response. “All right, I'll make your apologies for you one more time. But you still don't have any manners."

Her headache had quite disappeared. She leaned forward and picked up the tape-pack from the sidetable. T'wing squawked at the sudden change of attitude and clung with needle-sharp claws to Jennan's shoulder.

"Ouch, T'wing! You are a pest today.” T'wing shrieked in protest, her voice spiraling up into ultrasonics. Jennan winced at the double assault on her flesh and ears. “Well, I'm going below, so get on board if you're coming.” She waited until T'wing had her balance, then went over the well railing, tape in hand.

Like the lounge, the common-room level centered on the open interior well. A dining area, an automated kitchen, and the crew's individual work areas clustered around the circular rail. A narrow walkway separated the tables and equipment from several doors lining the outer wall, each crew suite bracketed by storage compartments and more seating. Morgen sat at his computer console, studying the printouts of the ship's supplies.

Jennan glanced at the darkened doorway of Chandra's suite. “Where's Chandra?” she asked.

"Signing forms at the Port office. He'll be in a great mood when he gets back—he hates forms."

"Did he wear the Elf?"

"Naturally. You can imagine what remarks he'll get, too. Port-office types have no sense of the heroic."

"The bonds of diversity,” Jennan said ironically, quoting the Guild motto. She paused awkwardly. “Morgen, I apologize for T'wing's behavior. I didn't put her up to it."

Morgen swiveled in his chair, ears canted in surprise. “I never thought you did; I was only worried about your stupid flirting with sunstroke. As for that creature of yours, I stopped paying attention to her long ago.” He spread his fingers in a gesture of peace and smiled. “My dear Jennan, I thought we agreed at the start that we would compromise. I would accept your regrettable human informality and you would admit Daruma propriety is the highest social order.” He shrugged magnanimously. “Forget it."

Jennan scowled at him. “I'm almost sorry I apologized. ‘Regrettable informality'?"

"A regrettable choice of words."

"Most regrettable. ‘Highest social order'?"

"Also regrettable. Perhaps I misunderstood what we agreed."

"You sure did. How are we on supplies?"

"Low on a few items, but nothing important. We can raise ship tomorrow if you like."

Jennan looked at the inscription on the tape-pack cover. “I'll check the flight time with Chandra. We probably have a few days’ leeway."

She left Morgen to his printouts and walked the half-circle to her own suite. The narrow bedroom contained her bed, a storage locker at its foot, a small desk with a tape-viewer and chair, and shelves littered with tapes and papers. A door to the right led to a small bathroom and shower, a second door to the left to personal storage built into the hull. A Taki sculpture and Daruma prints softened the utilitarian effect of the metal walls, and a bright Terran fabric covered her bed, its splash of color reflected in the polished metal of her desk and chair.

The burnoose lay on her bed where Morgen had stowed it earlier. As Jennan set the tapes on her desk, T'wing made a demanding queert and Jennan obligingly dumped her on the burnoose. T'wing stretched out ecstatically, humming, and rolled herself into the soft fabric until not an inch of pseudobat showed. Jennan looked down at the lump in the burnoose with some disgust. She sincerely hoped T'wing's intelligent Taki cousins lacked similar instincts. It could play hell with the contract definitions.

"I wish I knew why you do that.” The lump burbled happily. “Be helpful, T'wing,” Jennan added impulsively, “tell me what you know about Taki."

T'wing responded. Her song flared into Jennan's mind, and Jennan stiffened, surprised into immobility.

 

the deep forest glades

firelight, oh see the stars

my people of youth and fire,

measured rhythm of ageless wisdom

life-song

sunlight

windsong

water and green glades

the forest paths of the ages

oh hear the mindsong of Taki!

 

The song faded slowly from Jennan's mind, a flickering of after-images of sunlight on water, the soft shirring of green leaves in a high canopy. She stood transfixed for some moments. Finally T'wing chirped in concern and poked her head out of the burnoose folds. Jennan shook herself slightly and smiled at the tiny creature.

"Thank you, dear one,” she said. She looked into T'wing's dark eyes, trying clumsily to reach the little mind, but T'wing's empathic touch darted away into irrelevancies, as always. Jennan sighed.

Despite all the years of their association, her contact with T'wing was at T'wing's discretion, the touch of their minds often beyond T'wing's ability to communicate, hampered by the mismatch of their alien minds. T'wing “sang” to her, obviously picked up her emotions, behaved sometimes quite unlike the semi-intelligent pet she supposedly was, but Jennan always felt they missed the greater of the whole.

"I wish we could really talk, T'wing,” Jennan murmured.

T'wing ducked back into the burnoose and wriggled comfortably. Jennan patted her gently, and then sat down at her console with the fact-tapes, a small jab of worry pricking at her. She knew her own abilities, but she also knew the unswerving opposition of certain masters at the Hall, conservative Daruma of powerful families who still loudly objected to the taint of six humans within Naberr's ancient Guild.

How had she, of all the Guildsmen, earned this out-system trade?


Chapter 3

 

A clatter beyond her closed door distracted her. When she heard the low rumble of Chandra's angry voice, she reluctantly put the tape-pack on the top of the console. Ariel's pilot did not sound pleased.

"Damn Elf,” she muttered and patted the sleeping T'wing as she left the room.

The Green Elf was standing near the air lock door, his tentacled hands grasping a sheaf of faxes. Whatever mechanism powered the Vang light-modes inevitably affected the wearer's mood and the Elf was on another rampage. Jennan leaned on the corner of her desk and listened to Chandra's arm-swinging tirade. When the pilot had exhausted the topics of Port-side officialdom, Morgen's lack of sympathy and worthlessness of person, and most of the state of the universe, he finally got around to his team-first.

"And you just stand there and simper,” he said to her angrily.

"I am not simpering. I am smiling affectionately."

"Nuts."

"I really wish you'd get rid of that Elf, Chandra,” she said, her own temper rising. “Why don't you wear something else—anything else? It's affecting your mind."

The Vang glared at her with red-rimmed eyes, then quieted a bit. He sucked his teeth reflectively, a particularly disgusting sight. “You really think so?” he said, interested.

Jennan tightened her lips, trying to control her temper. The Vang held their light-modes above criticism, however they paraded for horrified stares. And Vang reactions were always unpredictable—not even the Daruma had figured out all the rules. For that reason she had tolerated the past weeks with the Elf. But no more.

"You're the expert,” she said with asperity. “I don't wear light-modes. Right now I'm glad I don't and sorry you do. Especially that Elf."

"I had not realized,” the Vang rumbled. A tentacled fist smacked to the Elf's forehead in despair. “I have been a burden."

"Oh, Lord,” Jennan sighed. Morgen chuckled quietly and earned himself an Elfish glare. Chandra disdainfully tossed the Port faxes on Morgen's desk.

"The Elf,” he announced loftily, “dines on Daruma.” And, with that, he stalked off towards his suite.

Morgen watched him go, scowling. “Damn Elf,” he muttered as Chandra's door swished shut.

"Agreed."

Morgen sighed. “I don't know how you do that, Jennan. A Vang would never take that from a Daruma."

"Has the Guild ever figured out why the Vang wear those things?"

"No, except that they're never seen without them. There've been incidents, but you're probably the only one who ever got close to a naked Vang. They suicide first. By the time anyone comes close, the body's disintegrated.” Morgen looked uneasily at Chandra's door. “Chandra accepted your interference on Hrauru, but I'm not sure how he resolved it."

"Neither am I, but at least he's still with us. Did the Guild ever find out why the Li Fawn ambushed him?"

"No. Maybe they were plotting with the D'rasshua—though I can't believe the D'rasshua would attack a Vang, whatever their morals. They use Vang to pilot their ships like everybody else, and Prander takes such things personally."

"Right,” Jennan said absently. She frowned.

Three years before, Chandra had affably run an errand for Palani, Jennan's pilot, and had stumbled into a late-night meeting between a Li Fawn and several D'rasshua big shots. After the Hleri fled the scene, the Li Fawn had stripped Chandra of his light-mode, tortured him, then dumped him in a corner of the warehouse. Jennan and Morgen had found him there, cowering behind a stack of bales.

He had whimpered as she approached him, then tried to crawl under the heavy bales at his back, scrabbling with his claws at the sacking. She had finally coaxed the hysterical Vang to her, wrapped him in her cloak, and carried him back to his ship, uncaring about the venomous sting that reflexively prodded her ribs at every step. Morgen had carefully averted his eyes and kept his distance behind her, watching the shadows.

Only later had Jennan learned from Palani how her rescue had startled every Vang in port—and created for Jennan a reputation that had echoed all the way to Prander, the Vang homeworld. When Jennan got Ariel a year later, Chandra had demanded the pilot's berth and apparently had the Guild connections to get it. It had been a good partnership, Elf notwithstanding.

Morgen raised his eyebrows questioningly. She shrugged. “Puzzling. Well, maybe someday all questions will have answers. Let's hope the Elf just died."

"Seconded, fervently. How are the tapes?"

"I still have to read them. Let me know if Chandra makes any more trouble."

"Oh, I'm sure you'll hear.” Morgen sounded aggrieved. Jennan laughed and returned to her suite. As she reentered her room, a faint whistling snore came from the burnoose on the bed. At least somebody hadn't a care.

She sat down at her desk and unwrapped the packet of tapes to read the individual inscriptions. Then she read them again, enjoying the slight weight of the tapes in her hand, her own out-system trade. She smiled at herself for her ceremony, knowing the act was very Daruma. With a contented sigh, she slipped the alpha tape into her viewer.

She quickly reviewed the proposed terms of the trade, sited on Ro with Tanner as the Taki representative. It was a transsector trade, one of the niches successfully exploited by the McCrory trading line. The Raome prized the delicate Taki foods, and the Takinaki liked certain sparkly minerals from Ro's mines. Since both races rarely left their homeworlds, arranging such a minor trade was a laborious and expensive business. Sometimes several Raome families would combine to pay a Guild negotiator to shuttle back and forth across the sector, but Guild ship fees could rise alarmingly if either side got technical. And, even with a settled agreement, the parties had to arrange transport. Few local merchants had the time or interest for such long haulage and marginal profit.

And so McCrory found an opportunity. The trade now proposed was the third factored by Tanner within the past year. McCrory not only provided Tanner as intermediary but handled transport of the goods. Jennan whistled when she saw the fire-sale prices. The combine obviously counted on later volume to cover its present losses.

Perhaps, the tape opined, McCrory had long-range plans for a wider interest in either or both local worlds; the line had the wealth and ships to be patient. Neither the conservative Raome nor the skittish Takinaki could be pushed, and McCrory's success in Sagittarian trade was founded on a patient study of the local markets. The clerk seemed a bit bemused at McCrory's circumspection: some early Terran behavior had enriched the local languages with some new and unfortunate metaphors.

Jennan's father had said as much about McCrory, on those rare occasions when he felt affable with his alien-happy daughter. “Nothing impresses like success,” he'd say, and began assiduously courting any McCrory big shots who visited the legation. Had the McCrory big shots been less bent on their business or her father more impressive in his sycophancy, Jennan might now be a McCrory brat rising fast in the combine hierarchy.
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