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      In a Hellflower Garden of Bright Images

      I was minding my own business doing what was more or less any Gentry-legger’s stock in trade—delivering a kick to a client. Only the kick was my buddy the live political hotrock Tiggy Stardust, hellflower prince, and the client not only didn’t know he’d ordered the delivery, he might blow both of us wayaway when he got it.

      “I do not like this, Kore.”

      “Is this supposed to surprise me, bai?”

      I hadn’t told Tiggy that. Tiggy was sure his da would protect both of us—but then, how much did you know about life when you was fourteen?

      “It is demeaning.”

      “If you’d left the damn knife in the ship, you wouldn’t have this problem.”

      “It is not a ‘knife.’ It is my arthame.”

      It was my idea he could get to be fifteen with a little help.

      My name is Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere and I’m a moron.
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        * * *

      

      We’d hitched a ride here on a pirate ship hight Woebegone on account of a promise her captain Eloi Flashheart had made to Yours Truly in the not-too-distant past. But Eloi’s charity stopped at the spaceport gates, and now Tiggy and me was on our own. In beautiful theory it wouldn’t be for long. Kennor Starbringer was here to open the new Civil Year from the Ramasarid Palace of Justice in Low Mikasa. Kennor Starbringer was Tiggy’s da, the man who wanted Tiggy back.

      I hoped.

      “Soon we will be with my father once more. His vengeance on the Mikasaport Authorities will be terrible. How dare they use a servant of the Gentle People thus? Is not my word sufficient bond?”

      “I guess some people just got attitude problems, bai.”

      It’s like this. A long time ago—when I still had a partner, a ship, and a future—I went and did the dumbest thing in a life career of doing dumb things and rescued a hellflower from some roaring boys in a Free Port.

      Only the hellflower turned out to be the Honorable Puer Walks-by- Night Kennor’s-son Starbringer Amrath Valijon of Chernbereth- Molkath, Third Person of House Starborn—that’s Tiggy Stardust for short—son of Kennor Starbringer the well-known and very truly sought after Second Person of House Starborn and Prexy of the Azarine Coalition and the roaring boys had been set on to kill him.

      And the only thing I knew about the killers for sure was that they had to be somebody what’d been with Tiggy on the alMayne consular ship Pledge of Honor when she was orbiting a little place called Wanderweb. And that left room for a lot of rude surprises.

      “It is not right.”

      “Bai, you going to tell me right’s got something to do with the way the universe is run?”

      And if I didn’t take Tiggy back to them anyway—House Starborn in general, Daddy Starbringer in particular—Tiggy was going to die of a bad case of hellflower honor.

      “Perhaps not among the chaudatu, Kore. But my honor cries out for vengeance!”

      “Je, well, tell it to keep its voice down. If the proctors tap us, you going to be honorable in the morgue.”

      You see, our boy Tiggy—which is to say Valijon Starbringer of alMayne—is a hellflower, and hellflowers ain’t like real people. What you got to know about hellflowers, first bang out of the box, is that they’re crazy. What I found out about them, back when I had free time and a partner I could trust, was that hellflowers—which is flashcant for our galactic brothers the alMayne—is just this side of an Interdicted Culture. They’d be deliriously happy to be dictys, too, except for the little fact that their homeworld isn’t anywheres near the Tahelangone Sector and their home delight in life is to hunt and kill Old Fed Libraries, of which nobody but Tiggy and me has seen zip for the last millennium. So they spend the part of their time that isn’t spent hiring out as mercenaries making everyone else in the Empire real, real nervous on account of two things.

      “Soon we will be with my father, Kore.”

      They’re the best at what they do, which is killing.

      “And his vengeance will be terrible. Je. I heard you the last time.”

      And you can never figure out when they’re going to do it, on account of hellflower honor.

      “I would even have challenged them honorably for the right to pass, but the tongueless ones would not duel.”

      “Je. Magnanimous.”

      But in about a hour-fifty, tops, this was not going to be my problem. Kennor Starbringer was at the Ramasarid Palace of Justice, and me and Tiggy was going there.

      “I do not like this, Kore.”
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        * * *

      

      Low Mikasa Spaceport was the biggest thing I’d ever seen in my life, and it wasn’t even the biggest thing in earshot. All you had to do was look up and there was High Mikasa hanging overhead, looking ripe and ready to fall with all kinds Imperial topgallants, Company bigriggers, and other stuff in all stages of built hanging around it. The Mikasarin Corporation holds the patents used for most of the shipbuilding done in the Empire and High Mikasa builds them. You use Mikasarin technology or you don’t fly.

      I looked around. Tiggy was right behind me. He had not been a happy hellflower since we came through Debarkation Control. Hellflowers does not go anywheres without their knife. Period.

      I hadn’t even bothered to try getting my blasters through—Low Mikasa being capital of the Mikasarin Directorate, it’s rife with all the bennies of civilization like a weapons policy that boils down to “don’t even try.” But Tiggy-bai’d been sure they’d let his arthame through, and they had. Sort of. “Cultural empowerer and object of spiritual focus” they called x-centimeters of ferrous inert-blade. And then they glued it into its sheath.

      I hadn’t stopped hearing about it since.

      “Soon we will be with my father, Kore,” Tiggy said for only the thirtieth or so time since breakfast. Usually he wasn’t a chatterer, and all of a sudden I realized what was different now.

      Soon he’d be with his father.

      And he wasn’t any more certain of what Kennor’d do than I was.
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        * * *

      

      The Ramasarid Palace of Justice is this big ornate ceremonial thing in the Low Mikasa Civic Center that looks like a Imperial starshaker crashed into a fancy dessert. The walkway we was on dropped us the other side of the plaza where we could of got a good look at it except for all the people in the way. The last time I’d seen so many bodies in one place there’d been a riot going on.

      Tiggy and me fit right in, so nobody gave us any more look than Tiggy’s hellflowerishness accounted for. We worked our way up to the front. It was just a good thing wasn’t neither of us carrying anything worth stealing; priggers must be having a field day here.

      “Kore,” Tiggy said in my ear, “the chaudatu lied. He said it was not lawful for the people to carry weapons here, and he lied.”

      “T’hell he did, ’flower. S’matter, somebody try to clout your knife?”

      “No, but that man is armed, and thus the port chaudatu lied.”

      I tried to look around and see where Tiggy was looking, but we was both jammed in tighter than furs on a Riis run. I couldn’t see anything.

      “Where?”

      “Back there, and—”

      About then they let the palace doors open and everybody started shoving.

      Valijon’s Diary 1:

      I am a servant of the Gentle People, whom the chaudatu call alMayne and hellflower.

      I am the Honorable Puer Walks-by-Night Kennor’s-son Starbringer Amrath Valijon of Chernbereth-Molkath, born within the walls of the Gentle People, Third of my House, whose tradition is service, even among the chaudatu without souls, and the Kore San’Cyr thinks that I am mad.

      It is only meet that the chaudatu think the Gentle People mad, for thus they do not envy us and that is a kindness to them, but the Kore is not chaudatu. She has hunted the Machine as the chaudatu dare not. She has taken my honor into her own mouth and offered to die for me. She has shed her blood in my defense and made herself naked to my enemies.

      Are these the acts of a chaudatu? No one among the Gentle People will say so.

      And yet she says that I am mad. Perhaps—only perhaps—this is humor, a custom of the chaudatu that the Gentle People understand as little as the chaudatu understand honor.

      But if she who was and is no longer chaudatu may understand honor, perhaps I who am her servites must understand humor.

      I will consider this.

      The Kore also thinks—she does not say this—that I am stupid, and I am no more stupid than mad. Fools do not live to become people upon my homeworld, and I have been a Person for six gathers of the Homeland seasons.

      She thinks I do not know how it was that I was abandoned at the place she found me. She thinks, like the chaudatu, that the Gentle People know nothing of treachery—yet did we not learn it from her kind, and learn to despise it? Were we not betrayed again and again by chaudatu in the service of the Machine until to know chaudatu is not to trust?

      The Gentle People understand betrayal. The less-than-human betray. The price of humanity is eternal vigilance. Many are born to seem human who are not.

      And many who were once human cease to be.

      I pray that I am still human, but I fear. My father foretold me that to go among the soulless hellspawn was a hazard to my arthame—and though all my father’s words are truth, still I did not understand. Now I do. I have been among the chaudatu and seen abomination. The chaudatu leaders betray their people and open their hearts to the Machine. The Kore-alarthme has said this, and she does not lie.

      The machine in all its hellshapes first was made by the chaudatu to serve the chaudatu. It has always betrayed them, as the unknown traitor in my father’s house has betrayed me. The Gentle People have counted a hundred generations since the Machine was defeated, and we do not forget. If my arthame has been occulted, I will be purified and made whole, and my name added to the songs the Starborn sing at the burning ghats. But before that time, I will bring my father word of treachery.

      I was meant to die, and the only possible betrayers are our own.
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        * * *

      

      We took the first bolt that came along. Everybody else was heading into the Audience Chamber where the free floorshow was going to be and didn’t miss us. We was still in a part of the Palace where it was legit to be, but soon or late the legitimates would trip over us and wonder what we was doing here instead of there. I hoped we found Kennor-bai first.

      From what I knew and what Tiggy’d told me, he’d be traveling with a hellflower garden slightly larger than the crew of the Woebegone, all nice-minded as hell and armed to the earlobes. And Kennor was here, so they’d all be here, too.

      So where was one now, when it would do some good?

      Finally we saw a ’flower dressed up real legit in House Starborn blue leather and Tiggy sang out in helltongue. The Junior Brother of Mercy was dressed with the complete disregard for local customs and weather characteristic of hellflowers abroad. The local Peacekeepers must be having peristaltic strophes over him, too; he was wearing a pair of heavyweight blasters in a crossover rig with a rifle slung over his back. And his hellflower knife, of course. Not glued down.

      Him and Tiggy choodled back and forth for whiles. The word “chaudatu” figured very fine and free in the conversation, and by now I’d picked up enough helltongue to be able to figure out that Junior Brother’s name was Blackhammer and he wasn’t buying Tiggy’s story about being Valijon Starbringer the missing son-and-only. The “chaudatu” in the case was Yours Truly: chaudatu means, sort of, “nonperson who not only doesn’t have a Knife, they is never going to be honorable enough to even stand next to somebody who’s got a Knife and ought to just off themselves now.” If a hellflower likes you, he calls you alarthme, which also means Got-No-Knife. Go figure.

      “Look here,” I interrupted, “maybe you don’t know by eyeball Missing Heir Baijon, but his da does. Why don’t you just take us to Kennor-bai and let him arrest us?”

      Blackhammer didn’t want to admit he savvied Interphon, but Tiggy added something nasty about walls and shadows in helltongue so Blackhammer fingered his Knife and finally agreed.

      We went wayaways to a place with “personal and private place for very important sophont” stamped all over it in Intersign glyphs. Blackhammer slid open the door. There was about a dozen hellflowers around the place, and I’d rather of walked into a cycling hyperdrive. Seen as a group, hellflowers was stunning—tall, light-haired, dark- skinned, trademark hellflower-blue eyes. Inbreeding that’d make any dicty-colony turn green with envy, and gorgeous.

      Not to mention insecure. There was enough hardware here to fill a pretty good Imperial armory and more cold iron than in the entire Starfleet—this in spite of its being illegal for civilians to carry heat anywhere in the Directorate. If I’d cared especial about getting out of here alive it would of worried me.

      Blackhammer and Tiggy and me went through another door into a room with a desk, but wasn’t no Kennor Starbringer there neither, much as I’d hoped.

      The woman behind the desk was bellflower, older than Tiggy, and wearing enough flashcandy to make her a topseeded member of the garden club. Her hair was chopped short and she wore a eyepatch and her face was stippled with white scars she hadn’t bothered to fix. Bums, looked like. She took one good look at the two of us and sent Blackhammer out quick, and I realized Tiggy and me was dead meat. She turned on Tiggy.

      They fell into each other’s arms.

      The yap got pretty thick but the general idea wasn’t too hard to follow: Golly, we thought you was dead, where you been? Well you see it’s like this, I met this chaudatu . . . .

      Eventually they stopped playing old home week and she turned to me. Up close and personal like this I could see her scars was real recent, and it nagged at me like a old enemy. There was something about burns at the edge of my mind . . .

      “House Starborn owes you its thanks for preserving the life of the Honored One Valijon and returning him to us. Ask what you will in weregild and it will be granted to you. Come, Honored Valijon, your father will rejoice to see that you have been restored to him.”

      Or in the lingua franca of deep space, thanks awfully and get lost.

      Tiggy backed up against me. “Kore Winterfire, I am sworn to obedience to the Kore San’Cyr until my father himself accepts me back.” He sounded average-to-pretty-well distressed about it, but stubborn.

      “Surely the woman excuses you from this pledge.” Winterfire looked poisoned gimlets at me, but it wasn’t my look-out if she couldn’t keep her hands on the son-and-heir in first place.

      “Ea dzain’domere!” Tiggy pointed out in helltongue. He’d promised.

      “A promise is a promise, Honored Valijon, but it is ill-done to promise in words of power to those not of the Gentle People. If the Honored Kennor must give the chaudatu an audience it cannot be now. He is already robing for Court and cannot see it until after the ceremony. The chaudatu may wait if it wishes.”

      Winterfire gave me a monocular glare indicating I better have business elsewhere. Too bad I never learned to take hints like that.

      “Oh, we wait all right,” I said. “Got nothing better to do.”

      “Then perhaps you will wish to view the opening ceremony.” Winterfire was all smiles now and it should of worried me. “I will tell the Honored One that you are here, and have Puer Blackhammer find places for you. After it is over he will conduct you to your father, Honored Valijon.”

      I could see Tiggy wasn’t too thrilled with that idea, but I liked the thought of watching the show a lot better than I liked sitting around backstage with a bunch of hellflowers all post-meridies.

      “Yeah, yeah, reet—c’mon, ’flower, lets go watch your da make nice with the Imperials, j’keyn?”

      “Ea,” said Tiggy, sounding tired.

      Brother Blackhammer slid Tiggy and me into the Audience Chamber of the Palace of Justice through the side door marked “Important People Only.” Blackhammer locked it up tight behind us and we took seats in the very important sophont section up front.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling I’d seen Winterfire somewheres before, but the only hellflowers bar Tiggy I’d seen lately had been on a planet called Kiffit and trying to kill me.

      It was just too damn bad I didn’t remember then what I knew about the hellflower smile.
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      When Hell Was in Session

      The Audience Chamber was pretty thoroughly jammed with a cosmopolitan mixture of races and sexes and there was something just the least bit bent about it all. I put it down to me not being used to the way things looked in the Directorates. I’d done lots of strange places and been lots of strange things in my misspent etcetera, but the frontier of even a decadent culture looked different from darkest civilization. I wished Paladin was here to tell me that. I wished Paladin was here to tell me anything.

      But my good buddy and partner Paladin wasn’t going to be around anymore. That was the price of a lot of things—like the death of an Old Federation Library named Archive.

      And I could worry about it on my own time—after I was shut of Tiggy Stardust.

      “Was good thing you know that Winterfire jilt,” I said to him. “Now you be hellflower back in good standing Real Soon Now.”

      Tiggy didn’t look like he thought so. Tiggy looked like he thought he’d left his honor somewheres and wasn’t sure where.

      “Kore Winterfire is the chief of my bodyguard, and before that, when I was not yet a person, it was Kore Winterfire who raised me to adulthood.”

      Terrific.

      “Yeah, well, don’t worry about it. Everybody makes mistakes.” I just hoped we wasn’t everybody. We couldn’t afford to be.

      Because once upon a time the Nobly-Born Governor General His Imperial Highness the TwiceBorn Prince Mallorum Archangel, that busy child with a interest in Library Science, decided he wanted to put the Azarine Coalition in his pocket and walk off in the direction of becoming Emperor his own self. For any number of rude reasons, the only way to do that was to rewrite the Gordinar Canticles that govern the Coalition and abrogate the hell out of Azarine Coalition Neutrality.

      He couldn’t do that while Kennor was president of that same Coalition, Kennor Starbringer being a Constructionist who took Coalition Neutrality to bed with him at night, but Kennor’s next-in-line for alMayne’s seat on the Coalition was the bright hope of LessHouse Dragonflame, Uncle Morido, and Morido Dragonflame was real pliable. It was obvious that time had come for Kennor Starbringer to retire.

      But Archangel was smart—or maybe somebody was smart for him. Offing Kennor direct would just stir up bad trouble back on alMayne. So nobody was going to do that—they was just going to arrange for Kennor to become a Official alMayne Nonperson and Imperial criminal.

      That was why all the disproportionate interest in Our Boy Tiggy stopping breathing that had occupied my lately life. Once he did, Kennor’d either have to avenge his death (illegal in the Empire) or not avenge it (illegal on alMayne). Either way his actions was actionable. Neat. Archangel was picking out his best fly-vines for attending Kennor’s funeral when one little thing interfered.

      Kennor didn’t avenge his kinchin-bai. Kennor didn’t un-avenge him. Because Tiggy wasn’t dead or murdered or any other little thing, and as long as Tiggy wasn’t guaranteed dead, he wasn’t Kennor’s honor- problem, and that could of stonewalled His Mallorumship for years. Tiggy’d just disappeared, courtesy of Yours Truly.

      And now he was back. And fresh from being seen by Archangel right in the middle of Archangel’s Library project. One whiff of “Library” and even Dragonflame would bolt, because if there was one thing hellflowers hated worse than death and hell and chaudatu it was what they called the Machine and the rest of the universe called Libraries.

      I just hoped Kennor’s hellflower traitor felt the same way, because that put paid to Archangel’s dreams of putting the Coalition in his pocket. The bottom line was: Archangel’d made the latest of many grabs for the Coalition—and missed. Now him and Kennor and everybody was back to Square One.

      And that meant it was time for Archangel to try again.
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        * * *

      

      About the time I was getting bored sitting here taking symbolic part in the glorious pageant of Imperial rule there was a real loud blatt of trumpets and a Imperial lackey in Space Angel black came out on the balcony where Kennor’d be standing Real Soon Now and read off a long prolegomenon.

      Waitaminnit.

      Sure as I knew trade-routes, His Nobly-Bornness the TwiceBorn Lord Prince and Governor-General Mallorum Archangel (second in line for the Phoenix Throne, collect ’em all)’s writ only ran in the Outlands, which the Directorates wasn’t. He was the courtier of last resort for the Sector Governors, but they only had nominal power in Directorate Space. Directors and Shareholders ran the action here. Mikasarin Corporation should be overseeing the opening of the Mikasa Civil Year, or a TwiceBorn from Throne. Not one of the Governor-General’s hired guns.

      Besides which, Archangel was last seen declaring martial law in Roaq Sector and pretending he didn’t own part-shares in the Old Federation Library of terminal illegality that I’d relieved him of. He would have to of moved hell-and-High-Jump to get loose of that and beat the Woebegone here.

      But even if there was trouble right here in downtown glittertown, free citizens of Imperial Mikasa was as likely to make it at a Imperial bean- feast as they was to ask for higher taxes, and the place was crawling with legitimates besides. So why did I wish so damn much I had my blasters—or even a vibro?

      “Kore, I do not like this.”

      I bet they didn’t have riots on alMayne, because that was what this was going to be in about twenty seconds and Tiggy didn’t look half worried enough. Which was oke as I was worrying plenty-enough for both of us.

      The Governor-General’s Space Angel finished his screed and left the stage. The crowd started making mobnoises real quiet-like. I forgot about any spare problems I might of had.

      “Tiggy-bai, think we maybe wait outside and see your da later whiles, if all same to you.”

      He started to get up. Just then there was a booming noise behind us. The Court bailiffs had slammed home the big ornate bars across the doors closing off the Audience Chamber. We was locked in.

      “Trouble,” I said to Tiggy, and started moving him toward where we could get a wall at our backs.

      The inner curtains on the balcony swept back and Kennor Starbringer stepped out. He looked like Tiggy, but he looked even more like he’d had to put up with lots of things in life he didn’t like. He was overdressed like every hellflower ever born and had his Court of the TwiceBorn robes on over that, open down the front to show off the hellflower glitterflash. All of a sudden I knew I’d been played for a greenie and by who and it was all my own fault, too.

      The free citizens of Imperial Mikasa let out a yowl like a scalded theriomorph and came forward over their seats shouting death to extra- planetary mercenaries and Azarine Coalition headmen.

      Somebody let off a blaster.

      “Kore—what is this? What is happening?” Tiggy had his back to the wall and looked wild-eyed.

      Somebody’d got tired of waiting for Baijon Starbringer to become an Official Dead Person. Somebody’d decided to come up with another reason for his da to retire. Somebody’d bought a riot.

      “Shut up and run!”

      Only wasn’t any place to run to. The citizenry was a mob now but the mob wasn’t interested in us. Yet. Soon enough they’d stop trying to get at one hellflower and settle for any hellflower. I looked up at Kennor. There was six ’flowers up there on that balcony all armed to the teeth and all looking to him to order open fire.

      Somebody was counting on Kennor shooting back. And he wouldn’t, because dusting citizens of Low Mikasa’d get him gigged under the Pax Imperador as sure as avenging his murdered son would. And Kennor Starbringer was going to hold on to the presidency of the Azarine Coalition at all cost.

      “Move!”

      I shoved Tiggy hard and pointed. If the ornamental screen fronting the balcony’d hold our weight, we could get up off the killing floor.

      “I’ll cover you!” Tiggy said. “Dammit—”

      “Kore! I am armed!”

      I looked. He’d tore the glued-on sheath of his arthame off in shreds and the inert-blade glittered sharplike and next to no good at all against crazies with real heat.

      But it was still more than I had. I started up the carved pillar that led to the balcony and hoped Kennor wouldn’t kill me when I got there.

      The world narrowed to where I put my hands and feet, without point nor end. Boot on garland. Stop and pull off gloves for better grip. See mob surge back and forth below like a liquid in null-grav, making up its mind. Balcony shakes. brawling underneath and somebody taking my lead and starting up the pillar on the other side.

      I reached the edge of the balcony and hooked one arm through the railing. Smelled burnt rock where a blastcharge’d spattered against the wall and started dust filtering down. Innocent citizens and bought roaring boys was muddled all together on the Audience Chamber floor, and all in about the time it would of took for Kennor to get through the first sentence of his speech.

      “C’mon, you godlost glitterborn!” I braced myself and reached down. Tiggy sprang up and grabbed my wrist. Damn near pulled me in two before he caught hold of the same ornamental stringcourse I was wrapped around and scrabbled over me and up onto the balcony.

      The mob hit the space where he’d been and started feeding on itself. All that took about as long as the second sentence of Kennor’s speech would of.

      Kennor’s ’flowers closed up around him when Tiggy vaulted over the rail. I could see from where I was that Tiggy was shouting something but all sound was wiped out by mob-roar. The balcony shook again and gave that definitive lurch of structural weakness. Tiggy grabbed my elbow and dragged me up, yelling at the others in helltongue.

      The first wave of the climbers reached the edge of the balcony and started scrambling through the rail. The floor lurched and the tiles underfoot started to buckle. Kennor ordered his people back into the alcove toward where the back stairs was. He pointed along the buckling seam of flooring. A couple of the bright hellflower lads got the idea and fired. The balcony tore lose.

      There was a crash, silence, and then some dispirited screaming.

      Kennor said something I still couldn’t hear and looked amused.

      Hellflowers smile when they’re about to kill something. That’s what I should of remembered.

      By now a couple of the bodyguard had cut open the access door to the back stairs, which seemed to of been accidentally sealed from the outside.

      “To the Embassy!” Kennor shouted in a voice that carried. He hadn’t turned one hair at Tiggy’s return from the dead. The hellflower bodyguard formed up again with Kennor, Tiggy, and me in the middle. I was elbow-high to the lot of them and I couldn’t see a damn thing, but that didn’t matter much because then we started down the back stairs and it was pitch-dark.

      About now we heard sirens outside and all power to the building was cut. Standard riot-control protocol: no lights, blast doors over windows rolled shut, computer access shut down.

      The last one through the balcony access door wedged it shut again and the mob-noises and the sirens cut off like you’d sliced it. The only noise I heard at first was my boots on the treads, and I got the idea of stopping about the same time everyone else did. There was noise ahead of us.

      More mob, I thought first, but no. This area was closed to citizenrabble, and any of the kiddies barred into the Audience Chamber would of come from behind.

      Professionals, then. The last backstop. The hellflowers I was in the middle of flowed around me like air and made slightly less noise.

      In the pitch-black indoor dark of the back stairs of the Ramasarid Palace of Justice, Kennor Starbringer’s hellflower bodyguard hit an unknown number of armed and dangerous professional, experienced, and fully briefed sellswords with orders to kill.

      The sellswords didn’t stand a chance.

      I heard Kennor order no survivors, and I knew it was because if there was no survivors, Kennor could make up any fantasy he pleased and go on farcing the Court of the TwiceBorn about him being on the right side of hellflower honor.

      And no survivors was eventually going to mean me.

      Funny; until I met Tiggy I always thought nighttimers had the monopoly on bending the Pax Imperador. But what I’d seen lately made us the junior league. Archangel dancing with High Book, some hellflower glitterborn buying half Mikasa’s legitimates to ice the president of the Azarine Coalition, president of the same doing mass wetwork to hold onto his job.

      If there’d been anything but sudden death on the other side of the Audience Chamber door I would of gone that way and not stopped running until I reached Port and Woebegone. But there wasn’t. So I stayed where I was, and five minutes later none of the mercs was left alive.

      When the shouting was over someone lit a torch and Kennor’s hellflower hardboys started searching what was left of the bodies. I’d seen worse, but not lately. I stayed where I was.

      Blackhammer was one of the deaders. Kennor looked at him, then looked at Tiggy and me. I could see the wheels turning behind those hellflower-blue eyes and wished I knew what he was thinking. The hellflowers finished their work and we went on.

      Got to the bottom of the access stair and out into a Palace of Justice restricted area. The hallway was deserted and everything was quiet as guilt.

      In a sane universe Kennor would of gone back to the rest of his hellflowers, or made a public fuss to the legitimates, or at least complained out loud. But Kennor was hellflower, and hellflowers is crazy. Kennor just smole a small smile at the big empty and him, six hellflowers, Tiggy, and me faded into a corridor meant for tronics at the back of the Palace of Justice.

      The illegal transponder I got put in my jaw for reasons too complicated to go into here buzzed a little as it took transmission on a near-miss frequency, but even if I couldn’t hear anything it gave me the good word. Imperial Space Marines or something else real heavyweight was down and around and chatting itself up. A Remote Transponder Sensor is what only them is supposed to use.

      But if Space Marines or something like them was here in a Sector- Capital-and-Directorate-Homeworld, they couldn’t of arrived after Tiggy and me’d left Woebegone—no time—and Eloi would of told us if they’d got there before.

      Unless they’d been shipped in secretly, because somebody knew a riot was going to be on offer. Somebody name of Mallorum Archangel, who was sponsoring Kennor’s little jaunt to Mikasa and oh by the way his assassination, too. Because he’d got tired of waiting for Baijon Starbringer to turn up livealive or dead.

      Or because now that Tiggy’d seen his Library, Archangel couldn’t afford to have him and Kennor meet again in this life.

      Terrific.

      Kennor seemed to know where he was going, and that was outside into an alleyway at the back of the Palace. The alley had a pretty good view of the police cordon that’d been thrown around the block. Air scrubbers was hovering in place over the fire, and if I’d been brain-dead everything would of looked normal.

      I’d heard of treason. They was fighting it all the time in the stories in Thrilling Wonder Talkingbooks. I never thought I’d actually see some, and I wasn’t sure if I had now. Only Kennor was the for-sure real live law, and it was my kind of people what hid from the legitimates, not his.

      I’d used to think.

      The bodyguard was stripping off their weapons and piling them in a corner of the alley. Kennor started shucking his TwiceBorn robes and most of his hellflower glitterflash and then pulled his hair out of the ruched topknot alMayne high-heat wore.

      Leaving now would be the smartest thing I ever did. It wouldn’t even matter that I got gigged for illegal emigration, unlawful appropriation of contract warmgoods, possession of illegal technology, and six other fatal warrants the minute I hit the street—there was a chance I wouldn’t, which was better than I had here. I knew it.

      But I didn’t move quite fast enough. I stood there like a jerk holding the blaster I’d picked up back on the stairs until Kennor looked at me and reached for it.

      “The carrying of personal armament on Directorate worlds except by authorized personnel is forbidden under the provisions of Chapter II of the Revised Inappropriate Technology Act of the Nine-hundredth and seventy-fifth Year of Imperial Grace. As a duly commissioned representative of the Phoenix Throne, I must ask you to surrender your weapon.”

      I looked at him. He smirked—or whatever hellflowers do with their mouth that couldn’t be that because they is just too damn noble. I handed him the blaster and he tossed it into a discard pile that looked like somebody’d boosted a Imperial armory. Even if hellflowers had the diplomatic permit to carry all that fire-iron, I bet they didn’t have a permit to leave it around lying loose.

      Kennor turned back to his bodyguard. By now they was stripped down to just knives and one of them was passing around a tube of goo so they could fake the Mikasan peace-seal on those. Kennor’s people was real pros at farcing legitimates, and I would of been real interested in that if I ever planned on being interested in anything again.

      When they was all done making themselves up to look like citizen hellflowers and nobody related to the riot of the week at the Palace of Justice, Kennor gave them their orders in handsign. I could follow that easier than I could helltongue: Scatter. Regroup at prearranged point. Say nothing.

      Then six hellflowers, looking like anyone’s nursery of innocent unarmed unofficial children, faded off smartly and vanished into the crowd that was starting to collect around the riot-police, and Kennor, Tiggy, and me was the only ones in the alley.

      “Look here, your Honorship—” I began.

      “Now,” said Kennor, laying hold of my wrist in your basic inarguable fashion, “we three will go together and quickly—before the Imperial chaudatu find us here and we all suffer unfortunate accidents while in protective custody.”

      I didn’t bother to remind him I had a guaranteed accident coming no matter what. Kennor took off with me attached, and Tiggy followed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My partner Paladin alluz used to say I never thought enough, and that wasn’t fair. I’d always thought as much as I had to, only I’d never before needed to think as much as I did now. I had plenty of time for it, though, slinking acrost Low Mikasa with Kennor and Tiggy and the three of us trying not to be seen—or if we was, to look like ship-crew wayaways from Port.

      Fact: One hundred days ago, Gentry-legger me rescued what I thought was a solid citizen what had wandered into the wrong street of my friendly neighborhood Free Port.

      Fact: The citizen was actually Tiggy Stardust, aka Valijon Starbringer of House Starborn, in the throes of his first murder attempt. Somebody’d let him shag off from his consular ship without ID in the pious hope that either the law or the natives of Wanderweb Free Port would sign the lease on his real estate in short order. Probably the same person who arranged front-row seats at the riot, come to think of it, and I knew which Puer Blackhammer I was betting on.

      Fact: In my neverending quest to get Tiggy-bai back to the arms of his tender loving da, we took a real roundabout detour, and tripped over the fact that Mallorum Archangel, Imperial Prince, Governor-General, and second in line for the Throne if the Emperor ever took the Long Orbit, was hand in claw with an Outlands nightbroker in a scheme to 1) use infinitely illegal Old Federation Technology to take over the universe and 2) ice Tiggy Stardust as part of a squeeze-play to gain direct control of the Azarine Coalition to use it as his own private army.

      Fact: There still wasn’t any other place in the universe for me to take him, so I’d brought Tiggy back to Kennor Starbringer’s unhealthy vicinity anyway and run into hellflower trouble—and the answer to a question that’d been bothering me for whiles.

      Who’d sent Tiggy out to play in traffic on Wanderweb and made several attempts on him since?

      Easy. Who was better placed to do it than a member of his personal bodyguard?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Now shall I be happy to accept the TwiceBorn’s sorrow for what has happened at the Palace of Justice today,” Kennor said. I looked around.

      We was in the very best bolt-hole of the alMayne Embassy, following a nerve-wracking several hours sneaking acrost town on foot. The suite was done in what was probably alMayne high style. Hellflower chic was heavy behind ornate fancywork in edged metal and one whole wall used for nothing but displaying handweapons. My idea of chic was fine vintage neurotoxins, and I had hopes of being very chic Real Soon Now.

      “Yeah, your Honor, I can explain some of that,” I said, and stopped. It was a little late in my career to be making up to the legitimates, even if they was bent hellflower legitimates.

      Tiggy burst out in a breathless sing-song that I followed not very and flung himself facedown at his da’s feet.

      “And who knows who in the end may be discovered to be responsible for woefully disturbing the civil peace?” Kennor went on all mournful and just like Tiggy wasn’t there.

      “Now look—” I said, which wasn’t politic maybe but I didn’t get the chance to compound my errors.

      “Ea comites, hjais koriel!”

      Because just then Winterfire came out of the inner room and headed straight for Kennor.

      And everything clicked into place.

      Kennor was standing there flat-footed, not even going for his knife. I’d known it was a member of his personal guard as set up Tiggy and the riot. But I’d picked the wrong one.

      Nobody was looking at me. I crossed the room with a bound and ripped open one of the wall displays.

      Everything seemed to take a thousand years. The first thing my hand closed on was a little Estel-Shadowmaker rechargeable—one shot and it takes forever to recycle but I wasn’t going to get two chances anyway. I pulled it up and turned and fired all in one move, and I could still see Kennor standing there like he wasn’t armed.

      Fired. Missed. Oh, not quite; she staggered a little and her tunic caught fire and I smelled burning hair and burning flesh and suddenly I was back in a bazaar in a place called Kiffit where I’d killed two hellflowers who’d been trying to kill me because I’d saved Tiggy’s life.

      And one of them was her. That was what’d lost her the eye and covered her face with those pretty burn marks she must of had some hellflower reason for not removing.

      Winterfire didn’t even try to put out the fire. I saw her bring her hand up slow and Kennor, damn him, didn’t move. Kennor Starbringer would be dead and the Azarine Coalition would belong to Mallorum Archangel and Archangel would use it to make a war like the one that pulled the Old Federation down. A war like Archive’s.

      So I got in the way. My timing was good. I moved and Tiggy moved and I heard him scream and thought for one crazy second he’d caught a plasma-packet and then I realized she hadn’t fired yet. Then I saw the muzzleflash from Winterfire’s gun and then I didn’t see anything at all.

      Valijon’s Diary 2:

      I think Father must have known from the moment he saw Blackhammer’s body who the traitor within our walls was. He told me later that She Who Will Not Be Named had asked especially that Blackhammer be sent from the Homeland to aid her—the child of her body, loyal to his line and his LessHouse first of all things.

      So I learned later. Then I saw only the gun.

      It was a chaudatu ploy, to forge honor into a knife against the Gentle People. She Who Will Not be Named called comites with my father—he could not strike her down until she gave him cause; the first blow must, in honor, be hers. And if he must bide so, then it was twice-over my place to void a quarrel in which I had no place. Her life was not mine until she struck, and the Law was clear: I might not assume that she would.

      So I, too, was helpless, though it was I whom She Who Will Not Be Named had first betrayed. She had promised me safety, and was false— and sacrosanct, until the moment she chose to strike at the Kore- alarthme, whose honor was mine to keep.

      Then her life came into my hands. And then I did what honor demanded, to tell those of House and clan and line that She Who Will Not Be Named had forfeited what it is to be human.
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        * * *

      

      I was someplace that I knew wasn’t real, not like organics know about real. For a minute I didn’t know who I was, then it came back like putting together the pieces of a cargo.

      Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere. Ex-Luddite Saint, ex-slave, escapee from the Interdicted World Granola, darktrader, Librarian, human. The place I was in was out of my own private dreambox—a imagination of what a computer core would look like if a memory-bubble had eyes. I’d been here before. A hallucination, caused by a piece of Old Fed Tech that nobody should ever have woke up again.

      Archive. Fully volitional logic. Library. Killer.
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        * * *

      

      About a thousand years ago—back when your Phoenix Empire and mine was still a Federation about four times its present size—some bright kiddy came up with the notion of putting pure intellect in a box and calling it a Library. And since the Federales thought they had more important things to do with their time, they turned over the running of their Federation to the Libraries and made it so Libraries could build more Libraries.

      Mistake. Because—so the story goes—the Libraries had more important things to do with their time, too, and thought that organic life clashed with their decor. There was a war. And ten centuries later the Empire is still hunting the nonexistent surviving Libraries from that war.

      Mostly nonexistent.

      I’d never been anything special, but I’d done one special thing. In the midst of a misspent career of moving chazarai from here to there for people who might not be its original owners, I’d gone and rescued and rebuilt an illegal Old Fed Library. I hadn’t known what I was doing. I’d never heard of Libraries then. It was a damn good thing I lucked into maybe the only pacifist Library there ever was. Paladin was my friend, my partner, the edge I needed to stay alive in the never-never.

      Until I went and rescued Tiggy Stardust. And Paladin left me.

      “Go, and live a human life among your own kind.” I heard his voice— I could touch him here, I could see him, but all he wanted was for me to walk away and then everything vanished like smoke and stardust and I was alone.

      And he’d made a mistake. It was important, more than his feelings or mine, and I had to tell him about it, but I had to wake up first, and—

      “Kore! Kore-alarthme! Don’t die—Father—”

      And my dreamworld shattered into dancing points of light.

      I opened my eyes. Tiggy was hanging over me like High Mikasa Shipyards, spattered in blood. I couldn’t think why, but I was glad he wasn’t hurt. Blasters cook, not puncture.

      “You will live,” he said, like someone was giving him argument.

      I tried to move. I felt too light and too heavy. Unbalanced, like somebody half in armor. Something was missing.

      “Get out of the way.”

      I recognized Kennor. The ends of his fancy silver hair was wicked in blood. Why is it there’s so much blood when hellflowers is around?

      “You are injured,” said Daddy Starbringer like he was reading out the late-breaking news. “What is it you wish to say before you die?”

      So that was why I felt so good.

      “Winterfire set you up. Archangel had a Library. And I brought your son back, you son-of-a-”

      Then the floor tipped sideways and I fell off.
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        * * *

      

      I was back in the dream computer core again, having a long conversation with Paladin about what happened when me and him and Tiggy went up against Archangel’s Library.

      “You know I had to set that blast, bai. Couldn’t trust what might of happened with Archive Library if I didn’t.”

      “And what did you think that would be, Butterfly?”

      “You know, Pally-che-bai.” But he didn’t. Paladin didn’t know things he ought to know, and then I realized it wasn’t Paladin at all.

      I opened my eyes. It looked like a cluster galaxy seen from realspace. Things flipped into focus.

      “Go on,” said Kennor Starbringer.

      “Go to hell,” I said. We was face-to-face; I must be standing and on a box at that, but I tried to twitch a finger and I couldn’t feel a thing. Nothing.

      I tried not to let it bother me any more than scaring me half to death. “You will delight to know that we rejoice in Malmakosim Archangel’s tender chaudatu concern, and in his assurances that reprisals for the regrettable and unexpected civil disturbance will be as swift as they are severe. He shares with me also my dismay at the death of She Who Will Not Be Named.”

      I’d thought I’d been talking to Paladin and instead I’d been giving Kennor all the answers he thought to ask. It bothered me from someplace far away enough so I knew I was drugged, and I guessed I hadn’t said anything too incriminating or we wouldn’t be having this conversation now.

      And if Winterfire was Archangel’s chief catspaw in House Starborn, she couldn’t be the only one. I wondered, in a far-off way, what Archangel’d paid her.

      “I guess you be both just as torqued at that as each other is,” I said, since Kennor was looking at me.

      “My doctors assure me that you’ll recover.”

      “Where’s Tiggy?”

      The question seemed to surprise him. He frowned. “Your son. I brought him back, remember?”

      “Yes.”

      We looked at each other whiles until it occurred to me that it was my turn to say something.

      “You wanted him back, right?”

      Kennor showed his teeth in that alMayne expression that is not a smile.

      “No. I wanted him alive.”

      I wanted to answer that but couldn’t. I saw the path back into the computer and took it, down deep inside where even Kennor couldn’t find me to question.

      And Paladin was there.
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        * * *

      

      Time passed. I got used to it. I saw Kennor a couple more times and Tiggy not at all. On one of Kennor’s visits I got some of the pieces filled in. My buddy Winterfire, aka She Who Will Not Be Breathing No More, had died a traitor to the bellflower cause and had her head shipped home to hang on Kennor’s gates. Quaint local custom.

      I wondered what Kennor had in mind for me. I didn’t know what I’d blathered to Kennor whilst he was rummaging in my brain, and if Kennor’s people was any good their fetch-kitchen’d told them what I was. Interdicted barbarian—shoot when found. They must be saving me up to put on a show.

      I didn’t really care.

      Finally Kennor’s pet bonecracks let me out of the giant economy size finestkind biopak I’d been welded into for longer than I wanted to think about and put me in a luxury accommodation prison instead. And I finally found out just how far Winterfire’d got toward trying to kill me.

      Cybereisis prostheses. You don’t catch a plasma-packet off a hot blaster and keep your original inventory. Winterfire’d took off half my left arm and Kennor’s hellflower cyberdocs had done for the rest. Glass and plastic and brainjinks laying up along my spine and a left arm that nobody but me could tell from the original.

      I cared about that. It gave me the creeps. But I was healthy enough to kill now, if they was going to. I wished they’d left me asleep.

      But wishes ain’t cargo, and darktrade was not exactly a career where you made old bones in the first place, and there wasn’t no place for me anywhere except in the never-never—a second-rate darktrader to a third-rate nightworld broker. Fast ship and faster blasters, untrustworthy luck and a knack for other people’s trouble. I’d lost all of them now except the last.
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        * * *

      

      I was looking out a set of armored one-way holosim windows at nighttime Low Mikasa Prime. Prime was a great big prettycity full of people born here, with a right to be here. None of them’d know what a candle was, or a horse-drawn plow.

      Or a blaster, maybe.

      Wet beaded on the pick-ups referring the image I saw. Kennor’d told me there’d be rain tonight, like it was a big treat. Even told me when it’d start.

      I looked down at my hands and wiggled my fingers. Big treat. Only now one set of them was real and one wasn’t.

      The door made that sound they do here when they open and Tiggy— which is to say, Prince Valijon Starbringer of House Starborn all fine and nice and real friendly—and Kennor-his-da came in.

      I could see them reflected in the holosim but I turned around to where they was anyway. Tiggy looked fine. He looked happy. He was back in finestkind hellflower dressup like I’d first seen him, weaponry (legal inside the Consulate) and bright-polished arthame.

      I ground my teeth and imagined I could feel the damn expensive useless hardware of my RTS down in the bone. But Kennor’d made a point of telling me they’d took it out. Damn him.

      “Kore!” said Tiggy. He looked young and excited and no part of me.

      He never had been, really.

      “I bid you welcome to my walls, woman not of the Gentle People. Peace to you in my son’s name while you abide here, and joy to you for seeking the walls of Starborn. Your shadow will be cherished while you remain, and if you must in honor depart to the Land Beside, know that you will not die unknown and unmoumed,” Kennor perorated for the official record.

      It took me a minute to unknot that and another one to decide that the sentiments expressed was not maybe as comforting to us chaudatu as it might be to hellflowers. The cognoscenti would note that it contained not one word about getting out of here alive.

      “It is a great pity that there is no chaudatu proof that Archangel consorted with the Machine,” Kennor went on like I’d done the pretty right back. “On alMayne, the word of an Honored One would be enough. Here, words mean very little.” He sat down in a chair. Tiggy stood. I leaned.

      “Next time I’ll save you the pieces,” I said. “Look, bai, brought you kinchin-bai, got shut of all comme-tays farcing and I’m golden. If you was going to ice me Ti—Baijon wouldn’t be here, so I guess you’re letting me go. So tell me the whistle you going to drop and we call it a night, oke?” And I’d be dead by the time I found which way the spaceport was, but never mind that.

      “Not quite,” said Kennor. “Amrath Valijon of Chembereth-Molkath, what do you have to say in your defense?”

      “My fault was grievous,” said Tiggy like he’d been rehearsed. “I owe my life four times to the alarthme woman, called Kore-alarthme San’Cyr, and I have not redeemed it.”

      Kennor smirked at me.

      “Shut up!” I said real loud. “Don’t you shove me none of your hellflower honor, bai, or—”

      “And what is the price of a son of the Gentle People?” Kennor said encouragingly to the son of the Gentle People just like I wasn’t there.

      Maybe I could get out of here unnoticed whilst they was bandying the Book of the Law back and forth.

      No hope; they was between me and the door.

      “Weregild to the worth of his family; service to the length of his years; or another price set,” said Tiggy happily. “And Kore, I am no longer constrained to stay shut of the damfool honor nonsense since my pledge of obedience to you has been redeemed,” Tiggy-Baijon said to me.

      “So,” said Kennor, turning back to me. “What will you claim, Kore Sant’Cyr? My son tells me you have saved his life four times, and this is so. Each time must be bought back, for his honor.”

      “Tiggy’s honor ain’t nothing to do with me. I don’t give a damn about honor. And there’s something you want from me, Honored One Kennor Starbringer, or you wouldn’t be staging this Quaint Folkways wondershow about our galactic cousins the alMayne.”

      “Kore-alarthme!” yelped Tiggy, but Kennor waved him down. And smiled for real. Hellflowers was awful pretty when they smiled right.

      “Very well, alarthme Sant’Cyr. I will speak to you as if you were one of the Gentle People. In truth you are owed what has been said. In honor, it will be paid. To chaudatu we offer coin; they have no souls and are satisfied. But to you I offer the choices of our own, and should you claim blood or souls my House will honor the debt. But there is more, as you have said. My child is precious to me—”

      “About as much as the Azarine Coalition,” I said. Tiggy flinched. “Yes,” said Kennor, slow. “As much as that. As much as your care for

      the Coalition when you stepped into the path of the weapon of She Who will Not Be Named.”

      That was an accident. I promise.

      “Archangel wants war,” I said. And I’d already lived through Archive’s version of a war. Memories real as my own crowded in—of slaughter on a scale that’d make Mallorum Archangel pack up his toys and go home for sheer envy. The war between the Libraries and the Old Federation— the war that outlawed the Libraries and let the Phoenix Empire be. It was in my head like it’d happened yesterday.

      The Empire was a lot smaller than the Federation Paladin and Archive remembered. If Archangel got his war, this time there wouldn’t be anything left.

      “The Lord Prince Mallorum Archangel wants war, and an army to wage it,” Kennor agreed. “The neutrality of the Coalition endures as long as my life, and even if I tell the Homeland of his traffic with the Machine, the alMayne are only a part of the Coalition.”

      “Baijon’s life ain’t going to be worth much when the dust clears, is it?” I looked over Kennor’s shoulder at Tiggy. Political hot-rock, and I’d been too stupid to realize that the best thing to happen to him was to never go home. Because now there was just going to be another godlost hellflower traitor to ice him and nothing I did was going to matter.

      “My son’s life is precious to me, Kore Sant’Cyr. If he stays here, he will die,” Kennor said.

      It took me a minute to figure out what he meant, what he wanted, why I hadn’t conveniently died and why it was I was getting fed this amazing line about being almost a real person, alMayne-style.

      “You want me to take kinchin-bai back to the Outfar and pretend he ain’t coked trouble with trouble chaser. No.”

      As much as I meant to do anything, I was going to look for Paladin, which would be a little bit dicey with a technophobe hellflower breathing down my spine. And none of my plans involved being arrested and tortured by the Governor-General.

      “Then he dies,” Kennor said.

      “Could of died lots of places. You tell me why I care—and farce me no honor cop, glitterborn, you sold yours for the Azarine Coalition.”

      That was a very bad thing to say. Kennor stopped moving like he’d been shoved into stasis. Tiggy went white under his hellflower bronze.

      Kennor took out his knife and looked at it.

      “Then take this, and do better for the Gentle People than I have done.”

      He held it out.

      I backed up so fast my head hit the holosim and made it ring. Everything I knew about hellflowers said they didn’t act like this. Kennor Starbringer was crazy.

      No, he was right. He was right and I was right and everything was a godlost mess.

      “I don’t give a damn—” about your “Gentle People,” I was going to say, but my mama always told me not to tell lies to armed strangers.

      “What do you want, dammit?” I said instead.

      “A war that doesn’t come this year. My son, alive for longer than I can keep him so. He is yours. His life is yours. Will you not cherish it?”

      Through all this Tiggy was silent as mumchance. “How?” I said.

      “Will you accept him into your service for honor’s sake, and take him with you?” Kennor asked me. And then I got it.

      Only in talkingbooks does a passing alMayne nobleman—which is what Kennor was—fork over his son-and-only to a passing space gypsy— which is what I was, or close as makes no nevermind. But Kennor was pushing real hard for it.

      Why?

      The answer came all at once. It seemed to come from somewheres outside, and it was as cold as space.

      Kennor Starbringer must/must not avenge his son’s death. Vengeance would ruin him politically. Mercy would crucify him with the hellflower vote. Either way he’d lose the Coalition.

      But if I killed Tiggy—

      —and died in the murder—

      Kennor would and would not have his vengeance. He could even declare hellflower seven-ring vendetta over my bones and satisfy the conservatives back home: I didn’t have any family to complain to the Emperor.

      So someone was going to ice Tiggy—and if not me, then Kennor’s hand-picked someone else. Because once he’d showed up in public again, Tiggy had to die, and in a way that didn’t implicate Kennor. That was Kennor’s only way out.

      Tiggy was his weak point. He must of kicked and screamed before letting the Emperor make him haul Tiggy out of whatever box with locks the kid’d grown up in. But once Tiggy’d cleared planetary atmosphere and was outside alMayne civil law, he was dead meat.

      No matter, even, if Kennor loved him.

      And that was real too bad for Tiggy and Tiggy’s da, but it was even worse for Yours Truly, because I had a stone hunch that if I didn’t agree to have Tiggy for my new partner I had a life expectancy that could be measured in inches.

      “You done ask babby-bai if he wants to be darktrader what Teasers and legitimates home delight is for to shoot? ’Cause that’s what I know; that’s what I am. You send him along of me that’s what I make him—not anti-war rescue project for good of Azarine Coalition. Not glitterborn sob-story pet. Partner. You want job, Tiggy-bai? In a hundred days we probably make good start on committing every crime in the Calendar in glyphabetical order. Don’t need to know much. Just some piloting and be good with blaster. I can teach you everything else. Might even learn some sense to go with your honor.”

      Was longest speech I’d made in slightly more than so long, and Kennor et fils could of been wall-paintings for all the visible interest they showed. Then Tiggy smiled for true.

      “To circumvent the false laws of the chaudatu is an honorable profession. We will be very successful smugglers.”

      He crossed over to where I was. He looked like he’d just been offered a three-day pass to the Ghost Capital of the Old Federation for high adventure, and dammit, by now he should a known better.

      I turned and looked at Kennor. He had to believe it. He had to let us go.

      Kennor put a hand on Tiggy’s shoulder.

      “Run far and fast, alarthme, and Archangel will hunt you—but carefully, for Archangel has enemies as highly placed as he.”

      Damn Kennor. He was hoping, naked like he’d said it flat out. Hoping that he could make a difference, could matter, could outwait Archangel—and hoping, maybe, that somehow Tiggy and me’d get away.

      From Archangel. From him.

    



