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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.






 

Chapter 1

 

The morning after Siduri's Net returned to Tania's Ring and docked at Omsk Station, Pov Janusz and Athena Mikelos, Net's pilotmaster, stood in front of a viewing window high on Net's prow, watching the repairs to Siduri's Dance in the docking bay nearby. During Net's three-week absence at T Tauri, Omsk Station had replaced several of the senior cloudship's hull plates and had removed the damaged sail assembly, nothing more. Still crippled, Dance drifted idly at her mooring, with a single Omsk repair jitney hovering above her.

“Captain Rybak's first words,” Pov said, “were, I quote, ‘God, you took long enough, Net.’ Then he berated Captain Andreos about this and that, sputtered himself into a total rage, and clicked off before Andreos even got a word in."

Athena grimaced and shook her dark curls. “Why am I not surprised? We took a long time, he says. Maybe next year, at this rate, Dance might be spaceworthy again.” She turned away from the window and sighed.

“Yesterday I felt rich,” Pov said gloomily, looking at Dance.

“We're still rich,” Athena said. “Don't worry about it.” She walked over to one of the lounge chairs and sat down slowly, then straightened one leg in front of her, then the other.

Pov turned and looked at her with concern. Athena looked deathly pale, a shadow of her usual energetic self. She saw his look and shook her head at him irritably, warning him off.

“How's the radiation treatment going?” Pov asked anyway, poking at her.

“Wonderfully, Medical says,” she said, sounding cross. “On the green, sail."

“You shouldn't be on duty,” he told her severely.

“Soar off,” she told him. “I'm not on duty. I'm just sitting here."

“Oh, sure."

Athena looked stubborn. “I refuse to accept being sick. I will do what I please to do.” She straightened and gave him a glare, then seemed to collapse slowly back on herself again. She sighed. “I do admit all those little radioactive atoms running around my body take their toll. It takes a while for that chelating goo to pick the atoms up, one cell at a time."

Pov looked her over. If the Medical Section's progress reports weren't as favorable as they'd been, he'd worry very much about Athena right now. She looked gray. “How much longer for the therapy?” he asked.

“Until the goo picks up every last atom, I guess.” She grimaced. “Stop standing there worrying. Go do something useful."

“Ah, come on, Athena."

She tossed her head. “I'm sorry. I feel cross, and you're getting the brunt. I appreciate your concern, Pov, but you know skyriders and their image problems. Me, limited by anything? Radiation? What's that? Ho ho."

“That I do know. Kate'll probably tear apart half the ship by the time her baby gets born."

This time Athena's smile was more genuine, but still too wan. He looked at her with open concern, thought to say something more, then shut his mouth as Athena tossed another warning glare at him.

“At least go below and rest, Athena,” he said patiently. “Let Gregori and your girls hover."

“Why do you think I'm up here?” she said, scowling grumpily. “They act like I'm made of spun glass—not that I'm minding, family is family and I love them too, and all that, but after a while I start to feel feeble just because they act that way. Mind over matter, the wrong way.” She stood up and stretched her back, pacing a slow circle around her chair, and then sat down as if Environmental had suddenly boosted the ship's artificial gravity directly under her.

“Humph,” he said, crossing his arms.

“Go grump at somebody else, Pov. I'll go rest in an hour or so when the watch is over. Okay?"

“Well, if you say so."

“I do."

Tully Haralpos walked out of the elevator and strolled over to join them, dressed formally in shipboard grays. All of Net's captains had dressed in uniform this morning, expecting a call to an intership hearing with Dance, and Pov had asked Tully to join the formal horde. Tully took one look at Athena's face and added his own chiding look. As he crossed his arms to comment, he suddenly shifted uncomfortably, then pulled irritably at his uniform sleeve. The months since Tully had worn his uniform last showed in the tightness at inconvenient spots. Tully shrugged his shoulders, trying to settle the tight tunic, then squirmed. “I feel strangled in this thing,” he complained.

“Wait long enough,” Pov suggested lightly, “and you find you've grown like a crocodile. Another year, another inch."

“Nuts to that.” Tully pulled at his collar. “Though I'm afraid it's more like ‘another meal, another pound.’ Christ.” Athena snickered and crossed her trim ankles, then dangled an arm over the side of her chair. She opened her mouth. “Not a word, you,” Tully warned, bunching his thick black eyebrows. Athena smiled broadly, then snickered behind her hand, making an act of it.

“That's a word,” Tully told her severely.

“Is not. Check your dictionary."

Pov inspected Tully casually. “I've got a clean spare that's a little bigger. You want to try it on?"

“No, I'll suffer. Greeks are used to fatalism: read your myths. All that dire tragedy, capricious gods, those unrelenting Furies chasing folks everywhere, hither and yon, shrieking at the top of their lungs.” Tully wiggled, then glared at Athena as she snickered again. Athena pretended to ward him off with her hand.

“Sorry,” she said, her blue eyes dancing. Athena had the lithe curves to gloat safely.

“I doubt if I'll get called over to Dance, anyway,” Tully said. “No reason to dress up."

“Don't count on it.” Pov scowled. “If Rybak manages to dust me out of rank this time, you're it on Sail Deck as Net's new sailmaster."

“I doubt that's an issue anymore, Pov. Not with three holds of tritium to buy Dance out of her problems."

“Yeah? Keep whistling.” Tully frowned in concern, not liking Pov's mood.

Pov shrugged and turned back to the window to watch Dance's repairs. Well, we've got the money, he thought tiredly, feeling a dull aching in his back and legs from accumulated fatigue and stress.

“This isn't going to be fun,” Tully muttered as he joined Pov at the window. Tully's mouth set as he looked at Dance, sharing Pov's frustration and anger at their mothership.

Pov glanced at his friend. Even Tully showed the strain today, waiting like others on Net for new troubles, after so many troubles with Dance in recent weeks. Tully seemed more closed this morning, despite his raillery at Athena, his face drawn with a fatigue that matched Pov's own. The crew's celebration over Net's fantastic success at T Tauri had muted into a sober elation, pricked now by new worries, and those worries showed most in her senior people today.

“Found out what's hatched?” Pov asked, prodding him.

“Dance is shut up tight,” Tully said gloomily. “We'll find out soon enough."

“True.” Behind him, Pov heard Athena sigh and shift position in her chair, as unhappy with waiting and doing nothing as he and Tully were. It felt far too much like target practice, with Net as the target, not the laserman.

 

* * * *

 

Dance did not call, and Pov spent a quiet morning watch on Sail Deck, mostly sail drills and data analysis of the T Tauri runs, then stopped by his sister's apartment on his way to lunch. Now in her third month of pregnancy, Kate had been grounded from her skyrider duties for the duration, a restriction that made her fret. Athena had relented by allowing Kate to work with the skyrider checkdown crew, and even allowed an inspection flight in the relative safety of Omsk's placid orbit: it helped.

He found Kate cleaning the apartment, her head buried in one of the storage cabinets in the living room. Her ears muffled, she didn't hear the door chime, nor his footsteps, so when he nudged her foot he nearly brained his sister on the cabinet doorframe as she reacted to the touch.

“God, Kate,” he said, helping her back out of the cabinet to sit down on the floor. She had hit her head hard enough to start tears, and he knelt down and hugged her close as she gasped, squinting with pain.

“I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” he said. “I didn't mean to startle you."

“What an entrance,” she muttered, then felt her skull gingerly. “Ouch, that hurt."

“Hell, Kate,” he said in distress. She winced.

“Oh, I'll survive. Stop looking like the sky fell in on you.” She fingered her head a few moments more, then narrowed her dark eyes, eyeing him. “I think it fell in on me, thanks to you.” Pov backed away a step, wary that Kate might take some retribution, and heard her chuckle. “Ah, you're learning wisdom."

“Soar off. Are you okay?"

“The stars are out early, but yeah."

“What are you doing?"

“Cleaning. What does it look like?"

“That I can see. Are you that far down the list of things you could do?” Kate absently pushed her wiry black hair back behind her shoulders and smiled at him.

“I like the way you watch over me,” she said. “I'm bored, true, but I'll survive it. Stop hovering. I told you not to do that, but you keep persisting."

Pov smiled as Kate bared her teeth warningly. He and Kate had always been close, even among a family as closely bound as their gypsy family. Just as she waged his wars for him, he involved himself in hers. “So I'm diligent."

“That you are, I agree."

He helped Kate to her feet and followed her into the kitchen, where she clattered among her dishware in the cupboard, playing the hostess.

“You look nice dressed up,” Kate said as she set out two glasses on the counter, tipping her head to admire him. She reached to adjust his uniform collar, then neatened his sleeve. “Adds dignity or something. I've been trying to figure out what."

“Dignity?” Pov smiled at her. “What's that?"

“Oh, nuts to that. Half my time on skydeck, it seems, I'm defending my stuffy older brother, so serious, so determined, such a flat orbit of a man. Lighten up, Pov. Listen to Avi."

“Avi likes me just as I am,” Pov informed her.

“I'll talk to her,” Kate retorted. “Love can blind."

Kate poured him a drink of something fruity and pink from the refrigerator. “Try that.” She watched as he sipped at it

“I don't recognize this,” he said.

“This is from Patia's lab on Dance. Tawnie brought it back when she went over to visit the Dance Rom: some kind of clone of plums and Tania marshberry. It's certainly vividly pink. What do you think?"

“Sweet,” he said judiciously.

“Too sweet, I think, but the children love it, Tawnie says.” Kate capped the bottle and put it back in the refrigerator. “I keep expecting Patia to start making some weird kind of vat-meat or something, then expect us to eat it. Though, I'll admit, most of her experimenting hasn't been too bad. I'm not sure marshberry fits into the marime rules, though, and Bavol had a fit about this when Patia brought it home."

“He would.” Their cousin Bavol, the middle son of Damek's three sons, had inherited most of his father's conservatism, a trial for the more modern-minded young woman he had married. He sipped at the glass again, rolling the liquid around in his mouth. “I like it."

“Tell Patia that. She wasn't expecting Bavol to get upset, and it always bothers her when she doesn't see it coming. I was thinking of going over to see her. Should I?"

“Why shouldn't you?"

“Because I'm the sailmaster's sister and Athena's probable spy, and it signals things maybe you don't want signaled. Why isn't Dance talking to us?"

“I don't know. I don't think it's going to end up to our good.” He scowled.

Kate shook her head tiredly. “I get so tired of the divisions, Pov. I used to think all it took was reasoned talk, a few airy jabs to keep the other in place, but always there was some way to work it out. First came Mother's war against Sergei, and now Dance behaving like this. Will Captain Rybak really try to keep us here? Why can't he just let us buy free and go do what Net can really do?"

“Why can't Mother love Sergei like a son?” Pov smiled down at her ruefully. “I don't have many answers lately. It seems you answer one question and others pop up. It's called life, right?"

“Now, that's profound.” Kate wrinkled her nose. “I feel truly enlightened."

“Airy jab—I can take it."

Kate grinned at him, then fisted his ribs. “Thanks for coming by. You don't have to come by so often: I'm okay. The baby's okay, Sergei's okay, the storage is okay, everything's simply okay."

“So I check up. When I'm a problem, let me know."

“That's on.” She kissed him. “Stay awhile. Sergei'll be home soon—I hope. He and the physics lab have been going wild over the superheavy atoms you and Janina caught at T Tauri.” She wrinkled her nose. “Sadly, the little beasties keep unpacking their little quantum shells or something, and Sergei can't figure out how to bottle them so they won't do that. Thinks I should give him a gypsy spell for quark stability. Is there one?"

“Not that I've heard.” He smiled.

“I keep explaining to him that I don't have gypsy spells, him the scientific mind and all, and he just points to how I make him feel and says it has to be magic.” She smiled softly. “Sweet man. Why can't Mother—?"

She turned away suddenly and clattered awhile with her dishes, her jaw muscles tightening. Pov sighed and put his hands in his pockets, wishing he did know some spells, one in particular that could change a mother's heart. If only it were that easy.

“I'm sorry, Kate,” he said inadequately.

“It's not your fault, Pov."

“I'm trying to reason with her. All it gets me is more fights. She just doesn't believe you would leave the tribe for him, if she forces it."

“I would, believe me.” Kate slammed down a pot hard.

“I know that, but she doesn't. She honestly doesn't. I'm about out of ideas. It makes me worry for Avi. Avi wants to get married, but I don't like the way the family has been changing lately. Mother wars on you, Bavol snipes at Patia, pushing and forcing and forgetting what's supposed to count. Mother blames Net for it, calling it gaje temptation, and she'll do something about it soon and break up the family. I see it coming, and I can't do anything about it, just watch it come at us.” They looked at each other bleakly.

“Why does it go this way, Pov?” Kate asked sadly. “Why does family get all mixed up, doing the wrong things? Why can't the Rom be part of Net and keep the best of both? Why is it one way or the other and nothing in between?"

“I don't know.” He looked away unhappily. “I don't have any answers for that."

“Maybe there aren't any answers,” she said.

“Maybe not. God, I hope there are, but lately hoping hasn't gotten me much of anywhere. So cheer me up, chavali. Give me an airy jab. I could use another one."

“Oh, sure you could. Promise me, Pov, that you'll tell me if I ever start turning wrong on you. Don't even let me get started."

“I'll do that.” He kissed her cheek.

 

* * * *

 

Pov found Avi Selenko in the gym briskly wasting calories, thin and taut in an exercise suit and adamantly focused on staying that way. Raised in a Russki colony devoted to physical fitness and other perfections of the Great Rodina, Avi was better than he was about keeping in shape, making a duty out of her workouts that she followed zealously. He perched on a convenient equipment rack by the wall and watched appreciatively as Avi bent and swayed and jogged around the room, the several others in the gym making an odd but graceful dance around her.

Lev Marska, another of his Sail Deck crew, jogged by. Pov belatedly sucked in his middle, too late to be useful, and Lev hooted derisively as he bounded past, feet working smartly. Ah, well, Pov thought, eyeing Lev's hairy muscles with some envy. He wondered idly if Avi liked hairy muscles and whether he should get a few. As he watched Lev bob and weave around the gym, Pov decided the problem wasn't the initial investment but the upkeep. He went back to slouching loosely on the rack rail, watching Avi.

After a while, Avi sidestepped briskly over to him and jogged in place in front of him, her dark hair bouncing, damp wisps curling on her pale neck where the hair had escaped her hairpins. She considered him a moment, her feet bounding up and down.

“Lazy sot,” she announced, deciding on the right label.

“That I am,” he said cheerfully.

“Ten minutes after I'm done, I feel great."

“Good for you."

Avi chugged to a stop and put her hands on her slim hips, giving him a fearsome look. “And when you get fat, Pov,” she told him severely, “remember why."

“God, why are fitness fanatics so fanatical?"

Avi wrinkled her nose and bent over a moment, breathing deeply, then walked around in a circle with her hands on her hips, strutting nicely as she worked her arms forward and backward. Avi had the length of leg and the smooth curves to make a strut worth watching. “I'll never be fat,” she declared.

“I'm not fat,” Pov groused.

“Oh ho. I saw you suck in your middle when Lev went by. Don't tell me that drift-gas."

“Come get naked with me and I'll show you who's fat."

“Hush, you.” Avi glanced at the others in the gym, not that anyone on Net didn't know all about Net's sailmaster and his pretty Russki Sixth Sail. “Brag on your own time, sailmaster, sir. I'm busy doing important things.” She worked her elbows some more as she strutted another circle, showing off, trim and sexy and full of herself.

“Now when do I brag?” he asked. “I don't hear me bragging at all."

“Oh ho,” she said mockingly. “Sure you don't."

He spread his hands, inviting. Avi stepped into the circle of his arms, then rested her forearms comfortably on his shoulders, dangling her hands behind his neck. He pushed back a damp tendril of hair from her face, then pulled out a hairpin to watch the dark curl fall down on her shoulder. She kissed him, then smiled happily.

“Want to go to lunch?” he asked.

“Sure. Russki's choice of the skyside lounge?"

He hesitated. “Okay."

She sighed. “It's still hard, isn't it, eating food outside your gypsy rules? You suggested this half-and-half compromise, you know. Half the time we're Russki, and half the time we're Rom. I don't mind eating by your purity rules. How you fix it doesn't change the taste."

“We've been over that. I'm trying to meet you halfway."

“To your discomfort, I'm afraid. I appreciate the effort, Pov, but you still squirm."

“And so do you, when we turn tables. Sorry.” He smiled. “It's the way I was raised. Once a Rom—"

“—always a Rom,” she finished for him. “All that's fine with me, but I still say you squirm, Pov Janusz.” She suddenly slipped her fingers into his armpit and wiggled them, finding a ticklish place he unwisely allowed her to discover in bed. “See?” she said as he shied away from her poking. “I'd call that a squirm."

“Stop that,” he complained. He grabbed her hand and then tussled with her as she laughed, pushing against his strength to tickle him again. “Stop it, Avi. That's an order."

“Order? What in the hell kind of order is that? Thank the stars I'm not ticklish anywhere.” She sniffed and then gave it up. “Well, it's Russki choice today, so I've changed my mind—let's eat in at my place.” He released her hand and she slouched her arms comfortably on his shoulders again, smiling at him. “I still don't understand why you backed off on asking me to do the whole gaji romni act, as Sergei does for Kate in keeping the rules. I'm willing to try—I think."

“It's the ‘I think,’ Avi.” He pulled her closer, and she relaxed against him, the warmth of her body palpable through his clothes. “We're trading places: you were the one worried about pushing away someone who's special. Now look at you, secure and sassy and willing to try—and I'm the worrier."

She toyed with a lock of his hair, arranging it into a curve on his forehead, then smoothing it back onto his head in a caress. “I'm not going anywhere, Pov."

“That's good to hear."

She smiled sweetly, and he kissed her, tightening his arms around her as she responded to him. She opened her mouth and he pulled her even harder against his body, and the kiss got totally out of hand.

“Hey!” a voice said. “Save that for private."

“Soar off, Lev,” Pov retorted.

Lev grinned and flexed the muscles on his bare chest, his blond hair slicked back wet from sweat, then flipped his towel briskly about his shoulders, making a breeze. Pov watched Lev's muscles flex and pursed his lips. “Disgusting,” he said loudly.

“Just envy, sir.” Lev's grin broadened as he snapped his towel again.

Avi half-turned and bared her teeth at the Slav computer tech. “Watch out, Lev. I'm not as nice as he is."

Lev rounded his mouth in mock dismay, goggling at her, then laughed and danced off, legs pumping high.

“It is disgusting,” Pov said. “Come on, let's get out of this fanatic's den."

“Speaking as a fanatic, that's on."

 

* * * *

 

Avi had the afternoon watch on Sail Deck, and Pov decided to catch up on some sleep he'd been missing since T Tauri, firmly bypassing more of the T Tauri scans that had kept him up too late, since he had a bad habit of replaying endless data screens in his dreams. He and Tully had almost finished the analysis of the magnetic flux that had made Net's runs into the protostar's gasjet as much improvisation as planned intention, though the theoretical physicists in Sergei's lab were still arguing about the new theories that might fit reality. As he walked through the residential corridor to his apartment, he felt the fatigue in his leg muscles, dragging at his calves with little catches and twinges. The tiredness seemed to seep upward, climbing his spine like sifting ink the more he noticed it. He yawned, then yawned again until his jaw joints cracked. Bed, he told himself. What a wonderful idea.

As he snapped on the overhead lights in his apartment, his eye caught a gleam of metal from the small triangular table in the far corner by the window. He walked over to the Rom shrine and picked up the gypsy token, then the note that had lain beneath it. He looked at the slender statue of St. Serena standing on the shrine table. Dissatisfied with the few hundred gaje saints handed to them by the Catholic Church, the European gypsies had invented St. Serena and a few other saints to be their special patrons, untainted by gaje ideas of a proper saint. Serena was the patroness of Rom families and of Rom tradition, a gypsy queen beloved by all the Rom and welcomed happily to every Rom wedding and baptism.

To Pov, St. Serena was also Siduri herself, the Babylonian goddess after whom Net had been named, as graceful and lovely as Siduri's Net herself and somehow his cloudship's essence. In Babylonian myth, Siduri had loved the hero Gilgamesh for a short summer season on her sea island, pleading with him to stay and give up his heroic adventures. I am music and the dance, she had told him: I could give you the security of a family, a wife, all a man needs to be happy. Listen to me. But Gilgamesh had not listened, and had left her behind on her sea isle, bereft and longing.

Pov dropped incense on the small square plate in front of the statue, then watched the thin curl of scented smoke swirl upward. Grace to you, Siduri, he thought in Romany. Please look after Kate, I am asking.

The statue's face changed subtly as the wisp of smoke briefly shadowed the eyes, a flicker of expression he always noticed, as if, for a moment, Siduri had smiled at him. He smiled in response, as always, not at all minding that Rom ancestor worship was only superstition, that the illusion of movement was a simple combination of carbon particles and the angle of overhead lights. It suited him to think Siduri smiled at him.

He opened the note in his hand and saw Lasho's mark at the bottom. The token, a small pierced coin tied with a short length of colored yarn, showed Tawnie as the messenger. Half of the Siduri Rom lived on Net, half on Dance, with Damek's two younger sons and their wives staying behind on Dance when Net was built three years before. Until Net's recent quarrel with Dance, the division had not interfered with his family's contact, with the two groups of Rom freely traveling back and forth between Net and Dance to share their Rom feast days or just to visit. Lasho was the third of his uncle Damek's sons, Karoly and Tawnie's youngest brother, about Pov's age. He read the brief note and scowled, wondering why Lasho wanted a private meeting—and why on Omsk Station.

He put the token back on the shrine by Siduri's sandaled foot for safekeeping until he could return it to Tawnie. Trust Tawnie to blaze ahead and visit the Rom on Dance, mere hours after Net's arrival, indifferent to the opinions of any gaje who objected. He smiled, guessing just how Tawnie had carried it off, dressed gypsy-style to the hilt with flowing skirts and loud jewelry, her baby Cappi on her hip, flouncing onto Dance and tripping through the older ship's corridors, gaily greeting every gaje who passed, stiff-arming any security guard who dared to question her intention. On certain things, Tawnie Janusz, barely sixteen and just topping forty kilos, could not be outdone.

He put Lasho's note in his pocket for its Omsk location, some eatery on the space station, then walked into his bedroom to his computer and logged himself offship. He turned and looked at his bed for a long wistful moment, knowing how it would feel to stretch out and go boneless, drift away and do nothing but sleep and sleep and sleep. He shrugged fatalistically, then changed out of his ship's uniform into other clothes, repocketed the note, and left for Omsk.


 

Chapter 2

 

According to Omsk's wall map, Pov discovered, the small cafeteria lay halfway across Omsk Station, a good kilometer's walk through the connecting corridors. He checked the note again for the spelling, mentally converting the Cyrillic letters to the ship-Czech script he found more comfortable, then checked the map again. It was still on the other side of Omsk, immovably so. He frowned at the map irritably. Maybe Tully's Greek Furies were chasing him now, as if Rom deities weren't enough, shrilly insisting that a certain gypsy get some exercise, no excuses—and had snatched his nap away to boot, just to make their point.

He checked the clock above the map. Lasho had already been waiting a couple of hours. He sighed and set off, deciding to interest himself in the Russkis who passed him, each Russki brow furrowed with its owner's intent upon service to the Great Russki Rodina—or so Omsk techs learned to pretend.

With a new world discovered somewhere in Sol's vicinity every year. Earth's star colonies were given the latitude to tailor themselves to goals of their choice, free by charter to exclude anyone, free to control themselves with whatever laws were imposed by the majority, with certain exceptions regulated by Earth. A colony could not execute by torture or deny any colonist passage back to Earth upon request, but otherwise the colonies had free rein. And so the Russians of Tania's Ring pursued their Rodina, the mystical Russian motherland close to the Russki soul, created anew on a new world. On Ashkelon, the Arabs were busily building the perfect Islamic society, complete with medieval architecture, chadors for the women, and a science drawn from Muslim roots more Aristotelian than Einsteinian. On Perikles, where Pov had been born, the Greeks re-erected their Doric columns and built graceful cities by their many seashores, welcoming anyone who asked to immigrate but limiting governmental participation to ethnic Greeks.

The Rom had never bothered to vote anyway, even on Earth, and so found Perikles a comfortable new home with new roads to travel. Several hundred gypsies had joined the few million gaje on Perikles, fascinating the sophisticated Perikles Greeks with their colorful wagons, disdainful pride, and brazen fortune-telling. Most of Pov's nearer relatives still lived on Perikles, growing richer in children and gold each year. After Pov's father had died in a chance accident when Pov was a boy, forcing his mother into an unpleasant widowhood with her husband's family, she had persuaded her brother Damek to try another road on Ishtar's Fan, the aging cloudship that had just arrived insystem. Later, when Fan's daughter ship, Siduri's Dance, shifted star systems to Epsilon Tauri, Margareta's Rom family had gone with her, leaving Perikles and the planetbound Rom behind.

Unfortunately, the move had created a sizable tactical problem for Pov's mother. Uncle Damek had safely married off his children before Dance left Perikles, finding two sisters as brides for the younger sons, then adopting eight-year-old Del for Tawnie when the two grew up to marriageable age. During Dance's years at Perikles, Margareta had looked on and off for a bride for her teen-aged son, not successfully. On the several occasions she had dragged Pov down to the planet surface to get looked over by a girl's family, Pov hadn't cooperated much, being far more interested in sail training at that age than in girls, let alone marriage. Then time had run out for Margareta when Dance left Perikles, leaving Pov a bachelor well into his late twenties, unusually late for a Rom to marry.

Last year Pov had involved himself with Dina Kozel, a Bulgar computer tech, and now would probably marry Avi Selenko, both gaje women. Even his mother had to admit Pov had no choices among the closely related Siduri Rom, and Pov would not accept a planetbound girl from Perikles whom he'd never met and who had never lived on a cloudship. Whatever his mother's tentative wheedling a time or two, he saw only misery in that kind of marriage, with his wife longing for her family and the Perikles life she had always known and himself unwilling to give up Net, even for his wife. His mother would likely accept in time, if ungraciously, a gaje wife for Pov, if she had to. She refused to accept Sergei.

Maybe life is simpler somewhere else, Pov thought as he walked along the metal-floored corridor of Omsk Station. He looked at the faces of the people who passed him, wondering if they served aboard Omsk willingly and really believed in the Great Rodina that had oppressed Avi and had wrecked her earlier marriage. Sergei had not believed, especially after he was forced out of his university post and transferred to a minor nuclear-tech job on Omsk by an arbitrary bureaucratic decision. Most of Net's Russki people had left Omsk Station for similar reasons, bringing their technical skills and fresh faces as a new mix to Net's multinational crew.

Certainly the Omsk people scowled more than they smiled, Pov decided, even to each other in corridors—and when they did smile, especially when the smiler was a wily bureau chief named Nikolay Bukharin making deals with Dance, it wasn't real. But Avi's a Tania's Ring Russki, too, he thought, puzzling about it. Oddly, he felt his spirits lift a little as another frown walked by. Maybe it's the air mixture, turns the soul sour, he thought. Now that's a safely biased statement: call it science.

He passed a group of Omsk techs talking quietly among themselves, their coveralls more smartly tailored than Omsk's usual jumpsuit. And wearing pistols on their belts, Pov noticed belatedly. One of the men glanced at him coolly, his eye caught by Pov's darker complexion among the lighter-skinned Russkis. The man raked him with a single glance, classified the difference, then strode along after the others. Pov angled over to the wall to stand in front of another of Omsk's ubiquitous maps and pretended to study it while he watched the group walk away and turn neatly on booted heels into a side corridor.

Military, he thought, part of Tania's Ring Forcer troops. Out of uniform, but you can't hide the precision—or that raking glance. In the heavy ultraviolet outside the planet's atmosphere, some station personnel tanned as dark as Pov's natural Rom coloring, and apparently the man had labeled and dismissed him as an Omsk tech. Pov tried to remember how often he'd seen Forcer troops before on Omsk: not often. He heard more measured footsteps approaching from the right and watched another group of men pass behind him in the reflective glass of the map. More security forces—odd. The Forcers watched everything, knew everything, an omnipresent security police as useful politically to colonial bureaucrats as to Earth's old-time tsars and commissars. Why would Bukharin ask for extra contingents for Omsk?

He thought of a good reason, then another, both of them involving Siduri's Net, then he felt his gypsy instincts lift the hairs on his neck. The Rom had always lived by their wits in an often dangerous gaje society—Pov felt very Rom when other Forcers crossed the hallway ahead. He looked around cautiously, then walked onward, circling through Omsk from one corridor to another, hunting Lasho's eatery.

When he walked into the tiny lounge, a rather bare room with several tables and a wall of automated food dispensers, he looked around for his cousin. Two Omsk techs chattered briskly in Russian at a table on the far wall, their backs to the door; across the room, hunched over a half-empty glass, the only other occupant was Benek Zukor, Net's former Fifth Sail.

In a secret still kept by Net, Benek had misread a dust reading during the cloudships’ last comet run, delaying Net's warning to Dance as the other ship followed in her wake. Dance's bad luck that the comet had disintegrated in their faces; Net's bad luck that Benek had sat at that station. When Dina Kozel meddled and erased the records of Benek's mistake, Andreos had booted them both off-ship and back to Dance. Pov hesitated in the doorway, wondering if Dina had told Rybak, if Dance knew everything now.

Benek looked up and saw him, and Pov walked over.

“Benek,” he said quietly.

Benek's neck cartilage bobbed nervously. “You got your cousin's message? It was the only safe way I could think of to contact you without Dance knowing."

“To meet you instead of him?"

“That's right. I asked him to not put my name in the message. I'm glad he didn't, just in case.” Benek sat up straighter, his thin face oddly determined. “Please sit down, sir."

Pov pulled out a chair with a scrape and did so.

“Would you like a drink?” Benek asked nervously. His face looked pasty white, as if he were ill, the accumulation of strain perhaps. Benek was not strong, never had been. Three paper shot glasses stood on the table in front of him, with the faint aroma of good Scotch obvious on Benek's breath.

“No, thank you,” Pov said, waiting.

Benek swallowed hard. “I goofed up the sample reading,” he blurted suddenly. “On the run that damaged Dance."

“I know, Benek."

“You do?” Benek stared. “Dina said you wouldn't...” Benek seemed to collapse in on himself, his expression changing from shock to sudden grief. “Then there's no hope."

“If you want to come back to Net, Benek, we can discuss it. But Andreos won't take Dina back, for reasons you know. You'd have to come back without her.” Pov looked at Benek with sympathy. Benek was weak, but doggedly tried his best, such as it was. It wasn't wholly his fault that Dina Kozel had chosen him as a tool for her ambitions.

“Back?” Benek goggled this time. “You'll let me come back?"

Pov shrugged. “I objected to your transfer in the first place, but it was a message Captain Andreos wanted to send to Dance. But he also promised me we could make the offer when we got back. Don't you realize how Dina endangered Net by tampering with the Sail Deck record? How could she be so rash?"

“If I made a mistake like I did on the sample, I'd never get my promotion to sailmaster,” Benek said uncomfortably, then flushed to his hairline.

“I know all about that, Benek."

“You do?” Benek looked amazed again. “And you still ... She said that you'd...” He swallowed. “She's told them, sir. She told them everything. Dance knows I goofed the reading."

“Damn,” Pov muttered, his heart sinking. “Did Dina get any proof of it off the ship?"

“No. The security chief erased her tapes, I guess. She was so angry. They're planning to...” Benek swallowed again and closed his eyes. “God, how I love her."

“So did I, Benek,” Pov said quietly.

“Why does she do things like this? Why?” Benek's anguish was open on his face. “It's not needed. I could give her...” He ran his hand over his face, then looked away, a muscle jerking in his jaw. “I don't understand it all, but Dance is planning to keep Net from buying out."

“They can hardly do that. We brought back three holds of tritium."

“Three holds? God, sir.” He smiled, his face lighting for a moment, then clouded again into his misery. “But they know that, and it doesn't worry them.” He frowned, then looked at Pov squarely. “It has something to do with ‘production clauses.’ Does that make sense to you?"

“Production clauses?"

“That's what Dina said. Then she laughed. It was an awful sound, the way she laughed.” He bowed his head over his drink. “She blames you for her getting kicked off Net. Said it was your idea. She's really angry at you."

“Well, it wasn't my idea, though I thought it a good one later when I found out. Don't worry about it, Benek. I know how Dina sounds off: I had enough of that when she trashed me and took up with you."

“I'm not sure she loves me,” Benek said in a low voice, his head sinking downward. “How can you be sure? Do you know?"

“Benek, come back to Net with me."

He flinched. “You don't want me,” he said.

“Yes, I do.” Pov wondered if he really did, but felt he should offer. Benek looked a pitiful wreck. Did I look like that when Dina got done with me? he wondered uncomfortably. Desperate and lost and torn?

“Maybe you want me,” Benek said, “but the others won't."

“They'll come around. It won't be easy, I can't promise that, but you're still part of Net's Sail Deck, if you want it."

“I do, more than you know. I just can't believe I misread the screen. All the times I've tried to get better at it, and I let Net down like that, then went along with what she did..."

Benek's voice rose in anguish, and Pov reached to grip his arm tightly. At his touch, Benek moaned and sank his face into his arms, his cup spilling across the table. As the thin shoulders started to shake, Pov glanced quickly at the Omsk techs, not wanting attention, not now. Both men still had their backs turned, occupied with their own conversation over their meal. Pov glanced around the ceiling corners for security cameras, but saw nothing. Apparently Bukharin hadn't rigged every room in Omsk, not yet.

“Come on, Benek,” he said. “Get hold of yourself."

“No,” Benek said with a muffled sob.

“That's an order, sail."

“You don't want me."

“I don't have time to convince you right now. Come on, pull yourself together. If you want to rehabilitate yourself with Net, I need you stronger than this. Can you do that?"

“No. No, I can't."

Pov looked at him with frustration, then waited impatiently as Benek struggled back to composure, though his face still looked ravaged. What was bothering him? More than what Pov already knew? But what? Benek sniffled and then wiped his nose on his sleeve, his blue eyes watery. He took a deep breath and pulled open the top snap of his tunic, then reached into the inner pocket. He pulled out a small data disk.

“I took this,” he said with a faint air of defiance. “She started ‘scouting,’ as she called it, using the computer to spy all over the ship. She can do that, you know. And she taped this. The captains don't know she has it, and she's waiting to use it somehow. Like she used me against you. So I thought you should have it, sir.” He put the flat square disk on the table and slid it over to Pov. Pov covered it with his palm, staring at Benek.

“What's on it?” he asked.

Benek shook his head. “Listen to it. It won't need explaining."

Benek stood up and swayed off balance, then righted himself and walked to the door. Pov started to call after him, but hesitated, wary of attracting the attention of the two Russkis eating nearby. Then Benek was gone, walking quickly out of the cafeteria and not looking back.

Pov looked down at the disk under his hand, then glanced again at the Russki techs. They ignored him, laughing at some joke one had told. Some spies, he thought wryly, pocketing the disk in his own tunic. Just slide it across the table with all the world watching. But the two techs stayed oblivious, chattering Russian to each other as they ate from their plates, chewing with gusto and swigging their beer. At least somebody on Omsk seemed happy. After a few minutes, Pov stood up and casually strolled out of the cafeteria, taking a different route back to Siduri's Net.

Pov passed another group of Forcer soldiers on his way back to Net, but no one challenged him. He checked in through Net's docking lounge, chatting briefly with the chief on duty. Then, the flat shape of the disk palpable against his chest as he walked, he went up to his office on Sail Deck.

Tully had the watch and turned his chair around affably as Pov walked out of the elevator, then raised an eyebrow. Pov shrugged at him and smiled, then walked into his office off the Sail Deck lounge and library. He shut the door and sat down behind his desk to load the disk into his computer. He waited through some static, flickering shapes across the screen, a quick flashing of code numbers, then watched as the screen slowly built up a stylized lyre. Dance's ship symbol. The tape had no visual, only audio.

“—if Net comes back,” the computer suddenly blared. Pov hastily adjusted the sound level, then bent forward to the speaker. He recognized the voice of Dance's chaffer, Antek Molnar, nasal and deep.

“Oh, they'll come back.” That was Sailmaster Ceverny, resonant and gruff. “Andreos will see to that. And they'll buy out and we'll get repaired, just as Net promised they'd do."

“That is an item I wish to discuss,” Captain Rybak said, his voice rumbling harshly. “We cannot permit Net to buy out."

“And how are you going to stop it, Sandor?” Ceverny asked irritably.

“Ceverny, I am tired of your constant obstructionism."

“That is too bad, Sandor."

"Captain," Rybak growled. “You will call me captain."

“Only when you call me sailmaster and mean it,” Ceverny retorted.

Pov bent closer as the Dance meeting fell silent, trying to discern the faint noises in the background. A shushing sound of a ventilator, a rustling of papers, a long and pained silence as Rybak and Ceverny probably stared at each other, one openly defiant, the other determined to keep his absolute authority, even with a senior captain.

“Gentlemen,” Molnar said placatingly, “this gets us nowhere. I suggest we ask Nikolay to join us, to hear what he wants to say."

“I object,” Ceverny said. “The holdmaster and pilotmaster aren't here—you didn't invite them, did you? Since when does Dance have restricted captains’ meetings?"

“Ask Mr. Bukharin to come in,” Captain Rybak said, ignoring the question. “And you will keep your mouth shut, Mr. Ceverny. We need a united front here, for the sake of Dance."

“Now you talk about Dance's sake.” Ceverny's sarcasm was heavy. “This is new."

“Or else you can leave,” Rybak said disdainfully. “Just take yourself away.” Pov could practically hear the tension in the room shoot up as Ceverny's chair squeaked and he started to do just that. “Sit down, Miska!"

“I have trouble with dares, Sandor. Twenty years and you don't know that yet?"

Pov heard the sound of a door chime, then realized it was his own office door. He put the disk on hold and got up to answer it. Tully stood in the doorway when it opened, looking at him quizzically. “So when do you dash into your office,” he asked humorously, “and don't even sit down by me for a while, just to show off you're boss?"

“So when does it take you this long to get the courage to ask?"

Tully snorted. “Sail watch just changed, you fuzz-brain. I show responsibility. I have moral charm. I wait until Roja shows up early and takes over the deck.” He puffed out his chest, posing. “Can I come in?"

“Do so, charming one."

“Thank you so much.” Tully stepped in and closed the door behind him, then glanced quickly around Pov's small office. “I could have sworn I heard Sailmaster Ceverny in here."

Pov grunted. “You did. Pull up a chair. I'm listening to a gift from Benek."

“Benek?” Tully's eyebrows climbed.

“He brought me a disk.” Pov sat down and pressed a key.

“—Hello, Nikolay,” Rybak said genially. “Please come in."

Tully's eyebrows climbed even more, his eyes widening in surprise. “Bukharin's aboard Dance?” he asked incredulously. “When?"

“The disk isn't dated, but recently.” Pov turned up the audio a little to let him listen, too.

“Friends, friends,” Nikolay Bukharin boomed in ship-Czech. Pov shifted uneasily as Bukharin's Russki accent reminded him of Avi. “So good to see you."

“Please sit down,” Captain Rybak said, in a pleasant tone Pov had rarely heard except at meetings where Rybak wanted to please someone, rare as that was. Tully picked up the nuance, too, and leaned forward, cupping a hand behind his ear, then closed his eyes to concentrate. Tully was better at picking up voice signals, heard things Pov sometimes missed.

“A pleasure to be invited aboard,” Bukharin said, followed by a wheeze as the portly man sat down, then the idle creaking of a chair. “I've often wished to see more of Dance than the glittering exterior."

“We try to glitter,” Rybak said fatuously.

Tully made a face. “Excuse me while I barf,” he muttered.

“Quiet,” Pov said. “I'm trying to hear."

“You wished to talk?” Bukharin said, getting down to business. “About which of my several suggestions?"

“This concerns Net."

“Ah, yes. When do you expect them back?"

“A week or so. If they succeed, they may bring back several holds of tritium, enough to pay for Dance's repairs and our annual franchise fee to Omsk."

“And Net's buyout,” Bukharin said flatly. “You will remember when we signed our last annual contract, you agreed that your daughter ship would also serve Tania's Ring as long as Dance held contract here. It is your responsibility—"

“I remember the clause,” Rybak said impatiently.

Pov and Tully looked at each other in perplexity. “I don't remember it,” Tully said. “And I read the entire contract, theirs and ours. Rybak made a secret agreement?"

“Shh."

“Do you think Milo knew?” Tully asked, his eyebrows climbing again.

“I doubt it,” Pov said, “or he would have waved it around when the ship voted for T Tauri. Shh."

“So what are you going to do. Captain Rybak?” Bukharin said over the speaker, his tone no longer as friendly.

“Yes, indeed,” Tully growled. “Tell us. Captain Rybak."

“Will you shut up?” Pov asked irritably. “I want to hear.” Tully snorted, then sat back, scowling, and shut up.

“—open to ideas,” Captain Rybak said. “We can expect, if Net is successful, two to three times our usual annual harvest of tritium, based on Sailmaster Ceverny's projections—and they may exceed that."

“That's a lot of tritium,” Bukharin said noncommittally. “Could glut the market."

“Indeed?” Pov could practically hear Rybak's ears twitch to attention.

“Too much of anything,” Bukharin said pompously, “always lowers the value."

“Tritium is tritium,” Sailmaster Ceverny growled. “And there are other colonies than Tania's Ring and Earth herself. You can resell."

“Why should I resell?” Bukharin protested. “And ruin the tritium market?"

“What tritium market?” Ceverny asked impatiently. “The colonies can't get enough of it. Tritium can't lose its value, no matter how much Net brings back."

“Please, sailmaster,” Molnar said soothingly.

“Still,” Bukharin said blandly, rolling along, “we can't be too careful. A tritium glut could have severe consequences for our economy, and I must think of Tania's Ring. The value of a triple harvest would be quite uncertain."

“Exactly,” Rybak said, pouncing on it. “I doubt we could value Net's cargo at even half current market price."

“We?” Ceverny exploded. “What do you mean, ‘we'?"

“That's enough, Mr. Ceverny,” Rybak said coldly. “If you insist on being obstinate, perhaps you should busy yourself on Sail Deck. It's mainly your sails that are in shreds, thanks to Net."

“I don't believe Kozel. And I still want to know what ‘we’ means, captain. Why aren't Hold and Helm at this meeting?"

“That's enough! I can make that an order, if you wish."

“Don't bother,” Ceverny said contemptuously, and his chair creaked loudly as he stood up. “I'll see myself out.” Pov heard Ceverny's angry footsteps, then a short silence.
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