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CHAPTER 1
| A»

I'T was alonely place, this remote deep of the Belt, a place where, if things went
wrong, they went seriously wrong. And the loneliest sound of all was that thin, slow
beep that meant a ship in distress.

It showed up sometimes, sometimes missed its beat, “ She'srolling,” Ben said
when hefirst heard it, but Morrie Bird thought: Tumbling; and when Ben had
plugged in the likely config of the object and asked the computer, that was what it
said. It said it in numbers. Bird saw it in his mind. Y ou spent thirty years tagging
rocks and listening to the thin numerical voices of tags and beacons and faint, far
ships, and you knew things like that. Y ou could just about figure the pattern before
the computer built it.

“Got to be dead,” Ben Pollard said. Ben' s face had that sharp, eager look it got
when Ben was cal cul ating something he especialy wanted.

Nervous man, Ben Pollard. Twenty-four and hungry, a Belter kid only two years
out of ASTEX Institute when he’d come to Bird with a 20 k check in hand—no easy
trick, give or take his mother’ s insurance must have paid his keep and his schooling.
Ben had bought in on Trinidad’ s outfitting and signed on as his numbers man; and
in aday when alot of the new help had abad case of the Attitudes and expected
something for nothing, damned if Ben didn’t wear an old man out with his One More
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Try and his: Bird, | Got an Angle—

Regarding this distress signal it wasn't hard at al to figure Ben's personal
numbers. Ben was asking himself the same questions an old man was asking at the
bottom of his mortgaged soul: How far isit? Who'sin trouble out there? Are they
alive? And... What' s the law on salvage?

So they called Base and told Mama they had a Mayday, had she heard?

Base hadn’'t heard it. That was moderately odd. Geosyncs over the Well hadn’t
heard it and ECSAA insystem hadn’t picked it out of all the beeps and echoes of
tags and ships in the Belt. Base took awhile to think, approved a course and
dumped them new sector charts, with which Mamawas exceedingly stingy: Mama
said Cleared for radio use, and: Proceed With Caution. Good luck, Two
Twenty-nine Tango.

Spooky, that Base hadn’t heard that signal—that she claimed that was a vacant
sector. So somebody was way off course. Y ou lay awake and thought of all the
names you knew, people who could be out here right now—good friends among
them; and you asked yourself what could have happened and when. Rocks could
echo asignal. Lost ships could get very lost. That transmitter should be the standard
5 watts, but a dying one could trick you—and, committed, boosted up to atruly
scary v, about which you could also have second thoughts, you had alot of things
on your mind.

The rule was that Base kept track of everything that moved out here. If your radio
died you Maydayed on your emergency beeper and you waited til Mama gave you
clear instructions how she was going to get you out of it—you didn’t expect
anybody to come in after you. Nowadays nobody went any damn where out of his
assigned sector without Mama confirming course and nobody used aradio for
long-distance chatter with friends. Y ou get lost in the dark, spacer-kids, you go
strictly by the regulations and you yell for Mama' s attention.

That ghosty signal was doing that, all right, but Mama hadn’t heard... and by all
rights she should have. Mama said it could be areal weak signa—they were running
calculations on the dopplering to try to figureit... Mama claimed she didn’t hear it
except with their relay, and that argued for close.

Or, Mama said, her reception could have atechnical problem, which at awild
guess meant some glitch in the software on the big dishes, but Mama didn’t talk
about things like that with miners.

Mamadidn't talk about alot else with poor sod miners.

“Y ou remember those jackers?’ Ben asked, waking up in the middle of Bird's
watch.

“Yep,” Bird said, working maintenance on a servo motor; he tightened a screw
and added, then: “I knew Karl Nouri.”

“You'rekidding.”
“Only twenty years back. Hell, | drank with him. Nice guy. Him and his partner.”



That got Ben, for sure. Ben did back into his g-1 spinner and started it up again.
But after awhile Ben stopped, got out, hauled on his stimsuit and his coveralls and
had breakfast, unshaven and shadow-eyed.

A man felt ashamed of himself, disturbing the young fellow’ srest.
But the remembrance of Nouri went on to upset Bird’s sleep too.

No one was currently hijacking in the Belt—the company had wiped out Nouri
and his partners, blown two of them to the hell they’ d deserved, luring help in with a
fake distress signal, killing crews, stripping logs for valuable finds and ships for
usable parts—

Nouri’ s operation had worked, for a while—until people got suspicious and
started asking how Nouri and his friends were so lucky, always coming in with a
find, their equipment never breaking down, their shipsreal light on the fuel use.

Careful maintenance, Nouri had insisted. They did their own. They were good at
their work.

But a suspicious company cop had checked part numbers on Nouri’ s ship and
found a condenser, Bird recollected, a damn 50-dollar condenser, with a serial
number that traced it to poor Wally Leavitt’s ship.

They’ d shipped Nouri and five of his alleged partners back to trial on Earth, was
what they said, company rules, though there’ d been a good many would have seen
Nouri himself take awalk above the Well.

But worse than the fear in the deep Belt in those days, was the way everybody
had looked at everybody else back at Base, thinking: Are you one of Them?or...
Do you think Z could be?

One thing Belters till argued about was whether Jidda Pratt and Dave Marks had
been guilty with the rest.

But the company had said they were. The company claimed they had solid
evidence, and wrote down personable young Pratt and Marks in the same book as
Nouri.

After that, hell, freerunning miners and tenders hadn’t any rights. The company
had never liked dealing with the independentsin the first place: the company had
made things increasingly difficult for independent operators once it had gotten its use
from them, and the Nouri affair had been the turning point. No more wildcatting.
Nowadays you documented every sneeze, you told Big Mama exactly what you' d
found with your assay, they metal-scanned you when you went through customs,
and you kept meticulous log records in case you got accused of Misconduct, let
alone, God help you, Illicit Operations or Illicit Trading. If you helped out a buddy,
If you traded a battery or atag or atransponder back at Base, you logged the date
and the time and you filled out the forms, damn right you did: you asked your buddy
to sign for a50-cent clip, if it had a serial number on it, and the running unfunny joke
was that the company was trying to think up a special form for exchange of toilet

paper.



Nowadays it was illegal to keep your sector charts once you' d docked: Mama’'s
agents came aboard and wiped your mag storage, customs could strip-search you
for contraband datacards if it took the notion, and you didn’t get any choice about
the sector you drew when you went out again, either—' drivers moved, by the nature
of what they were, you had mandated heavy time, no exceptions, and Mamadidn’t
send you to anything near the same area. It wasillegal to hail aneighbor on arun.

Y ou spent three months breathing each other’s sweat, two guysin a crew space five
meters long and three meters at the widest, so tight and so lonely you could hear
each other’ s thoughts echo off the walls, but if one freerunner tried to call another a
sector away from him, he and his partner went up on lllegal Trading charges faster
than he could think about it, it being illegal now to trade tips even with no money or
equipment changing hands: the company reserved the right to that information,
claiming miners had sold it that data and it had a proprietary right to assign it to
interests of its own—meaning the company-owned miners. to no one's great
surprise the courts had sided with the company. So it was also, by the company’s
Interpretation of that ruling, illegal to hail another ship and share a bottle or trade
foodstuffs or any of the other friendly deals the Nouri crackdown had put a stop to.

So when they’ d advised Base they wanted to move out of their assigned sector
on apossible ship in distress, Mama had taken a nervous long time about giving
them that permission. BM—Belt Management—was a sullen bitch at best, and you
never tried to tell Mama you were doing something purely Al-truistic. Mamadidn't,
in principle, believe that, no’'m. Mama was suspicious and Mamatook time to check
the records of one Morris Bird and Benjamin Pollard and the miner ship Trinidad to
find out if Trinidad or either of her present crew had demonstrated any odd
behaviors or made any odd investments in the recent past.

They could use their radio meanwhile to talk to the beep. Mamawould permit
that.

And evidently Mamafinally believed what they heard—a’ driver ship fire-path
crossed the charts she sent, which might well explain an accident out there, and that
could make a body alittle less anxiousto go chasing that signal, but it seemed alittle
late now to beg off: they had the charts, they’ d seen the situation, they couldn’t back
down with lives at stake, and Mama had set all the machinery in motion to have them
check It out.

Right.

Mama couldn’t do athing for themif it did turn out to be some kind of trouble.
Mama had indicated she had no information to give them on anybody overdue or off
course, and that was damned odd. The natural next thought was the military—they
asked Mama about that, but Mama just said Negative from Fleet Command.

Meanwhile that beep went on.

So Mama redirected a beam off the R2-8 relay, boosted them up along what
Mama's charts assured them was a good safe course, and they chased the signal
with the new charts Mama fed them, using the ' scope on all sides for rocks or
non-rocks along the way—there was a good reward if you could prove aflaw in



Mama's charts; if you had the chartslegally, then you could work on them: that was
the Rule.

At this speed you just prayed God the flaw didn’t turn up directly in your path.

But as sectors went it was the Big Empty out here, nothing but a couple of
company tags and one freerunner’s for along, long trip. Mama's charts were
stultifyingly accurate... except the source of the beep, which seemed to be aweak
signal. That was Mama'’s considered current opinion.

Meaning it was close.

Fourteen nervous days of this, all the while knowing you could make a big, bright
fireball with depressingly little warning.

Naturally in the middle of supper/breakfast and shift change, the radar finally went
blip! on something not on its chart, and Bird scalded himself with coffee.

The blip, when they saw it on the scope, did match the signal source.
“Advise Mama?’ Ben said.

Bird bit hislip, thinking about lives, Mama s notoriously slow decisions, and
mulling over the regulations that might apply. “Let’s just get the optics fined down.
No, we got no real news yet. We're doing what Mamatold usto do. Looks like we
can brake without her help. No great differential. And | serioudly don’'t want Mama's
advice while we' re working that mother. That’s going to be abitch asis.”

“You got it,” Ben said with anervous little exhalation. Ben set his fingers on the
keys and started figuring.

“Looks likeit caught arock,” Bird said, pointing out that deep shadow in the
middle of what ought to be the number one external tank.

“Looks.” Ben had been cheerful ever since optics had confirmed the shape as a
miner craft. “ Sure doesn’t look healthy.”

“It sure doesn’'t look good. Let’stry for another still, see if we can process up a
serial number on that poor sod.”

“Yougotit,” Ben said.

They crept up on it. They put a steady hail on ship-to-ship—having that
permission—and kept getting nothing but that tumble-modul ated beep.

It was no pretty picture when they finally had it lit up in their spots.
“One hell of animpact,” Ben muttered. “Maybe a high-v rock.”

“Could be. God, both tanks are blown, right there, see? That one’ s got it right
aong thesde.”

“Those guys had no luck.”
“Sudden. Bad angle. Lot of g's.”
“Bash on one side. Explosion on the other. Maybe it threw them into arock.”



“Dunno. Either one alone—God help 'em—maybe 10 real sudden g’s.”

“Real sudden acquaintance with the bulkhead. Rearrange your face real good.”
“Wouldn't know what hit *em.”

“ Suppose that " driver did bump a pebble out?’

“Could be. Cosmic bad luck, in al this empty. Talk about having your name on it.
What do they say the odds are?’

“Hundred percent for these guys.”

Another image capture. White glared across the cameras, a blur of reflected light,
painted serial designation.

“Shit, that’s a One’ er number! One' er Eighty-four Zebra...”
Not from their Base. Outside their zone. Strangers from across the line,

The tumble carried the lock access toward their lights. Bird said, “Hatch looks all
right.”

“You got no notion to be going in there.”
1] Yw.ﬂ
“Bird, love of God, there’s no answer.”

“Maybe their receiver’ s out. Maybe they lost their radio atogether. Maybe they’re
too banged up to answer.”

“Maybe they’re dead. Y ou don’'t need to go in there!”

“Yep. But I’'m going to.”

“I"m not.”

“Salvage rights, Ben-me-lad. | thought we were partners.”

“ Shit.”

It was aroutine operation for a miner to stop a spin: and most rocks did

tumble—>but the tumble of a spindle-shaped object their own size and, except the
ruptured tanks, their own mass, was one real touchy bitch.

It was out with the arm and the brusher, and just keep contacting the thing til you
got one and the other motion off it, while the gyros handled the yaw and the
pitch—bleeding money with every burst of the jets. But you did this uncounted times
for thirty-odd years, and you learned a certain touch. A trailing cable whacked them
and scared Ben to hell, and it was along sweaty time later before they had the
motion off the thing, alonger time yet til they had the white bullseye beside the
stranger’ s hatch centered in their docking sight.

But after all the difficulty before, it was a gentle touch.
Grapples clicked and banged.
“That'sit,” Bird said. “That’s got it.”



A long breath. Ben said reverently: “ She's ours.”

“We don't know that.”

“Hell, she’ s salvage!”

“Right behind the bank.”

“Uh-uh. Eveniif it’s pure company we got a 50/50 split.”
“Unless somebody’ s till in control over there.”

“Well, hell, somebody sure doesn’'t ook it.”

“Won't know til we check it out, will we?’

“Come on, Bird,—shit, we don’'t haveto go in there, do we? Thisis damn
stupid.”

“Yep. And yep.” Bird unbelted, shoved himself gently out of his station, touched
atoe on the turn-pad and sailed back to the locker. “Coming?’

Ben sullenly undipped and drifted over, while Bird hauled the suits out and started
dressing.

Ben kept bitching under his breath. Bird concentrated on his equipment. Bird
always concentrated on his equipment, not where he was going, not the unpleasant
thing he was likely to find the other side of that airlock.

And most of al hedidn’'t let himself think what the salvage would bring on the
market.

“Five on ten she's adead ship,” Ben said. “Bets?’

“Could’ ve knocked their transmission out. Could be awhole lot of things, Ben,
just put asmall hold on that enthusiasm. Don’t go spending any money beforeit’s
ours.”

“It’ s going to be a damn mess in there. God knows how old it is. It could even be
one of the Nouri wrecks.”

“The transmitter’ s still going.”
“Transmitters can go that long.”

“Not if the lifesupport’ s drawing. Six months tops. Besides, power cells and fuel
were what Nouri stripped for sure.”

Ben's helmet drifted between them. Ben snagged it. “I’ m taking the pry-bar.
We're going to need it getting in. Lay you bets?’

Bird picked his helmet out of the air beside him and put it on: smell of old plastics
and disinfectant. Smell of alot of hours and alot of nasty cold moments.

This might be the start of one, the two of them squeezing into the wider than deep
airlock, which was claustrophobic enough for the one occupant it was designed for.

It truly didn’t make sense, maybe, insisting both of them get rigged up. It might
even be dangerous, putting shut locks between them both and operable systems; but



you chased a ghost signal through the Belt for days on end, you had nightmares
about some poor lost sods you’' d no idea who, and you remembered all your own
close calls—weéll, then, you had to see it with your own eyes to exorcise your
ghosts. If you were going to betelling it to your friends back at Base (and you
would), then you wanted the feel of it and you wanted your partner able to swear to
it.

Most of al, maybe you got alittle nervous when your partner started getting that
excited about money and insisting they owned that ship.

Most especially since Nouri and the crackdown, and since the company had
gotten so nitpicking touchy—you wanted witnesses able to swear in court what
you’ d touched and what you’ d done aboard somebody else’s ship.

Bird shut the inside hatch and pushed the buttons that started the lock cycling.
The red light came on, saying DEPRESSURIZATION, and the readout started
spieling down toward zero.

“Sal-vage,” Ben said, tinny-sounding over the suit-com. “Maybe she'll till pitch,
do you think? If those tanks are the most of the damage, hell, they’re cans, is all.
Can’'t be that expensive. We could put a mortgage on her, fix her up—the bank’l|
take afixable ship for collateral, what do you think?’

“1 think we better pay attention to where we are. We got one accident here, let’s
not make it two.”

The readout said PRESSURE EQUALIZED. Ben was doing this anxious little
bounce with his foot braced, back and forth between the two walls of the lock. But
you never rushed opening. Oxygen cost. Water cost. Out here, even with all the
working machinery aboard, heat cost. Y ou treated those pumps and those seals like
they were made of gold, and while the safety interlocks might take almost-zero for an
answer and let you open on override, it was money flowing out when you did. Y ou
remembered it when you saw your bills at next servicing, damn right, you did.

The readout ticked down past 5 mb toward hard vacuum, close as the
compressor could send it. Ben pushed the OUTER HATCH OPEN button, the lock
unseal ed and retracted the doors and showed them the scarred, dust-darkened face
of the opposing lock. The derelict’ s inside pressure gauge was dusted over. Bird
cleared it with hisglove. “ 760 mb. She's up full. At least it didn’t hole her.”

Ben banged soundlessly on the hatch with the steel bar and put his helmet up
against the door.

“Nada,” Ben said. “Dead in there, Bird, I’'m telling you.”

“We'll see.” Bird borrowed the bar and pried up the safety cover on the External
Access handle.

No action. No power in the ship’s auxiliary systems.
“No luck for them,” Ben said cheerfully. “Pure dead.”
Bird jimmied the derelict’ s external leech panel open. “Get ours, will you?’



“Oh, shit, Bird.”
“Nerves?’

Ben didn’t answer. Ben shoved off to their own lock wall to haul the leech cord
out of its housing. It snaked in the light as he drifted back. Bird caught the collared
plug and pushed it into the derelict’ s leech socket. The hull bumped and vibrated
under his glove. “ She’ sworking,” he said.

“Sal-vage,” Ben said, on hissed breaths.
“Don’t spend it yet.”

Rhythmic hiss of breath over suit-coms, while the metal vibrated with the pump
inside. “Hey, Bird. What's awhole ship worth?’

A man tried to be sane and sensible. A man tried to think about the poor sods
inside, an honest man broke off his prospecting and ran long, expensive risky days
for awill-of-the-wisp signal, and tried to concentrate on saving lives, not on how
much metal was in this ship or whether she was sound, or how a second ship would
set him and Ben up for life. The waiting list for |eases at Refinery Two meant no ship
sat idle longer than its servicing required.

“130 mb. 70. 30. 10.” The pressure gauge ticked down. The vibration under his
hand changed. The valves parted.

Ice crystals spun and twinkled in front of them, against the sullen glow of
borrowed power. Ice formed and glistened on the inner lock surfaces—moisture
whereit didn’t belong.

“Doesn’t look prosperous,” Ben said.

Bird pushed with histoe, caught a handhold next to the inner valves. His glove
skidded onice. Ben arrived beside him, said, “Clear,” and Bird hit the HATCH
CLOSE toggle.

“Going to be low.” He looked high in the faceplate for the 360° view, watching
the derelict’ s outer doors labor shut at their backs.

“Y ou sure about that battery?’ Ben asked.

Bird hit CY CLE 2. The pumps vibrated. “Hell of atime to ask.”
“Areyou sure?”’

“Thirty years at this, damn right | checked.—Whoa, there.”

The HUD in the faceplate suddenly showed a yellow flasher and a dataflow
glowing green. The one on the airlock wall glowed a sullen red.

“CONTAMINANTS.” Ben let go a shaky hiss of pent breath. “It’s not going to
be pretty in there—Bird, do we have to go through with this? There’' s nothing aive
insde.”

“We're already there. Can you sleep without knowing?’

“Damnright I’ll sleep, 1’1l sleep just fine—I don’t want to see this, Bird. Why in



hell do | got to see this?’
“Hey, we all end up the same. Carbon and nitrogen, alot of H:O...”
“Cut it out, Bird!”

“Earth to earth. Dust to dust.” Theindicators said 740/741 mb. and PRESSURE
EQUALIZED. “Lousy compressor,” Bird said, pushed the INNER HATCH OPEN
button. Air whistled, rushing past the pressure differential and an uneven seal. The
doors ground slowly back. External audio heard it. 10° C, his HUD said about the
ambient. Not quite balmy. “Heater’ s going down. Heater’ s always next to
last.—Y ou do know what’ s last, don’t you, Ben-me-lad?’

“The damn beeper.” Ben' s teeth were chattering—nothing wrong with Ben' s suit
heater, Bird was sure. Ben's breath hissed raggedly over the suit-com. “So Mama
can find the salvage. Only thistime we got it, Bird, come on, | don't like this. What
iIf that leech pulls out?’

“Plug won't pull out.”
“Hdl, Bird!”

Inner doors labored to halfway open. Bird caught the door edge and shoved
himself and his backpack through into the faintly lit inside.

A helmetless hardsuit, trailing cables and hose, drifted slowly in front of them,
spinning in aloose, cocoon of its attachments. A cable went from its battery pack to
the panel, last sad resort: the occupants had had time to know they were in trouble,
time to drain the main batteries and the leech unit, and finally resort to this one.

Bits and pieces of gear drifted in the dimmed light, sparked bright in their
suit-spots, cords, clips—everything atumble could knock free. Fluids made small
moons and planets.

“Mess,” Ben'svoicesaid. “Isn't it?’

Bird caught the hose, tugged gently to pull the suit out of hisway, and checked
the suit locker. “One suit’s missing.”

“I’m cutting that damn beeper,” Ben said. “All right?’

“Fine by me.”

Stuff everywhere. Cables. A small meteor swarm of utility clips flashed in the
light. Globules of fluid shone both oily-dark and amber. A sweater and asingle
dlipper danced and turned in unison like a ghost.

“Lifesupport’sflat gone,” Ben said. A locker banged in the external audio, while
Bird was checking the spinner cylinders for occupants. Empty. Likewise the shower.

A power cell floated past. Dead spare, one from the lock, one guessed.
A globule of fluid impacted Bird’ s visor, leaving a chain of dark red beads.

“Comeon, Bird. Let’s seal up. Let’s get out of here. They’re gone. Dead ship,
that's al. Don't ask what this Slop isthat’ s floating. The’cyclers are shot.”



Drifting hose. More clips. A lump of blankets under the number two workstation,
spotted in Bird' s chest-light. “Looks like here' s one of them,” Bird said.

“God! Let it be! Bird!”

“Carbon and water. Just carbon and water.” Bird held the counter edge and
snagged the blanket.

The body drifted past the chair, rolled free as the blanket floated on to dance with
the sweater.

Y oung man in filthy coveralls. Straight dark hair and loose limbs drifted in the
dow spin the turnout gave him.

Not much beard.

Bird caught a sleeve, stopped the spin, saw a dirty face, shut eyes, open mouth.
Dehydration shrank the skin, cracked the lips.

“Don’t touch him!” Ben objected. “ God, don’t touch him!”
“Beard’ s been shaved, maybe three days.”

“God knows how long ago—he' s dead, Bird. That’'s a dead body.”
Bird nudged the chin-lever over to sensor array, said, “Left. Hand.”
The hud showed far warmer than the 10° ambient.

Fliable flesh.

“lsn’t abody, Ben. Thisguy’salive.”

“Shit,” Ben said. Then: “But he's not in control of this ship. Is he?’

Long, long door closing, with an unconscious man crowding them three to the
lock, and the underpowered motors going slow and threatening breakdown. Then
they could Mode 2 Override their own airlock, mixing air supplies and keeping
pressure up for their passenger’s sake. “Go ahead and seal it behind us,” Bird said.
“Keep it just the way it was, in case Mama asks questions.”

“God, we got a contaminants flashing in our lock now. Why the hell don’t we
have atransfer bag? God, this guy’s al over crud.”

“We'll think of that next time. Come on, come on. Do it.”

Ben swore, made the numbingly slow seal of the wreck’s doors, then pulled their
leech free and hit hatch close on their own panel, sending One’ er Eighty-four Zebra
toward an electronic sleep, still docked with them, her last battery on the edge of
falure,

“Man was atotal fool,” Ben muttered. “He should’ ve hooked the ship in to feed
that suit, not the other way around. Should have let her go all the way down.”

“Would ve made sense,” Bird said.
“So where' s the partner?’
“God only. Push cycle. | can’t reach it.”



Ben got an arm past him and the rescuee and hit the requisite button. Their own
compressor started, solid and fast, a healthy vibration under the decking.

Then the whole chamber went red and a blinking white light on the panel said
internal contaminant aert.

“Shit,” Ben groaned.

“You got that right.”

“Bad joke, Bird. That stuff got past the filters!”
“Just override. Tell it we're sorry, we can’'t helpit.”

Ben was already punching at the button. Ben said, “We don’t need any damn
corpse fouling up our air, howsoever long he takes to get that way.—God, Bird, we
own that ship!”

“Just let’s not worry about it here.” Bird felt the slight movement in his arms.
Hugged the man tight, thinking, Poor sod. Hold on. Hold on awhile. We got you.
You'reall right. He said to Ben, “He’ s moving.”

Ben drew an audible breath. “Y ou know, we could put him back in there. Who's
to know?’

“Bad joke, Ben.” The pressure equalized lit up. “Hatch button. Come on, give me
ahand, huh?1 can’t turn around.”

“We can’'t damn well afford this!” Ben said. “We' re into the bank asfar as—"
“Ben, for God's sake, just punch the damn button!”

Ben punched it. The hatch opened, relieved the pressure at Bird' s back, gave him
room to turn and haul their rescuee inside. He carefully let the man go and let him
drift while he sailed back into the lock and secured the leech into its housing. Then
he drifted back through and shut the inside hatch.

Ben was lifting his helmet off—Ben was making a disgusted face and swearing.
Thelr air quality darm had the warning siren going and the overhead lights
flashing—it was that bad. Ben grabbed their guest by the collar and started peeling
him out of his clothes.

Bird got hisown helmet off and let it float, stripped off his gloves and helped Ben
peel the unconscious man to the skin, trying not to breathe, bunching the coveralls
and stimsuit continually as they peeled them off, trying not to let them touch the air.
He hesitated whether to go for a containment bag or shove them in the washer and
maybe foul the cleaning fluid for the rest of the trip. The washer was closer. He
crammed them in, slippers and all, levered the small door shut and pushed the
button. The stench clung to his bare hands. His suit was splotched with yellow and
red stains.

He heard afaint voice not Ben's, protesting incoherently, turned and saw Ben
pulling the shower door open, the young man trying to resist Ben's pulling him
around. Ben pushed the man inside and pulled the door to—a knee was in the way
and Ben shoved it, while their uninvited passenger, drifting behind clear plastic,



slammed aweak fist against the clear plex door.
“Bealittle damn careful, Ben.”

Ben pulled the outside seal lever down, flung up the service panel beside the door,
pushed the Test Cycle button, holding the shower door shut the while. The shower
started. Their guest slammed the door with hisfist again, drifted back against the
wall asthe water hit him.,

“What' s the water temp?’

“Whatever you left it.”

“1 don’'t remember what | left it.—Cut it, Ben, he's passed out.”

“He' s al right, dammit! We' ve spent enough on thisfool, I'm not living with that
stink! I1t's my money too, Bird, in case you forget! It's my money right along with
yours we spent running after this guy, it's my money pays for those filters, and that
smell makes me sick to my stomach, Bird!”

“All right, al right. Takeit easy.”

“It'sall over ug!”

“Ben,—shut up. Just shut up. Hear me?”’

The air quality siren was still going. It was enough to drive aman crazy. They
were having azero run, hardly anything in the ding. They’ d spent nerve-wracking
hours getting the ship linked and now Ben had gotten so close to money he could
tasteit. Ben got alittle breath, looked asif control was still coming hard for him, as
If he was somewhere between breaking down and breaking something.

Bird shoved over to the lifesupport control panel and cut the siren. The silence
after was deafening. Just the shower going and their own hard breathing.

Ben was a hard worker, sometimes too hard. Bird told himself that, told himself
Ben was a damned fine partner, and the Belt was lonely and tempers got raw. Two
men jammed into afive by three can for months on end had to give each other
room—had to, that was all.

Ben said, thin-lipped, but sanely, “Bird, we got to wipe down these suits. We
have to get this stink off. It's going to break down our filters, dammit.”

“It won't break down our filters,” Bird assured him quietly, but he went and got
the case of towel wipes out of the locker. The shower entered its drying cycle. The
guy was floating there, eyes shut, maybe resting, maybe unconscious. Bird reached
for the door.

Ben held the latch down and pushed the Test Cycle a second time.

“Ben,” Bird protested, “Ben, for God’s sake, the guy’ s had enough. Are you
trying to drown him?’

“I won't live with that stink!”

The man—kid, redlly, he looked younger than Ben was—had drifted against the
shower wall and hung there. He was moving again, however feebly—and maybe it



was cowardly not to insist Ben listen to reason, but a small ship was nowhereto
have afight start, over what was likely doing the kid no harm, and maybe some
good. Y ou could breathe the mist, you could drink the detergent straight and not
suffer from it. Dehydrated as he was, he could do with alittle clean water; and cold
as he' d been, maybe it was afast way to warm him through.

So he said, “All right, al right, Ben,” and opened the box of disinfectant towels,
wiped his hands and chest and arms and worked down.

“l can still smell it,” Ben said in a shaky voice, wiping his own suit off. “Even
after you scrub it | can still smell it.”

“That’sjust the disinfectant.”

“Hdl if itis”

Ben was not doing well, Bird thought. He had insisted Ben go over there with him
and maybe that had been a mistake: Ben wasn't far into his twenties himself; and Ben
might never have been in atruly lonely, scary Situation in his whole stationbound life.
Ben had spooked himself about this business for days, with al this talk about
hijackers.

On the other hand maybe an old dirtsider from Earth and a Belter brat four years
out of school weren't ever going to understand each other on all levels.

They shed the suits. They’d used up three quarters of their supply of wipes. “Just
aswell our guy staysin the shower,” Bird said, now that he thought calmly about it,
“until we have something to put himin. His clothes'll be dry in abit.” He cycled the
shower again himself, stowed his suit and floated over to the dryer asit finished its
cycle. The clothes were alittle damp about the seams, and smelled of disinfectant:
the dryer’ s humidity sensor needed replacing, among a dozen other things at the
bottom of his roundtoit list. He read the stenciled tag on the coveralls. “Our guy’s
got aname. Tag says Dekker. P.”

“That’ sfine. So he's got a name. What happened to his partner, that’s what |
want to know.”

Maybe that was after all what was bothering Ben—too many stories about Nouri
and the hijackers.

“Hewasn’t doing so well himself, was he?’ Dekker, P was drifting in the shower
compartment, occasionally moving, not much. Bird opened the door, without
interference from Ben thistime, and said, quietly, before he took the man’s arm:
“Dekker, my name' s Bird, Morrie Bird. My partner’s Ben. You're al right. We're
going to get you dressed now. Don’t want you to chill.”

Dekker half opened his eyes, maybe at the cold air, maybe at the voice. He jerked
his arm when Bird pulled him toward the outside. “Cory?’ he asked. And in panic,
bracing a knee and a hand against the shower door rim: “Cory?’

“Watch him!” Ben cried; but it was Ben who caught aloose backhand in the face.
Dekker jabbed with his elbow on the recoil, made a move to shove past them, but he
had nothing left, neither leverage nor strength. Bird blocked his escape and threw an



arm around him, after which Dekker seemed to gray out, all but limp, saying,
“Cory...”

“Must be the partner,” Bird said.

“God only. | want a shower, Bird.” Ben snatched the half-dry coveralls from him
and grabbed Dekker’sarm. “Hell with the stimsuit, let’s just wrap this guy up before
he bashes a panel or something.”

“Just hold on to him,” Bird said. Bird caught the stimsuit that was drifting nearby,
shook the elastic out, got the legs and sleeves untangled and got hold of Dekker’s
arm. “Left leg, come on, son. Clean clothes. Come on, give us some help here. Left
leg.”

Dekker tried to help, then, much as a man could who kept passing out on them.
His skin had been heated from the shower. It was rapidly cooling in the cabin air and
Ben wasright: it was hard enough to get a stimsuit on oneself, nearly impossible to
put one on afainting man. He was chilling too fast. They gave that up. By the time
they got him into the coveralls and zipped him up he was moving only feebly,
half-conscious.

“Not doing real well, ishe?’ Ben said. “Damn waste of effort. The guy’s going to
sign off—"
“He'sdl right,” Bird said, “God, Ben, mind your mouth.”

“1 just want my bath. Let’s just get this guy to bed, all right? We get a shower, we
call Mama and tell her we got ourselves a ship!”

“ Shut up about the ship, Ben.”

A long, careful breath. “Look, I'm tired, you'retired, let’sjust forget it til we get
squared away, al right?’

“All right.” Bird shoved off in atemper of his own, drifted toward the spinner
cylinders overhead, taking Dekker with him—carefully turned and caught a hold,
pulling Dekker toward the open end. “ Come on, son, we' re putting you to bed, easy
doesit.”

Dekker said, “Cory,—”

“Cory’syour partner?’

Dekker’ s eyes opened, hazed and vague. Dekker grabbed the spinner rim, shaking
his head, refusing to be put inside.

“Dekker? What happened to you, son?’

“Cory,—" Dekker said, and shoved. “I don’t want to. No!”

Ben sailed up, grabbed Dekker’s collar on the way and carried him half into the
cylinder, Dekker fighting and kicking. Bird rolled and pushed off, got Dekker by a
leg, Dekker screaming for Cory all the while and fighting them.

“Hold on to him!” Ben said, and Bird did that, holding Dekker from behind until
Ben could unhook a safety tether from the bulkhead, held on while Ben sailed back



to grab Dekker’sarm and tie it to a pipe.
“Damn crazy,” Ben said, panting. “ Just keep him there. I’ll get another line.”
“That’s rough, Ben.”
“Rougher on al of usif thisfool hits the panels. Just hold him, dammit!”

Ben somersaulted off to the supply lockers, while Bird caught his breath and kept
Dekker’s free arm pinned, patting his shoulder, saying, “It’ s all right, son, it's al
right, we're trying to get you home. My name’ s Bird. That’s Ben. What do you go
by?’

Several shallow breaths. Struggles turned to shivers. “Dek.”

“That's good.” He patted Dekker’ s shoulder. Dekker’ s eyes were open but Bird
was far from sure Dekker knew where he was or what had happened to him. “ Just
hold on, son.” A locker door banged, forward. Ben came sailing up with aroll of

tape.
“1’m not sure we need that,” Bird said. “Guy’sjust alittle spooked.”

Ben ignored him, grabbed Dekker’ s other arm and began wrapping it to the pipe.
“Guy’stotally off hishead.” Dekker tried to kick him, Dekker kept saying, “My
parther—where’ s my partner?’

“Afraid there was an accident,” Bird said, holding Dekker’ s shoulder. “ Suit’'s
gone. We looked. There wasn’t anybody else on that ship.”

“No!”

“Y ou remember what happened?’

Dekker shook his head, teeth chattering. “ Cory.”
“Was Cory your partner?”’

“Cory!”

“Shit,” Ben said, and shook Dekker, slapped his face gently. “Your partner’s
dead, man. The suit was gone. Y ou got picked up, my partner and | picked you up.
Hear?’

It did no good. Dekker kept mumbling about Cory, and Ben said, “I’m going
down after a shower. Or you can.”

“1’m scared we left somebody in that ship.”

“You didn’'t leave anybody in that ship, dammit, Bird, we're not opening that lock
agan!”
“I’m not that sure.”

“You looked, Bird, you looked. If there was a Cory he's gone, that’ s all. Suit and
all. We' ve done all we can for this guy. We' ve spent days on this guy. We' ve spent
our fuel on this guy, we've risked our necks for this guy—"

“His name' s Dekker.”



“His name's Dekker or Cory or Buddhafor all | care. He's out of his head, we
got nowhere safe to put him, we don’t know what happened to his partner, we don’t
know why Mama doesn’t know him, and that worries me, Bird, it seriously does!”

It made sense. Everything Ben was saying made sense. The other suit was gone.
They had searched the lockers and the spinners. There were no hiding places | eft.
But nothing about this affair was making sense.

“Hear me?’ Ben asked.

“All right, al right,” Bird said, “just go get your shower and let’ s get our numbers
comped. We have to call in. Have to. Regulations. We got to do this al by the
book.”

“Don’t you feel sorry for him. Y ou hear me, Bird? Don’t you even think about
going back into that ship.”

“l won't. | don't. It's all right.”
Ben looked at him distressedly, then rolled and kicked off for the shower.

Bird floated down to the galley beside it, opened the fridge and got a packet of
Citrisd, lime, lemon, what the hell, it was all ghastly awful, but it had the trace
elements and salts and simple sugars.

It was the best he knew to do for the man. He drifted over to Dekker, extracted
the tube and held it to Dekker’ s lips.

“Come on. Drink up. It’ s the green stuff.”

Dekker took a sip, made aface, ducked his head aside.
“Come on. Another.”

Dekker shook his head.

Couldn’t blame him for that, Bird thought. And you damn sure didn’t want
anybody sick at his stomach in null-g. He tested whether the cord and the tape were
too tight, decided Dekker was all right for awhile. “Well let you loose when your
head clears. You're dl right. Hear me? We're going to get you back to Base. Get
you to the meds. Hear me?’

Dekker nodded dightly, eyes shut.

Exhausted, Bird decided. He gave the man a gentle pat on the shoulder and said,
“Get some sleep. Ship’s stable now.”

Dekker muttered something. Agreement, Bird thought. He hoped so. He was
shaky, exhausted, and he wished they were ahell of alot closer to Base than they
were,

The guy needed a hospital in the worst way. And that was a month away at least.
Bad trip. And there was the investment of time and money this run was going to cost
them. Half ayear’ sincome, counting mandatory layouts.

Maybe Ben was right and they did have alega claim on thiswreck—Ben was a
college boy, Ben knew the ins and outs of company law and all the loopholes—and



maybe legally those were the rules, but Bird didn’t like thinking that way and he
didn't like the situation this run had put them in. If it was a company ship they had in
tow and if it was the company itself they were going to be collecting their bills
from—that was one thing; but the rig with its cheap equipment wasn’t spiff enough
for acompany ship. That meant it was afreerunner, and that meant it was some poor
sod’ swhole life, Dekker’s or somebody’s. Get their expenses back, yes, much as
they could, but not rob some poor guy of everything he owned. That wasn't
something Bird wanted to think aboui.

But Ben could. And Ben scared him of a sudden. Y ou worked with aguy two
yearsin alittle can like this and eventually you did think you knew him reasonably
well, but God knew and experience had proved it more than once—it was lonely out
here, it was along way from civilization, and you could never realize what all aguy’s
kinks were until something pushed the significant button.

CHAPTER 2
K N»

THE old man went away. Dekker heard him or his partner moving about. He
heard the shower going, over the fan and the pump noises in the pipes beside his
head. The ship was stable. That was afeeling he had thought he would never have
again. He had dimmed the lights, cut off everything he could and nursed it asfar as
he could til the’ cyclers went and the water fouled.

And here he was free of the stimsuit, light as a breeze and vulnerable to the chill
and the lack of g. He was off his head, he knew that: he scared the people who had
rescued him, he knew that too, and he tried not to do it, but they scared him. They
talked about owning his ship. They might kill him, might just let him die and tell the
company sorry, they hadn’t been able to help that.

Maybe they couldn’t. Maybe he shouldn’t care any longer. He was tired, he hurt,
body and soul, and living took more work than he was sure he wanted to spend
again on anything. He had no idea how long and how far arun was still in front of
him getting home. He didn’t think he could stand being treated like this all the way.
Everything smelled of disinfectant, and sometimesit was his ship and sometimes it
wastheirs.

But Cory never answered him wherever he was, and at times he knew she
wouldn't.

The old man drifted up into his sight again, put a straw in his mouth and told him
to drink. He did. It tasted of copper. The old man asked him what had happened to
his partner. Then he remembered—how could he have forgotten?—that she was out
there and that ship was, he could see it coming—

“No!” he cried, and winced when it hit, he knew it was going to hit, the collision
alert was screaming. He yelled into the mike, “My partner’ s out there!” because it
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was the last thing he could think of to tell them.

“Your partner’s dead!” somebody yelled at him, and another voice, angry, yelled,
“Shut up, dammit, Ben! Y ou got no damn feelings, give the guy a chance. God!”

He was still alive and he did not understand how he had survived. He hauled
himself to the radio, he held on against the spin as long as he had strength. “ Cory,”
he called on the suit-com frequency, over and over again, while the ship tumbled.
Maybe she answered. His ears rang so he couldn’t hear the fans or the pumps. But
he kept calling her name, so she would know he was alive and looking for her, that
he'd get help to her somehow...

As soon as he could get the damned engines to fire.

Or as soon as he could get hold of Base and make that ship out there answer
him...

Ben said, “We're due salvage rights, whether he's company or afreerunner, no
legal difference. It’sright in the company rules, I’'ll show you—"

Bird said, carefully, because he wanted Ben to understand him: “We'll get
compensated.”

“Maritime law since—"
“There sthe law and there swhat’ sright, Ben.”

“Right is, we own that ship, Bird. He wasn't in control of it, that’s what right
wS.”

Ben was short of breath. He was yelling. Bird said, calmly, sanely, “I’'mtrying to
tell you, there’salot of complications here. Let’sjust calm down. We' ve got weeks
yet back to Base, plenty of timeto figure this out, and we'll talk about it. But we're
not getting any damn where if we don’t get our figuresin and tell Mamato get usthe
hell home. Fast.”

“ S0 how much are you going to spend on this guy?. A month’s worth of food?
Medical supplies? We' re going to bust our ass and risk our rigging for this guy?’

Bird had no answer. He couldn’t think of one to cut this off.

“Thisis my money too, Bird. It's my money you’ re spending. Maybe you own
this ship, maybe I’ m just a part-share partner, but | have some say here.” Ben flung a
gesture toward Dekker, aft. “That guy’ s going to live or he'sgoing to die. In either
case he’' s going to do it before the month is up. Much as | want to be rid of him,
there’ s no need busting our tails—we have double mass to move, Bird, and hell if
I’m dumping the sling—"

“All right, we' re not dumping the sling. Not ours, not his either, if we can avoid
it.”

“And we' re not putting any hard push on the rigging. There’ s no point in risking
our necks. Or putting wear on the pins and the lines. We don't call thisa

life-and-death. We can’t cut that much time off. And hell if | want to meet arock the
way thisguy did.”



It made better sense than alot else Ben had been saying. Bird took that for
hopeful and nodded. “I’ Il go with you on that. A hard push could do more harm
than good for him, too.”

“Guy’s going to die anyway.”

“He' s not going to die,” Bird said. “For God's sake, just shut up, he can hear
you.”

“So if he doesn’t? A month gets him well, and we pull into station and he looks
healthy and he says sure he was managing that ship just fine—"

“Just let it alone, Ben!”
“1"m going to get pictures.”

“Get your pictures.” Bird shook his head, wishing he could say no, wishing he
had some way to reason with Ben, but if getting a vid record would make Ben
happier, God, let him have the pictures. “We have the condition of that ship out
there, we have the log records over there—"

“Charts—" Ben exclaimed, asif that was anew idea.
“We're not touching that log. No way. That part of the law | know.”
“1’m not talking about that. Look—Iook, | got an idea.”

An ideawas welcome. Bird watched doubtfully as Ben punched up the zone
schema, pointed on the screen to the' driver ship and its fire-path to the Well, the
same thing that scared them even to contemplate. “ That’s got amedic. That’s got a
friggin’ company captain in charge. We just ask Mama to boost us over there just
across the line and they can take official possession.”

“Damn right they would. The company doesn’t run a charity.”

“It'san Rl ship! They’re obligated to take him. They have no choice. The law
saysa’driver isaBase: they can log usright there for afind if we bring it in, and this
isafind, isn't it? Same asarock. We can turn it in, money in the bank, and we can
apply to do some clean-up along with its tenders for the rest of our run—that’s
damn good money. Sure money. And we got the best excuse going.”

“Ben, that’sa’driver captain you're talking about. They don’t have to do
anything. Y ou want him to tell uswe' ve still got to turn around and take thisguy in
to Base, maybe clean to R, if hetakesit in his head—he can do that. Y ou want him
to tell us he'll hold Eighty-four Zebra for us—and then contest hisfeesin court
when he shows up three years from now with one hell of a haulage charge? We got
thisrun to pay for, we got serious questions to answer, because there’s awhole lot
that’ s not right about this, and I’ m not taking my chances with any Court of Inquiry
back at Base with all the evidence stuck out on a’driver that for all we know isn’t
coming in for three or four more years. If you want to talk law, now, let’s be
practical!”

Ben’s mouth shut.
“A ’driver does any damn thing it wants to. Three years' dockage charges,



supposing they’re on the start of their run. Three years haulage. Y ou want to try to
pry aclaim away from the company then? Not mentioning the cost of getting it there.
We're short asis. Y ou want to hear them say ferry it back ourselves anyway? Twice
the distance? Or get us drafted into its tender crew on a permanent basis? You
know what they charge a freerunner for fuel?’

Ben looked very sober during all of this. Ben bit hislip. “So that’s out. Y ou
know, we could just sort of knock that fellow on the head. Solve everybody’s
problem.”

Ben, who was scared to death of looking at a body.

“Yeah, sure,” Bird said.

And from aft: “What timeisit? What' s the time?’

Ben glanced up. “Now what does he want?’

Bird checked his watch. “2310,” he shouted back.

“1 want my watch.”

“God,” Ben muttered, shaking his head. “We have four weeks of this guy?’
“I want my watch!”

Ben yelled: “ Shut up, dammit, you’ re not keeping any appointments anyway!”

“Patience,” Bird said, but Ben shoved off in Dekker’s direction. Bird sailed after,
arrived as Dekker said quietly,

“I need my watch.”

Ben said: “Y ou don’t need your watch, you’ re not going anywhere. It's 23 damn
10 in my dleep, mister, you're using our air and our fuel and our time already, so
shut up.”

“Ben, just take it easy.”

“I’ll shut him up with awrench.”

“Ben.”

“All right, dl right, al right.” Ben took off again.
Dekker said, “I can’'t see my watch.”

Bird floated over where he could read the time on Dekker’ swatch. “2014. You're
about three hours slow.”

“No.”

“That’swhat it says.”

“What day isit?’

“May 20.”

“You'relying to me!”

“Bird,” Ben said ominously, and came drifting up again to reach for Dekker, but



Bird grabbed him.

“l can’'t take four weeks of that, Bird, | swear to you, this guy’s already on credit
with me aready.”

“Give me alittle dack, will you? Shut it down. Shut it up. Hear me?”’
“I’ve dedlt with crazies,” Ben muttered. “I’ ve seen enough of them.”

“Fine. Fine. We get this guy out of atumble, he’ s been whacked about the head,
he'salittle shook, Ben, d’you think you wouldn’t be, if you' d been through what he
has?’

Ben stared at him, jaw clamped, grievous offense in every line of hisface.

Ben wasin the middie of his night. That was so. Ben wastired and Ben had been
spooked, and Ben didn’t understand weakness in anybody el se.

Serious personality flaw, Bird thought. Dangerous personality flaw.
He watched Ben go back to his work without aword.
Good partner in some ways. Damned efficient. Good with rocks.

But different. Belter-born, for one thing, never talked about his relatives. Brought
up by the corporation, for the corporation.

Talk to Ben about Shakespeare, Ben'd say, What shift does he work?
Say, | come from Colorado—Ben’d say, Isthat acity?

But Ben didn’t really know what a city was. Y ou couldn’t figure how Ben read
that word.

Say, | went up to Denver for the weekend, and Ben'd look at you funny, because
weekend was another thing that didn’t translate. Ben wouldn’t ask, either, because
Ben didn't really want to know: he couldn’t spend it and he wasn’t going there and
never would and that was the limit of Ben'sinterest.

Ask Ben about spectral analysis or the assay and provenance of agiven chunk of
rock and he'd do a thirty-minute monologue.

Damn weird valuesin Belt kids' mindsets. Sometimes Bird wondered. Right now
he didn’t want to know.

Right now he was thinking he might not want Ben with him next trip. Benwasa
fine geologist, areliable hold-her-steady kind of pilot, and honest in hisown way.

But he had some scary dark spots too.

Maybe years could teach Ben what a city was. But God only knew if you could
teach Ben how to livein one.

Bird was serioudly pissed. Ben had that much figured, and that made him mad
and it made him nervous. He approved of Bird, generally. Bird knew his business,
Bird had spent thirty yearsin the Belt, doing things the hard way, and Ben had had it
figured from the time he was 14 that you never got anywhere working for the
company if you weren't in the executive track or if you weren't asenior pilot: he had



never had the connections for the one and he hadn’t the reflexes for the other, so
freerunning was the choice... where he was working only for himself and where what
you knew made the difference.

He had come out of the Institute with abasic pilot’s license and the damn-all
latest theory, had the numbers and the knowledge and everything it took. The
company hadn’t been happy to see an Institute lad go off freerunning, instead of
daving in its offices or working numbers for some company miner, and most
Institute brats wouldn’t have had the nerve to do what he’ d done: skimp and save
and live in the debtor barracks, and then bet every last dollar on afreerunner’s
outfitting; most kids who went through the Institute didn’t have the discipline, didn’t
refrain from the extrafood and the entertainment and the posh quarters you could
opt for. They didn’t even get out of the Institute undebted, thank God for mama's
insurance; and even granted they did al that, most wouldn’t have had the practical
sense to know, if they did decide to go mining and not take a job key-pushing in
some office, that the game was not to sign up with some shiny-new company pilot in
corp-rab, who had perks out to here. Hell, no, the smart thing was to hunt the
records for the old independent who had made ends meet for thirty years, lean times
and otherwise.

Namely Morris Bird.

Freerunning was the only wide gamble | eft in the Belt—and freerunners, being
from what they were, didn’t have the advantage of expert, up-to-date knowledge
from the Institute—plus the Assay Office. But with Morrie Bird' sthirty years of
running the Belt, his old charted pieces were bigger than you got nowadays,
distributed al along the orbital track, and he got chart fees on those every month, the
company didn’'t argue with his requests to tag, and those old charted pieces kept
coming round again, in the way of rocks that looped the sun fast and slow.
Sometimes those twenty-four- and twelve-year-old pieces might have been
perturbed, and if somebody tried to argue about the claim, your numbers had to be
solid after all those years—besides which, to find the good chaff that might remain
to be found, you had to have more than guesswork. That was the pitch he had to
offer along with 20 k interest-free to finance some equipment Bird badly needed; that
was why Bird should take a greenie for a numbers man in atime when experienced
miners went begging: company training, the science and the math and the complete
Belt charts that Assay got to see—and they had done damned well as ateam—
damned well, til they’ d got one of those absolutely miserable draws Mama
sometimes handed you—a sector where there just wasn’t much left to find but a
handful of company-directed tags on some company-owned rocks.

So right now they werein afinancial slump, Bird was under a strain, and Bird had
odd touchy spots Ben never had been able to figure—all of which this Dekker had
evidently hit on with his crazy behavior and his pretty-boy looks. Dekker was up
therein their deeping nook mumbling about losing his partner (damned careless of
him!) and now Bird was mad at him, acting asif it was his fault the guy was dive
and the find that might have been their big break turned out complicated.



Maybe, he thought, Bird did want that ship as much as he did, maybe Bird was
equally upset that this fellow was alive, Bird having this ethic about helping
people—Bird might well be confused about what he was feeling.

Dangerous attitude to spread around, Ben thought, this charity business—and
unfair, when Bird even thought about forgoing that ship for somebody who owed
him and not the other way around, at his own partner’s expense. It was away for
Bird to get had, and a man as free-handed as Bird was needed help from a partner
with alasting reason to keep him in one piece.

“Bird?’ he called out from the workstation. “1 got your prelim calc. No
complications but that ' driver and our mass.”

Bird came over to him, Bird said he'd finish it up and call Mama. Bird touched
him on the shoulder in aconfusingly friendly way and said, “Get some sleep.”

Ben said, because he thought it might make Bird happier, “You. I'm wired.” At
the bottom of his motives was the thought that alittle time next to Dekker’ s constant
mumbling about Cory and his watch might make Bird alittle less charitable to
strangers.

But Bird said, “You. You're the one needs it most.”
“What'’s that supposed to mean?’

“It means what it means. You'retired. Y ou’ ve worked your ass off Get some
rest.”

“I don't think I'll Sleep right off. That guy makes me nervous. Thiswhole
situation makes me nervous.”

“Bad day. Hard day.”

He decided Bird was being sane again. He was relieved. “Y ou know,” he said,
“we might just ought to get a statement out of this guy. Y ou know. Besides pictures.
I’m going to get a tape of this whole damn What-time-is-it? routine, show what we
got to cope with. Might just prove our case.”

Bird shook his head.

“Bird, for God' s sake.”

“Ben,” hesad firmly.

Ben did not understand. He flatly did not understand.
“Just go easy on him,” Bird said.

“So what’ s he to us?’

“A human being.”

“That’s no damn recommendation,” Ben muttered. But it was definitely a mistake
to argue with Bird in his present mood: Bird owned the ship. Ben shook his head.
“I’ll just get the pictures.”

“You don’t understand, do you?”’



“Understand what?’

“What if it was you out there?’

“1 wouldn’t be in that damn mess, Bird! Y ou wouldn’t be.”
“You'rethat sure.”

“I"'m sure.”

“Ben, you mind my asking—what ever happened to your folks?’
“What' s that to do with it?’

“Did they ever make a mistake?’

“My mamawasn’t the pilot.—That ship’s not going to be book mass, with that
tank rupture. Center of massis going to be off, too. Need to do atest burnin alittle
while, al right? | don’t want to leave anything to guesswork.”

“Y eah. Fine. Nothing rough. Remember we have a passenger.”
Ben frowned at him, and kept his mouth shut.

Bird said, pulling closer, “I got to tell you, Ben, right up front, we're not robbing
this poor sod. He's got enough troubles. Hear me? Don’'t you even be thinking
about it.”

“It’ s not robbing. It's perfectly legal. It’ s your rights, Bird, same as he has his.
The same as he' d take his, if things were the other way around. That’ s the way the
system is set up to work.”

“There srights, and there’swhat isright.”

“He’ s not your friend! He' s not even anybody’ s friend you know. Bird, for
God'’ s sake, you got amajor break here. Breaks like thisdon’t just fall into your lap,
and they’ re nothing if you don’t make them work for you. That’swhy there's
laws—to even it up so you can work with people the way they are, Bird, not the way
you want them to be.”

“You till haveto look in mirrors.”
“What' s mirrors to do with anything?’
“1f we're due anything, we' re due the expenses.”

“Expenses, hell! We're due haulage, medical stuff, chemkit, and afat salvage fee
at minim, we're due that whole damn ship, iswhat we're due, Bird.”

“It won't work.”

“Hell if it won't work, Bird! I'll show it to you in the code. Y ou want me to show
it to you in the code?’

Bird looked put out with him. Bird said, with asigh, “I know the rules.”

Bird had him completely puzzled. He took a chance, asked: “Bird,—have | done
something wrong?’

“No. Just give me warning on that burn. I’ m going to shoot some antibiotics into



our passenger, get him alittle more comfortable.”

Ben said, vexed, figuring to argue it later, “ Better keep arunning tab on the stuff,
iIf that’sthe way you're playing it.”

“Thereisn’'t any damn tab, Ben! Quit thinking like a computer. The guy can have
kidney and liver damage, he can have fractures, he can be concussed. Y ou can calc
anice gentle burn while you're at it. We' re not doing any sudden moves with him.”

“All right. Fine. Slow and easy.” Ben tapped the stylus at the keys, with temper
boiling up in him as Bird left—downright hurt, when it cameto it. He tapped it
severa times on the side of the board, shoved away from the toehold and caught up
with Bird' sretreat. “Bird, dammit, what in hell have | done?’

Bird looked at him asif he were adding things in his head.

Maybe, Ben thought, maybe Bird just didn’t like to be argued with. Or maybe it
was that pretty-boy face of Dekker’s. Dekker was a type he thoroughly detested,
because for some people there didn’t need to be any sane reason to do them favors,
didn’t matter they were dumb as shit or that they’ d cut your throat for their
advantage, people believed them because they looked good and they talked smooth.
It suddenly dawned on him that Bird was acting soft-headed about this guy with no
good reason; and he decided maybe Bird taking care of Dekker himself wasn't a
good ideaat al. He said, quickly, quietly, “I1t’ s the bank I’ m worried about. And this
guy’sintentions. He' s not in hisright zone. He' s along way from it. We don’t know
him. Maybe he was thrown here, maybe he wasn’t. We don’t know what heis. He
could be some drop-off from the rebels—"

“There aren’t any jackers, Ben. And heisn't any rebel. What' s he going to spy
on? A ship you can see from deep out with any decent optics? Y ou’' ve heard too
many stories.”

“All right, all right, he's one of the good guys. Y ou want him tucked in safe and
sound, you want a dose of broad-spectrum stuff and maybe some vitaminsin him,
I’ll take care of it. Y ou set up the burn.”

“You'reaready running on it.”
“I said I’'ll take care of him!”

Ben kited off toward the med cabinet, and Bird’ s first thought was, So maybe |
talked some human sense into him. And then, cynically: Maybe at |east he figures
he' s precarious with me right now, and covering hisassisall he’sdoing. Y ou don't
change a man that fast.

Then he saw Ben fill a hypo and thought, God, he wouldn’t!
Bird kicked off from the touch strip and sailed up beside Ben. “I’ll do it.”
“I'll take care of it.”

Bird snatched at the bottle. It floated free. It turned label-side toward him as he
caught it and it was antibiotic Ben had been |oading.

Ben scowled at him. “Y ou' re acting crazy, Bird. You' re acting seriously crazy,



you know that?’
“Ill handleit,” Bird said. “Just wait on that burn afew minutes.”

Ben scowled at him, shoved off from the cabinet and sailed backward toward the
workstation. Offended, Bird thought, with atwinge of irritation and of conscience at
once—not sure what Ben really had intended. Ben had no patience or sympathy for
Dekker or anyone else—so he' d thought.

Or wasiit just plain jealousy Ben was showing?

Ben belted back in at his keyboard. Ben was not looking at him, pointedly not
looking at him.,

Bird kicked off to the side, drifted up to Dekker—Dekker |ooked to be asleep,
Bird hoped that was al. At least he’' d given up asking what time it was. Bird popped
him on the arm with the back of one hand.

Dekker waked with a start and an outcry.
“Polybact,” Bird said, showing him the needle. “Y ou got any allergies?’

Dekker shook his head muzzily. Bird gave him the shot, snagged the Citrisal pack
out of the pipeswhere air currents had sent it, uncapped the stem and put it in
Dekker’s mouth.

Dekker took asip or two. Turned his head. “ That’s all.”

“We're going to do atest burn. After that we'll be doing a 140, going to catch a
beam home. Has to be our Base, understand, unless we get other instructions. We're
out of R2.”

Dekker looked at him hazily. “No. No hospital. 79, 709, 12. That’s where we
were. We had afind—nbig find. Big find. I’ll sign it to you. Just go there. Pick my
partner up.”

“Your partner was outside when the accident happened?’
Dekker nodded.
“What happened? Catch arock?’ It happened. Usually to new crews.

Another nod. Dekker’ s eyes were having trouble tracking. “ Kilometer wide. Iron
content.”

Freerunning minersdidn’t find nickel-iron rocks that big. Rocks that big had been
mapped by optics: those rocks all had long-standing numbers, they belonged to the
company, and if they were rich, they got ' drivers assigned to them, they got chewed
in pieces, and they streamed to the recovery zone at the Well by bucketloads. But
Bird didn’t argue that point: Dekker didn’t seem highly reasonable at the moment,
and he only said, “A whole k wide. Y ou're sure of that.”

“It' sthe truth,” Dekker said. “We got atag on it. Uncharted rock. Y ou can have
it, if you'll go back there and find her.”

“Cory’saher.”



“Cory. Yes.” He was going out again. “God, go back. Go back there, listen to
me, anything you want...”

“Y ou want another sip?’ Bird asked, but Dekker was out again, gone. Bird
shoved off and arrowed down to grab a handhold by Ben’s workstation, but Ben
sad:

“1’m aready ahead of you. Man said 79, 709, 12? No signal in that direction but
the’driver.”

Nothing but the ' driver, Bird thought. God. “Hear any tag?”’

Ben shook his head.

Bird bit hislip, wondering—

Wondering, dammit, how long that particular ’driver had been there. A while,
damned sure. But Mama only told you what you needed. Y ou could work out the
rest from what you could gather with your own ears and your radar, but who wanted
to?

Who, in a question about a company tag and a private claim,—wanted to?

Ben said in alow voice, “Do you suppose that fool tried to skim the company on
arock that size?’

Bird thought, | want out of here.

But what he argued to Ben was. “We just don’'t ask. We don’t know anything and
we sure as hell aren't getting in their way. Whatever clam’s out there aready hasa
"driver attached.”

“Makes other claims kind of moot, doesn’t it?”
“Don’'t even ask.”

Company prerogatives, secret company codes and direct accesses—company
ships could talk back and forth at will; bet your life they could.

And count that that ’ driver ship was armed—if you counted a kilometer-long
mass driver as alethal weapon, and Bird personally did. Y ou didn’t want to argue
right of way or ownership with a’driver captain. They were ASTEX to the core and
they were a breed—next to God.

Ben said, “Told you we should have left this guy on the other side of the lock.
It's still not too late.”

“Cut the jokes. It wasn't funny the first time.”

“Bird, there' sahell of alot more than he’ stelling. Big find, hell. They were
skimming a company claim.”

“We don’t know that.”

“Well, that’s al | want to know. Suddenly I’m damn glad we haven't been talking
to that "driver. | don't like this, damn, | don’t.”

“1 don’t know anything. Y ou don’t know anything. We didn’t look at that |og.



Thank God. Let’sjust get us out of here.”
“We could offer to give evidence.”
“We don’t know what we' re swearing to. We don’'t know what happened.”
“We could look in that log.”

“Sure, a skimmer’ s going to log his moves. What’ s he going to write? * 1025 and
we just blew achip off a1k rock’? If we touch that panel over there we'll leave a
record of that access, and maybe that’ s not a good idea. Do | spell it out? Don’t be
afool.”

“1 can fix that log. | think | can bypass that access record if you really want to
know.”

“Don’'t depend on it. ‘ Think’ isn't good enough. No. We don’t run that risk. Best
claim we' ve got is that we haven’'t seen those records and we don’t know athing.
We don’t have a problem if we just keep clean. No shady stuff. Nothing. Clean,
Bm.”

“Knock that guy in the head,” Ben muttered. “ Be sure there' s no questions. Then
there’ s no problem.”

God, he thought. Is that what they teach this generation?
The shipjolted.

Dekker yelled aloud, struggling to get free. Someone—a familiar voice
now—shouted at him to shut up.

Another, gentler, said, “ That was just getting in position, Dekker. Takeit easy.”

He had another blank spot then, woke up with the nightmare feeling of increasing
g, not knowing where it was going to stop, or what had started it. Something
pressed into his back and he thought, God, we' re spinning—

“Cory!” heyelled.
“Shut up, dammit!”

“Dekker.” This came gently then, with atouch at his shoulder. A smell of
something cooked. Freefall. He blinked and looked at the gray-haired man, who let a
foil packet of something drift near hisface.

“We' ve done our position,” the man said to him, he couldn’t remember the name,
and then did. Bird. Bird was the good one. Bird was the one who didn’t want to kill
him. “We're going to catch our beam tomorrow and we' re going home. Seems
Mamathinks we' rein no hurry or something, damn her. I'll et you loose if you can
keep awake.” Another pat on the shoulder. “Y ou know you’ ve been off your head a
little.”

“What timeisit?’
“Shush,” Bird said, “don’t go asking that.”
“| want to know—"



Bird put a hand on his mouth. “Don’t do that,” Bird said, looking him in the eyes.
“Don’t do that, son. Y ou don’t need to know. You really don’t need to know. Y our
partner’ sjust lost, that’s all. A long time ago. There’ s nothing anybody can do for
her.”

He didn’t want to believe that. He didn’t want to wake up again, but Bird caught
the packet drifting in front of hisface and held the tube to his mouth, insisting.

Hetook alittle. It was warm, it was soup, it was salty as hell. He turned his head
away, and Bird let it go, leaving atiny planetessimal of soup cooling in the air, drifting
away with the current. Bird brushed at it, caught it in his hand, wiped it on his deeve.

Blood everywhere, shining dark drops...

Everything was stable. Clean and quiet. Nothing had ever gone wrong here.
Nothing had ever been wrong. He kept his eyes open for fear of the dark behind
them and tried another sip of what Bird was offering him, while the first was hitting
his stomach with an effect he was not yet sure of.

Why am | here? he asked himself. What isthis place? Thisisn’'t my ship. What
am | doing here?

Maybe he asked out loud. He didn’t keep track of things. “To Refinery Two,”
Bird told him.

He shook his head. He got a breath and thought, Cory’ s till in the ship, they’ve
left Cory back in the ship—

He reminded himself, he could do it now with only a cold, strange calm: No,
Cory’s dead—Not that he could remember. He kept telling himself that over and
over, but he could not remember. She was still there. She was wondering what had
happened to him. She was trusting him to do the right thing, the smart thing. She was
waiting for him to pick her up...

The dark-headed one, the young one, Ben, rose into hisvision, carrying alength
of thin cable and adavies clip. Ben hung in front of hisface and reached behind his
neck with the cable.

“Hell!” heyelled, and used a knee, but Ben grabbed a handful of his coveralls and
It missed its target.

Oh, shit, he thought then, looking Ben in the face. He thought Ben would kill him.
Bird said, from the other side, “Easy, son. It's temporary. Hold still.”

He had thought Bird was dll right. But Bird held him still and Ben got the cable
around his neck. The clip clicked.

“There,” Ben said. “Y ou can reach the necessaries... reach anything in this ship
but the buttons. And you don’t really want those, do you?’

He stared eye to eye at Ben and wondered if Ben was waiting to kill him while
Bird was aslegp. He remembered hearing them talk. He wondered whether Ben was
going to hit him right now.



“Y ou understand me?’ Ben asked.

He nodded, scared, and likewise clear-headed in atight-focused, adrenaline-edged
way. He stayed very still while Ben started untaping his left wrist from the pipe. He
didn’'t think either ahead or backward. It was just himself and Ben, and the old man
saying, holding tightly to his shoulder, “| apologize. | sincerely apologize about this,
son. But we can’'t have you wandering around off your head. Ben’s not a bad guy.
Heredly isn't.”

He remembered what he' d overheard. He had thought Bird wanted to keep him
alive, and now he wasn't sure either one of them was sane.

Ben freed hisleft arm. Bird untied the right. Moving both at once hurt his chest,
hurt his back, hurt everything so much his eyesteared.

Ben went away forward. Bird stayed behind, put a hand on his shoulder. “No
difference between our config and yours, the standard rig, by what | saw. Anything
you can reach, you can use. Wouldn't use the spinner with that cable attached,
understand, but you got g while you were tumbling, God knows probably more than
enough. Your stimsuit’s clean, but you'd as glad be free of it aday or so, wouldn’t
you? Y ou're probably sore as hell.—Right? Just don't try to use the shower, cable
won't let it seal, we'll have water everywhere. Anything else you got free run of.
Copy that?’

“Yeah.”

Bird gathered up the trailing cable, put it in his hand, closed hisfist on it. “When
you’ re moving about the cabin, do kind of keep a grip on that. We don’t want you
hurt. Hear? Don’t want that cable to pull you up short. We' re not going to do a burn
without we warn you, but all the same, you keep a hand to that. Hold on to it.”

Just too many things had happened to him. He could not figure what his situation
was or what they wanted. He shoved off, drifted away from the bulkhead to get the
packet of soup that had come adrift. Braking with his arm against a pipe was almost
more than he could do. He let go the cable, confused, and banged his head.

Someone caught his foot and pulled, gently. It turned him as he came down and
he saw Bird with a packet of soup in his own hands.

“There' s solid food,” Bird said, “when you can handle it. Use anything from the
galley you need. Y ou got pretty dehydrated.”

He hated all this past tense, implying amgjor piece of time he didn’t remember.
From moment to moment he told himself Cory was gone, and every time he did that
he felt a sense of panic. He brushed atouchpad with his foot, stopped, drank a sip
and watched Bird sip from his own packet. He kept thinking, They're lying to me,
they’ re not taking me home...

Finally he asked Bird, “What ' driver isit out there?’
“What about a’driver?’
“You were talking about a’ driver. What ' driver were you talking about?’



Ben yelled up from below, “Don’t tell him a damn thing, Bird. He hasn’'t earned
it.”

He looked from Ben down at the workstation up to Bird, resting by the bulkhead.

“Ben’sexcitable,” Bird said. “Just have your breakfast. Or supper, as may be.”

But Ben was drifting up to them. Ben braked with the shove of a hand against the
conduits. “1’d like to know,” Ben said, “what you’ ve got to pay for thistrip. Eat our
food, breathe our air, take up our time and our fuel. We're aborting a run for you.
Wejust got effin’ started and we' re headed back to Base, damn near zeroed on your
account, mister. You got any assetsto pay for this? Or just debts?’

“We have money,” he said, and then knew he shouldn’t have said that to these
people. He said, desperately catching up the thread of his thought—he hoped he
hadn’t lost anything between: “So what 'driver isit?’

Ben said, “How much money?’
“Ben,” Bird said.

“l want,” he said carefully, “| want you to call that *driver and ask about my
partner.”

“Ask what about your partner?’ Ben asked.

“Ask if they—" He stuttered on the thought. He never stuttered, and still he could
not get it out. “—if they p-picked her up.”

“So why should they? What were you doing here, poaching in another Refinery’s
zone?’

“Wew-weren't.” Dammit. “ It was.”
“What do you mean, ‘it was' ?’
“Ben,” Bird said, and then, looking at him: “ Forget he asked.”

He didn’t understand. He was so weak he couldn’t track what they were saying
from moment to moment, and hostile questions, zero g and unaccustomed food
were al one confusion of balance and orientation. There was a constant buzz in his
head that rose and fell like the fan-sounds. From moment to moment he knew Cory
was alive, and from moment to moment he thought about the time and wanted to
check hiswatch to be sure.

But that was crazy. He began to know it was. The only hope Cory had now was
that ' driver ship. Maybe it had picked her up. Maybe it had.

“He' s not telling the story he started with,” Ben said. “Man’s lying somewhere. A
collision with arock, he said. An explosion took one whole damn tank out. The
other one’s got a bash you could park a skimmer in. Y ou want to see the videotape,
man? | can show you the tape.”

“Didn’t hit arock,” he said, shaking his head. He had no idea where thiswas
going. He had no idea what they were accusing him of, whether this was going on
record or what they wanted from him.



“Why would it explode?’

“The’driver clipped us.”

“Facing away from the Well? Whose Zone were you in?’

“RI.”

“ "Driver, hell. You ran it into arock, didn’t you? Just plain ran it onto arock.”
“No.”

“Ben,” Bird said, “take it easy. The guy’s confused.”

“ ‘Take it easy.’—Some people with trouble deserve it, you know.”

“We don’t know anything,” Bird said. “His memory isn’'t going to be all that
good, with what he’ s been through.”

“Looks healthy enough. Looks damned well healthy enough on our air and our
food. Looks like he’s making real good progress.”

Ben talked about claiming the ship, he recollected that—they were after the ship
and they claimed they were taking him to R2, not home; now they were talking about
other debts—

They talked as if they wanted to put him to work for them. He had heard about
Nouri. It had happened before in the Belt. Guys with all sorts of kinks went out in
ships... and when they were ready to comein to Base, they might not want to take
the evidence with them.

God, he thought, and looked off toward nowhere. The only thing in the vicinity
was that ' driver ship. If they had never reported finding Cory—

The instruments... something coming at him over the horizon—
Explosion like afist hit them. G-force. He reached after the fire controls.
No power. Nothing...

Ben left him. Bird left him. He saw Bird talking with Ben, holding on to Ben's
arm, he couldn’t make out what they were saying.

Then Ben shouted, “We own that ship!” and Bird: “Just shut it down, Ben, shut it
down, for God’s sake, Ben!”

They started arguing again, yelling at each other about money, about what they
were spending on him, and Bird took his part, saying, over and over again, “It’s not
your damn decision, Ben!”

He watched, turning so he could see, phasing in and out of clear awareness, the
fan-sound going in his ears, the soup he had drunk lying queasy on his stomach. He
was afraid at one point Ben was going to hit the old man, and that Ben was going to
end up in control of the ship.

The argument broke up. He grayed out awhile. He came to with something near
him and looked into a cyclopic glass lens, a camera pointed at his face, Ben's face
behind it. That scared him. He stared back, wondering whether Ben had areal kink



or whether Ben was just a hobbyist. He was afraid to object. He just stared back and
tried not to throw up.

Then Ben cut the camera off and said,
“Got you, you son of abitch,” and drifted off.

He thought, This guy’s crazy, he's absolutely crazy... Ben wanted his ship. Ben
wanted him dead. He had this cable around his neck, that Ben had put there. He was
afraid to sleep after that, afraid Ben was going to do something stranger still, and
adrenaline kept him focused for awhile. But things started going away from him
again, he was back in the dark with the tumbling and the pressure building in his
head, and then he was back again with that lensin his face and Ben going crazier and
crazier...

He had no idea how long those times were or whether he had dreamed the
business with the camera. When he looked, Bird was slegping in a makeshift net
rigged down toward the bow, and Ben was back at the workstation keyboard asif he
had never moved, never had done anything in the least odd. He watched Ben for a
while, wondering if he had hallucinated, wondering if it was safe to move with Bird
asleep, because he was beginning to feel an acute need of going down to the head,
and he was scared to do anything that Ben might conceivably object to.

Finally he shoved off very slowly and drifted down feet first toward the
shower/toilet.

Ben looked around at him. He touched the other wall and caught the shower door,
and Ben seemed not to care.

Don’'t use the shower, he remembered that—he kept the cable in hisleft hand the
way Bird had said, but for a space he lost track of where he was again: then he was
inside the shower where the toilet was, finishing his business. He thought for a
panicked moment. They’relying, thisis our ship al along. It was even the same
ribbed pattern on the green shower wall. He could feel it when he touched it, rea as
anything he knew. He thought: Cory can’t be dead, sheisn’'t dead, thereisn’t any
other ship—

But there was the cable snaking out the door, there was the clip that wouldn’t
come off—he tried to brace himself with hisfeet and his shoulders while he worked,
he pulled the clip cover back to squeeze the jaws with his bare fingers, but he could
get no leverage on it and all the while Cory was out there with no way to get back—

He looked at hiswatch. It said 0638. It said, March 12. He thought, The damn
watch iswrong, it can’t be March 12. I'm back where | started. Cory’s going to die.
Oh, God—

The clip cover dlipped and he pinched his finger, bit hislip against the pain and
thought, I’ ve got to get rid of this, got to get hold of the ship, get the radio—

He looked around him for leverage, anything that could double for apliers and
put a pinch on the jaws with the clip cover retracted. He tried the soap dispenser,
pried the small panel up, worked himself around upside down with his foot braced



against the wall, pulled the spring cover back from the jaws with the fingers of his
left hand, and held the pressure point under the metal edge of the panel with the
leverage of hisright hand, pushing the panel edge down on the clip, hard as he
could, trying not to let it dip—

CHAPTER 3
K N»

CAME athump from the shower, and Ben thought to himself: He' s been in there
along time. He dlipped his seatbelt off, shoved off in that direction and snatched a
handhold at the shower corner, catching a hazy image of Dekker upside down and
crosswisein the stall.

What in hell? he wondered. He flung the door back—could make no sense at first
of what Dekker was doing. Then he saw the bloody fingerprints on the locker door,
the whole angle of Dekker’s neck and arm forcing the soap dispenser panel shut on
the clip. Dekker let it go of a sudden, the panel banged, and Dekker came off the
wall a him, grappling for ahold, trying, he realized in panic, to get the cable |ooped
around his throat.

Heyelled, flailed out and caught the cable, their tumble winding them both into the
cable Dekker was trying to get around his neck, and in sheer panic he hit him, hauled
up on the cable and kept hitting him, hard as he could.

“Ben!” Bird yelled. He half-heard it: he just kept pounding away, hisfist gone
numb, his breath so choked he had no idea whether he was snagged in the cable or
not. Bird grabbed hisarm, yelling, “Y ou’re going to kill him!—Ben, dammit, stop!”

He realized then that Dekker was no longer fighting. Bird pried him out of hisgrip,
Dekker floating loose and limp. Bird shook at him again, said, “God, have you lost
your mind?’

Sympathy for a damned lunatic—no thanks for stopping Dekker from killing
them. He was shaking from the scare Dekker had given him, he hurt from Dekker’s
hitting him, and Bird took Dekker’s part.

“That sonuvabitch tried to pry the clip loose!” he said, and shook free of Bird's
grip, grabbed Dekker, hauled him up again where the pipes and conduits were, and
fumbled the roll of tape out of his hip pocket. Dekker was still limp as he started
wrapping hiswrist to a cold-water pipe, but he hurried, afraid he would come to.

“Stop it!” Bird cried, and came up and shoved him away.

His hand hurt. Bird was taking the lunatic’ s part. So he went down and got into
stores and dispensed himself a beer: he didn’t speak to Bird, he didn’t trust himself
to say anything at the moment. Hisjaw was sore. A tooth felt loose. His lip was cut.
He had never had afight in school and it had not been hisideato have one this late
in hislife, except aguy wanted to kill him. He yelled up at Bird, “Don’'t you let that
sonuvabitch loose! Don't you do it, Bird!”
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He took a gulp of beer, still shaking, hislegs and arms jerking spasmodically, his
breath so erratic he had trouble drinking. Not scared, mad, that was al. Damned
mad. The guy tried to kill him and Bird shoved him off and started making
sympathetic noises at the guy that had meant to do them both in. Bird owned the
ship. Bird gave the orders. And Bird thought they could trust this sonuvabitch...

“Toss me up acold pack,” Bird yelled down.

He did that: he opened up medical and sent it up to Bird and Bird didn’'t even
look at him.

Bird cut the penlight. At least Dekker’ s pupils were the same size and they both
reacted, which was about al he knew to look for. Dekker was bleeding from the
nosein little droplets. He mopped the air with his handkerchief, to keep it out of the
filters, wiped Dekker’s chin, then caught the cold pack and applied it to Dekker’'s
face and the back of his neck.

Dekker began to show signs of life, confused, struggling with the tape for a
moment before he reached over with his free hand and started tearing at it. Bird
grabbed that hand, restrained it, saying, so only Dekker could hear, “Easy, easy, just
stay quiet, it'sall right. Just take it easy—you’ re not doing any good that way. Cut it
out, hear?’

Dekker was breathing hard, staring at him or through him, he had no idea. Dekker
wanted loose, couldn’t fault him for that—couldn’t be sure he was sane, either; and
God only knew what was going on with Ben. Dekker gave ajerk at the wrist he was
holding.

“Uh-uh,” he said. “ Just stay till. Y ou leave that tape alone for awhile. Hear? Just
let it be.”

Dekker said, “Liar.”

“Yeah, right.” Y ou went to deep and things were halfway under control and you
woke up with two guystrying to kill each other and it wasn't highly likely to make
sense. “You're bleeding into our filters. Just stay still—damn!” as Dekker choked
and sneezed beads of blood. He snagged them with the handkerchief, one-handed,
pressed it against Dekker’s face. “1 don’t know what you did, son. Did you do
something to piss Ben off?’

Dekker only shook his head, denial, refusal, he had no idea. Dekker blew blood
into the handkerchief, gasped a bubbly breath and mumbled, “Cory. Call Cory.”

“Not likely she'sanswering.” He shoved Dekker’ s hand at his face. “Hold that.”
He snagged the ice-pack that was coming back after itsimpact with the wall, and
gave Dekker that too. “Just keep the cold onit. If you' re going to bleed, bleed into
the handkerchief, al right? Don’t blow at it. Just let it be.”

Dekker looked at him past the bloody handkerchief and the cold pack. Sane for a
moment, maybe. Or just too miserable and too short of breath to be crazy for a
while.

He collected himself and his headache and the remnant of his patience, shoved off



and drifted down to Ben. Ben intended to keep his back to him, it seemed—so he
turned, touched a cabinet and changed course. Y ou got used to reading faces upside
down or sideways. Ben's was sour, upset, and Ben was trying not to notice being
stared at—only drinking his beer and trying to be somewhere el se.

“l got aproblem,” he said. “Ben?’

“We both got a problem,” Ben said shortly, asif he was not going to say much
else. But Ben said then: “ The guy was trying to kill us. He damn near had that clip
undone, with a panel edge for apliers. What was he going to do then, huh, Bird?
Y ou reckon that?’

“God only. Just go easy. We got along way back.”

“Go easy,” Ben scowled. “Listen, | saved and did without al my life to get that
20 k, you understand? Nobody ever handed me a break, nobody ever gave me a
damn thing, and here we have the best break anybody could look for—"

“1t doesn’t say we own that ship. It doesn’t.”
“God, Bird,—"

“We'll beal right.” He could understand Ben's panic, on that level: the 20 k was
hard come by, all right, so was everything. “We won’t go under.”

“Go under! You're old enough to know better, Bird. | put my whole life savings
into this operation!”

“So havel,” he said shortly, and hauled himself down and turned so he could see
Ben'sface rightwise up. “Thirty plus years worth. And listen to me: you don’'t go
hitting the guy again. He' s had enough knocks to the head.”

“So who is he? Who is he that you owe him adamn thing, Bird? Isthere
something about this guy | don’t know? Somewhere you' ve met this guy before?’

He looked at Ben with this feeling they were not communicating again: he listened
to Ben's single-minded craziness with the uncomfortable feeling he might yet have to
take awrench to his partner.

But just about the time he thought Ben might really blow, Ben gave thislittle wave
of his hand and a shake of his head. “All right, al right, we' re going in, abort our
run—forget it, forget | said anything.”

“What day isit?’ Dekker asked from across the cabin. “Cory? Cory?’
“The 21st,” hetold him. “May 21st.”

Ben raked his hand through his hair, rolled an anguished glance toward Bird. “I
want rid of him. God only knows what happened to his partner. Or if there ever was
apartner.”

“Cory?”
“Shut up!” Ben screamed at Dekker. “ Just shut it up!”

Bird bit hislip and just kept it to himself. There were times you talked things over
and there were times you didn’'t, and Ben certainly didn’t act in any way to discuss



things at the moment.

“Just get our confirm out of Base,” Bird said, and ventured a pat on Ben's
shoulder. “It’s dl right, Ben. Hear?’

“Shut him up,” Ben begged him. “Just shut him up for awhile.”

Dekker worked at the tape on hiswrist, such as he could—nhis fingers were
swollen, hisribs hurt, and he could not understand how he had gotten this way or
whether he had done something to deserve being beaten and tied up like this—he
flatly could not remember except the shower, the green ribbed shower, the watch—it
was that day, something was going to happen to Cory—if it was that day... but Bird
said May, not March.

January hasthirty days. No, 31. February 28. March...

Thirty days hath September... April, March, and November ...
“April, May, and November. Shut up!”

March 12. Thirty-one days. 21 less 12.

No, start in January. That’s 30, no, 31, and 28—or 29 if it's leap year —isit leap
year?

“It'snot aleap year!”

28 and 12—no, start again. Thirty daysin January—

“It'sMay efin’ 21st, Dekker!”

Reckoning backward—twenty-one days in May—

Couldn’t happen. Couldn’t be then—

“You reset my watch, damn you! Y ou're trying to drive me crazy!”

Bird came drifting up to him, put his hand on his shoulder, caught the cold pack
that was drifting there and made him take it again. Bird said, quietly, on what
previous subject he had noidea at al, “Time doesn’t matter now, son. Just take it
easy. We're about ready to catch our beam. You'll hear the sail deploy in abit.”

“Refinery Two,” he said. He remembered. He hoped he did. He hoped it wasn’t
all to happen again.

“That’sright.” Another pat on hisarm. Bird might be crazy as Ben, but he
thought there was something decent in Bird. He let Bird tilt his head over and take a
look at his eye, the right one, that was swelling and sore.

“Bird, do me afavor.”

“You're short on favors right now, son. What?’
“Call my partner.”

“We'redoing al we can.”

Hedidn't believe that. He especidly didn’t believe it when Bird pulled another
cable loop out of his pocket and grabbed his other wrist. He resisted that. He tried



to shove Bird off, but when he exerted himself he kept graying out and losing his
breath. “Let me go,” he asked Bird, quietly, so Ben wouldn’'t hear. God, hisribs
hurt. “Let meloose.”

“Can’t do that, son. Not today. Maybe not for awhile. Ben says you’ ve been
bashing things.” The cable bit into hiswrist and one clip snapped.

“Ben’saliar!” No. He hadn’t meant to take that tack. He tried to amend it. A
second clip snapped—woven steel cable looped around a pipe or something. He
tried not to panic. He tried to be perfectly reasonable. “He’ sright. | was off my head
awhile. But I'm al right now. Tell him I’'m sorry. | won't do it again.”

“I'll do that.” Bird squeezed his shoulder in akindly way. “Nobody’ s going to
hurt you, son. Nobody means you any harm. We just got three peoplein alittle ship
and you're alittle confused. Try to keep it alittle quiet. You'll beadll right.”

The oxygen felt short. He tried not to panic. He didn’t want them to tell him he
was confused. “Bird,” he said, before Bird could get away. “ There’s a driver right
where | came from. |sn’t there?’

“1 wouldn’t know that, son. | don’t know for sure where you came from.”
“79, 709, 12"
Bird nodded dowly. “All right. Yes. Thereisa driver near there.”

He found his breath shorter and shorter. He said, calmly, sanely, because he
finally found one solid thing they both agreed on. “All right. | want you to call it. Ask
about my partner.”

“You sureyou had apartner, son?’

Reality kept getting away from him. Time and space and what had happened did.
He fixed on Bird' s gray-stubbled face as the only reference he had. “Just call
the' driver. Just ask them if they picked up my partner. That’sall | ask.”

“Son... | honestly don’t know what you might have been doing out therein
a driver’ s assigned territory. Y ou understand me?’

He didn’t. He shook his head.
“How long have you been in the Belt, son?”’

“Couple years.” He wasn't sure of that number any longer either. He was sure of
nothing in regard to time. He thought again—Ilook at my watch—qgot to
know—which direction to reckon.

“Free runner?”’

“Yeah.”

“Y ou ever make any money at mining?’

Ben asked those kinds of questions. “Maybe.”

“Haven’t ever done any skimming, have you?”

His heart jumped. He shook his head emphatically, wanting Bird to believe him.



“No.” He couldn’t remember what conversation they were in, what they had just
said, why Bird was asking him athing like that.

Bird said, “We're just damn close to that’ driver’ s fire-path, understand, and if we
got one accident, we sure don’t need another, you read me?’

Things were dark awhile. Bird gave him more of the soup, told him it was
breakfast and they were al right. He wanted to think so, but he didn’t believeit any
longer. He heard voices near him. He thought he remembered Bird asking him
guestions after that. He wasn’'t sure. He dreamed he answered, and that Bird let him
loose awhile to get to the toilet. But maybe that was the other time.

From time to time he remembered the collision. His muscles jumped, and then he
would realize that was long past and he was still aive. “What timeisit?’ he asked,
and Bird caught him by the side of the jaw, made him focus eye to eye.

“Son, don't cross Ben again. Don't ask him the time. Don't ask me. Y our
friend s dead. She's dead, you understand me?’

Bird’ s grip hurt. Bird was angry and he didn’t know why.
“We got the confirm from Base,” Ben shouted up.

“Yeah,” Bird called back, and patted Dekker’ s face. “Got a draft coming from
that vent. I’'ll get you a blanket, tuck you in—we' re about to catch the beam.”

“Yeah,” he said. He was confused again. He thought that Bird had said that would
be some time yet. But he' d given up knowing where they were. He hung there,
nowhere for awhile, listening to Bird move around. He heard hydraulics working,
heard that series of sounds that meant a sail deploying. He thought, So we're going
in. He didn't really believeit. It wasn’t going to happen. It wasn’t possible any
longer. He couldn’t come back from this. He just kept seeing the shower wall, the
watch on his arm, perpetual loop, maybe because he was dead. ..

Bird came back with an armful of blankets and jammed one between his head and
the pipes, one at the small of hisback. “Don’'t lose that,” Bird said, and took a bit of
webbing and tied it around him and the blankets and the conduits, telling him he had
to, it was for his safety, but he had stopped believing Bird. He thought about Sol
Station. Mama coming home from work. Cory meeting him at Refinery One dock.
Hi, there, she'd say. I’'m Cory. And a person who’d been alot of letters and alot of
postage would be flesh and blood...

If he could get to dockside, if they brought him that far, she'd be there... if he
could get to the 12th he could get there again...

He'd run out on his mother, Cory had run away from hers. His mother just let him
go. Cory’d sent those letters that would always be stacked up in her mail-file and
waiting for her... He'd say, Don’'t read them, but Cory would. Then she'd be down
with a guilt attack for days, and go off by herself and spend hours at a rented comp
writing some damn letter home—but he wouldn’t. There was alot he should have
said when he' d had the chance. But it was Cory that didn’t get any more chances,
and that wasn't fair.



“Stand by,” Bird yelled up at him. “Dekker? Hear me? We're about to catch the
beam. Y ou all right up there?’

He thought he answered. He was thinking: We're not going home. We're not ever
going home again. There’' s going to be al these letters stacked up and waiting for
Cory, and Cory won't ever read them. They’ll just tell her mother... and she'll kill
me...

“Dekker! Dammit, pay attention!” Ben'svoice. “Answer!”
“Yeah,” he said.
“ Dekker!”

He said it louder. The acceleration pressed his body against the blankets Bird had
tucked between him and the pipes. The tape cut off circulation and his fingerson
that hand went numb. He began to be dizzy: the ship was going unstable—all of it
came back, the explosion and the ship tumbling, things flying loose—

“Cory!” heyelled; or maybe that was then. He had no more idea. Someone told
him to shut up and he remembered that he had been rescued, but he had no idea
where they were going or whether he was going to live.

Finally the pressure let up and he hung there with his head throbbing and the
feeling slowly returning to his hands. Pressure in his sinuses and behind his eyes built
to a blinding headache when he tried to wonder what was happening or where he
was.

“What timeisit?’ he asked, but no one paid attention to him. He asked again, his
voice cracking: “What timeisit?’ and Ben sailed up into his vision, grabbed him by
the knee, grabbed him by his collar and hit him across the face.

“Shut up!” Benyelled at him. Hetried to use his knee and turn his face to protect
himsdlf. Ben hit him again and again, until Bird came in from below and pulled Ben
off him, yelling at Ben to stop it. Bird said, “ Go back to sleep, Ben.” And Ben yelled
back: “How can | eep with What timeisit? What timeisit, God, I’m going to
strangle him before the hour’ s out—I’m going to fuckin® kill him!”

“Ben,” Bird said quietly, taking Ben by the shoulder. “Ben. Easy. All
right—Dekker... shut the hell up!”

After that, it could have been next day, next week, afew hours, he wasn't sure.
Ben came floating up to him, carefully took him by the collar and gathered it tight,
and calmly said, right in hisface, “It's my watch now, hear me? We're dl alone. Do
you hear me, Dekker?’

He nodded. He looked Ben in his close-set eyes and said yes again, in case Ben
hadn’t understood him.

“Y ou want to know what time it is, Dekker?”’

He shook his head. He remembered that made Ben crazy. Ben wound his grip
tighter, cutting off the blood to his head.

“If you ask the time just one damn more time I’ m going to break your neck. You



understand me, Dekker?’

He nodded. The edges of hisvision were going. Ben went on looking at him with
murder in his eyes.

He remembered—he was not sure—Ben taking pictures of him while he was
unconscious. He thought, while Ben was shutting the blood away from his brain,
Thismaniscrazy. He's crazy and I’ m not that sure about Bird...

“Hear me?’ Ben said.

He tried to say yes. Things got grayer. The ship was spinning. Ben let him go and
went away. Then he gulped several lungfuls of air and started shivering. He wished
Bird would wake up, he wished he knew where he was going now, and whether Cory
would be waiting on the dock. They said Refinery Two, but that was like saying
Mars or the Moon: places were different, and you didn’t know where you were
going even if you knew the name.

The Belt was like that. It was aways like that. The rules changed, the company
tried to screw you, but Cory always did the figuring, Cory had had college, Cory
knew the numbers, and he didn’t.

He wished they had never taken him off that ship. He wished they had never
found him. Or maybe he was dreaming. He had no idea now what was real.

Dekker was off his head again, mumbling to himself, just under the noise of the
pumps and the fans. Ben put a hand over that ear and tried to concentrate on the
charts, feeding in info that was going to come in handy, because Big Mamadidn’t
like to tell freerunners anything except what she had to—but with a spare and illicit
storage, an enterprising and close-mouthed freerunner could vastly improve on
Mama's charts, look at the sector she offered you, and tell which runsto take at any
cost and which to lease out if you had any choice.

So you paid close attention while you were running, you listened to the sectors
you were passing through blind and used your radar for what it was worth, on all the
sectors around you while you ran on Belt Management’ s set, (they swore) safe
course out and home; and you filed every piece of information you could get your
hands on, listening for the older tags, making charts of the new, figuring where good
rocks might cluster, assembling the whole moving mass of particles around you,
because when Jupiter swept the Belt on his twelve-year course, slowing rocks down,
speeding rocks up, and now and again changing certain orbits by amillion or so k or
flinging certain rocks clear out of the Belt, those all-important numbers did change. It
was Sol’ s set of dice, but Jupiter did make the game interesting, and the freerunners
with the best numbers and the best records were the freerunners that survived.
Rocks hit each other now and again,’ driver-tenders got careless, and now and again
you might find an uncharted big bit of some old rock long since ground to bits and
used, a chunk still running the old orbit path, give or take what rocks did to each
other and what Jupiter did and what the occasional’ driver did when it went firing
loads through the Belt to the Well: not much to hit out here, but now and again,
generaly thanks to some’ driver, they did, with shattering results. Sometimes, again,



strange rocks just wandered through, old bits of comets, Oort Cloud detritus, God
only: every rock had its path, they all danced with Sol, but some were distant
partners—and with the mass they were hauling now, you just hoped to hell Mama
liked you, and gave you solid numbers.

“We're not real easy to stop,” he had said to Bird, among other things.
“We could brake,” Bird had said.

And he: “Y eah, yeah, and we're carrying more mass than those cables are rated
for.”

“Won't happen,” Bird said.

Thinking like that infuriated him. The thought of the rigging failing, the thought of,
at best, awalk outside for repairs, at worst, the whole sail failing beyond repair—
Trinidad taking, at this heading, the long, long fall into the Well—made him crazy.
He was already holding on to his temper with hisfingernails and Bird came out with
It won't happen.

He had fantasies of killing Dekker.
Maybe Bird.

But that was as crazy as Dekker was. . He kept feeding in the information. He
kept building and refining his portable record. He ignored Dekker as much as
possible. Thing about null-g, you couldn’t get your finger to stay in your ear. Not
easlly. He thought about his earplugs, over in the cabinet, but those worked too well
for his peace of mind.

He cast a glance askance at Bird sleeping so quiet in his net, where they had
strung it between the galley and the number one workstation, Dekker being just too
close to the spin cylinders. Dekker might have been crazy long before this—and Bird
just might be soft enough to let the guy loose on hiswatch. That was al it took, let
Dekker near awrench or, God forbid, get his hands on something sharp.

All that blood in the ship, all those little red splatters on the suits—did a cut on the
forehead bleed like that?

He had to have it agreed with Bird. They had to keep that guy
confined—somehow, someway. They couldn’t sleep in nets for a month, they
needed the spinners: and the idea of being blind and tucked in a spinner for six hours
wondering what Dekker was doing on Bird' s watch already upset his stomach.

And, damn, he intended to keep every move logged, everything they did,
everything this Dekker did, every spate of What timeisit?

Dekker would get the time, al right. Logged on and logged off.

He' d get the expenses written down, too, exactly the way he knew how to do it in
arecord Management would accept—because Benjamin J. Pollard wasn't |etting an
old man’ s softheadedness rob them of a break like this. Hell. No.



CHAPTER 4
&K N»

REFINERY Two was only dlightly prettier than arock, but it did come
welcome—that k-plus wide sooty ring that you only caught sight of on camera—and
most to Bird's knowledge were eager to seeit, and did turn the optics on, long
before it was regulation that you had to get visual contact. There she hung, magnified
in the long lens, spinning with a manic vengeance, with her masts stuck up like
spindles and her stationary mast surfaces bristling with knobby bits that were
pushers and tenders, and shuttles from the Shepherds and such. A few, hardly more
than ten or so at any one time, counting company rigs waiting crew change, were
shipsalot like Trinidad, awholelot like Trinidad, if you took plan B on your
outfitting, and opted for green in the shower.

A lot of thefitting inside Refinery Two was alot like Trinidad, too, except, one
supposed, if you got down to corporate residence levels, and there was about the
same chance of freerunners seeing that in person as getting a guided tour of the
company bunker on Mimas.

Belterslived and Belters died and Refinery Two just rolled on, thisbig
factory-hearted ring which was the only closeto g-1 place miners and tendersin R2
zone ever got back to. She swallowed down what the Shepherds gathered in, she
hiccuped methane and she shat ingots and beams and sheet and foam steel. She
used her own plastics and textiles or she spat them at Mars, in this year when Jupiter
was as convenient to that world as Sol Station was. But nobody knew what went to
Mimas. Some said what was down there repaired itself and had more heart than any
company exec—»but that was rumor and you didn’t want to know. Some said it
wasn't really the ops center it was reputed to be, in case of something major going
wrong at the Well: some said it was the ultimate bunker for the execs—but you
didn’t say war in polite society either and you didn’t think too much about the big
frame that sat out there aswarm with tenders and construction craft, a metal-spined
monster that took rough shape here at the source of steel and plastics before it
moved on to final rigging at Sol. Y ou called what was going on out in the Beyond a
job action or you called it atax strike or you called it damned stupid, but if you were
smart you didn’t discuss it or that ship out there and you didn’t even think about it
where Mama might hear.

A-men.
“Well,” he sighed, “she' s till here. Kept the porch light on and the door open.”

Ben didn’t say, What' s a porch light? Y ou never could get arise out of him like
that.

“Used to sit outside at night,” Bird said, “look up at the stars—you know what a
shooting star is, Ben, lad?’

“No.” Ben’stone said he was not at the moment interested to know. He was
working approach, as close as his second-class license would let him. I’ m about
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ready to hand off. You got it?’
“Yeah.”
“Dockmaster advises they copy on the request for meds. They’re on their way.”

“Good on that.” He saw Ben furiously ticking away at the comp. “—I got your
handoff. Takeit easy.”

“Takeit easy. We got meds and customs swarming in here, we have to have the
records straight.”

“Everything’sin order. | checked it. Y ou checked it.—Y ou’re sure they copy on
that mass.”

“Yeah. | made’em say-again.” Ben was going through readout. No papers.
Everything was dataflow. BM wanted forms, and it was al dataflow, not at al like
the old days when if you fouled up some damn company form you got a chance to
read it over ow and easy and say it right. Now in this paperless society the datalink
grabbed stuff and shoved new blanks at you so fast you didn’t have time to be sure
all your answers made sense.

“You got al that stuff,” Bird said. “And welcometo it. Damn, | hate forms.”
“No worry.”

Ben had a sure instinct for right answers. Ben swore it was away of thinking. Ben
input something and said, “ Shit! Shut him up!”

He only then realized Dekker was talking, mumbling something in that low,
constant drone of his. “I can’'t half hear him, he's all right.”

“I can hear him! | can damn well hear hhm—Where are we? Where are we? What
timeisit?1 tell you—"

“Easy.”
“I’ve been easy. I’'m going to kill him before we make dock, | swear | am.”

“No, you're not. He' s being quiet. Just let him aone.”

“You'relosing your hearing. You can’t hear that?’

“Not that loud.”

“The guy’s crazy. Completely out of it. Only good thing in this business.”
“Ben... just—drop it, Ben. End-of-run nerves, that’s all. Just drop it, you mind?’

There was a cold silence after that, except the click of buttons. And Dekker’s
voice, that was loud enough to hear now and again once you thought about it.

Long silence, except for ops, and approach control talking back and forth with
them, walking them through special procedures.

“I’'m sorry,” Ben said stiffly.
Maybe because they were closer to civilization now. And sanity.
“Where are we?’ Dekker asked.



“God!” Ben cried, and leaned far back in his seat. He yelled up at Dekker: “It's
June 26th and we're coming into Mars Base, don’'t you remember? The president of
the company’ s going to be at the party!”

“Don’'t do that,” Bird said. “Just |eave the poor guy alone.”

“He s aone, dl right, he's damn well alone. Another week and we' d be as schitz
asheis”

Ancther call from Base: “ Two Twenty-nine Tango Trinidad, thisis ASTEX
Approach Control: tugs are on intercept. Stand by the secondary decel .”

“ Approach Control, thisis Two Twenty-nine Tango. We copy that decel. We're
go.” He shut down hismike, yelled: “Dekker! Stand by the decel, hear me?’

“Break his damn neck,” Ben muttered.

There was no time for debate. They had a beam taking aim. Approach Control
advised them and fired; pressure hit the sail and bodies hit the restraints—they
weren't in optimum attitude thanks to that ship coupled to them, and it was a hard
shove. Dekker yelled aloud—hurt, maybe: they had him padded in and tied down
with everything soft they could find, but it was no substitute.

It went on and on. Eventually Dekker got quiet. Hope to hell that persistent
nosebleed didn’t break loose again.

“Two Twenty-nine Tango Trinidad, thisis ASTEX Approach Control: do a
simple uncouple with that tow.”

“Approach Control, thisis Two Twenty-nine Tango. We copy that uncouple. Fix
at 29240 k to final at 1015 mps closing. O-mega.”

Bird uncapped the button, pushed it, the clamps rel eased with a shock through
the frame, and One er Eighty-four Zebra went free—still right up against them, 29240
k to their rendezvous with the oncoming Refinery and they were going to ride with
the tow awhile, until the outlying tugs could move in and pick it off their tail.

Ben muttered. “1 got everything customs can ask on that ship. Got all the charges
figured, too.”

“Just leave it, Ben.”

“1 want that ship, Bird. | want that ship. God, we got the proof—I got al the
proof they need—"

[11 Ba.],_”

“Look, they do their official investigation. But this guy’s incompetent, he was
Incompetent when we boarded. What' s he going to do, ask 'em thetime? The law’s
on our side.” Ben was cheerful again. “We got it, Bird, we got it.”

“Let the guy aone,” he said. “Forget about that ship, dammit!”

“I"'m not forgetting it. Hell if 1’1l forget it. We'refiling onit. Or | am. Y ou can take
your pick, partner.”

“There' s such athing as wanting things too much. Y ou can't ever afford to want



things that much. It s not healthy.”

“Hedthy, hell. I'll take care of us. All you have to do is sit back and watch me
go, partner, | know the law.”

“There' s things other than law, Ben.—Just stow the charts, hear me?’
“I’m not stowing the charts.”

“We're going to get searched, dammit, just put the damn thingsin the hole or
friggin’ dump 'em, we can’t get ' em off thistime—"

“Guysrun’emin al thetime, customs doesn’t give a damn—just say they’'re
vidgames. They don’t even boot to check.”

“Ben, dammit!”

“1 haven’t spent all thiswork to give up those charts. They’ re going to go over us
with a microscope, Bird,—"

“Thirty years nobody’ s found that hideyhole, not customs and not the lease
crews. Just drop "em in. Y ou think they’re going to go at us plate by plate over a
rescue?”’

“Two Twenty-nine Tango Trinidad, thisis ASTEX Approach Control: tugs are
20 minutes 14 seconds, mark.”

“Approach Contral, thisis Two Twenty-nine Tango. We copy: 20 minutes 14
seconds. No problem, tow is clear. Proceeding on that instruction.”

Ben said, “Y ou got an Attitude this trip. | don’'t understand it, Bird, | swear |
don’t understand it.”

“You know Shakespeare, Ben?’

“Haven't met him.”

They were still speaking as they made dock. Barely.
“Wegot 'er,” Ben said.

Severa significant breaths later Ben said, “I’m sorry, Bird.”
“ Shakespeare' sawriter,” Bird said.

“One of those,” Ben said.

“Yeah”

“You got him on tape?’

“There s atape. Hard going, though.”

“Physics?’ Ben asked.

“Two Twenty-nine Tango Trinidad, thisis ASTEX Dock Authority, check your
pressure. Will you need a line?’

“We copy 800 mb, B dock. No line, we're 796.”
“Trinidad, we copy 796. Medical units standing by on dockside. Stand by life



systems sample.”

“Shit,” Ben groaned, “they’re going to stall us on a medical. They damn well
better not find some bug aboard, Il skin him.”

“Won't find any bug. Get our data up, will you?’

They were nose to the docking mast. Trinidad shuddered and resounded as the
cradle locked. She hissed alittle of her air at the sampler.

ASTEX said: “Welcomein, Trinidad. Good job. Stand by results on that sample

”

The dockside air went straight to the back of the throat and stung the sinuses, icy
cold and smelling of volatiles. It tasted like ice water and oil and it cut through coats
and gloves the way the clean and the cold finally cut through the stink Bird smelled in
his sleep and imagined in the taste of hisfood. Time and again you got in from arun
and the chronic sight of just one other human face, and when you looked at all the
space around you and saw real live people and faces that weren't that face—you got
the sudden disconnected notion you were watching it all on vid, drifting there with
only atether and a hand-jet between you and a dizzy perspective down the
mast—worse than EVAs in the deep belt, alot dizzier. Dock monkeys kited about at
all angles, checking readouts, taking samples, talking to empty air. Bird' s earpiece
kept him informed about the meds inside the ship, the receipt of the manifest and
customs forms at the appropriate offices—

“Morris Bird,” the earpiece said, thin voice riding over the banging and
hammering of sound in the core. “Thisis officer Wills, Security. Understand you
found adrifter.”

He hated being sneaked up on, hated the office-sitters that would blindside a man
and made him look around to see where they were—or whether they were there and
not a phonecall. He turned and saw three of them in ASTEX Security green, sailing
his way down the hand-line.

“Yessir,” he said, before they got there. “ Details have already gone to BM. Any
problem?’

“Just afew questions,” Wills said. Before he got there.

CHAPTERS
&K N>

Y OU have any theories to explain what happened?’ Wills asked. The cops hung
face to face with him, al of them maintaining position with holds on the safety-lines,
and you about needed the earpiece to hear at the moment over the thundering racket
from a series of loads going down the spinning core. Bird, mindful of the Optex
Wills was wearing, shrugged, shook his head and said, mostly honestly: “Could ve
caught arock. Helluva bash on one side. On the other hand, the bash could’ ve been
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secondary. Maybe he was working real close in and just didn’t see another one
coming, dunno, really, dunno if it’s going to be easy to tell. We didn’t go outside,
just got alook on vid. We did make a tape.”

“We'll want that. Also your log. Did you remove anything from the wreck?’

“We took out the rescuee and the clothes he was wearing. Nothing else. We
washed 'em and he' s still wearing 'em. He had his watch, and nothing in his
pockets. He' s still wearing the watch. Anything else we left aboard, even his clothes
and his Personals. Y ou wouldn’t want to open up without a decon squad. It'sareal
mess in that ship.”

“Any ideawhere the partner is?’

“Evidently she was outside when the accident happened. He kept trying to call
her, kept trying when he was off his head, | guess he tried til he couldn’t think of
anything else. They’re from RIl. Her name was Cory. That’s all we ever figured out.
His life systems were near gone, ship was tumbling pretty bad. He' d taken alot of
knocks.” He hoped to hell that would cover Ben's ass about the bruises. He felt
dirty doing it, but he would have felt dirtier not to. “Kid was pretty sick from
breathing that stuff, kept hallucinating about having to call his partner—evidently did
everything he could to find her, sick as hewas.” Hetried to put Dekker in the best
light he could, too, fair being fair. “When we got to him, | guess he just finally
realized she was gone. Fever set in—he' s been off hishead alot, just keeps asking
over and over for his partner, that's all.”

“What would he say?’

“Just her name. Sometimes he' d yell Look out, like he was warning someone.
Kid' s exhausted. Like when you give up and then the adrenaline runs out.”

“Yeah,” Willssaid. “Didn’t happen to say why they were out of their zone?’
“He didn’t know they were out of their zone.”
“S0 he did say something else.”

“We had to explain we were taking him to R2. It upset him. He was lost,
disoriented. The accident must’ ve happened the other side of theline.”

Cops never told you athing. Wills grunted, monkeyed along the lines toward the
hatch as if he was going inside. The other officers followed. But one of the
blue-suited meds was outbound, towing a stretcher with Dekker aboard, and the
other meds were close behind. The cops stopped them at the lines just outside the
hatch, delayed to look Dekker over, talk to the meds, evidently asked Dekker
something: there was alot of machinery noise on the dock—they must be loading or
offloading—and he couldn’t hear what they said or what Dekker answered. They
only let the meds take him away, and that course came past him.

They had wrapped Dekker up in blankets, had him strapped into the stretcher,
and Dekker looked wasted and sick as hell. But his eyes were open, looking around.
The meds brought the stretcher to a drifting stop and said, “Y ou want to say
goodbye?’



It was one of those faces that could haunt a man, Dekker’s lost, distracted
expression—nbut Dekker seemed to track on him then.

“Bird,” he said faintly through the noise and the banging overhead. “Where're
they taking me?’

Dekker looked scared. Bird wanted it over with, wanted to forget Dekker and
Dekker’s nightmares and the stink and the cold of that ship, not even caring right
now if they got anything for their trouble but their refit paid. He sure didn’t want an
ongoing attachment; but that question latched on to him and he found himself
reaching out and putting a hand against Dekker’ s shoulder. “Hospital. That's all,
son. You're on R2 dock. You'll be all right.”

Bird looked at the meds, then gave a shrug, wanting them to go, now, before
Dekker got himself worked up to a scene. They started away.

“Bird?’ Dekker said asthey went. And called out louder, avoice that cut right to
the nerves, even over the racket: “ Bird?’

He exhaled a shaky breath and shook his head, wanting a go at the bar real bad
right now.

Ben came out of the hatch with their Personals kits. The police stopped him and
Insisted on taking the kits one by one and turning them this way and that. They were
asking Ben questions when he drifted up, and Ben was saying, in answer to those
questions, “The guy was off his head. Didn’'t know what he'd do next. Screaming
out al the time. Thinking it was his ship he was on. We had to worry he'd go after
controls or something.”

He scowled awarning at Ben, but not a plain one: there was the Optex Willswas
making of every twitch they made. Ben was looking only at the officers. He said, to
explain the scowl, “Y ou’ d be off your head too if you’ d been banged around like
that.”

“In the accident,” Wills said, fishing.

“Ship tumbling like that,” he said. “The wonder is he lived through it. Couldn’t
have helped his partner. All he looked to have left was his emergency beeper, and
when that tank blew, it didn’t go straight—you got this center of mass here, see, and
you get this tank back here—"

Y ou got too technical and the docksiders wanted another topic in a hurry.

Wills said, interrupting him, “ Go into that with the Court of Inquiry. We'll want to
log those kits. Leave them with us and we'll send them on to your residence. What's
your ID?’

“On thetag there.” Ben indicated hiskit. “1347-283-689 is mine. Bird here's
688-687-257. Ship’s open. Look all you like.”

“Y ou can go now.”

Y ou never got thanks out of a company cop either. Bird scowled, looked at Ben,
and the two of them handed their way up lines toward the hand-line. A beep meant a



boom was moving. Red light stained the walls. But the alarm was from the other end
of the big conduit- and chute-centered tunnel that was the cargo mast. Y ou could get
dizzy if you looked at the coreitsalf, if you let yourself just for a moment think about
up and down or where you were. Bird focused on the inbound gripper-handle
coming toward him, ignored the moving surface in the backfield of his
vison—caught it and felt thefirst al-over stretch he' d had in months asit hauled him
along. Ben had caught the one immediately behind him—he looked back to see.

“Customs,” he remarked to Ben, in alull in the racket from the chutes. “I hope
they’ ve talked to the cops.”

“No trouble. We haven't even got our Personals. Cops' ve got 'em. Cops have
got everything. They gave me thisreceipt, see?’ He used hisfree hand to tap his
pocket. “Hell, we're just little guys. What are we going to have? We'll get a
wave-through. Y ou watch.”

“They’ll give us hell.”

“Sodon't tell ’em it was out-zone. We reported it where the rules say. We got
rights. Meanwhile we' re gone into a public contact area and there' s no use for them
to check us, isthere?’

“Rights,” he muttered. “We got whatever rights Mama decides to give us, is what
we got.—Wheat did you tell that cop about Dekker? Did you tell them he was crazy?’

“Hey, they don’'t need my help to figure that. The meds belted him in good and
tight when they took him away.”

“What did you tell them?”

“| said he wasn’t too clear where he was. They asked about the bruises, and |
said he got loose, all right? | said he was after the controls and he's crazy, besides
which he fought us when we had to get him back and forth to the head.”

“That’s a couple of times, Ben, for God's sake...”

“Hey. We got this guy tied to the plumbing, bruises all over him, al ages, what are
we going to say, it was a month-long party out there?’

“Yeah,” he said, and shut up, because the chute was sucking another load down,
and down here you could hear the hydraulics. His stomach was upset. It had been
upset for the last week, when it had been clearer and clearer Dekker was not going to
be able to support athing they said, that Dekker was liable to say anything or claim
they’ d met eetees and seen God. Thisisit, Ben had said when Dekker had tried to
get at the engine fire controls. They’d put Dekker to bed taped hand and foot:
Dekker had screamed for an hour afterward, and Ben had gotten that on tape too.

He had wanted to erase that video. Dekker had enough troubles without that on
permanent record with the company: Dekker could lose his license, lose his ship,
lose everything he had, and he didn’t want to hand BM the evidence to set it up that
way—but Ben had said it: Dekker wasn't any saner than he had been. Dekker would
have been dead in afew days if they hadn’t found him, and as much as they’d done
to patch the kid together, he didn’t seem likely to need much of anything but a ticket



back to the motherwell and along, long time in rehab.
“Poor sod,” he said.

Ben said: “Good riddance.” And when he frowned at him: “Hell, Bird, I’ ve seen
schitzy behavior before, I’ ve seen damn well enough of it.” There was profound
bitterness behind that: he had no ideawhy, or what Ben was talking about, but Ben
didn’t volunteer anything else. Ben was talking about the school, he decided, or the
dorms where Ben had spent what other people called childhood. It didn’t matter
now. The trip was over, Dekker was with the meds, the whole business was out of
their hands, and Ben knew Shakespeare wasn’t a physicist. Good for him. They’'d
patch up their partnership and take their heavy time while somebody else leased
Trinidad out—and paid them 15-and-20 plus repairs and refit: could do that all the
time if they wanted, but you didn’t get rich on 15-and-20 while you were sitting on
dockside spending most of it.

Got to give up sleeping and eating, he was accustomed to joke about it.

Ben would say, intense as he aways was when you talked about money, We got
to get us a break, iswhat.

They got off the line in customs, explained they didn’t have their Personals, the
cops had them, no, they didn’t have any ore in their pockets and they didn’t have
any illegal magmedia on them, all the records were on the ship, yes, they had
contacted another ship out there, they’d hauled aguy in, they hadn’t taken anything
off it, no, Sir, yes, ma am, they’d tell Medical if they got any rashes or devel oped
any fevers or coughs, Medical had aready told them that, yes, sir.

God, no, they didn’t volunteer to customs that it was an out-zone ship, yes, sir,
they’ d reported the contact, no, it was an instructed contact: the agents questions
were strictly routine and the stress-detectors didn’t beep once.

Customs validated their datacards, logged them both as active in R2, and they
went back to the hand-line for the lifts.

Ben said, conversationally, while they were each trailing by a gripper handle, Ben
in front thistime: “Y ou can quit worrying about the charts. Got the card in my
pocket.”

His heart went thump. “Dammit, Ben,—"
“Hdl, it wasdl right.”

“l told you leaveit!”

“Where the cops' d find it?’

“You could ve said. God!”

“Hey. You'realousy liar. Was | going to burden your conscience? Y ou passed
the detectors—so did I, right?”’

Ben could. Stress detectors depended on a conscience.
“You're just too damn nervous, Bird.”



“You could ve left "em under that plate, dammit. Y ou could’ ve done what | told
you to do—"

“You want to get caught, that’s the way to do it—conceal something on the
cops. | didn’t concedl it. It was right in my pocket. God, Bird, everybody doesit. If
they wanted to clamp down, why do they let us have gamecards? Or vid? Why
don’t they check that? | could code the whole thing onto a vidtape.”

“1f too many people get too cocky, just watch them. Some nosy exec gets a
notion, and you can walk right into it, Ben, you can’t talk your way out of

everything.”
“Everything so far.”

“Hell,” he muttered. They were coming to the end of the hand-line, where you got
three easy chances to grab a bar and dismount in good order instead of
(embarrassment) shooting on down to the buffer-sacks that forcibly disengaged a
passenger before the line took the turn.

Ben was first on the bar, swung over and pushed 8-deck on the lift panel before
he caught up. “I’ [l ride down with you.”

“So where else are you going?’
“Where do you think?’
“Shit, Ben.”

“Somebody will. Probably there’' saline of creditors on the ship. But we'll at least
get the 50/50. Damn right we will.”

“You're bucking for back trouble, and you won't get a damn thing. There'll be a
rule”

“Y oung bones. | won't stay long. And there’s no real choice, Bird, you have to
filethe day you get in. That's therule.”

“So file at the core office.”
“Trust those bastards? No do. Corp-deck’siit.”

“Out of your mind,” he muttered as the car arrived. They floated in, took a
handhold. The car sealed, clanked and made its noisy, jerky interface with the
rotating heart of the core, and started solidly off down the link. He didn’t argue any
more with Ben. If Ben had the fortitude to go down alevel past helldeck an hour
after dock and stand in some line to file to claim the poor sod’ s ship, he didn’t
know what to do with him. He only sighed and stared glumly at the doors and the
red-lit bar that showed them approaching another take-hold.

“Bird, you got to take better care of yourself. What have you got for your old
age?’
“I'minit, and | don’'t planto surviveit.” The car clanked into the spoke, and they

shot into it with theillusion of climbing, until they hit that queasy couple of seconds
where distance from R2’ s spin axis equaled out with the car’s momentum as far as



the inner ear was concerned. Then the ear figured out where Down was, the car’s
rolling floor found it a half-heartbest |ater, and bones and muscles started realizing
that the stimsuits you worked in, the spin cylinders you slept in and the pills you
took like candy didn’'t entirely make up for weeks of weightlessness. Knees would
feel it; backs would. The red-lit bar that showed their distance from the core was
shooting toward 8-deck.

Meg and Sal were on 6; he had found that out on their way in. He'd left a
message for them on the ' board, and he planned on company tonight. That and a
drink and along, long bath. Maybe with Meg, if she answered her messages.

If she wasn't otherwise engaged.

The car stopped. He got out, on legs that felt tired even under 8'slow g, muscles
weary of fighting the stimsuit’s elastic and now with g to complicate matters. Ben
got out too, and said, “Meet you at the ' Bow.”

Ben didn’'t even slow down. He just punched the button to go on down asfar as
the corelift went, to 3.

Bird shook his head and headed off down 8-deck—damned if he was even going
to call up his mail before he hit the bar at the Starbow. Mail would consist of abank
statement and a few notes from friends as to when they’ d gone out and when they’d
be back. His brother in Colorado wrote twice ayear, postal rates out here being a
week’ s groceries and Sam not being rich. It wasn't quite time for the biannual letter
and outside of that there wasn’t mail to get excited about. So screw that. He just
wanted a chance to get the weight off, get adrink, see acouple of familiar female
facesif fate was kind, and never mind Ben's wet dreams. Ships didn’t come without
debts, probably multiple owners, not mentioning the bank, and the company would
find some technicality to chew up any proceeds they could possibly make from the
ship, til it was hardly worth the price of a good rock, plus expenses. Ben was going
to work himself into a heart attack someday, if ulcersdidn’t get him first.

The meds said, and the Institute taught you, some null-g effects got worse every
time you went out: your bones resorbed, your kidneys picked up the calcium and
made stones, and the body |learned the response—snapped to it faster with practice,
asit were, and Ben believed it. Science devised ways to trick gravity-evolved human
systems, and you took your hormones, you spent your sleeptime in the spinner and
you wore the damn stimsuit like areligion. Most of al you hoped you had good
genes. They told gruesome tales of this old miner whose bones had all crumbled,
and there was a guy down tending bar in helldeck who had so many plastic and
metal parts he was always triggering the cops weapon scans. He didn’t intend to
end up like that, nossir, he intended eventually to be sitting in anice leasing office
collecting 15-and-20 on two ships, free and clear of debt, and letting other poor sods
get their parts replaced. He had no objection to Morrie Bird sitting in that office as
vice president in charge of leases, for that matter: Bird had the people sense that
could make it work, and Bird couldn’t last at mining forever: they’ d already replaced
both hips.

So Bird went off to the easy adjustment of 8-deck in blind trust that Mama would



do the right thing and assay their take in the sling and record all the data they’d shot
to the offices during their approach—while the one of them who' d worked for
Mamafor two years and knew the way Mamaworked took the immediate trip down
to 3-deck, and the frontage of the debtors’ barracks he’d once lived in. Oddity was
endemic hereabouts—you could look down the strip now and spot a guy dressed
head to foot in purple, but he wasn't necessarily crazy—at least you could lay
money he didn’t claim the company’ d done this or that or ask you the time every
five minutes.

God, he hated remembering this place. But he still kept an ultra-cheap locker
there, with a change of clothes—

Because you had to dress if you were going to go call in debts, nothing rad or
rab, just classic. Good sweater, good pants, casual coat. Real shoes. Y ou had to
look like solid credit to get what he was after. And his legs were in good enough
shape, all things considered: he' d foreseen this, and taken his pills and worked out
all the way back—burning off the desire to strangle Dekker, Bird had probably
thought, regarding those unusually long sessions on the cycle and the bounce-pads.

But he could walk, at least. He could peel out of the coveralls and the stimsuit,
shower in the public gym, dress himself in stationer style and go down past helldeck
to 1, where he weighed Earth-normal, walking like an old man, it might be, but he'd
taken a painkiller while they were coming in, and it wasjust a matter of taking it
easy—qgoing where Mama knew damned well a spacer directly back from arun
wasn't comfortable going—which was why so many tricky little company rules said
you had to sign the forms in person, on the day you docked, at the core officeif you
wanted Mamato take her time—or in the main officesif you wanted Expedition. The
inner decks being notorioudly short of lawyers, alot of spacers never even realized
Expedition was possible.

Y ou could put in a company-backed claim on salvage, for instance: go to the
general office, file to have the company run procedures and wait it out; but that
threw it into ASTEX administrative procedures, which ground exceedingly slow, and
put it in the hands of ASTEX Legal Affairs, which usually found some t uncrossed
or i undotted. Up there you could file a claim for expenses, but you only got that
after Mama had adjudicated the property claims, unless you knew to file hardship
along with it; and you could file for salvage, but you had to know the right words
and be sure the clerk you got used them: half the low-level help at the core couldn’t
spell, let alone help you with legalese.

Best of all, you could pay acall on an old classmate from the Institute, break the
gueue and get the precise by-the-book words on the application.

8-deck was transient and gray and lonely: you might see a handful of minersin
from their runs, not to mention the beam-crews and the construction jocks and
whoever else worked long stintsin null; you saw the occasional Shepherds and
"driver crews, transiting to their own fancy facilities, and anoisy lot of refinery
tenders and warehouse and factory workers and dock monkeys on rest-break (there
were alot of refinery operations on 8)—and sometimes, these days, some of the



military in on leave—but you didn’t get anything like the flashy shops or the service
you had down on helldeck. Here you kind of bounced along between floating and
walking, being careful how fast you got going, being careful of walls and such—your
brittle bones and your diminished muscles and your head all needed to renew
acquaintances with up and down—sdlowly, if you were smart.

The public part of 8 was all automats, even the sleeperies—no enterprising station
freeshop types behind the counters, even for the minim shifts that Health & Rehab
would let a stationer work on 8. It was robot territory, just stick your card in aslot
and you got a slegpery room or a sandwich or the swill that passed here for bourbon
whiskey: but that was al right for a start, everything was cheaper than helldeck and
your whole sense of taste was off, anyway, for the first bit you got used to refinery
ar.

Y ou found no luxury here that didn’t come out of an automatic dispenser, unless
you were working for the company—in which case you saw awhole other class of
accommodations, the adverts said: they said awhole |ot better came out of the
vending machines behind those doors—but Bird had never seen it. ' Driver crew and
Shepherds didn’t need the waystops that miners did—if they were up here they were
slumming, on a 1-hour down from some business in the mast; but generally they
went straight to helldeck, where big ship officers and tech crew had cushy little clubs
and free booze, and Access with al sorts of perks on the company computers.

Adverts said you could get at least a sniff of those perks, even as a miner—if you
let the company own your ship and provide your basics; but that meant the company
could also decide when you were too old or you didn’t fit some profile, and then
you were out, goodbye and good luck, while some green fool got your ship. God
help you, too, if Mama decided you weren’'t prime crew on that ship, and some
company-assigned prime crew got shunted out to work tender-duty for three years at
a’driver ste—which effectively dumped all therelief crews back at the Refinery
onto the no-perks basics, to do time-share in a plastics factory. Work for the
company and you could fill inyour time swabbing tanksin the chemicals division il
you got too old, and then they set you down on retirement-perks and let you sweep
floors in some company plant to earn your extras.

Hell, no. Not this old miner.

But alot of years he had been coming back to 8, and he’ d seen changes—or
maybe he had felt livelier once upon atime. 8 these days echoed to footsteps, not to
music and voices. The bright posters had all gone years ago, the month the company
had gone over to paperless records-keeping. The company favored gray paint or
institution green, except for pipes that came wrapped with hazard yellow and black.

Y ou used to get the unofficia bills here too, the pasteups that would appear
overnight—saying things like TOWNEY LIES and FREE PRATT &
MARKS—Mama hadn'’t liked those in the best days, nossir, the bills that said things
like EQUAL ACCESS and the take-one flyers that used to give you the news the
company wouldn’t. They’d all gone. No paper.

You still found the old barred circle, you still found PEACE and FREE



EMIGRATION scratched in restroom plastic, right alongside the stuff you could
figure Neanderthals must’ ve carved in Stone Age bathrooms—you found MINIM
and RABRAD and SCREW THE CORP, along with other helpful suggestionsin the
toilets... far more frequent here than down on helldeck, he guessed because sanding
down the paneélsin light g made a bitch of alot of dust, and spray paint was as bad.
Or maybe it was because Security didn’t come up here much and the ordinary

mai ntenance crews were contributing to it too. So the crud and the slogans stayed in
the bathrooms, not even covered by paint, while 8-deck got nastier and dirtier and
showed its age like some miners he knew.

He was in a sour mood—maybe the cops, maybe Ben' s stupid chance-taking
with the datacard, maybe just that he was tired of the shit and tired of feeding a
company that was trying to blow itself to hell; and right now specifically because the
cops had their Personal's, which meant he was stuck in the stimsuit and his day-old
coveralls until the cops turned his kit loose: damned if he was going to buy new knee
and ankle wraps at vending machine prices.

But he did buy a bottle of aspirin, a cheap men’ s personals pack, and afar too
expensive bottle of cologne: the hips were gone, the ankles were going, the hair was
gray and thinning, but the essentials still worked and he did have hopes. He walked
into the bar in the front of the ambitiously named Starbow Hotel and, with hiscard in
the dot at the desk, punched Double and Guests Permitted.

In the midst of which transaction somebody grabbed him from behind and swung
him around, clean off hisfeet.

“Hey!” heyelled, as the turn brought him face to face with dusky-skinned Sal
Aboujib, who grabbed him the same as the one behind—

That had to be Meg Kady.

He hugged Sal back in this bouncing unstable minim-g dance. He said, “ Damn,
you' re both fools!”

But he'd hoped with all his heart they’d got his message.

“Old friend of Marcie Hager’s,” Ben said at the counter, down in Records. “Is
shein?’

The clerk looked over his shoulder, looked at him, looked at the line that
stretched out the door, said, uncertainly: “ She might be.”

“Thanks,” he said warmly, smiled, and on an adrenaline rush and a dogged
determination not to show the pain, walked cheerfully past the counter, through clerk
territory and on back to the hallway: men in good suits didn’t stand in that line. Ben
Pollard didn’t. He walked as far as an office that said M. Hager, Technical
Supervisor, wiped the sweat off his face, rapped on the door, opened it and leaned
in the doorway.

“Hedlo there, beautiful.”

Marcie Hager looked up from the desk, looked nonplussed for an instant. Then:
“Ben Pollard. God, | thought you’ d shipped out to Mars or something.”



“Mindif | Sit?’

She said, after a second’ s consideration, “ Of course not. Come on in.
Coffee?—Areyou dl right? Y ou’re white.”

“First day back. Came down from 8.—Y ou’re looking good.”

“Last time | saw you, you were in Assay.” Marcie got up, poured two instant
coffees. “White? Sugar?>—Back from where?’

“White. Plain.—Assay for awhile. Then | bought into a ship.”

Marcie' s brows went up. Estimation of hisfinance clearly did. So did her interest.
“Socid cal?

He grinned, sat down with the coffee, said, after adeliberately ow sip, “I ran
into a piece of luck. | thought you might be able to help me.”

Y ou went to the company school, you learned what bought what from whom:
some were cheap and some cost more than a freerunner could possibly pay, but you
always kept track of your old classmates and, on call, you did favors such as Marcie
Hager was about to—because favors got you favors, and that, for one thing, meant
he didn’t have to stand in that line.

“Yeah?’ Marcie said, and sat down and sipped her own coffee. “ Sounds
interesting.”

Meaning Marcie thought somebody with a ship equity four years out of school
just might be going somewhere even a Technical Super in Records might find
useful—even if freerunning was as high-risk an investment as there was, it was
disposable cash and high-interest returns in the short term; and it was capital that a
Technical Super in Records, with all her Access perks, couldn’t lay hands on—

But not asif Marcie was going to ask cold cash for favors. In Marcie’ s position,
subject to company scrutiny, you never |eft a datatrail.

“Just alittle expediting. A claim for salvage. | don’t want to be at the bottom of
thelist of creditors. This guy owes us, big.”

Marcie sleft eyebrow titled. “Like in—magjor salvage.”

“Ship salvage.” He leaned back, eased a very sore set of musclesin his back,
took another slow sip of coffee. “Number’s One’ er Eighty-four Zebra.”

“Mmmn. Not from this zone, Benjie. That'sa long procedures delay. Wherein
hell have you been?’

“Yeah, well,—but—" He turned on his nicest smile. Rule One: you didn’t dedl in
plain words. Rule Two: you were careful about cash. Rule Three: you didn’t ask
favors of prigs—but Marcie certainly wasn't that.

Marcie said, “Just so you know,” and turned on her terminal. Marci€’ s kind might
not trade in cash, but Marcie said, while she wasidly tapping her way through a
chain of accesses, “What ever happened to Angie Windham, you know?’

“Don’'t know. But you know Theo Pangoulis went bust? He bet everything he had



on that shop—could have told him nothing succeeds in that location.”

Marcie scowled. That wasn't the kind of offering you gave: they were serioudly
negotiating now, and her fingers stopped moving.

He said, “On the other hand, | do hear from Harmon Phillips.”

“Doyou?’

“You know he'son Aby Torrey’s staff. Up in Personnel.”

“That’ sinteresting,” Marcie said. “—Have you got your numbers ready?’

It was swill, but there was g enough to keep it in the glass and you in your seat if
you sat easy, and there was sure as hell good company—the two prettiest sightsin
the belt, Bird swore: Soheila Aboujib, agrin gleaming on her dark face, her ears and
fingers aglitter with her reserve bank account, laughed, elbowed Meg in the ribs and
said, “He' s been out there too long.”

“Let metell you,” he said—and did, in the light traffic of the Starbow’ s autobar:
they were in a crowd of dockers and tender- and pusher-jocks. The piped music
adjusted itself up, affording alittle privacy to people at the back corner table.

“Yow,” Meg said, when she had the essentials. “So Ben’sdown in Admin, is
he?’

“If hedidn’t break aleg,” hesaid. “I tell you, I’m worried about him. He' s been
acting like a crazy man from the time we linked on with that ship.”

“I dunno.” Meg was what the young folk called rab, and the hairdo thistime was
what his generation called amazing, shaved bare up the sides, red as fire atop, a mass
of curlstrailing down her neck and all these bangles on her ears. With Meg you'd
never know what you’ d see—sometimes it was braids and sometimes that hair
turned colors. Meg Kady, she was, Hungarian on one side, Sol Station Irish on the
other, Meg said—but sometimes it was Scots; and once, overheard in a bar, she’'d
said it was Portuguese Martian. God only knew about Sal Aboujib, who had a coffee
complexion and coffee-black eyes: with Sal it was braids today, a hundred of them,
with metal clips, but you never knew—sometimes that hair changed styles and colors
too.

Either one of them was too pretty for a gray-haired, brittle-boned old wreck—had
to be his brains they were after picking, he was sure: get him drunk and ask him
guestions, buy a dinner and try to get specific coordinates out of glum,
close-to-the-chest Ben—neither one of which had ever been too successful. But you
never figured what made friends: you just took up with people, found out who you
could trust, and if you found a good one you kept those contacts polished, that was
all—never could remember how they’ d taken up with him—well before Ben, back
when he' d been working with various hire-ons, something to do with a mixed-up
drink order (he' d been far gone and so had they) and a game of pitch-the-penny in
quarter g with a crowd of equally soused tender-jocks.

Never could remember who'd finally gotten the bill.



“From over the line?’ Meg asked, regarding the strayed ship, and he said,
“One’ er number. Clean-talking kid, real young, maybe twenty, twenty-two. Partner’s
dead out there. Tank blew. His partner was outside.”

“Brut bad luck,” Sal said with a shake of her braids. A little grimace. Then: “You
serioudly got rights on that ship?’

“Ben thinks so. Thinks so enough to risk his knees. He' s been working out for
weeks. | figured he was going to pull this, but | did think he' d at least check in first.”

Meg said: “Want us to track him? We' ve been scuzzing along on 6, in no hurry,
figuring on afriend showing up—could’ ve done 3 two days ago. We can go
down...”

“He'll get back. If hedoesn’t I'll call the hospita.”
“Y ou two feuding?’
“Ben gets alittle over-anxious.”

“Yeah, well. That's Ben—But if it worked, if you did get salvage—can you just
take the ship?’

“It’s not going to work. Company’ Il find an angle. Y ou watch.”

“Que sab? Meg said. “But if it did—"

“Meg, he's been damn crazy. Ever since we found that ship. | tell you, | was
afraid—" He' d been too long away from adrink. He hadn’t dared indulge, on the
return trip, and this one hit him like ahammer. He ailmost said: Afraid of him,—but
that word could get back to Ben, and he didn’t want that. He said, instead, “Ben

works real hard. But sometimes he gets to looking most at where he' s going, not
what he'sdoing.”

Meg reached out and laid a hand on hisarm. “Y eah, well, cher, you want usto
talk to him?’

“No, no, it’s between him and me. Let him get this bug out of hisworks. He's
going to find nothing but a string of billsto that ship’s account. It’s probably in
hock for itslast fuel bill. If we get expenses I’ [l be happy.”

“Can’'t blame him for trying,” Sal said. “Héell, I'd brut kill for a chance like that.”
Y ou never knew on some things whether Sal was kidding.

“Look,” Meg said, squeezing hiswrist. “What say you screw the med-regs,
cancel here and come down to 6 with us?”’

“Meg, my old knees—"

“Old, hell. We got a nice berth there at the Liberty Bell. Y ou just stay here and
collect Ben when he comesin. We'll party tonight. Get the spooks out. We knew we
were waiting for somebody.”

“Yeah,” said Sal. “ Just give us alittle time to clean up the room.”
“Clean up, for God' s sake—what are we? Strangers?’



Meg elbowed his arm, getting up. “Hey, we just got to get afew things out of it.
Female vanity.”

He gave a shake of his head and sipped his bourbon. A few things out of the
room. The things might well be male. But he charitably didn’'t suggest that.

And it was (charitably) true Meg and Sal might do some feminine fussing-up in
the place; and it was no real surprise that Meg and Sal might bounce a casual
acquaintance or two in favor of him and Ben—they were simpatico, for some reason
God only knew; they were also on Trinidad’ s lease-list, though they were just in
themselves, and in no position to take a ship out for another month or three.

“Seeyou below,” they said, and went.

Pretty woman like that could’ ve talked him down to helldeck tonight if she'd
insisted: pretty woman like that—

Who lied like a company lawyer.

Meg was an ex-shuttle pilot, native to Sol Station (or Mars)—accused at Sol
Station of political agitation (or arrested for smuggling, depending on how many
Meg' d had). Either one in fact could’ ve gotten her deported down to the motherwell
If they’ d gotten the evidence she' d evidently managed to dump. In either case, the
company had (she said) invited her to leave places conveniently close to sources of
luxuries. Meg had taken up with Sal when she got here—Sal herself had gotten
bounced out of Institute pilot training, Sal never had said why, but it didn’t matter:
there were anumber of things Sal would have done, and you could take your pick.
Sal was smart, she’d had at least her class 3 license, and by his reckoning, she had
what the good numbers men had: she went past the numbersto see the Belt in her
head. It was formal schooling and experience Sal lacked—and the way Sal had been
getting it, in the School of Last Resort, you just hoped to live long enough.

He was sure the pair skimmed, occasionally—just clipped alittle off another
freerunner’ stag if they didn’t know him personally.

But not from their friends. Or if they had—he figured they’d pay it back when
they had it to pay and never tell you they stole it. That was the kind they were, even
Sal, who was real 1oose about alot of things, and he counted that honest. Everybody
got desperate enough sometime. He' d done it himself once or twice or three. And
paid it back to the guys he' d done it to, without ever telling them he’'d done it. He
understood that kind of morality.

So he'd lease Trinidad to Meg and Sal now and again—a classier ship than they
could generally get, with equipment other rigs didn’t have. They were learning. They
took advice. He'd lease to them this time, if they’ d been ready to go—he liked them,
that was reason enough.

But all of a sudden there was this other ship: he'd seen that idealight up in their
eyes—that if by some stroke of cosmic luck they did get a second ship, then
somebody had to be leasing it, didn’t they, maybe on a primary basis? Surely he
wasn't going to sell it to the company. God only how far their imaginations took
those two.



Damn, he asked himself, what was the jinx on that ship, that it made Ben crazy
and now it had Meg and Sal thinking about something they just weren't damn-all
good enough yet to ask for?

While nobody gave two thoughts to the poor sod in hospital who was screwed
out of everything he had, not to mention the owners and the lease crews over at Rl
who might be screwed.

Sometimes he thought he was too old and too far from his beginnings. Sometimes
he dreamed about pine trees and sagebrush and sunsets.

But he dreamed very redistically about poverty too—recalled what it was to
scrape and save to get up to space for schooling; then by desperation and some fast
talking to make it out to Asteroid Exploration, Inc., to a program that let you
lease-purchase: they’ d been that desperate for miner pilots then, desperately looking,
in the start-up of the current push.

Most of them that had come out then were probably dead now: he knew about the
ones on R2, and he wasthe last of that |ot. The plain station labor that had gone into
refinery jobs and processing—God only: maybe alot of them were dead too. He
remembered young faces,; he remembered the talk about what they were going to
find, how they were all going to get rich on company wages.

Y eah. And now that the mapping was mostly done and the company had its
"drivers working real smoothly, the company didn’t want the freerunners anymore.
E-co-nomics, they said. Freerunners didn’t fit the system the way it had grown to
be, al company-run, and ASTEX stacked the deck any way it liked. Y ou couldn’t
complain and you couldn’t get clear—because that took money you didn’t have; or
If you did sell your ship back to the company you got to Sol Station with, after
passage, 50, 60 k in pocket, back at your starting place aged 50 plus with your
bones all brittle and that 60 k al you had for your retirement and your medical hills.

But he read his brother’ s |etters and he knew beyond a doubt that thirty years was
too long an absence for anyone: Earth had changed, attitudes had changed—people
worried about things that didn’t worry him and they didn’t worry where he knew
they should. Earth was at war with its colonies, shooting hell out of human beings,
while Earth-folk argued whether the eetees at Pell had souls, and blamed the
government for the market crash when company merchant ships went on strike
about the damn visas. Y ou had the rabs walking around in shave-jobs and glitter and
scrawling slogans because society was going to hell and the human race with it; you
had the Isolationists who wanted to shut down the far star-stations and not speak to
anybody but Earth and Mars and the Belt; and you had the Federationists and the
Separationists and the pacifists and the neo-nationalists and the New Evangelicals al
of whom thought they knew how to reform the human race; you had the
Euconomists and the anti-geneticists and the ones that claimed there was a youth
drug from space that the governments had embargoed, but the rich could still get it;
and you had various defense departments in the United Nations and United
Internationals building those bloody huge warships to enforce the embargoes against
the rebelsin far space, while the Free Trade Party that had won the election in the



PanAsian Union wanted to get rid of all the embargoes, cancel the visas and let
people go where they wanted to go—but out there in deep space things changed,
things changed constantly, faster than anybody could keep up with. He had not quite
been born when somebody out at Cyteen had discovered Faster Than Light and
rewritten the book, and hell if he understood FTL physics or its palitics, but the
company built its ships out of the metal he'd found. They’d armed the traders of the
Great Circle before he was born, and right now they were building those new
trandight carriers to Teach the Colonies a Lesson. All this had been going on near a
hundred years, but it was breeding at FTL rates now—they’d shot the rab reformers
at the company doors back in the ’ 15, they’ d established the visas, they’ d shunted
Earth Company operations out into half a hundred subsidiarieslike ASTEX that only
tangled the company’ s books beyond the capacity of any single Earth-based
government to audit, and nobody was responsible for a damned thing. They’d had
draft riots at Sol Station ayear ago, four kids killed, they’d had two officials up for
falsifying military supply records, so the rumor had been,—while out here in the Belt
there were construction workers and those great steel skeletons you weren't
supposed to talk about, that eventually, after a handful of years, powered up and
pushed themselves on toward Sol Station for finishing. All thiswent on. But if you
looked at the vid on the wall and wondered what €lse might be going on you didn’t
know about, the company News & Entertainment division was running a program on
hydroponic gardening.

Damn crazy life. Sometimes you sat out there in the Belt with one other guy in a
little ship and wondered what would happen to you both if humanity did go crazy
and blow itself to hell. Lately you kept an anxious ear to the news Mama doled out
daily and tried to figure out who was actually running things in the motherwell,
because damned if the company was going to tell you about it in so many words:
ASTEX, Asteriod Explorations, was part of the Earth Company, which had the
whole damn United Defense Command on its leash; the whole thing was a damn
alphabet riot—ASTEX, EC, SS, Ul, MEX, and FN, for starters, and everybody was
deeping in more than one bed, governmentally speaking—

Which he preferred not to. Maybe the kids in the colored hair and the glowpaint
and the nose-rings were right. Maybe humankind would blow itself up. Maybe
Belters would survive out here and breed themselves a whole new human race—

One that thought Shakespeare was a physicist.

He got up and carded himself a drink—canceled the rez for himself and Ben at the
Starbow, while he was at it, since he hadn’t used the key that had dropped from the
dlot; and seriously wondered if his back was going to take it on 6—in various
considerations.

“Bird?’

Well, so Ben had survived. Ben was back with excitement bubbling in his voice.
He turned around as Ben stopped and caught his balance against the vending
machine.

“Bird, we got a chance. We got areal chance.” A gasp for breath. “Broke my



neck getting up here.” Another breath. “ Ship’s got a double registry—over on
Refinery One. Paul Dekker and Corazon Salazar. She's Cory, she's the partner—and
histitle’s completely clear.”

“You're kidding. He' s no more than akid.”

“Dunno what she was, but they owned that ship. They owned her clear—no liens,
no debt, nothing, Bird, we got it! We got the only claim against it! We'refirstin
ling!”

He picked up his drink out of the dispenser and just held it in a shaking hand. Y ou
didn’t think about things like that, you didn’t ever start wanting something that just
couldn’t happen. But knowing they had bills to meet and the company paying claims
so slow nowadays—

God forgive, he started thinking then—if Dekker was crazy—if they really were
due that ship...

“Your name's Dekker,” they asked. Meds. He remembered them. But how he had
gotten here he couldn’t remember. He didn’t know how long he had been here. He
didn’t know how long he had been out just now. He asked questions back, but he
never got much help from their answers.

Sometimes he thought he was on a ship like his own ship; sometimes he thought
he had been hallucinating all of it. “Bird?’ he asked sometimes. Sometimes he was
afraid Ben was going to come floating up and hit him.

Sometimes he thought Bird and Ben had been something he'd dreamed in this
place, and he smply couldn’t figure how he had gotten here, unless Cory had
somehow gotten the ship straightened out and brought him in. He felt tranked. He
thought, Thisisahospital. Thisis Base. We're home. We're safe...

“Where' s your partner?” someone asked him.

He dlitted his eyes open, lifted his head so far as he had strength to do. He saw a
white coat, a man writing on a date.

“Where' syour partner?’ the med asked him. “Do you remember?’

Black. An alarm screaming. The ship jolted and spun—he struggled against the
weight of his own arm to reach the controls, wondering whether the autopilot could
possibly straighten them out or if it had engaged already. He didn’t know. He hit the
switch. Something jolted the ship, threw him against the workstation—

“Mr. Dekker. Do you recall what happened?’
Green-walled shower. The watch showed March 12.

“What day isit?’ he asked. But they didn’t answer him. He tried to see hiswatch,
but he couldn’t move hisarms. “Bird, what timeisit? For God’ s sake, what time?’

The man in white wrote on his date and said, “What time do you think it is?’

“Give me my watch. Where’s my watch?’ It wasn't on hiswrist. It had lied to
him. Or it was hisonly way back. “Where' s my watch, dammit!'—I want my watch!”



The man left. Others came in and shot something into his arm. After that he could
hear his heart beating heavier and heavier, and he was dipping into dark.

“Bird?" he asked, thinking Ben must have something to do with this. “Bird, wake
up—Bird, help me—Bird, wake up and help me!”

CHAPTER 6
K N»

GLASS touched glass, in the Liberty Bell, on 6. “Here’sto friends,” Sal said, and
Bird, telling himself it was far too soon to plan on anything, had made up hismind
not to tell Meg and Sal athing.

But that had gone by the side the minute they’ d seen Ben’s smugly cheerful face.
“You got it!” Meg said, before they even got their drink ordersin.

“We'reat least tracking,” Ben said. “We're gaining on it. They’re going to
expedite the claim.”

For the life of him, Bird couldn’t figure how Ben managed to get around people in
offices. But he did.

So here they were, on their way to feeling no pain at all, .7 g be damned.

It wasn't asif Meg and Sal would leave them cold tomorrow if the deal fell
through. They weren't that kind. But they sure as hell enjoyed the party tonight.

They enjoyed it afterward too, piled into two adjacent rooms in the Bell—actually
the party traveled and they had to throw this one pair of tender-jocks out twice, who
complained they’ d been invited.

“No, you weren't!” Sal Aboujib said. And shut the door and slid down it,
laughing. Meg was laughing too much to help her, so they hauled her up and picked
her up, Sal yelling that they were going to drop her on her head.

So they fell on the bed—which at low g meant aslow bouncing, all of them, while
up and down went sort of alcoholically crazed for a moment.

“God,” Bird said, falling back on what he thought was mattress. “I’'m zee' d.”
Meg fell on him with avaporous kiss and he stopped caring which way was up.

Turned out when they waked it was Ben and Sal’ s bunk they werein, but that was
no matter, Ben and Sal had just gone off next door. But they had last night’s sinsto
pay for—ahangover in low g, with your sinuses and your ears playing tricks, was
hell’s own reward.

“Cory?’ Dekker asked. “Cory?’ But he was not in the ship, he was inside white
walls with white-coated medics who asked him over and over “What happened to
Cory?" and he couldn’t altogether remember what their truth was, or what they
wanted him to say. He asked for Bird, and they asked him who that was, but
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someone said in his hearing that that was the man who'd brought him in.

From where? He tried to remember where he had left Bird, or what had happened,
but it always went back to that shower stall, the watch showing him the time...
March 12. And it was his choice what would happen that day ...

He dlept again. He was more comfortable when he waked. His hands were free
and they let him sit up and gave him fruit drink. A man came and sat down by his
bed with a date and started asking him questions—How old are you? Have you any
relatives? all rapid-fire. It was the sort of thing they asked if you' d had an accident,
something about next of kin. It scared him. The shower in thisroom wasn't the
shower he remembered, he could see the white walls through the door. He'd jumped
ahead. Cory wasn't with him, and he was in a hospital having to go through these
questions like some actor in avid. It couldn’t bereal. God, he didn’t want his
mother to hear he was lying in a hospital somewhere she couldn’t help, he'd
screwed up enough: he just said he was from Sol Station and shut up.

“What was your relationship with Corazon Salazar?’ they asked him then, cold
and impersonal. He said, going through the ritual, “ She’'s my partner.”

But if he went on answering, they’ d write it down as true and he' d be here, he
couldn’t go back to the shower, he’' d be out of the loop and he' d have no chance to
fix it: Cory would be dead then. No way back.

The man asked, “Did you have relations with her?’

That made him mad. “That’s not your business.”

The man asked: “Did you ever quarrel ?’

“No.”

The man made amark on his date. “What did you invest in that ship?’
He didn’t understand that question. He shook his head.

“Did you put any money into it?’

He shook his head again. “That wasn't the way it worked. Cory was the money.”
Cory was the brains too, but he didn’t admit that to a stranger. Cory was the one
who had no question what she wanted. But the man didn’t ask that. The man said,
“What happened out there?’

He couldn’t go back to the shower now. No green walls. White. He thought,
What should | tell them? And the man said, “Does that upset you? You said Ms.
Salazar was working outside the ship. Why?’

He said, not sure what he might have changed, “We were working atag.”
“Did Ms. Sadlazar regularly do the outside work?’

“I’'m the pilot.” Two answersright. He felt surer now.

“| see. S0 she hired you. And gave you half interest in her ship. For nothing.”
He nodded.



“Where did you meet?’

“We wrote letters back and forth. We' d been writing along time. Since we were
kids.”

Another note on the date. “ Then it was more than a business relationship.”
“Friends.”

“You didn’'t have afalling-out, did you?’

He looked at hiswatch. But it wasn't there. They'd taken it.

The man said, “Did you quarrel ?’

“We never quarreled.”

“She aways did what you wanted? Or didn’t she, thistime?’

He didn’t understand. He shook his head. He thought about the shower, but it
wasn't vivid thistime. Even the green seemed faded.

The man asked: “Why did you cross the line? To cover what you’' d done?”

He didn’t understand what they were getting at. He shook his head again, looked
furtively at hiswrist, remembered he mustn’'t do that. It upset people. Like Ben. It
upset Benalot...

“Tell methetruth,” the man said. “What were you doing out there?’
“We had atag,” he said. “We were working it.”

He lost the room of a sudden. It was dark and there were the boards lighting and
blinking. He tried to find the safe white wall again.

“Did you leave her there?’ the man said. He couldn’t remember what he'd just
said, he could only see the boards, and someone was holding him down. He got an
arm free. People were yelling. There were flashes of the white room, there were faces
over him and they were all holding him. He yelled: “Let me go!” and felt asharp
explosion against his shoulder, but they kept holding him, telling him to calm down.

He said, out of breath, “I’ll be calm. I’'ll be calm, | don’t want any more
sedatives—"

Because when they drugged him he had no idea where he was or how long he was
out or where he went in that dark...

He opened his eyes again with aterrible leaden feeling, asif he weighed too much
and he couldn’t wake up—but he knew where he was, he was in the hospital. Two
very strong men were holding him down and asking him how he felt now.

He was out of the dark. He said, when he had gotten awhole breath, “I’m fine.
I’m fine. Just don’t give me any more shots, al right?’

“Will you talk to us? Will you behave?’
“Yes,” hesad.
The man in white leaned over him then, took hold of hiswrist and asked him,



“Areyou still worried about your watch?’

His heart gave alittle thump, making him dizzy. But he knew it was atest. He
wasn't supposed to ask the time. They beat him when he did that. Or gave him
shots. He shook his head, wanting to stay awake now.

The doctor said, “We're going to take some readings while we talk. Isthat all
right?’
Another test. He made up his mind then: it didn’t matter what the truth was. If he

didn’t say exactly the right thing they’ d give him shots. He' d been in troublein his
life—but this was serious. Thiswas a hospital and they thought he was crazy.

The doctor asked him, “Are you still worried about your watch?’

Black. The siren going. He heard something beeping wildly. A timer was going off
and he didn’t remember setting it. He could see the doctor frowning at him—hetried
to track on the doctor: he knew how important it was. And when he did that, the
beeping slowed down.

“That’ s better,” the doctor said. “Areyou al right? Do you want to tell me what
just happened?’

He got a breath. He said, calmly, trying to pay no attention to the beeps, “Cory
was outside. We were working this tag—"

“On which side of the line?’

“On thisside.” Stupid question. The beeps went crazy a moment, when his heart
did. He got it cam again. “We were working thistag. A big claim. Big. Kilometer
wide...”

“Areyou sure, Mr. Dekker?’

“It was that big. And we were out there. We' d shot our tag, but it wasn't a good
take. Cory said—" The beep sped up again and he slowed it down, staring at the
wall, remembering Cory saying, We're not letting those sons of bitches—*—We
had to fix it. And she was going to go in—"

“You couldn’t handle arock that size.”

“It was stable. Not that bad.” Again the beep. He said, before it could get away
from him. “But this damn ’ driver—he wasn’t on the charts—he wasn’ tslowing
down. | said—I said, ' Cory, get in here, Cory, he's still not answering me, Cory, get
iInside—""

“Get the trank,” the doctor said. The beep became a steady scream. Like the
collison alert. Lights were flashing.

“l said, | kept saying, 'Y ou sonuvabitch, my partner’s out there, my partner’s
outside, | can't pull off—'"

They hit him with the trank. Two of them were holding him. But he kept
screaming, "“1 can’t pull off, you sonuvabitch!” ”

“It’ s not working,” somebody said.



The doctor pushed his eyelid up, leaning close, said, looking el sewhere, “ Get the
chief,” while breath came short and the monitor was beeping a steady panic:

“They didn't list it,” he said. It wasn't broadcasting—"

The doctor said, “Make up another dose. 50 ccs.”

“It wasn't on the damn charts—"

“Easy,” the doctor said. “We understand you.—Cut that racket.”
The beeper stopped. He took an easier breath.

“Good. Good.” Another dark space then.

Somebody had had an accident, an RI ship turned up in R2 zone, probable
"driver accident—which should be BM’sjob, but it was in William Payne' s day-file,
straight from Crayton’s office, in General Administration.

The memo said: Handle this. We need minimal publicity.

Payne paged through the file. A freerunner pilot in hospital—making wild charges
about a’ driver captain violating regulations...

God. The Shepherd Association was hardnosing it in contract talks, the company
trying to avert a strike—Payne shook his head. Not quite hisjob, but it was very
clearly an information-control situation, and that was his department, as executive
director of Public Information. One could even, if one were paranoid, suspect a
set-up by the Independents—but it seemed the pilot’s physical condition was no
fake, and aminer was dead.

Bad timing—damned bad timing for thisto comein.

The question was how far the rumors had aready gotten. Freerunners had done
the rescue. That was one problem. News & Entertainment could run another safety
news item, give the odds against a high-v rock, remind everyone it was aremote
possibility—or maybe best not to raise the question. The Shepherd Association
wanted an issue. It was begging for aforum. Meanwhile the police were going over
the wreck, poking about—that was a department Public Information couldn’t
entirely handle. Best keep them away from the issuesin the case.

A release from the pilot was the all-around best fix. Evidently BM had a crack
team going over that ship—that was good: if there was a mechanical fault, settle the
problem there, no problem. Get a statement from the pilot, fix culpability if there was
any—

Not with a company captain, damned sure, and not in alawsuit that could bring
the Shepherd Association in as friends of the court. That certainly wasn't what
Crayton meant by “settlement.”

A hand touched Dekker’ s face. It gave him the willies. He couldn’t do anything
about it. Couldn’t even open his eyes yet.

“Mr. Dekker, would you answer a question for me? There' s something | don’'t
understand.”



He got a breath. Two breaths. Did get his eyes open, marginaly. “What?’
“Why the watch?’

“Kept thetime.”

“Mr. Dekker.”

Clearer and clearer. It was the doctor again. He made a’ try at sitting up, inched
higher on the pillows.

“How are we feeling, Mr. Dekker?’

“Likeshit.”

“Y ou were talking about the watch.”

Beep.

“Explain to me about the watch, Mr. Dekker. Why does it upset you?”’

He wished he knew the answers to that one. The doctor stood there along time.
Finally he thought, Maybe this one’ s going to listen. He said, tentatively, “We had
some stuff linked to the main board. \Way Out was old. The arm didn’t work off the
main board. It was supposed to be a three-man, you know, the way some of the
ships used to be...”

“Go on, Mr. Dekker. The watch.”

“Y ou couldn’t work the arm and see the log chrono. Real easy to lose track of
time when you’ re working and we didn’t trust her suit indicators. So we used my
watch.” His voice shook. He was scared the doctor was going to interrupt him and
order him sedated if he lost it. And he wasn't sure if he was making sense to the
man. “It only timed an hour, you know, the alarm was a bitch to set—so we'd set it
to January 1.—What day isit?’

“July 15th, Mr. Dekker.”

He despised crying. He didn’t. He wouldn’t. The doctor was getting impatient.
He took deep breathsto help him. “Don’t give me any shots. | need to figure—how
farisit...”

“Don’t distress yourself, Mr. Dekker.”
January has thirty-one days. February is 28. March, 12.
71.

Out there in space. Seventy-one days. She' d have been out of air in 4 hours. Oh,
God...

“Mr. Dekker.”

“March hasthirty days. Or 317

«gq

12 from 31 is 19. Nineteen daysin March. April is—

Thirty days hath September... April, June, and November...



The doctor patted his shoulder. One of the orderlies came back.
“No!” heyelled. “I’ve dmost got it, dammit!”

They shot him with it anyway. “Be still,” they said. “Be still. Don't try to talk
now.”

49. They found me on the 21st. 49 and 21. Do you count the 12th twice?
I’'mlosing it... start again.
Or can | trust my memory?

It was still 6-deck and still awaiting game. Every day Ben went down and
checked thelists. Every day it turned up nothing but PENDING. Trinidad hersdlf
was still hung up in the investigation—there was no way they could lease her, no
matter that there were a dozen teams applying; there was no way they could even
start her charge-up, and every day she sat at dock she was costing money instead of
earning it. Bird haunted the supply shops, pricing the few small parts she needed; but
they couldn’t even get accessto her, the way Bird put it, to fix the damned clothes
dryer.

“You can't hurry the police,” Ben said, trying to put a reasonable face on things.
“It can’t be much longer.”

And Sal, between sit-ups—they were working out in the gym: “I thought you
could fix anything.”

“Not in my range of contacts,” he said, frustrated himself. Nudging Security was
asking for more investigation.

“Hell,” Bird said, mopping his face, leaning on the frame of aweight machine. “I
sincerely hope they just get something decided. My heart can’'t stand much more of
this prosperity.”

Meg didn’t say anything but, “Easy, Bird.”

Payne said: “No, dammit, just don’t answer. Tell Salvatore—no, don't tell
Salvatore. I'll talk to him...”

Hell of aday. A Shepherd crew and atender crew mixed into it in abar and a
bystander was in hospital; and this—

Some clerk in RI had return-sent the Salazar kid's mail as Deceased, Return to
Sender, and the sender in question, Salazar’ s mother, had hit the phone asking for
information on her daughter. The operator in ASCOM, knowing nothing about it,
had sent the call to Personnel, the confused clerk that took the call in RI Personnel
there couldn’t find Salazar’ s file and insisted to the bereaved mother there was no
such person, while her supervisor had tried to stall for a policy clarification out of
RI's Administrative levels, then realized she was out of her depth and tried to send it
through to ahigher level, after which it had bounced confusedly from department to
department until a secretary in Legal Affairs put the call on hold and the woman hung

up.
Salazar’ s mother was on the MarsCorp board, for God’ s sake. Nobody had told



him. Nobody had told Towney. Nobody had flagged the dead miner as a problem—

Alyce Salazar’ s next phone call had hit the president’ s desk. Not Towney’s, in
ASTEX. Hansford, in the Earth Company’s Sol Station headquarters. Hansford had
called Towney, Towney had had to release the file, and Hansford' s office had
released the details to MarsCorp.

Alyce Salazar had found out Dekker had survived, and immediately claimed it was
no accident, he was a scoundrel who' d seduced her daughter, kidnapped her to the
Belt, and killed her for her money.

Which turned out to have been afair amount, before expenses. There was a
binding surviving-partner clause—

But Alyce Salazar was an angry woman, one damned angry woman... and
lawyers were talking to lawyers at very expensive phone rates.

“Mr. Craytonison theline” Payne's secretary said.
God...

“Mr. Crayton, sir...”

Crayton said, “Have you got the letter?’

“Yes. | haveit up now.”

“One went to Security.”

Oh, my God... “I'm sorry, sir. | certainly didn’t—"

“Not from your office. From Ms. Salazar. She wants that boy’s head. Y ou
understand the implications? We need this mess cleared up. We don’t want himin
court. | want you to patch this up. Get the facts straight. We' ve got to have an
answer for thisone.”

Still no police clearance. And on a certain afternoon in the Bell, when Ben was in
the bar doing some technical reading, Meg slipped into the chair across the table,
leaned both arms on the table and said, “Benjie, cher, let’s go do talk.”

He' d thought at first Meg was just bored, Bird being out of sortsfor the last
couple of days; and he wasn't totally surprised, back in her room, to end up in bed
in mid-shift,—not the first time for him and Meg, but it was all the same unusual,
even if he was entirely sure—and he was—that Bird wouldn’t take exception. The
side-shaving was a turn-on. The mop on top and down the back was several shades
brighter than elsewhere, but it was beyond a doubt Meg' s right color; and she had
some kind of creature tattooed around one leg—snake, Meg had told him once, early
on in their acquaintance. Bird had told him what kind it was and said if it bit you, you
were dead in three minutes. He thought that might well fit Meg, if you got on her bad
Side.

But he wasn't on her bad side. He had it figured by then that Meg had ulterior
motives, though Meg wasn'’t the sort to hold a man off while his brains
scrambled—he swore he couldn’t do anything until she'd told him what was going
on, but she proved that wrong: she had him truly gone before she started asking him



about the ship, about Dekker, about the way Bird was stewing and fretting—

“Bird’ s severely upset,” Meg said. “Y ou think there' s a chance on that
ship?—Because if thereisn’t, you got to talk to him.”

“Dekker’s brain’s gone. No question. Y eah, there’ s a solid chance on that ship,
there's a good chance.”

“Bird saysif you get anything it’ || have to be in court. Bird's saying you won't
win. That it'sall just awaste. But he doesn't act it.—Is there anything the company
can turn up? | mean, you didn’t seriously transgress any regs out there...”

So that was what was bothering Meg. Meg and Sal had to be looking for alease
for their next run, if that ship wasn’t going to come through—or if they were only
going to sdll it to the company. Meg and Sal hadn’t been betting elsewhere: that was
what he suddenly figured, and they were down to decisions. “Thereisn't going to be
any court. | promise you. Y ou know what Bird’s problem is? He' s scared he's
going to make money. Every time you get to talking about it—he just looks off the
other way. If | hadn’t filed on that ship, you think he’'d ever have done it? Hell, no.
He' d have waited till he got hislegs. Then he' d have said, well, it'stoo late, there’d
be other creditors—you tell me what goes through his head, Meg. | swear | don’t
know.”

“Dirtsder.”

“S0?” One of Meg’s stories had her born on Earth, too. But that didn’t seem to
be the version Meg was using today. “ Arethey al like that? Isit something in the
weter?’

“Bird grew up poor.”
“So | grew up an orphan. So what’ s that got to do with anything?”

“It’ s habit with him: when he gets enough—that’ s all. That’s all he wants from
life. He doesn’'t want to be rich. He just wants enough.”

It didn’t make any sense—not at |least the why of it. He held the thought a
moment, turned it over, looked at its underside, and decided he wasn't going to
understand. “Well, it’s not enough for me. Damn well not enough for me.”

Meg sighed. “Haven't ever seen enough to know what enough is.”

“Damned short rations,” he said. “That’swhat Bird's ‘enough’ comesto. And it
doesn’'t keep you fed when your legs and your back give out. Doesn’t get you
insurance.”

“Insurance,” Meg chuckled. “God, jeunefils...”

“That’s a necessity, dammit! Ask me where I’ d have been if my mamahadn’t had
it.”

“Y eah, well.—She was a company pilot, wasn’t she?’

“Tech.” Herolled over. He didn’t like to talk about things that were done with or
people that didn’t come back. They didn’t matter. But the example did. “You don’t



get any damn where halfass protected. Insurance—my company schooling—Bird's
knowing who to lease to—"

“Likeus?’

Oh, then, here was the approach. Meg was looking at him, chin on hands, putting
it to him dead-on, with no Bird for a back-up. He didn’t want to alienate Meg and
Sal—especialy Sal. They weren’t the best miners in the Belt, but they had other
benefits—not all of them in bed. And he kept asking himself if he was using good
sense, but the answer kept coming up that there might be miners better at their job,
but if you wanted a couple of stick-to-a-deal, canny partners, present company and
Sal weren’t damn bad.

Some of Bird' s friends, now—nhad his affliction. And they were going broke or
had gone.

Meg said, “Y ou suppose you could put in aword with Bird, explain how we'd be
reasonable. We'd work shares.”

Not every day somebody as tough and canny as Meg needed something from
him—seriously needed something. He toted it up, what the debts might be, what the
collection might be. If one looked to have along career |easing ships—one needed a
couple of reliable partners who knew the numbers. And Sal in particular had
possibilities—if Sal could get a grip on her temper and shake out that
who-gives-a-damn attitude. Sal also had useful contacts. While Meg—

He said, he hoped after not too long a pause: “I could talk to him. What are
friendsfor?’

“Wake up.” Someone shook at Dekker’s shoulder. “Come on, Dekker. Come on.
Come out of it.”

He didn’t want to come back this time. It was more white coats. He could see
that with his eyes half shut. But there was dark green, too, and the gleam of silver.
That didn’t match.

A light dlap at hisface. “Come on, Dekker. That’s fine—Do you want an orange
juice?’
It never was. It was a cousin of that damned Citrisal. But his mouth was dry and

he sipped it when they put a straw between his lips and elevated his bed. G fet
heavier here. He thought: Thisisn’t the same place. We're deeper in.

“How are you feeling?’ his doctor asked him.

But he was |ooking suddenly at the company police, realizing what that uniform
was.

“Paul Dekker?” the head cop said. “We want to ask you afew questions.”

He heard that beep again. That was him. That was the cops listening to his
heartbeat, and it was scared and rapid.

“Have you found her?’ he asked. Cops always came with bad news. He didn’t
want to hear what they might have to say to him.



But one of them sat down on the side of his bed. That man said, “What did you
do with the body?’

“Whose body?’ For amoment he honestly didn’t know what they were talking
about, and the monitor stayed relatively quiet. Then his pulse picked up. “Whose
body?’

“Y our partner’s.”

The beeps became hysterical. He hauled the rate back down again, saying calmly,
“l couldn’t find her. They hit us. | couldn’t find her afterward.”

“Mr. Dekker, don’'t play usfor fools. We'll level with you. Don’t you think it's
time you leveled with us?’

“This ship ran us down—"

“—and it wasn’t on the charts. Come now, Mr. Dekker, you know and | know
you had amotive. College girl comes out here with her whole life savings, and here
you are—not a steady job in your life, no schooling, not a cent to your name.
How’d you get here? How’ d you get passage?’

“Cory and | were friends. From way back.”

“ S0 she puts up the equity, she just insists the ship go down asjoint ownership,
with adeath provision in there—"

“No.”

“Or was that your idea?’

“1 don’t even know what you' re talking about.”

“You signed it. We've got your signature right at the bottom.”
“l didn’t read it. Cory said sign, | just signed it!”

The officer had reached for a slate the other cop had.

He pressed buttons. “We have here a deposition from your port of origin, from
one Natalie R. Frye, to the effect that you and Ms. Salazar quarreled over finances
the week you l€ft...”

“Hell if wedid!”
“Quote: ‘Cory was mad about a bill for ajacket or something—'"

“1 bought ajacket. She thought | paid too much. Cory’d wear athing til it fell
apart...”
“S0 you quarreled over money.”

“Over ajacket. A damn 38-dollar jacket. We fought, all right, we fought, doesn’t
everybody?’

“Ms. Frye continues: ‘ Cory had been sleeping around. Dek didn’t like that.””
“Screw Natalie! She wasn't afriend of ours. Cory wouldn’t spit on her.”
“Did Ms. Salazar’ deep around’ ?’



“ She dlept where she wanted to. So did |, what the hell?”

“Well, that wouldn’t matter to anyone, Mr. Dekker, except that she never got
back.”

The beeps accelerated, not from shock: afool could see where this was going. He
was shaking, he was so mad, and if he went for the bastard’ s throat they’ d trank him
and write that down, too.

“Cory’slost out there,” he said doggedly. “A ship ran us down—"
“Mr. Dekker, there was no other ship in that sector.”

“That'salie. That’'sadamn lie.” He reached frantically for things they couldn’t
deny. “Bird knew it was there. Ben knew. We talked about it. It was a’driver, was
what it was—it wasn’'t on my charts—"

The officer said, dead calm: “Bird and Ben?’

“The guys that picked me up!” He was scared they were going to tell him that
never happened either. But someone had brought himin. “I called that sonuvabitch, |
told it we were there, | told it my partner was outside—"

“Areyou sure the rock didn’t block the signal?’
“No!—Yes, I'msure! | had it on radar. Why in hell didn’t it see me?”’

“We don’t know, Mr. Dekker. We're just asking. So you did see it coming. And
did you advise your partner?’

They made him crazy, changing the rules on him. One moment they accused him.
Then they believed him. Sometimes he seemed to lose things.

“Didn’'t you say you'd hit arock? Wasn't that your story at one point?’

He waslost and sick and the drugs still had him hazed. The beepsincreased in
tempo. He wasn't sure whether it was his heart or something on com.

“So where did you manufacture this ship, Mr. Dekker?’
“It was out there.”

“Of course it was out there,” the officer said. “You had it on your charts. Y our
log showed that. How could we doubt that?’

He was totally confused. He put his hands over his ears, he tried to seeif the
alarm going was his heart or something in his head. “ Call the ' driver, for God's
sake. Seeif they picked Cory up.”

“Didn’t you call?’ the cop asked.

“Yes, dammit, | called, | called and it didn’t answer. Maybe my antennagot hit. |
don’t know. | called for help. Did anybody hear it?’

“A ship heard you. A ship picked you up.”

“Different.” He wastired. He didn’t want to explain com systems and emergency
locaters to company cops. “Just call the'driver out there.”



“If thereisa’driver out there,” the cop said, “well ask. But if they had picked up
your partner, wouldn’t they have notified their Base? Don’t you think they’ d have
caled that in?’

He thought about that answer. He thought about the way that ship had ignored
warnings. He thought about it not answering his hails. He thought—It’s not hours, is
it? It's months, it’ s been months out there.

The alarm sounded again. He wanted it calm, because when he didn’t do that
within a certain time they sedated him, and he was trying to be sane for the police. “|
don’t know they heard me. Just call them.”

“We're going to be calling alot of people, Mr. Dekker.” The cop got up from his
bed. “We're going to be asking around.”

They walked to the door. The doctor went with them. He lay there just trying to
keep the monitor steady and quiet, on the edge of hysteria but a good deal saner than
he wanted to be right now. He remembered Bird, he remembered Ben. He was
relatively sure he had come here on their ship. But sometimes he even feared Cory
might not have existed. That he had always been in this place. That he was
irrevocably crazy.

CHAPTER 7
&K N>

|F 8 was gray and automated, 6 was green paint and afew live-service restaurants
and shops, but the time still dragged: you worked out in gyms, you hit the shops il
you had the stuff on the counters memorized, you skipped down to 3-deck for a
while and maybe clear to 2 for an hour til your knees ached and your heart objected.
Thefirst few weeks after arun wereidle time, mostly: you didn’t feel like doing
much for long stints. You' d think you had the energy and then you’ d decide you
didn’t; you sat around, you talked, you filled your time with vid and card games and
when you found your legs, an occasional grudge match in the ball court or sitting
through one of the company team games in the big gym on 3-deck was about it. But
mostly you worked out til you were about to drop, if you had to wrap your kneesin
bandages and pop pills like there was no tomorrow—and that was what Bird did,
because the younger set was chafing to get down to heavy time that counted, down
in the neon lights and fast life of helldeck—down in the .9 g on 2 that was as heavy
as spacers lived—specifically to The Black Hole, that was the accommodation they
favored, and the hour Mike Arezzo called and said he had two rooms clear, adjacent,
no less, they threw their stuff in the bags and they were gone.

Checking in a The Hole felt like coming home—old acquaintances, a steady
traffic of familiar faces. Mike, who owned the place and ran the bar out front, kept
the noise level reasonable and didn’t hold with fights, pocket knives, or illegal
substances. Quiet place, al told. Helldeck might have shrunk from its glory days:
worker barracks and company facilities had gnawed it down to a strip about ak and
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ahalf long, give or take the fashionabl e tail-end the corporates used: that was another
ten or fifteen establishments—but you wouldn’t find any corporate decor in The
Hole; no clericals having supper, not even factory labor looking for a beer. The Hole
was freefaller territory: dock monkeys and loaders, tenders, pushers, freerunners,
construction crew from the shipyard and the occasional Shepherd—not that other
typesdidn’t stray in, but they didn’t stay: the ambient went just a bit cooler, heads
turned and the noise level fell.

It went the other way when lost sheep turned up.

“Hey, Bird!"” Alvarez caled out, and heads turned when they walked in. Guys
made rude remarks and whistles as Meg sauntered up to the bar and said, “Hello,
Mike.”

Mike said, accurately, “Vodka, bourbon, vodka and lime, gin and bubbly...” and
had them on the bar just about that fast.

Home again for sure. Close as it came.

“How’sit going?’ Mike asked. “Persky says you got adistress call out there.
Pulled some guy in.”

“Yeah. Young kid. Partner dead. Real shame.”

Alvarez said, “What’ sthiswith Trinidad hanging off thelist? The cops
impounding her?’

God, the other thing helldeck was good for was gossip.

“Nothing we did,” Ben said, fast. “But Mama's got her procedures. Y ou contact
aship from across the line—"

“Across the line—"

Some parts of astory you saved for effect. They were worth drinks, maybe
supper. “Walit, wait,” Alvarez said, “Mamud and Lai are over at The Pacific, I'll
phone’em. Wait on that.”

—Y ou got one grounded bird here, Bird had used to joke, when it came to getting
about in .9 g; hard as null-g was on the body, you got so frustrated with walking on
helldeck—it took so |ong to get anywhere, and the Trans was always packed. Food
and drink didn’t have to be chased—that was the plus. But when you first got in you
awaysfelt asif you' d forgotten your clothes: you got so used to the stimsuit
moving with you and fighting every stretch, you kept checking to make sure you
were dressed. Air moved over your skin when you walked. And how did you spot a
gpacer in afancy restaurant? Easy. He was the fool who kept shaking the liquid in his
spoon just to watch it stay put—or who set something in midair and looked stupid
when it didn’t stay there.

He was aso the poor sod awaysin line at the bank, checking his balance to see if
Assay or Mining Operations had dropped anything into his account—or, in this
case, down at the Security office to seeif, please God, the technicalities had been
cleared up and some damned deskpilot might just kindly sign the ordersto get his



ship out of port.
No.
And no.
The 28th of July, for God' s sake, and the cops hadn’t finished their search.

And when he decided to stop by the bank and check the balance, to see if the last
of the 6-deck hills had come in, dammit, the bank account showed a large deduct.

$S0... the aforesaid spacer hiked the slow long way to the Claims Office, and
stood in line in this scrubby-poor office to find out the state of affairswith Trinidad
's claims-pending and its tags. Ben had gotten into his nice office-worker suit and
gone clear around the rim to say hello to friends in Assay who just might hurry up
the analysis—and you'’ d sincerely hope it wouldn't run in reverse.

“Two Twenty-nine Tango,” he told the clerk, who said, “ Trinidad, yeah, Bird
and Pollard, right?’

11 Right.”

The clerk keyed up and shook his head. “| hate to tell you this—"
“Don’'t tell mewe got aLOS. Y ou don’'t want to tell me that.”
“Yeah.—You got apen?!’ll give you the number.”

“l got my list,” he said, and fished his card out of his pocket and stuck it in the
reader on the counter.

“That’s number T-29890.”

“Shit!” he said, and bit hislip. On principle he didn’t cuss with friendly clerks.
But it was the second best tag they had, a big rock for these days. Iron. And he had
been careful with it. He raked his hand through his hair and said, “ Sorry. But that
one hurts, on principle.”

“Maybe better news tomorrow. They do turn up again.”
“Yeah,” he said, “thanks.”

So they’d lost atag. It happened. Y ou sampled arock, you took a samplein and
ran your on-site tests, and if you liked it and thought Mama would, you called and
told her you had potentia ’driver work here. Y ou got your big bounty when your
second, official Assay report confirmed your work; and you got a certain monthly
feejust for having it on the charts; but you didn’t get paid percentage on the minera
content until some’driver finally got around to chucking it back in bucket-loads,
until the Shepherds got it in, and the refinery reported what it really had. Which
happened on the company’ s priorities, not yours.

And if you had a Loss of Signal that meant Mama had to do the bookkeeping on
it, and Mama had to re-tag it, pick it up on apriority, or let it go until another
pass—all that was shitwork Mama didn’t like to do, when a nice neat tag that stayed
on was what you got that bonus for, and back it came unless you personally could
firm up those numbers and keep track of it. If it got perturbed out, as did happen,



you could lose it atogether, or have to fight it in Claims Court.

So, well, this one was too good to let dlip or leave to chance. Maybe alittle
computer work could find it. There was a remote chance it could just be occulted
for awhile, something in the way that wasn’t on the charts—a L OS could sometimes
put Recoveries onto another find, in which case you got that credit; it had happened
in the long ago; but generally arock just, in the well-known perversity of rocks, got
to turning wrong, and managed to turn in some way that the strip transmitter was
aimed to the 3% of the immediate universe Mama's ears didn’t cover—or the
transmitter could have died: they didn’t live forever, especially the junk they got
nowadays.

So it was hike over to Recoveries and pay a couple more ¢’'s out of the account
for the technicians to pull up afile and figure probable position and talk to it and
listen with alittle more care, first off, in the hope of getting contact, before they went
to the other procedures. Meanwhile the bank didn’t pay interest on what Mama had
taken out, that was why they did immediate withdrawals these days: every damn
penny they could gouge.

“Odd-shaped rock,” he typed on the form, and invoked the data up out of
Mama's storage. Photos. And mass reckoning. And the assay report on the pieces
they’ d knocked off it.

The Recoveries clerk took the dump, looked at it, and lifted an eyebrow.
“Thorough. Makes our job alot easier. We might have areal chance of waking this
baby. Or getting a’ driver on it before it gets out of reach. Real nice piece, that.”

That made him feel better at least. Y ou kept the people in Recoveries happy and
they maybe paid alittle more attention to getting you found or alittle more urgency
to getting you picked up—unlike the guys who took only one sample and that from
the only good spot on the rock.

A lot of novice miners had gone bust that way—talk Mama into awhole lot of
expensive tags on junk, just collect the bounties and puff up the bank account and
buy fancier analysis gear—and a few took the real risk and outright falsified the
samples. It paid off in afew instances—but the sloppy work that usually went along
with that kind of operation sooner or later started showing up in reprimands and
fines, and a crew got back to Base some trip to find out their bank account had been
holed while they were gone—

Mamadidn’t ask you to write a check these days: under the New Rules, she just
took it, and you could sueif you thought you’ d been screwed—if you could afford
to hire the company’s own lawyers.

And you'd never say that ' drivers ever, ever cheated in reckoning the mass they’ d
thrown; and you' d never ever say that arefinery would short their receipts. ' Driver
captains and refinery bosses never, ever did things like that.

But you did do real well to get areputation for being meticulous, taking multiple
samples, being clean with your records, making it so ' drivers and tenders knew your
tags were worth going after. Knowing your mass. Photographing all the sides,



including after the tag was on. Most of all knowing the content—rocks being their
individual selves and damned near able to testify in court who their parents were.

No skimmer liked to mess with his claims, no, sir—because Morris Bird was real
friendly, he was on hailing terms with most of helldeck; and when he got a few under
his belt he told everybody far and wide how he kept accidents from befalling his
claims and how suspicious it wasif it camein short.

There had only been one or two uncharitable enough over the years to remark that
slegping with the two most likely to do the skimming couldn’t hurt. But he had stood
up for Meg and Sal, and so had no few others.

It made him happier just thinking about it—

Made him outright laugh, thinking how that had probably done more to reform
Meg Kady than all the Evangelicals and the Islamic Reformeds who handed out their
little cards on helldeck.

Sal, now, he thought—reforming Sal was awhole different proposition.

Y ou got al kinds on helldeck—except you didn’t walk it in any business suit, not
If you didn’t want to get laughed out of The Hole. So Ben shed it at the locker he
kept on 3-deck, put on his casuals and his boots, after which it was safe to go home.

Change of clothes, change of style—Ben Pollard went most anywhere he cared to
go on R2 and nobody would find him out of place.

But fact was, helldeck was where he most liked being—down in the hammering
noise and the neon lights. He' d been scared as any company clerk when he'd first
laid eyesonit, at 14, even if his mama had belonged here—but even at that age he'd
known sure as sure that Ben Pollard was never going to have the pull to get out of
the company’s lower tiers. He' d learned how it really was:. the ideal the company
preached might be classblind; but funny thing—Kkids without money ended up like
Marcie Hager, in the middle tiers, where you had certain cheap perks, but you'd
never get adime of cash and you’ d never get further—and aptitudes and Institute
grades had damned little to do with it. President Towney’s son, for an example, was
about as stupid an ass as had ever graduated from the Institute—and they put himin
avice-presidency up in the methane recovery plant... while Ben Pollard, a
Shepherd’ skid, got astint at pilot training (at which he was indifferent) and geology,
at which he was good; and a mgjor in math, thank God. But he couldn’t get into
business administration, not, at least, tracked for the plum jobs. They went to
relatives of company managers. They went to company career types, who had paid
their dues or whose parents had, or who tested high in, so he had heard, Company
Conformity.

Shit with that. He took alittle jig step on hisway back from the Assay office, and
on helldeck nobody took exception to alittle exuberance—if a guy was happy, that
guy must have reason: in asociety that lived on luck you wanted to brush close to
whoever looked to have it, because that guy might lead you to it.

What he had was a card in his pocket that said they had a couple of nice pieces,
and that money was going into the bank, dead certain. Y ou tagged things and you



didn’t know how long it was going to be til the’driver got there, but what you had in
your sling was money—and in this case, agood chunk of it.

Y eah!

“Meg or Sal in?’ he asked Mike at the bar when he got to The Hole—he knew
where Bird probably was, where Bird had been this time of day for the last week.

Mike said, “They aren’t, but the cops were.”
He looked at Mike a moment. It was hard to change feet that fast. “ Cops.”
“They weren't in uniform. But they had badges. Anything | should know?”’

He sighed, said, because, hell, you needed the local witness on your side if it
cameto trouble: “All right, Mike. The guy we rescued—out in the Belt. We got a
claim in on the ship. He owned it. Sole survivor. The guy’s crazy. God only knows
what he' s said. Police are probably checking us out to be sure we're on the
straight.”

Mike looked a shade friendlier at that. And interested. “ Claim on the ship, isit?’

He tapped his key on the bar. “More of along, long story. But that part’s
blackholed. Y ou, we trust. Let me go check this out.”

He went back through and down the hall where the slegping rooms were, opened
the room he had (at least on the books) with Bird.

“Shit!” was hisfirst reaction.

Not asif they had much to disarrange, but thieves could have hit and been neater.
Four days to get their Personals out of police hands and here was everything they
owned strewn over the sink, the lockers open, their laundry scattered on the
bed—and a big bright red sticker on the mirror that said: This area was accessed in
search of contraband by ASTEX Security acting with a warrant. Please check to
be sure all your personal items are present and report any broken or missing
articles or unsecured doors immediately by calling your ASTEX Security Public
Relations Department at...

He pulled the sticker off the mirror. Paper thicker than tissue was worth its weight
in gold. Literally. You could fold the thing and write important secret notes on the
edgesif you could find a pencil, which was equally frigging scarce.

Shit, shit, shit!

He opened the side door that led into Meg and Sal’ s room—it was technically a
quad. Same mess, only more so. Meg and Sal had more clothes.

Meg and Sal were going to kill them. That was one thought going through his
head. The other was outrage—a sense of violation that left him short of breath and
wanting to break something.

What in hell were they looking for?
Something off that ship?
Datacard?



He had a sudden cold thought about the charts. But he had that datacard in his
pocket, where he always carried it. He felt of his pocket to be sure.

Damn!

He headed out, locked the door, walked down the hall and tried to collect himsalf
for Mike, who asked, “ Anything wrong?’

“Not that | know. Be back in abit.” He kept going, to the nearest Transto get him
up to 3-deck.

He had thisterrible cold feeling, all the ride up, al the walk down to the gym and
the lockers. His hands were shaking when he used his personal card to open the
locker. He suddenly thought: Everywhere | use this card they can trace it. Same asin
the Institute. There' s nothing they can’t get at...

He got the door open, he felt of his suit pocket—

The card with the charts was there. He' d been so excited about the Assay report
he' d forgotten to switch it back.

But, God, where'sit safe now?
In the room they’ ve already searched?

Maybe they’ d expect him to do that. And they might be looking for one kind of
trouble—but if they found something illegal—

Damn!

Dekker opened his eyes tentatively, hearing someone in the room—realized it was
his doctor leaning over him. The drugs had retreated to a distant haze.

“About damn time,” he said.

The doctor moved his eyelid, used alight, frowning over him. “Mmm,” the
doctor said. Pranh was his name. Dekker read it on the ID card he wore.

“Dr. Pranh. | don’t want any more sedation. | want out of here—What did the
police find out?’

Pranh stood back, put his penlight in his pocket. “I don’t know. | suppose
they’ re till investigating.”

“How long?’

“How long what?’

“How long have they been investigating?’
“Time. Doesthat still bother you?”’

It still touched nerves. But he was able to shake his head and say—disloyal asit
felt to say—"1 know Cory’s probably dead. Right now | want to know why.”

Pranh’s face went strangely blank. Pranh looked at the floor, never quite at him,
and started entering something on his date.

“You haven't heard from the police,” Dekker said. It was hard to talk. There was



still enough of the drug in him he could very easily shut his eyes and go under again,
but he kept pushing to stay awake. Pranh didn’t answer him, and he persisted: “How
long hasit been?’

“Your partner is dead. There’' s no probably. Denial isanormal phase of grieving.
But the sooner you get beyond that—"

“1 don’t know she’s dead. Y ou don’'t know. For all 1 know that ship picked her
up. | want to talk to the police. | want a phone—"

“Cam down.”

“I want a phone, dammit!”

“It'son the record. A rock hit you, atank blew.”
“There wasn’t any rock—"

“You said there was. Are you changing your story?’

“I’m not changing anything! Therewasa’driver out there. It didn’t answer our
hails, it ran right over us—"

“Denia,” Pranh said quietly. “Anger. Transference. I’ ve talked to the
Investigators. There sno 'driver. There never was a’ driver near you. One was
working. It' s possible there was a high-v rock. A pebble.”

“Pebble, hell! | want to talk to the police. | want to know what that " driver captain
says! | want a phone!”

The doctor went to the door, leaned out and spoke to someone outside. And |eft.

“1 want to talk to somebody from Management!” he yelled at the empty doorway.
“Dammit, | want to talk to somebody who knows what’ s going on out there!”

But all that came through the doorway was a pair of orderlies with ahypo to give
him.

He swore when they laid hands on him and when they gave him the shot; and he
swore al the while he was diding back down again. He felt tears running on his face,
and his throat was raw from screaming. He thought of Cory, Cory shaking her head
and looking the way she did when something couldn’t be fixed.

Can't doit, Dek.
And he said to himself and to Cory, Hell if not.

Two pieces of news Ben had for Bird when he walked into the Hole, and good as
one was, the bad won. Hands down.

“We got an LOS on abig one,” Bird muttered as he sat down on his bed. He
threw that out flat, because it was completely swallowed up in this. “ Sure it was
cops?’

“They left anote. A sticker.” Ben showed it to him, folded, from his pocket. “It
was worse than this. | straightened up some—folded Sal and Meg' s stuff.”

“Got them too.”



“Got them too.”
“Damn.” He shook his head. It was all he could think to say.

“Maybe,” Ben said, “maybe they’re just checking us out. | mean, legally, they can
search anything they want—and we have thisclaim in—"

“Legally I'm not sure they can,” he said, tight-jawed. “But the complaints desk is
hell and away from R2.” Then he thought about bugs, signed Ben to hush, got up
and took him out and down the hall to atablein the bar. By that time he figured Ben
knew why. Ben looked worried as he sat down.

“Two beers,” he said to Mike Arezzo. And brought them back and sat down. He
said to Ben: “They could have bugged the place. But if we ask to move, they’ll be
asking why and they’ Il get interested.”

“1 don’t know why they’re on usin the first place,” Ben said. “It’s that damn
Dekker, | know it is. No telling what story he' stelling them.”

“We don’'t know that.”
“Well, it would be damn useful to know. | can talk to somebody in—"

Helaid ahand on Ben'sarm. “Don’t try to fix thisone. | don’t care who you
know. It’s too dangerous.”

“Dangerous, hell! We haven't done anything but save that guy’ s neck!”

Benreally believed in some things. Like The System and The Rules he regularly
flouted. “Y ou remember you asked me about Nouri and hislot. And | said that
wasn't that long ago. Police can do any damn thing they want to. They did then.
They still can. Y our company education tell you that?’

“There are regulations they have to follow—"

“That’sfine. There' s regulations they sometimes don’t follow. Remember Nouri?
Wasn't anything they didn’t search on these docks; and you didn’t say, | got my
rights. The company has its easy times and it has its crackdowns, and both of us
can remember when toilet paper didn’t have stuff in it to break it down so you can’'t
make press-paper anymore, you got to use those damn cards you stick into these
damn readers that we don’t know where the hell they connect to; | can remember
when ships could kind of work in and out of the sectors and you could link up and
share a bottle; now they’ll slap afine on you you’ll never see the top of. | can
remember when they didn’t care about this stupid war with people clear the hell and
gone away from here, that they say now can just come in here and blow us to hell,
and once upon atime we didn’t have the company bank taking L OSes out of your
account if you paid for a search, not until Recovery turned up an absolute
no-can-do. I've seen a hell of alot change, friend. I’ ve heard about how the
company has to do this and the company has to do that, and if we organize and
everybody stands together the company’ s going to give in. Hell! We're not the
Shepherds, the company doesn’'t have to give in. The company can replace us, the
company’s aching to replace us, and if it wasn't for the charter that says they have
to deal with independents on a‘fair and equitable basis' they’ d have screwed us all



right out of existence. They teach you that in company school 7’
“There are still rules. They’re still accountable to higher management.”

“Y eah, they’ re accountable. The only accounting that matters is the balance sheet.
We shouldn’t have filed on that ship, Ben. We shouldn’t have doneit.”

“You’re not making sense. It’s the company’ srules. They set up the salvage
rules. Y ou're saying they’ re not going to follow them?’

“Ben, the rules aren’t supposed to cost the company money. That’'s the Rule
behind the rules. I’ ve had a bad feeling about this whole business from the
beginning. Y ou don’t win big. Y ou never win big.”

“If you don’'t take the breaks you have you damn sure don’'t win anything!”

“You'reall shiny new and bright polished. | wasthat along time ago.” He took a
mouthful of the beer and swallowed. “1 remember when they started making this
stuff, too. You don’t want to see the vats this came from.”

“Yeah, well, maybe everything you remember was better. Maybe everything now
is shit. Or maybe it was alwayslike this.”

“We didn’t always have the company on our necks. We didn’t always have them
gouging every penny they can get their hands on, we didn’t always have afriggin’
military shipyard next door making us a target—we haven’t always had all this damn
happy stuff on the vid all the time, when we know nothing happy is going on back
home, Ben!” It was too much to say, even out in the bar, where bugs weren't likely.
It was too much even to think about. Ben looked confused.

“Here’shome, Bird. Thisis home.”
“Yeah,” hesad. “It's mine, too. But sometimes|’d like to kick its ass.”
Meg and Sal came in the door. They had to explain to them how it was.

Sal said, “ Sons of bitches,” meaning, he hoped, the cops. But Meg and Sal were
smarter than Ben in some ways. They shut right up, and said a dinner would patch
things—

Funny, he thought then, that they had never even once thought that the cops could
have been searching after something Meg and Sal had done, and them almost
certainly skimmers, and just back from arun. But the company never minded
skimming much, the way it never minded how Sal took money from guys—Sal just
didn’'t do favorsfor free, unless she was your partner. And truth be known she got a
bit out of Ben, the way they’d just gotten their dinner paid for. Company brats
understood each other.

The galsdidn’t even look much upset, just kind of shrugged it off and shook their
heads asif two guys who got into somebody else’s trouble could expect police. Or
maybe they were just trying to keep everybody |level-headed, you never knew with
women. They might be madder than hell and thinking how they’ d like to break
certain guys necks, but they’ d think about it awhile and figure they were owed for
this, more than a couple of beers.



So they said they’ d go straighten up, and they left. Ben lingered a minute finishing
his beer and then said he’ d go check the bank and make sure the money got logged
right, which was an excuse: God only knew where Ben was really going.

Bird said, “Don’t you try anything.”
Ben said yeah and left.

Maybe he should have warned the gals about bugs. Probably they were chewing
up him and Ben right now. But maybe it was better they did talk in the room, make
whoever might be bugging the place think that they didn’t suspect athing. They
knew about the ship, al right. But they didn’t know what else there was to worry
about.

Like that "driver sitting out there where that ship had come from.

'Driver chewing away at what miners found—extracting and sorting and sending
bucketloads to old Jupiter, who slowed it down again so the Shepherds could bring
it in to be sheet and foam and such. Mama always assigned sectors according to the
"drivers’ work patterns, so you knew there was one somewhere by, but between you
and the Well, with its business end pointed the other way. Anytime you thought
about going near a’ driver’ s actual fire-path, you had to think about how big it was
and how small you were and how what it threw came so fast you' d never know what
hit you. ' Driver paths were the one item of information Mama gave out for five or so
sectors away, not even regarding the line that divided Rl work zone from R2. Every
firing of the’drivers had to be logged and reported to Mama as to exact time. Y ou
couldn’t move a’driver without Mama' s permission. Y ou sure couldn’t hide one.

So Mamajust forgot to put a’ driver on Dekker’ s charts? It had been on the ones
Mama dumped to Trinidad—right where Dekker had given them the coordinates for
the accident.

Damn, you didn’t want to have thoughts like that.

Lot of pressure on Mama lately—a lot of crazy behaviors out of ASTEX’s upper
echelons—like mandatory overtime in the factories, like trying to revise the contract
with the Shepherds, to let them install afew company-trained crew members on
Shepherd ships—afool could see where that was heading. None of the Big
Shakeups had ever made sense, but damn-all anybody could do if the Earth
Company got behind it. They could change the rules, they could change the laws if
there was one in their way. The EC had so many senators in its pocket and the EC
was so many people’ smeal ticket in one way or another, especially with this ship
construction boom; and there were so many blue-skyers bone ignorant about space
and politics—

Living down at the bottom of the motherwell like his own brother did, writing him
once ayear about the wife and the kids and two pages at Earth to Belt mail rates

about how he was putting in green beans this spring. God. Did people still think
about things like that?

“Just sign this,” they said, and shoved a date under Dekker’ s hand—they had
raised the bed up, propped him with pillows, but the trank was still thick and he



could hardly focus. It was heavy g thistime. It felt hard to breathe.

“What isthis?’ he asked, because he hadn’t gotten cooperation out of anybody
in this place and he didn’t trust any of them. It might be a consent for them to go
cutting on him, or giving him God knew what drug, and damned if he was going to
sign it unread, in this place heavy as 1-deck.

They said—the they who came and went sometimes, cops, doctors, orderlies, he
wasn’t clear enough to figure that at the moment—*It’s just so you can get out of
here. Y ou want to get out of here, don’t you?’

“Go away,” he mumbled, sick at his stomach.

“Don’t you want to leave?’ He had dropped the stylus. They put it back in his
fingers.

Hetried to get alook at it, then. It took alot of work to make out the letters out of
the general haze. But it said: AFFIDAVIT. Legal stuff. He worked some more at it.
Finally he saw it was an accident report.

Accident. Hell.

He threw the thing. Maybe he broke it. It hit the wall and fell with aclatter like
broken plastic. He thought, It wouldn’t do that upstairs.

Hesaid, “I’'m not signing anything without alawyer.”

Hell of amessthey’d left. Meg was maddest about the jewelry. She sat there
untangling earrings and swearing. “ Ought to say we're missing something. Serve the
copsright.”

And Sal, sorting through the stubs of makeup pencils. “Blunted every damn point.
Corp-rat pigs.”

“We haven't done anything.” It took some thinking, but that was the case. Meg
unwound tiny chains and felt an upset at the pit of her stomach. “ Sons of bitches
why the hell’ d they toss everything together...”

Sal came over and leaned on her fist on the bed. Signed, fast and sharp, Careful.
Which didn’t help the feeling in Meg's stomach at all. If they were bugged, and the
way things were going she'd believe it, they could make those bugs vid aswell as
audio.

They didn’'t need thistrouble. They wanted a chance at that ship, but they sure
didn’t need thistrouble, and trouble for the guys was what it smelled like.

They could move out. There were slegperies besides the Hole. They could kiss
Ben and Bird off and go find another |ease after al; but if that second ship did come
Bird' sway—

Then they’ d want to cut their throats, was what. Bird and Ben were the best
operation they had a chance with: no chance for her in the company. Not much for
Sal either: with a police record you could work as a freerunner, but you didn’t get
any favors and you didn’t fly for the company, and if anything went wrong on the
deck you were on, you were first on the cops' list.



Just about time something went right for a change. There' d been enough bad
breaks.

Like the sector they’ d just drawn, which got them anice lot of ice and rock, in
which Mamawasn't keenly interested, no, thank you. That was the kind of
allotments lease crews got lately: there were thin spotsin the Belt, they were passing
through one, and the ship owners took the good onesiif they had to break health and
safety regsto get out again.

WEéll, hell, you hung on. Y ou stuck it. Y ou skimmed when you had to and you did
your damnedest. Meg Kady swore one thing: she wasn't going to die broke and she
wasn't going to be spooked by any company cop throwing her stuff around.

Her hands got real steady with the little chains. She felt her mouth take on thislittle
smile. Fa-mil-iar territory. Amen. “Cops on Sol are higher class,” she said to Sal,
right cheerfully. “These shiz don’t take any coursesin neat, do they?’

“Sloppy,” Sal said. “ Severely sloppy.”

Salvatore sank into his chair, shoved a stack of somebody’s problems aside, and
took hisinhaler from the desk drawer and breathed deeply of the vapors—enough to
set himself at some distance. He took a deeper breath. The drug hit his lungs and his
bloodstream with an expanding rush, reached his nerves and told him to take it easy.
He hated scenes. Hated them. Hated young fools handing Security more problems
and doctors who invoked privilege.

Most of all he hated finding out that there was more to a case than Administration
had been telling him.

The phone beeped. He took another deep breath, let it go: his secretary would get
it; and he hoped to hell—

“Mr. Salvatore,” his secretary said viathe intercom. “Mr. Payne.”

Third call from PI that day. This was not one Salvatore wanted, and he knew
what Payne had heard. God, he wasn't ready for this.

He punched in, said, “Mr. Payne, sir.”

“I’m told we have a problem,” the young voice on his phone said: Salvatore’s
office didn’t have vidphones—he was glad not to have. Payne was junior, a bright
young man in the executive, V. E in charge of Public Information and PR, directly
under Crayton, who was directly under Towney himself, and there was absolutely no
doubt somebody else had been chewing on his tail—recently, Salvatore decided. So
Payne passed the grief down his chain of command, to Security. “That damned fool
Is going to keep on til we have a corporate liability. Thisisn’t going to help anyone,
Salvatore.”

“1 understand that.”

“Look, thisis coming from upper levels, you understand that?’

“l do understand that, yes...”

“Thisis getting to be a damn mess, iswhat it’' s getting to be. The girl’s mother is



after that kid and the whole company’ s on its ear. We' ve got contracts to meet.
We' ve got schedules. We need that release. We need this case settled.”

“I’'m advising himto sign it, Mr. Payne.” Salvatore took a deep breath—of
unadulterated office air, thistime. God, who was Payne talking to? “We' re working
onit. There'sapossibility, theway | seeit—" He took another head-clearing breath
and took a chance with Payne. “ There' s an indication the kids might not have been
where their log said they were. It could have been amistake, it could have been
deliberate. | think they may have been skimming.”

There was along silence on the other end. God, he hoped he' d not made a major
mistake in saying that.

“What we have,” Payne svoice said finaly, quietly, “isaminor incident taking far
too much company time.”

“Yes, gir.”

“1 can’t be more plain than that. We don’t need an independent involved in the
courts, especially akid with camera appeal. I’ ve got the data on my desk, I’ll send it
over to you. There was no ' driver. We have the log. There was no such entry. I'll
tell you what happened out there, captain, these two kids were up to no good, very
likely skimming, probably scared as hell and taking chances with arock way too
large for their kind of equipment. Dekker either screwed up and had an accident that
killed his partner, or there was a mechanical failure—take your pick of the safety
violations on that ship. Maybe we should be prosecuting on negligence and probably
on skimming, but | can give you the official word from Legal Affairs, we're not
prosecuting. The kid’s been through enough hell, there’ s no likelihood that he's
going to be competent to testify, or that he won’t complicate things by raising
extraneous issuesin atrial, and we're not going to have thisdragonand onin a
lawsuit, Salazar’s or his. There's people on this station would love that, you
understand me, captain?’

“I do, sir.”

“ S0 get this damn mess cleared up. Y ou hear me? | want that release. I’ m sending
you the accident report. Y ou understand me? We have elements here perfectly
willing to use somebody like Dekker. | don’t want this blown out of proportion. |
want it stopped.”

He thought about the recorder on his desk. His finger hesitated over the button.
He thought better of that move. But he wanted to make Payne say it. “ Stop the
investigation?”

“Put out the fire, Mr. Salvatore. We have a damage control situation here. | want
thisresolved. | want this problem neutralized. Hear me?”

“Yes, sir,” Salvatore said—which was pointless, because Payne had hung up. He
punched in a number, the outer office. He said to his aide: “Get me Wills on the
phone. Now!”

Dammit, if the kids were d amming—charge them. Y ou skim from the company,



you get busted. Period. But the girl’s mother insisted not. The girl’s mother insisted
her daughter wouldn’t involve herself in a shady operation. Beyond a doubt Dekker
had murdered her daughter for the bank account.

Good point, except it was one doggedly determined killer, who'd wrecked his
ship and sent himself off the mental edge for an alibi. He' d seen miners do crazy
things, he’ d investigated one case that still gave him nightmares, but nobody had
held Corazon Salazar here at gunpoint and nobody had any indication Dekker was
after money, By what his investigation had turned up, the girl had quit college, taken
money from atrust fund, paid Dekker’s way out here and laid down everything she
had for an outdated ship and an outfitting—

A mortal wonder they’ d gotten back alive the first time—and if anybody’ d been
kidnapped out here, it sounded more like Dekker... who was just damned lucky to
have been found: physics had been in charge of that ship, the second those tanks
ruptured: damned sure the kid hadn’ t—and God and the computers knew why it had
stayed in the ecliptic, but it didn’t sound like good planning to him.

Hell, Dek didn’t handle money, one of the interviewees had said, in the
investigation on RI. He just flew the ship. Always tinkering around with it...

Social? Yeah, he’'d be with Cory, but he’'d be doing vid games or something—
he used to win bar tabs that way. Real easy-going. Sometimes you'd get a little
rise out of him, you know, showing off, that sort of thing, but he always struck me
as downright shy. The games were his outlet. He' d be off in the corner in the
middle of a crowd, Cory’d be at the table talking physics and rocks, yeah, they
were a real odd pair, different, but it was like Cory did the headwork and Dek was
all realtime—

Yeah, Dek had a temper. But so did Cory. You never pushed her.

Yeah, they slept together —but they weren't exclusive. Minded their own
business—didn’t get real close to anybody. People tried to take advantage of
them, them being kids, they’ d stand their ground... Cory more than Dek, actually.
She' d draw the line and he' d back her up... not a big guy, older guys used to try
to hit on him—he' d stand for about so much, that was all, they'd find it out.

Honest? | don’t know, they weren’t in anything crooked | ever heard...

There was a’driver out there. He had the up to date charts. Company records
had it arriving March 24 and the accident as March 12. But the ships' logs weretied
up in BM regulations and the mag storage had been dumped. A panel by panel
search of the two ships hadn’t turned up any illicit storage, and Wills hadn’t found
any datacards in the miners' rooms.

Which didn’t mean no datacards had gotten off the ship. Hell of a case for
customs to wave past. Administration could come blazing in demanding answers on
that.

But no one had told him early on there was any question about the charts; and he
consequently hadn’t told Wills. And now the evidence was God knew where. Or if it
still existed. You tried to do some justice in thisjob. There was akid in hospital in



more trouble than he was able to understand, up against a woman with enough
money to see him hauled back to Sol—and into courts where Money, the military,
dissatisfied contractors, and various labor and antiwar organizations were going to
blow it up into an issue with a capital |.

Salvatore understood what they were asking him to do. Found himself thinking
how they didn’t demote you down, just sideways, into some limbo like an advisory
board no one listened to, out of the corporate track altogether.

He had awife. A daughter in school, in Administrative Science—a daughter who
looked to her father for the contacts that would make all the difference. Jilly was
bright. She was so damned bright. And how did he tell her—or Mariko—this
nowhere kid in hospital was worth Jilly’ s chances?

He took another deep breath from the inhaler, thought: Hell, Dekker’ s been no
angel. He' s got a police record on Sol, juvenile stuff. Mother bailed him out. Nothing
he' s done that we can prove...

But kids don’t know what they’ re doing. If the kid can’t use good sense, use it
for him.

He felt the dlight giddiness the inhaler caused: don’t overdo it, his doctor said,
and rationed the inhalers. his doctor didn’t have William Payne on his back. Or a
wife and daughter whose lives arecalcitrant kid could ruin.

If Dekker had used his head he wouldn’t be where he was. Salvatore knew kids:
kids never made mistakes, kids were too smart to make mistakes—but this kid had
made a mistake, he wasin far over his head. His partner was dead, alot of
survivor-guilt was wound around that—agive the kid an out, that was the answer. No
kid was going to understand politics and labor unions and defense budgets. Dekker
had nothing to win that way and nothing but grief if he tried. Give him an excuse,
offer him away not to be accountable for his mistakes.

Before his mouth put himin real trouble.

The Department of Satistics says that the rise in birth rates this year reflects the
rising number of females in the population, which will only continue to rise.
Commenting on this, a spokesman for James R. Reynolds Hospital said today that
the company should place contraceptives on the general benefits list. The average
number of hours worked has fallen 10% during the last five years while the
standard of living has continued to rise...

“Screw that,” Meg said.

“That’ s what they don’t want you to do,” Sal said... population increase of 15%
during the last decade...

“Then why in hell are they doing overtime?’... President Towney declares that
R2 isfacing a population crisis, and urges all women to consider carefully their
personal economic situation. Statistics prove that women who postpone
childbearing until after age 30 will on average enjoy a 25% higher standard of
living. President Towney reminds all workers whether male or female that those



who desire to advance in the company should Be Careful ...
“Think they’ll advance usif we're careful?” Meg snorted.
“Maybe we should go tell them we're waiting,” Sal said.

Y ou got the vid blasting away in the gym. Y ou couldn’t escapeit. They were
gitting there swesting, waiting the breath to do the next round with the machines, and
Towney was blithering again.

On the other hand...

Meg looked at her nails. It was a hobby, growing nailsin heavy time. They all got
clipped when you went to serious work. Or they broke off, eventually, in the dry
cold.

Mostly she didn’t want to look up, because there was this chelovek just comein
that she sincerely didn’t want the notice of. This gym, Sal wanted. And she'd said to
Sal she'd as soon do something alittle less exclusive.

111 %l .”
“Yeah, | see’im.”
Meg looked from under her brows, tried to look like furniture, heart thumping.

Tall guy, hair shaved up, Nordic or something: his name was Mitch, hewas a
Shepherd tech chief, and he was afriend of Sal’s. Not of hers—most definitely not
of hers. Mitch had seen them and done this little take, just a half a heartbeat, and
gone on over to the weights.

“1 think I’ d better evaporate,” she said to Sal.
“No. Sit.”

It wasfairly well Shepherd territory they werein, thislittle gym near the end of
helldeck. It was agym Sal had always had rightsin. She didn’'t. And this
Mitch—Muitch never had approved of their partnership... mildly put.

Sal got up and went and talked with him. Meg tried not to be so forward asto
read lips, but she could read Sal, and it wasn't thoroughly happy.

Then Sal put her arm around Mitch and steered back toward her.
“Meg,” Mitch said.

It was her cussed nature that she wouldn’t stand up. She strangled atows, tilted
her head to get alook at him against the lights and gave him a cool smile. “B’jour,
Mitch, que pasa?’

He did rab the way Shepherds did, fash. He meant the same in hisway. He didn’t
speak the speech, damned sure. Didn’t do the deeds. He said, “Kady. How are you
doing?’

“Oh, fair.”

“That’s good. That's good, Kady. No noise, no fusses. You're friend of afriend
of afriend, you understand. That’s gotten you thisfar. | must say I’ ve been



impressed.”
“You're asonuvabitch, Mitchell. Nice not seeing you lately.”

Mitch smiled. Good-looking sonuvabitch. And having the authority to toss her
out of here, and out of Sal’slife.

“Don’t screw up, Kady. Y ou're on tolerance. Y ou’ ve run the line damned well so
far. I'vetold Sal, there’ s areal chance on you.”

“Takeit and screw with it. I’'m not on your tolerance.”

Mitch’s brows went up. Then he got this down-his-nose ook, shrugged and
waked awvay.

Meg rubbed the bridge of her nose, not wanting to look at Sal. She didn’t know
why she'd done that. Honestly didn’t know why. It wasn’t outstanding good sense.

“Sorry, Aboujib.”

“Yeah, well.” Sal dropped down to her heels, arms on knees. “He asked, he got,
he knew he was pushing. He' s dll right.”

“Yeah. | know how al right heis. Sumbitch. Little-g god. Shit-all he's done for
you.”

Silence from Sal amoment. She' d gone too far with that one. Finaly Sal said,
“They’ ve heard about the upset in our room. Mitch wants us out. Says lease and go,
get out. They’reworried.”

“Hell if!” Meg said. “We're close, dammit. What' s he bloody care?’
Sal’ s dark face was al frown. “We do got awarning.”

“Y eah, well, Aboujib.”

“Severe warning.”

“Wants me out of here, too, let’s be honest. You get alease, I'll stay hereand
hold us a spot on the ship.”

“Didn’t say that.”

“1’m not saying split, dammit, I’m saying | stay here and hold us a spot and you
keep your friends happy.”

“He' s advising both of us.”

She took atag end of the towel, mopped her forehead, an excuse to gather her

composure. “We're that close. Dammit, Sal, you don’t get that many breaks. There
won't be another.”

Sal didn’t say anything for amoment. Meg sat there thinking, Sal’ s break’ swith
them: her real break iswith them, if she toes the line. Damn sons of bitches.
Couldn’'t help her. Couldn’t take her in. Toss akid out like that... make her turn
spiralstil she's proved hersdf—hell if, Mitchell.

Sal said, finally, “Come on. Out of here.”



On the walk, out in the noise and the traffic of the' deck: “1 don’t think there’'sa
bug there—Mitch wouldn't talk, else. But there’'s aword out, Meg: | got to confess,
| maybe said too much.”

“About what?’

“Ben got data off that they got when they were after that ship. He' s been working
with it and he doesn’t give adamn what it isto anybody else, it's his chartsand he's
not going to see it dumped. He said that.”

Meg took along, long breath. “Merde. That’s what you told Mitch?’
“Mitch came to me. They wanted a copy.”
“Ben'dkill you.”

Sal kept her voice low, beneath the noise and the echoes. “Y eah. | know it. But
they won't make the same use of it—just the information, just those chart numbers.
Y ou got to fund me, Kady. Mitch’s got my card right now. Access to our locker for
the next while.”

“Shit, Aboujib!”
“On the other hand—"
“Thisthing's got too many hands asis!”

“On the other hand, Shepherds have got their eyes on us after this. Dunno what
they can do with those charts—but they’ re thinking there’ s something just damn
ni-kulturny about Bird's ship being tied up, about this kid getting killed out there,
about the cops looking through the stuff—"

“You told him this. Y ou went to him.”

Sal ducked her head. “I was worried. Worried about whether we shouldn’t cast
off and get clear of this, if you want the truth. Y ou ask yourself why the cops would
turn our rooms upside down, ask yourself if there’s any damn thing we' ve been
involved in out of the ordinary except we got two friends trying to file on a ship.”

“ Aboujib,—"

“Yeah, | know. | was just asking a question. | said | thought it could be data
they’re looking for—"

“Aboujib, do you seriously mind telling me in the hereafter when you're going to
pull alift likethis?’

“Yeah, well, | figured you'd worry.”
“I’d have killed you—Ben know?’
13 NO_"

“So how long before he finds out? God, Aboujib, that jeune filsisno fool. He
could’ ve bugged the damn card.”

Sal pursed her lips. “Did.”



“Then he does know?’
“Neg. Of course not. He and | both came through the Institute.”

CHAPTER 8
&K N>

IT was tests: put the washer on the stick, fit the pegsin the stupid holes. Add
chains of figures. Dekker knew what they were up to when they gave him the kid
toys.

“Screw that,” he said, and shoved the whole box onto the floor—wishing it was
lighter g. But it made a satisfying racket. He looked up at the disconcerted
psychologist and said, “ Screw all of you. I'm not taking your tests until | seea

lawyer.”
He stood up and the orderlies looked ready to jump, the petite psychologist
frozen, date held like ashield.

He coin-flipped the washer he had in his hand. Caught it before it fell, then tossed
it toward the corner, looking at the orderlies.

“You want to come along?’ Tommy said. He was the one who talked.

“Yeah,” he said, shrugged, and walked over to the door where Tommy and Alvie
could take hold of him. They had worked it out: he walked and they didn’t break his
arms.

If he was quiet they kept the restraints light and he could keep his hands free. It
was hell when you couldn’t scratch.

“Vid,” he said when they were putting him to bed. There was vid in this room.
Tommy turned it on for him. He didn’t even want to ponder where he' d been, what
they were doing, it was just one more try, no different than the rest.

But it scared him.

Another doctor walked in, turned off the vid. He' d never seen this man before.
But it was adoctor. He had the inevitable date, the pocketful of pens and lights and
probes. And a name-badge that said Driscoll.

Driscoll walked over, sat down on the edge of the bed.
“Don’t get friendly,” Dekker said. “I’m not in the mood.”

He enjoyed seeing the bastard sit back and take on an offended surliness. He was
down to small pleasureslately. Driscoll consulted his slate mysteriously. Or Driscoll
was the one who had the memory problems.

“1 understand your impatience,” Driscoll said.
“I'll talk to alawyer.”
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“We have your test results.”

“You didn’'t run any test.”

Driscoll looked at his dlate again: “Impaired motor function, memory lapses...”
“That’ s bullshit.”

“Mild concussion, prolonged isolation, oxygen deprivation, exposure to toxic
materials—a possibility of some permanent dysfunction—"

“Bullshit!”
“Inappropriate behavior. Hostility.”
“Get the hell out of my room. Where's Pranh?’

“Dr. Pranhison leave. I'm taking his cases.” Driscoll made a note on the date. “I
take it you'd like to get out of here.”

“Damn right.”
“I’ll order the forms.”
“I’m not signing any forms.”

Driscoll got up, reached the door and hesitated. “Try to control those outbursts,
Mr. Dekker. Staff understands your problem. But it would be all around easier if
you' d make an effort. For your own sake.—Are the hallucinations continuing?’

Dekker stared at him. “Of course not,” he said. He thought, That’sadamn lie.

But it scared him. It pushed his pulse rate up. They’ d turned off the beep, but that
didn’t mean they weren't listening, or that it wasn’t going into storage somewhere.

Eventually ayounger man came in, with another slate—walked up to the bed and
said, “How are you fegling?’

The badge on this one said Hewett. He hardly looked twenty. He had a pasty,
nervous look. Maybe they’d told him he was crazy.

Dekker didn’t answer him; he stared, and the young man said, “I’ ve got your
release forms.” He offered the date. “ Y ou sign at the bottom—"

“I’m not signing thisthing.”

“You haveto signit.”

“I’ve asked for alawyer. I'm not signing that thing.”
Hewett looked upset. “Y ou haveto signit, Mr. Dekker.”
“No, | don’t.”

“Y ou want out of here, don’'t you?”’

“They want me out of here.” He was cold. The air-conditioning seemed
excessive. He thought if there was a pulse monitor going it must be going off the
scale. “I’m not going to sign that thing. Tell them they can do it. They’ ve lied about
everything ese.”



Hewett hesitated this way and the other, said, in hushed tones, “Just sign it.
That's all you haveto do.”

“No.” He shut his eyes. Opened them again as Hewett | eft.

He wanted out of here. He no longer thought he was safe from anything here. But
he didn’t see away.

Rush for the door? If he got to the outside, especially if he hit anybody, the cops
would have him on charges, God knew what. Sign the form and then go for a
lawyer? A signed form was all that mattered to these people. It was all they listened
to. And what kind of legal help was he going to get here? A company lawyer?
Company witnesses?

He' d had a brush with the law on Sol Station—kid stuff. He'd learned about
lawyers. He d learned about hearings. Judges went in with their minds made up.

Another white coat came in. With adate. This one walked up, held it out, and
said, “Thisisfor your medical insurance. Sign it.”

He eyed the date, eyed the woman suspicioudly.

“It just authorizes payment of your bills. Y ou’'re damned lucky you have it.
Y ou're a hundred percent covered.”

Hetook it, looked at it. It looked legitimate. It listed him and it listed Cory. He
signed the thing, and he remembered fighting with Cory, an outright screaming
argument about that policy, saying, We don’t need insurance, Cory, God, if you
have an accident out here, that’sit, that's all—it’s a damn waste of money ...

And Cory had said, the college girl, from just adifferent way of life than his. I've
never been without insurance. We're at least having medical. | don’t care what it
costs. If we need it, it'll always be there...

In the crazy way Cory did things—argue about a damn jacket and spend a
thousand dollars a year on a company policy that wasn’t going to do them a damn
bit of good. He started crying. He didn’t even know why. The medic stood there
staring at him amoment, and he put his arm over his face and turned as far over as
he could. She left. But he couldn’t stop.

Tommy came in and said, “Do you want a shot, Mr. Dekker?’
He grabbed his pillow and buried hisfacein it. So Tommy went away.

“Got something for you,” Marcie Hager said, in her office in Records, with that
peculiar smugness that Ben remembered. He came away from the doorframe—he
had come to the Records office on a cryptic Drop by—from Marcie. This after a
nice bottle of wine that showed up with abuzz at Marcie’'s door some days past.
You never paid Marcie’ skind in funds. But you did want to be remembered.

Marcie said, avery faint whisper, “Got alittle flag on your claims case. Seems
Dekker’ s license has just been pulled.”

He pursed hislips. “ Grounds?’



“Doesn’'t say. Just turned up on the flag.”

“Mmmn,” he said. Hewinked at Marcie, sad: “Thanks,” with alittle lift of his
brows. “Big thanks.”

Marcie looked self-satisfied. “1 did enjoy that.” Meaning the wine, he was sure.
But it didn’t mean the wine paid everything. Marcie had her sights set on
promotion—something to do with personnel. He didn’t forget that.

So Dekker’ s license was being pulled.

He walked out of the Records, hands in pockets, reckoning what he knew and
who he knew, and finally decided to stroll over to acertain small officein
Admin—nothing much. Records.

But Fergie Tucker worked there.
Fergiewasjust plain bribable.
“Hello, Fergie,” he said, leaning on the counter. “How about lunch?’

“The guy’s got no license now,” Ben said, over asandwich in |0’ s flashing neon
decor. You never could tell what you were eating in here—everything flashed red
and orange and green and the music made the wine shake in the glasses, but Tucker
liked it. “He' s out on amedical. Psych, if you ask me. He was crazy, out of his head
all the way back—no way in hell he wasin control of that ship.”

Tucker took adrink. Strobe light turned the wine black, then flashed red on
Tucker’s face as he set the glass down, ajerky movement synched with the bass
flutter down the scale. The wine shook. The air quivered. Tucker said, more loudly
than he liked, “What exactly do you want?’

“Ex-pe-dition,” he said, leaning close.
“Huh?’ Tucker said. Tucker’s hearing had to be going.

“Expedite!l” he said, over the bassline. “There' s no damn way he wasin control.
That’ s the law. He has to be in control, or we own that ship.”

“I know the law.”
“Wel?’

Tucker shrugged, and took a big bite of his sandwich. Which left him sitting there
while he disposed of it. Tucker had been a pig in school and he was still apig. But
he was a high-ranking pig. And he could move data along if he wanted to.

“Everything in order?’ Tucker asked finally, when the mouthful was down.

“That application’s so clean it squeaks. Vid. Before, after, and during. Clean bill
from the cops.”

“Court of Inquiry?’ This around a mouthful.

“We haven't gotten any complaints. Nothing filed on us. On him, maybe. But |
know that title'sclear. It's his. The partner’s dead, died out there. Soletitle’ s with
the guy, there aren’t any other lienson it. We're it.”



Tucker’ s face was orange now, with moving shadows. Sitar run. Clash of
cymbals. Bass in syncopation.

“So what are we talking about?’
“Just dlip it ahead in the queue.”
Tucker swallowed. Said, dowly, “Has to have agrounds. Give me one.”

He said, carefully, “What's grounds?’ and inclined his head as far across the
table as he could get it. The music was on a loud stretch.

“Where is this ship? What' s its status?’

“At dock. Lifesupport’s amess. Tanks are blown. Filthy as hell and the cops
haveit.”

“Chance of ongoing damage?’

“Could be. Depends. Have we got a better one?’
“Hardship.”

“On who?’

“The clamant? Have you suffered damage?’

God, it was so close he could taste it. “Financial ?”
“Any kind of damage? Can you document it?’

“Yes!” Hewinced. The music vibrated through the table top. He held the
explanation a moment, then shouted, “We spent our reserve getting that mother in.
We're short at the bank, we couldn’t lease our ship out when we came in because
the cops had it impounded, now we don’t know what to do—she' s past time she
should have gone, you know, here we are a good way through our heavy time, but
she' s sitting idle; we got crews stacking up want to lease, and we need the money,
but you only get a percentage on alease if we do let her go out.”

“S0? Where' s the hardship?’

“We could have to be here because of legal questions on the other ship—we're
trying to be in compliance with the rules, but we don’t know which way to jump.
We've aready lost abig chunk of our capital and we' re scared to leave for fear of
sending the whole deal out the chute, you understand what I’ m saying? We' ve been
waiting months already. We' re coming to the time we should be out of here and we
can't be.”

“Yeah,” Tucker said. “Y ou know, somebody else could even dip in with abid
and take that ship, if word got out she was up for clam, if you weren’'t around to,
sort of, il the gears.”

Tucker was areal bastard. He stared at Tucker, thinking, Don’'t you think about it,
you scum,—while the music went from green to red and his blood pressure went up
and up.

“Yeah,” he said, “but we are due a Hardship.”



“Yeah, well, you know those things are hell to fill out. You have to use the right
words, say exactly what the clerks around in Claims like to hear. And you have to
have somebody take it over there that can put it on the right desk.”

“Guaranteed?’

“Guaranteed.” Tucker’s pig eyes looked him up and down. “Ship owner has
collaterd like hell. Never has anything in pocket. How' re your finances running?’

“Five hundred.”
“Five thousand.”
“The hdl!”

Tucker shrugged, dlid his eyes away, filled his mouth with sandwich. The bass
fluttered up and down the scale.

“All right!” Benyelled.

Trinidad was free. That had come through this morning. Thank God. Bird nursed
the beer to the bottom and the last lean froth—wanted a second one, but the tab at
The Hole was aready too high. August friggin’ 15th, and Trinidad was still at dock.

Meg patted his shoulder, went over to the bar. He figured what she was doing,
then, and turned half around to protest, but Mike was already drawing the first one,
and Sal Aboujib laid her hand on his from his other side. “Beer’s cheap,” Sal said.
“Let her buy this one. We owe you afew.”

He had adateful of figures that wouldn’'t balance, Ben was still arguing about
staying on, Dez Green and Alvarez and a good many of the other independents
who' d been in when they arrived had all checked out on runs, and he was trying right
now to decide whether old bones could run the risk of shortening their own time
here, or whether they should just lease Trinidad out to Brower and his mate and sit
at Base running up sleepery and food bills—maybe even lease her to Meg and Sal.
Promise them the new ship if they got it. In that consideration they were short of
supplies, the bank was not cooperating, and the damned L OS never had turned up
again. They could try one more thing to get Recoveriesto wake it up, but that
computer time was expensive—and he just wasn't sure it was worth it. They’d had
another minor LOS yesterday, not on one of their own, but on one they had a
15-and-20 on, on Peterson’ s lease; and he wished to hell he knew whether it was just
bad luck, Peterson’ s fault, or whether there' d been any assignment in that sector
when the thing went dead: the company just didn’t like to hand out that kind of
information. There were hotheads on helldeck that’ d go for somebody if they got the
wrongful or rightful notion they’ d been robbed. Couldn’t blame Mama on that one.
Fights with chains and bottles were hell on the cops.

So they took the second L OS and they were going to have to tighten belts, that
was al. And he knew why Meg and Sal were moping around with him and Ben
instead of out running down alease or even hitting on them for Trinidad, when that
would have been the logical thing.

Hard at this point to tell them they weren’t good enough to make enough to rate



any prime lease, and they’ d better go court somebody else, when Meg and Sal were
courting them with all the finance they had and they were, dammit, day by day letting
them do it, standing by them when anybody else would have called them fools.

Y ou know, he'd told them more than once, at the first; | got to be honest with
you: | don’t think that ship of Ben’s going to come through.

Did that drive them off? Hdll no.

He should have said, plain and cold: Meg, | hear you' re one hell of a pilot, and
Sal, you're not bad at the numbers, but you just haven't got the years—haven't got
the math, haven’t got the sense of how things work—

Should have said, along time ago: Y ou two shouldn’t ever have made a team: two
greenies in the same ship is never going to get better fast enough for what you want.

But he knew what kind of slimespots they d aready shipped with before they’'d
proved on Trinidad that they could go it alone, and started getting leases: and Meg
had courted him real hard just before Ben showed up with the cash and the
schooling—he still flinched when he recalled having to tell Meg that; and Meg taking
it real well, though she looked asif she'd got it in the gut. Maybe Sal even knew.
And she and Sal had stayed teamed, even so.

They’ d take good mechanical care of a ship, and bring her back sound and clean.
L ast lease he' d had with Hall and Brower, you couldn’t say that. And they might do
better with decent charts—and alittle help from Ben.

Sal and Ben were aclose pair lately. Those who knew Ben might snicker; and
those who knew Sal would never in amillion years win abet on what really went on
for some of those hours in the room, which was Ben talking numbers and Soheila
Aboujib ticking away with her rented comp, with her lip caught in her teeth and this
frown that would break glass—Sal could look madder than any individual he knew
except Crazy Bob Crawford. Ben was hard to shake when he got an idea, but when
it came to plain determination to make it, Aboujib and Meg Kady both were right up
there with the cussedest.

We could do worse, Ben kept saying—when who to lease to had never been
Ben' s department, just which draws to lease and which to work—but he couldn’t
say Ben was wrong, except today it came to him that they’ d blown near two months
here, and they only now got Trinidad free. He and Ben could go ahead and make a
run—

Y et here they both were, with karma piling up with the pair who'd stayed by them.
He couldn’t figure how he' d gotten into this, or when it had gotten too late—but
when the cops had raided them and thrown Meg and Sal’ s stuff all over, that had
been areal bad timeto tell them shove off and forget it—

It seemed aworse time this morning, with their account bleeding money and him
into Meg for abeer. He knew he ought to say, coldly as he could: Meg, Sal, don't
you buy me a damn other drink this morning, because you’ re not getting what you're
after, and you’ re wasting your money on what isn’t going to come through—



But Meg set the mug down in front of him, patted him on the shoulder and sank
into the chair beside him. “We got an idea, Bird. You and Sal go out in Trinidad.
Ben and | stay here to keep that application alive and take care of problems—we get
us alittle finance, put what Sal and | got in the pot with yours—make sense?’

“l got to say—" was as far as he got toward a desperate | don’t think thisisa
good idea, and | can’t take your money—

—when afamiliar step came up behind him and a hand slapped a paper down in
front of him.

His eyes must be going. For amoment it failed to make sense aswhat it was. A
piece of real paper. With official print.

And Ben landing in the chair on his other side, grabbing his arm, shaking him and
saying, “We got it! We got it, Bird!”

“The ship?’ Of asudden he knew it was a ship title. He'd handled Trinidad’'s
—yYyears ago, before he put it in the bank vault. “It says Two-Two-Ten-Charlie.
That’s not the number...”

“ Same ship. Same ship with the blown tanks. They renumbered it. Like she was
new. New start. Everything. We can sell her or we can fix her. We got her, Bird!”

Hefelt alittle dizzy. He took adrink of the beer. Meg grabbed his arm from the
other side. Sal was on her feet hugging Ben, and Ben was ordering drinks.

“Wait aminute!” he said, “wait aminute! Free and clear?”’

“Free and clear,” Ben said. “We got afew chargesto pay, but hell, we got the
collateral, now!”

“What charges?’
“We got—8, 9 k to pay... plus the dockage.”
“Nine thousand!”

“Administrative. It s nothing, Bird,—nothing, against the value of that ship.
Figureit! It'sours!”

“| don't believeit.”

Ben pointed on the paper, where it said: joint ownership, and both their names.
That wasn't the terms of the split they’ d aways had, but, hell, he thought, Ben had
hunted down the forms, Ben had done the legwork, Ben had pushed the thing when
he never thought it would happen.

Mike came over, Mike heard how it was, and gave them around of drinks on the
house—The Hole never did that. But Mike did now.

They had more than was good for them.

Which was when Ben said how he' d heard Dekker was going to be in hospital a
long, long time. How he'd gotten his license pulled.

Brain damage, Ben said.



“Shit,” he said, suddenly sick at the stomach.
“Hey, | told you,” Ben said. “Dekker’ s a certified mental case.”
“They pull him all theway?’ Sal asked.

Ben shrugged. “Close as makes no difference, if he gets re-certified there’ s no
way they give himaclass 1. D3, maybe, but no way he can ever be primary pilot.
Ship’s ours, on account of it was a tumbling wreck when we got it, and just because
hewasinsideit isim-ma-terial. He was just baggage. He couldn’t stop it and he was
In no shape to help himself.”

Poor guy, he thought.

“Fact is,” Ben said, “we dill got astack of bills against his account. And if he's
gone for along walk, he doesn’t need the money: they’ll just ship him out to the
motherwell. | got an attachment on his bank account.”

That was too much. “Now, wait a minute, Ben, we got the ship.”

“And the repair bills. And our fuel and our dock time—and its dock time, don’t
forget that. They’ll stick uswith al those bills.”

Unpleasant thought. “And the clean-up inside,” he said. “God, have you got any
figure what that’ s going to cost?’

“1 dunno,” Ben said. “But we can get our expenses back.”

He was disgusted with himself, being happy to hear that. Maybe there was alot of
disgust at the table. Meg and Sal had gotten real quiet.

But Ben pulled out his pocket slate and started running figures. “What we can do,
we do the repairs ourselves, we use the reserve cash—"

“Whoa, wait aminute. That's our private insurance fund.”

“You don't have to think like that now. That ship out there’s our insurance fund.
We got flexible capital now, Bird, sure we want areserve, but we got to get that
thing in running order. Werisk it now, whileit’sin this shape; we don't lease
Trinidad this run, we can do that work in a month if we push it, and we build back
our fund. It'Il work.”

“Hell,” hesaid, “I don't know. This poor guy—"
“It’ s not our problem,” Ben said.

“Ben...”

Ben gave him abewildered |ook.

“We don’t take anything more from that guy. That’s flat. No more charges
against him.”

Ben didn’t say anything for amoment. Ben looked asif he were worried about the
objection, or confused. Finaly: “Y eah, well, al right. But we're talking about a guy
that may not make it out of the psych ward.”

“If he does.”



“Yeah, if he does, fine. So we're all right, so we collect it and if he gets out we
can stand him a stake. If not, who cares?’ Excitement got the better of him, he broke
out in agrin and slapped Bird on the shoulder. “We got it, Bird, we got it, we got it
made.”

The guys went off to somewhere, talking about checking out prices on tanks,
happy, mostly—they all should be. Everything had worked.

But Meg sat there with Sal turning her glassin a pointless circle and scared for a
moment that didn’t clearly make sense. She wasn't superstitious, as arule. Maybe
she’ d gotten to distrust awinning hand: it always seemed to be the big breaks that
stung you, the ones that made you lose your sense of reality and pushed you to
commit to big mistakes—Iike the break that had had her believing that sumbitch back
at Sol.

“No damn luck at all,” she said. “Poor bastard’ s had all up and down, isn’t he?
Good old MamBitch. Screwed him good.”

“Yeah,” Sal said. “Didn’t Mitch say?’

“Suppose he is crazy?’

“Ben swearsheis.”

“Brut bad luck for him.”

“Company’d only get that ship. That’s who we're screwing.”
“That’ s the truth.”

“Bet MamBitch passes areg real fast saysthis can’t happen again. Bet MamBitch
never severely figured somebody’ d get through the shitwork and file all those forms.
They don’t count on us knowing how.”

“Ah, but they paid off. That proves MamBitch is honest, doesn’'t it? Then she'll
pass her rule.”

Sal gnawed her lip, tilted her head to one side, a clash of metal-clipped braids.
“That gives Mama credit for brains. That’s never been proved.”

“That’ s the truth. True here, true everywhere.”

Clink of glasses.

“Here’ s to one more poor bastard,” Sal said. “Up the corp’s.”
“Yo0,” Meg said. “Here' sto regulations.”

“Stupidity,” Sal said.

“Inefficiency.”

“Vendlity.”

“Isthat adivison?’

“Right under the corp-rat president.”

Clink. “Here’ sto somebody Responsible.”



“Must be on Mars.”

“Surean’t here”

A quiet snort. And alook in Sal’ s eyes that was dead serious.
“Screwed,” Sal said.

“Yeah,” Meg said, “but what’s new? Maybe he'll get lucky. Maybe they’ll ship
him back to his zone, let him re-train.”

“Lay any bets? He could have friends there.”
“No takers,” Meg said, and stirred awater-ring with her finger.
Sal said: “Worth a nudge.”

Meg looked at her then, and Sal made alittle shrug, gave her alift of the brows
with this smug look in her eye.

“You let it alone, you and your friends.”
“No worry, Kady.”

“Yeah.” Cold asice, Sal was; but sometimes you got this feeling she was thinking
of something that risked her neck and she was breathing it in like an oxygen high. Sal
was a Shepherd’ s daughter. Sal was also an orphan—in one deep dive into the Well.

That was worth remembering, too.

CHAPTER9
&K N>

THEY’ D asked his shoe size at breakfast. Now they turned him out of bed, gave
him underwear and socks that came folded, likewise a cheap little Personals kit, a
pair of brand new boots (black) and coveralls (blue) with fold-marks all over, so he
looked like a mental case. They let him shave himself thistime, but his hair hung
around his ears and down into his collar: he didn’t even remember the last time Cory
had cut it. He just stood therein front of the mirror staring at a hollow-cheeked,
wild-eyed stranger and didn’t understand what Paul Dekker had to do with this gaunt
crazy person. He didn’'t remember that small white scar on histemple, didn’t
understand how it could have healed so far without him ever knowing he' d gotten
it... Tommy took him gently by the arm—nhe liked Tommy more than Alvie. Alvie
just did hisjob; Tommy cared. Tommy always gave him that little moment to get his
balance, that moment to figure out that he had to do what they wanted, because
Tommy had his orders, but Tommy was never rough with him, and Tommy guided
him now with area concern for his comfort.

“Where are we going?’ he asked.
“Just down the hall,” Tommy said. “It’ s all right, Mr. Dekker.”
“Not going to be any more tests.”
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“No, sir. Just down to the office.”

Things kept echoing in his head. He said, “Tommy, did they give me something?’
“When they did the tests thiswatch, yes, sir. Still alittle groggy?’

“Dizzy,” he said.

“Yes, sir. We'll just take it slow, al right? Good chance you' re going to be
leaving this afternoon.”

That scared him. He thought, Where to? Where is this place? They’ d let him out
and he' d be somewhere he didn’t know and Tommy wouldn’t be there. Just
strangers.

Tommy opened a door for him and brought him into an office. He didn’t want to
stay here. He didn’t want to be alone with any more doctors. Tommy set him down
in achair and he grabbed on to Tommy’sarm. “Stay here,” he said.

Tommy patted his shoulder. “It's all right.” The doctor was coming in from the
other door, same stamp as all the others. Tommy had said the doctor’ s name and he
didn’t care, he just wanted out of here. But Tommy stayed right there with his hand
on his shoulder amoment and when the doctor ordered him, Tommy left him there.

“How are we doing?’ the doctor said.

“Screw you,” he said—couldn’t muster any enthusiasm about it. He felt asif he
was floating.

“Don'’t like this place, do you?’

That question wasn’t even worth answering. He wanted to go back to bed.
Wanted to watch vid or something. Or sleep.

“Still having the memory lapses, Mr. Dekker?’
He honestly didn’t know. He shook his head.

“I’m Dr. Visconti. Outpatient Services. Dr. Driscoll says you’ re doing much
better.”

Maybe he was supposed to say something about that. He didn’t. He just nodded.

Visconti said, “There’' s an answer here from Management, on your request for a
Court of Inquiry. Do you want meto read it to you? Do you want to read it?”’

“I'll read it,” he said, and Visconti pulled a card from his pocket, dipped it into
the date that was lying on his desk and offered it to him. It said,

Mary Finn, Special Judge

Legal Affairs Technical Division

Re inquiry: Belt Management, Div. 2,
Mining & Recovery

ASTEX

MEMO TO:

Mr. Paul E Dekker

c/o James R. Reynolds Hospital



R2/ASTEX MINING

8/01/23
Dear Mr. Dekker:
We have investigated your claims regarding the fatal accident that
occurred on or about March 12th of this year. We enclose the
testimony of 1) Recoveries, which has attempted to trace the course
of 1-84-Z and to determine the location of the accident; 2) the
testimony of Mohammed Fahdi, range officer and Lyle Xavier
Manning, senior captain of the ship Industry, which was the only
ship of its class operating near that path; 3) the testimony of
Frances E. Rodrigues, Chief of Operations of BCOM/RL, 4) the
report of Gianpaulo Belloporto, chief examiner, ASTEX R2 DIV
ECSAA. It isthe determination of this office that a catastrophic
failure of the main intake value caused an explosion of the number
two primary tank of 1-84-Z, which hurled the vessel in an
unanticipated acceleration toward charted asteroid 2961...

“Thisisadamn lie. Thiswholethingisalie—"
“Mr. Dekker.”
“There wasn't any catastrophic failure.”

“Mr. Dekker. There was no "driver in your vicinity at the time. The report doesn’t
find you culpable. It was a very unfortunate double system failure. The pressurein
that tank was building up during your maneuvering while your partner was outside.
The valve had failed. The warning should have sounded. There’'s no evidence it did.
The blowoff apparently didn’t function—that part of the tank is missing and there's
no way to check—"

“What are you, apsych or amechanic?’

“It’s part of our job, Mr. Dekker, to determine what did happen before we offer
advice. The investigators don’t find any evidence of negligence, and they don’t
blame you in any wise for the accident.”

He shut up, just stared at the wall. Useless to argue. Absolutely useless.

“It simply wasn’'t your fault, you understand? It wasn't any one person’s fault.
There’ s going to be a thorough investigation at RI maintenance—but most serious
accidents, they tell me, involve atriple failure, either of human beings or of
equipment. As | understand it, the pressure warning didn’'t sound. They’re sure of
that from the log recorder. The blowoff can’'t have functioned properly. It says here
they’ re investigating the possibility of aprimary cause in across-wiring of a control
module in an attitude control unit—the chance that the safety interlock system
actually caused a pressure increase instead of a system shutdown. If it's any
comfort to you, there' s going to be a design review and a mandated inspection on
that particular module. Whatever the technicalities—as the experts explain it, it was
bound to happen at some point during a period of frequent brief firings—the
Investigating board thinks when you were moving in to pick up your partner. Soit’s
absolutely not your fault, Mr. Dekker. There’ s no way you could have detected the



malfunction: no way you could have anticipated it, nothing you could have done
when it did happen. It’s not a question of blame. And you've carried agreat deal of
personal blame, haven't you, Mr. Dekker?’

“ Anything you say, doctor.”

“It's called transference. A terrible experience, along period of disorientation,
periods of unconsciousness. Guilt for what you didn’t do. A "driver accident is
something every miner’s afraid of—something you can’'t defend against, a shot
arriving out of nowhere, faster than anything can warn you. A loss of personal
control. Just like that explosion. That fast. Cory’s gone—"

“Not Cory.”
“Not Cory?’

“What' s the matter? Her being dead puts you on afirst name basis with her? Go
to hell, doctor!”

“Of course you' d have protected her. You're still protecting her. But you have to
accept you' re not to blame. Something blew up. There may be culpability on
someone' s part, but it's not with you. There was a’driver, but it was a sector away.
It wasn't firing. The events you' ve fantasized just didn’t happen. They don’'t have to
happen in order for you to be innocent. Y ou have to turn loose of that fantasy. Y our
partner’ s gone. There’' s no chance she’ s alive now. There' s no hope. There hasn't
been from the first few hours after the accident. Y ou have to give that up. Y ou have
to take care of yourself, now, Mr. Dekker.”

“It' sadamned lie,” he said. “Y ou haven’t been here all the while, have you? They
used to say therewasn't a’driver at all. Now it’sadifferent story.”

“It'sadifferent story, Mr. Dekker, because records are kept by zones and by
sectors. Y ou were amost correct, but you were remembering a recent position. The
mind will do that to you. Therewasn’t a’driver in the vicinity. The BMO at Rl and
here at R2 have compared records. They know your course now. They didn’t, at the
start. Now they’re sure the ' driver wasn't anywhere near the accident.”

He couldn’t answer that. His hold on what had happened had become too
precarious. He decided to keep his mouth shut, before they argued him out of
another piece of hismemory.

The doctor took the slate, put in another card. “Are you ready to get out of here,
Mr. Dekker?’

“Damnright | am.”

“You'll bein outpatient for awhile.” The doctor passed him the date. “You'll
have a prescription to help you sleep—I understand you still have trouble with
nightmares. That’s only normal. Y ou have to work these memories out. Y ou have to
remember and deal with thistragedy. | think you understand that. But you will have
the prescription, if you need it.” He reached forward and offered a stylus. “ Sign the
bottom of the document and date it.”



Dekker pushed the button, scrolled back. It said... agreeto the findings
hereabove stated...

“No,” he said, and shoved the dlate at the doctor. “I don’t agree.”
“You don't feel you're ready to be released.”

The doctor didn’t take the date. It stayed in Dekker’s hand and his hand shook.
He thought, If | sign thislie nobody will ever pay for what they did. They’ll have
killed Cory, and I’ll have run out on her, finally even I’ll have run out on her...

But if | stay in here they’ [l make me crazy. They can tell any damn lie they want.
What' s justice? What' s justice, when there' s nobody can call them liars?

He set it in hislap, shaking so badly he could hardly write his name, but he signed
it. Hiseyes blurred. He handed it over.

“Can you say, right now,” the doctor said, “at least maybe it was an explosion?
Maybe it was an accident? Can you get that far, Mr. Dekker? Can you admit that
now?’

He nodded.
“Mr. Dekker?’
“Yes,” hesaid.

“Good,” Visconti said, and took the datacard from the slate and put it in his
pocket. He got up from the edge of the desk. “Come with me, Mr. Dekker. I'll take
you to Dismissals.”

He got up. He hurt in every joint. They went out the side door and into a corridor
he hadn’t known was there. He only wished Tommy had been there. He would have
liked to have Tommy with him.

“Don’'t mind alittle stiffness,” Visconti said while they were walking. “1 want you
to walk. I want you to do low-impact exercises—you don’t need any broken bones
to complicate matters. No jumping. No jogging. If there' s any pain in the back, stop.
The card we're going to give you has all your prescriptions, with dosages and
cautions. | don’t have to warn you about calcium depletion, kidney stones, that sort
of thing. The calcitonin regulators you' re surely familiar with. What I’ ve given you
shouldn’t have any interactions, but take any symptoms serioudly, follow the
exercise routines |’ ve laid out exactly, precise number of repetitions. If you get any
undue amount of sleep disturbance, see me, if you get blood in the urine, if you get
sharp headaches, blurred vision, hallucinations or pain in the chest, put that card in
the nearest reader, punch 888, and don’t leave that reader. An emergency crew will
find you.”

“888."

“That’sright. I'm your doctor of record. Don’'t hesitate to call me.” They
reached a counter in a hallway that stretched on toward the light. “Thisis patient
Dekker, Paul E. Would you find hisfile and his belongings?’ Visconti put out his
hand. “ Good luck, Mr. Dekker.”



Maybe it would have been braver to have told Visconti go to hell. But it might
have landed him back in the other hall again, with more stuff being shot into him and
the doctors saying, Are you still having those memory lapses?

He shook Visconti’ s hand and waited at the counter alone when Visconti went
away. His legs were shaking. His ears were buzzing. He was afraid he was going to
fall and they were going to put him back to bed, so he sat down on a molded bench
that made his back hurt and waited until someone at the window called his name.

They gave him his datacard and wanted him to sign another release, that he'd
received his Personals and his card and his prescriptions. They handed him a bag of
prescription bottles and another sack that had his watch and his old coveralls and
stimsuit, he signed, and they wanted his card in the slot on the counter.

He punched Validate. He punched Read, to know what it would show him, and
the reader screen showed two things valid: the ASBANK account number and his
insurance. It said it was August 15. It said: ALL ACTIVE ACCOUNTSARE IN
PROCESS OF TRANSFER TO ASBANK R2 DIV.

And below that: PILOT CREDENTIALS: INVALIDATED.

He couldn’t move for amoment. The clerk said, “Mr. Dekker?’ and asked if he
wasal right.

He couldn’t think. There was just a door to alobby, away out, and he took his
card back, shoved away from the counter and walked for the light.

He had no idea where he was when he left the hospital, he only walked for awhile
down wide beige hallways with no clear thought in his head except that he was out of
the hospital and nobody had stopped him.

But a cop did. The cop blocked his path and asked for his D card, and he stood
there scared they were going to take him back, while people in business suits walked
past ignoring the situation.

The cop inserted the card in his pocket dlate, with that expression that said he had
to be athief at best and that if there was anything wrong on this whole deck he had
to be a prime suspect. Then the cop, still with that dead expression, stared off down
the way and said to no one he could see, “Y eah. Y eah. Copy that. Thanks.” Then
the cop gave the card back with marginally less chill and pocketed his date. “ Just
out of hospital, isit?’

“Yessr.”

“You need any help, Mr. Dekker?’

“No, sir. I'm all right.”

“Where will you be staying?’

“Don’t know. Helldeck.”

“Transis down the way, about a hundred meters. Y ou’ll want the last car. About
your fourth, fifth stop.”



“Thank you,” he said, and walked on in the direction the cop had pointed.
ASTEX didn’'t want a spacer walking on their clean deck, fingerprinting their beige
paneled walls. He understood the rules. He didn’t even spit on the floor. He made it
to the Transstation, leaned on the wall and waited til the Trans showed up and the
doors opened.

People in suits got off, he stepped aboard, into an empty car, and sat down. One
woman got on, sat down opposite, didn’t look at him, even if there was nothing else
to look at. The Trans started up, whipped along to its next stop on the rim.
Somebody else got in. Eventually all the business types got off and spacer and
worker types got on: the screen said NEXT STOP 2 as the Trans started off in the
other direction and climbed.

It would help if he could ask hisway. But people didn’t do that. People kept their
mouths shut in the Trans, the same here as at RIl. Adslit the info screen, advertising
upcoming facilities; music blared. The first stop listed mostly BM service offices.
The second was commercial. The third listed slegperies, gyms, and bars, and that
was where he got off, into the echoing noise of helldeck.

He wobbled a bit when he walked, but that wasn’t unusual here, for one reason or
another. He looked like alunatic and carried plastic sacks full of everything he
owned, and that wasn't unusual here either—ordinary helldeck traffic. Some
religious type jostled him, areligious type who yelled something about God and
judgment and aliens and wanted him to come and hear atape. But he didn’t, he just
wanted to be let aone, and the guy told him he was going to hell.

For awhile he was just lost—he could believe there had never been a hospital,
there had never been awreck: everything around him sounded and felt like home
Base for the last two years—but the names were all different—

Cory had never existed here. His eyes and his ears kept telling him he had finally
come home; but people around him were busy with their own lives, in shops with
different names.

He walked, going through the motions people who belonged here went through.
He didn’t know what he wanted. His knees and his feet and his shoulders began to
ache with the unaccustomed exercise, and he recalled, out of the long nightmare of
the ship, that he had wanted a beer very badly then. So, in the process of picking up
hislife, he walked into a comfortable-looking bar—The Pacific, it said, with plastic
colored fish and plastic coral reefs and blue lights over the bar. The
customers—there were ten or so—were tenders and dock monkeys, mostly. The
shapes and shadows of creatures he’ d never seen reminded him vividly of Sol
Station, where he had a mother who honestly might care if she saw the mess he was
in.

She'd say, Paul, didn’t | tell you so? Didn't | say you were being a damned fool ?

She'd say, teary-eyed and exasperated beyond endurance: Paul, now, how in hell
am | going to get you out of thisone? Y ou cost me everything | ever got in my life.
Y ou’ ve done every damn thing you could to screw up. What am | supposed to do



for you now?

But he' d have been drafted if he' d stayed on the station. No essential job, 18, no
medical reason not, they’ d have taken him; and she hadn’t wanted that either, they’d
agreed on that. She' d kissed him goodbye and he' d been embarrassed and ducked
away, the last time he' d ever seen her—humiliated because his mother had kissed
him in public. He understood now how he' d been a pain in the ass, and after al the
grief she hadn’t deserved, the last thing Ingrid Dekker needed was her grown son
calling up, saying he was coming home—to get sucked up by the military after all, if
they wanted a certified schitz—

So what the hell good could they do each other? He wouldn'’t take any more of
her money. Or her peace of mind, whatever it was now. And she couldn’t help him.

He ordered a beer and handed the bar his card, hoping the hospital hadn’t cut off
alcohol—not good for a man on trank, but he didn’t care. The bartender looked at
him and stuck the card into the reader, where he could find out as much asa
bartender needed to know, namely could he pay for what he'd just ordered, and had
he any active police record?

A Medica showed up. He could see the screen from where he was supporting
himself on the bar. But the guy didn’t argue about the beer, just drew one and gave it
to him; and he found himself a vacant booth and fell into it, sipped his beer, shut his
eyes and sat there awhilein relative null before his brain started to conjure pictures
he didn’t want to recall. So he looked at the stuff the hospital had given him—took
his watch out of the bag and put it on.

It said, 06/06/23: 15:48:10. 15:48:11: he watched the seconds tick aong, thought,
No, that date’ s not right. It's August. August 15.

Cory’s somewhere out there. All that black. All that nothing around her.
She’ d have seen the explosion, seen the ship—it could have run right over her—

Dammit, no! she wouldn’t have, because that wasn't what had happened, that
was the doctor’ s story. There wasn’t any bad valve, there’ d been a’driver... he'd
argued with it: Thisisour clam, hear us?

Instruments went crazy, collision alert sounding—he yelled over and over again,
A-20, Mayday, Mayday, my partner’s out there—

You damned ass! What do you think you’ re doing?

He ground the heels of his hands into his eyes, thinking how the log would show
those instrument readings. The doctors kept saying something different, but maybe
the cops hadn’t even gotten into the ship—the doctors wouldn’t know shit about the
technicalities and they didn’t care, they just made up stuff they thought was going to
shut him up—it was their job, and they didn’t want him complicating it. The way the
company worked, the cops probably hadn’t even looked, either, just some judge
took all these reports from a’ driver that didn’t want any record of what it had done
and operatorsin BM who didn’t want to admit—

—admit a’driver had jumped aclaim.



His head ached with a vengeance. He shied away from the company’ s reasons.
He thought about the pills and sorted through the lot, reading |abels.

But beyond that...
He looked at the time again. August 15th. The accident—
(No accident, dammit.) That was the 12th of March.

March 12 to March 31 istwenty days. 20 plus 30 in April is50. 50 plus 21 in May
Is71.

January 1 to March 12. Thirty-one daysin January, 28 in February, they said it
wasn't aleap year, 12 in March. 31 and 28 and 12 makes seventy-one days.
Seventy-one daystil they found me. Seventy-one days from January 1st to the
accident. No. From the accident—that was why the watch read out the 12th. The
numbers are a match—that’ s all. And between then and now—is it coincidence? Or
do months always do that? What do 30's and 31’ s have to do with anything sane?

He couldn’t think. His mind dlid off any long track it tried to take. It made his
head ache. He took his datacard and used its edge to reset his watch. August. The
15th. That wasit. It said August 15 and Cory was out there somewhere, while he
was sitting in an R2 bar. Half ayear was gone, part of it lost in the dark, part of it on
the ship, part of it in hospital. The 15th of August. And his card was active here, on
R2, and they hadn’t said a word about sending him home: he supposed they didn’t
want the expense.

Or they didn’t want him talking.
Screw that—if he knew anyone to tell anything to on helldeck—
If they’ d gotten his ship in, if—he had anything to live on—

He remembered the license suspension—the doctors said it was oxygen
deprivation and nerve damage because he dumped a stupid box on the floor and
pissed off some doctor with an Attitude, that was what had gotten written down on
his records. Or they’d pulled it because of the accident—but they’d cleared him of
that. He could fix the license part of his problems, get the shakes out, get some sleep
and do afew daysin the gym—

All he had to do was sign up and pass the operationals again. No problem with
that.

Except the hours requirement...
The company was going to be reasonable? The thought upset his stomach.

Retake the medical exam, maybe, put the damned washers on the stick, thistime.
He could prove it never should have been pulled. Getting the ship in order might take
everything he had—tanks blown, al that crud when the lifesupport went down—but
he could do alot of the cleanup himself—but the dock charges... they’d comein,
when? July 26th? June 26th?

God, he didn’t want to think about time any longer, didn’t want to add numbers
or swesat finance right now or figure out how much he’'d lost. But now that he'd



started thinking about it he couldn’t let it go. He couldn’t keep any figures straight in
the state he was in, and he had no idea what the tanks were going to cost. Twenty,
thirty thousand apiece, maybe, counting the valves and controllers and hookups:
some value for the salvage on the old ones, but it was going to take bank finance,
and they had his account tied up—it might be smarter to sell it, buy in on some other
ship—

The bar had a public reader. He got up with his beer and his bag of pillsand his
belongings, and went and put his card in, keyed past the surface information for
detall thistime.

APPLICATION MADE FOR FUNDS TRANSFER: 47,289.08 in ASBANK RI
branch to ASBANK R2. ACCESSIBLE AFTER 60 DAY S. PUBLIC NOTICE
POSTED 08/15/23. CURRENT AVAILABLE BALANCE: 494.50.

Sixty days. God. What could take 60 days? He wanted to know where his ship
was, what berth, what those charges were so far. He typed: 1-84-Z: STATUS.

R2's computer answered: UNAVAILABLE.

Screwups. Therewasn’t athing in hislife that some damned agency hadn’t
messed up.

He took his card, went back to the bar, said, “Can | use the phone?’

The bartender held out his hand, he surrendered his card for the charges and the
guy waved him to the phone on the wall at the end of the bar.

He punched up INFORMATION, asked it: DOCK OFFICE, pushed CALL,
waited through the Dock Authority recording, punched Option 2, and patiently
sipped his beer while his call advanced in queue. A live human voice finaly
acknowledged and he said, “I’m Paul Dekker, owner of One’ er Eighty-four Zebra.
Should be at dock. I’'m getting an UNAVAILABLE on the comp, can you tell me
what—"

“Confirm, One' er?’

“Yes. Towed in. Might bein refit.”

“Just aminute. You say the name is Dekker?’

“Paul Dekker.”

“Just aminute, Mr. Dekker.”

He took another sip of the beer, and leaned heavily on the counter, his breath
gone short. He' d had enough of incompetence, dammit, he’ d had enough of doctors
arguing with him what he had and hadn’t seen and he wasn't ready to start a round
with the Dock Authority. A ship Way Out’ s size was a damned difficult object to
misplace.

“Mr. Dekker, that ship was here. I’'m not finding any record of it. Just a minute.”
A long wait while he sipped his beer and his heart pounded.
“Mr. Dekker?’
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“Are you sure that ship hasn’'t gone out?”’

He was on the edge of crazy now. He said, “I’m an owner-operator. No, it hasn’t
goneout. It shouldn’t have gone out. Try Refit.”

“I'll check.” The operator sounded concerned. Finally.

The barman was looking at him. A bunch of military drifted in and took his
attention. He hadn’t seen them on RI. But they were customers. He was glad of the
distraction. He was in no mood for a bartender’ s questions.

The bartender served the other drinks. The hold continued. The soldiers settled in
at atable. The barman signaled him: Refill?

He did the empty mug down the bar, still waiting, still listening to inane music.
“Mr. Dekker?' the phone said.

“Yes”

“1’m going to put my supervisor on. Please hold.”

He had abad feeling, avery bad feeling. The beer came sailing back to him, and
he stopped it and sipped at it without half paying attention.

“Mr. Dekker?’ A different voice. Older.
“Yes”

“Mr. Dekker, that ship’s number was changed. I’ m looking at the record right
now. You're Mr. Paul E Dekker. Would you confirm with your personal ID, please.’

“12-9078-79.”
“Yes, dir. That title was transferred by court order. It was claimed as salvage.”

He couldn’t breathe for amoment. He took a drink of the beer to get his throat
working downward again.

“Mr. Dekker?’
“Did the guy who claimed it—happen to be named Bird? Or
Benjamin-something?’

“I’m not supposed to give out that information, Mr. Dekker. | can give you the
case number and the judge’ s name. If you have a question, I’ d suggest you go to the
legal office. We don’t make the decisions. We just log what they tell us. I'm very
sorry.”

“Yeah.” He was having trouble with his breathing. He didn’t have his card to take
the note the Dock Office was putting in. He didn’t want to involve the barman to get
it. It went wherever it went when you didn’t key a Capture. “ Thanks.”

“Good luck, Mr. Dekker.”

The Dock Authority hung up. He pushed the flasher, keyed up Information and
keyed into Registry. Took the 1 choice this time and asked the robot for M. Bird.



Bird, MorrisL.: 2-29-T berth 29 and 2-210-C in Refit.

He signed Registry off and keyed up information on Morrie Bird. It gave a
can-be-reached-at phone number.

He called it. The voice that answered said: “ Black Hole?’
“Isthisadeepery?
“Sleepery and bar. Help you?’

He hung up. He drank a big gulp of beer and picked up his. sacks off the bar. He
asked the barman: “Where's The Black Hole?’

“ About three doors down. Something the matter, mister?’
“Yeah,” hesad.
And |eft.

CHAPTER 10
&K N>

HEAVY timewas, for avery mgor thing, a desperate chance at al the vidsyou'd
missed, at food that Supply Services hadn’'t blessed, at faces you wouldn’t see day
after day for three months, and at the news you didn’t get out there where Mama's
newscast was the only gossip you got, telling you crap like, Gas productionin R2 is
up .3%,; or: There was a minor emergency in core section 12 today when a hose
coupling came loose, releasing 10,000 liters of water—

The mind conjured intriguing images—but they were thin fareto live on. Heavy
timewasred life: the reviews Mamaradioed you out in the deep Belt of vidsin the
top ten only let you know what was a must-see when you got back. A stale rehash of
handball scores was no substitute for seeing the interdivisional games, and electronic
checkers with your shipmate was damn sure no substitute for sex.

Heavy time was anything you could afford besides your hours in the public gyms
and your socializing in the deeperies and bars and your browsing in junk
shops—jprecious little you could buy except consumables and basics, because a
miner ship had no place to store unusefuls, and mass cost fuel: but experience didn’t
mass much except around the wai stline—so those were the kind of establishments
you tended to get on helldeck, those that catered to the culturally, sexually, and
culinarily deprived.

And if acouple of your partners turned up absent since quitting time into supper,
with asudden lot of credit in the bank, you knew it was probably one of the above.

Even if it left you doing the supply shopping and handling the guys wanting a
lease, you couldn’t blame him too much, and Bird didn’t: Ben had never been
inclined to do it, Ben had worked hard on the legal stuff and the filings, and Ben had
finagled adea with acompany repair crew to get the tanksinstalled.
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But leaving him with the phone cdlls...

The regular lease crews wanting a piece of Trinidad or Way Out—those you
could explain to. They weren’'t overjoyed, but they understood. It was the horde of
part-time unpartnered would-be' s, most of whom you wouldn’t trust to find their
way up the mast and back, who called up every time a ship went on the list; and
who, finding out that Trinidad, newly on thelist, wasn't to lease, argued with you;
and, worse, that a brand new ship, Way Out, was aready first-let to one Kady and
Aboujib, of less seniority and a certain reputation—

Well, it told you that you sure didn’t want to lease to those hotheads anyhow. He
said to the latest such to call, “ Screw you, too, mister. Hell if you ever get any ship
I’m handling,” and hung up.

After which he walked past the looks from the other tables, back to the table by
the door and the figures he was working with Meg—~bills and hills, this week, pieces
and parts of Way Out, mostly. He sat down and shook his head.

“Another fool,” he said, and punched up the Restore on the dlate beside his plate,
trying to recall his previous train of thought, and wishing to hell they still gave you
paper bills, instead of damn windows on a dlate that caught the glare from the ceiling
lights. “Wayland Fleming. | never let to that son of abitch and right now I’m damn
glad—Where in hell’s Ben and Sa off to, anyway?’

“Vid, | think.”
“Spending money.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what’ s got into Ben.”

Meg looked up with raised eyebrows and said, “Now, Bird, you know what’ s got
into Ben.”

No, he honestly hadn’t had it figured until Meg said that—and it somewhat upset
his stomach. Ben and Sal? Cold, cool Ben?

With Sal Aboujib?
“You didn't haveit figured?’ Meg said. “Come on, Bird.”

That they were deeping together, hell, yes—going at it non-stop, absolutely, but
that was youthful hormones. What Meg implied was something else. A guy like Ben,
who'd saved every penny al hislife, out spending it on awoman?

Ben, his best-ever numbers man—being courted by Kady’s? And advising him
who to lease to, against his better judgment?

Meg had toted up the expense figures while he was at the phone: she had a better
head for bank balances than he did, she was damned pretty, and sometimes, looking
at her, even if an old blue-skyer’s eyes had to get used to fire-red hair shaved up the
sides and bangles up the ears, it was the likes of Meg that could keep a man
interested in living.

But what was he doing suddenly sleeping steady with Meg Kady, when there were
whol e stints ashore he' d spent without awoman so much as looking at him? And
what was Ben doing spending his money on Sal?



He was afraid he did have the answer to that, and maybe he ought by rights to be
mad. Maybe he ought to throw Meg Kady out on her scheming ear and rescue Ben
from Sal’ sfinagling.

The problem with that scenario was—
A hand landed on his shoulder, jerked him around and out of his chair.

A fist sent him back over the table. He had his foot up to stop another attack, but
he knew the wild-eyed lunatic that was standing there wobbling on his feet.
Everybody in the room was out of their chairs, Meg had hersin her hands,

Mike was probably calling the cops, and Dekker was standing there looking as if
standing at all was an effort.

“Where' smy ship?’ Dekker yelled at him.

Bird got a cautioning hand up before Meg could bash him. *“Ease off,” he said,
and yelled at Mike Arezzo, behind the bar: “ 'S a right, Mike, | know this crazy
man.”

“You're damn right you know me!” Dekker said. “I get out of hospital, | call the
dock to get my bills, and what have | got?’

The jaw wasn’t broken, but teeth could be loose. He rolled off the table and
staggered to his feet with Meg's hand under hisarm.

“Isthis Dekker?’ Meg asked.
“Thisis Dekker,” he said. “—Sit down, son, you look like hell.”

“1"ve been there.” Dekker caught a chair back to lean on, getting his breath. “Y ou
damned thief.”

“Easy. Just take it easy.”
“Easy! Y ou went and stole my ship, you lying hypocrite!”

It wasn’t akind of thing a man wanted to discussin front of neighbors. Mike
Arezzo asked, from over at the bar: “Want me to call the cops, Bird?’ At tables all
over theroom alot of people were listening. “I’m not having my place busted up.”

“Why don’t you?’ Dekker gasped. “Prove I’m crazy, thistime, so you don’t
have me to deal with. They can do the rest of the job on me—that’ s what you
wanted, isn’t it? That’s what you set up for me. Y ou took everything else. Why
don’t you just finish the job?’

“Mike, I'm buying thisguy adrink. | want to talk to him. He' s all right.”
“ | don’t want to talk to a damn thief!”
“Beer, Mike, that'swhat he' s been drinking.—Sit down, Dekker. Sit!”

Dekker breathed, still leaning on the chair, “1 need those log records. Just give me
the log records, that’s what | want—"

“l don't have’em,” he said. And when Dekker just stood there looking at him:
“ She was cleaned out when they turned her over. God’ s truth, son. They’ re not



going to give somebody else’ s log over to anybody else—I don’'t know if they got it
stored somewhere, but her whole tape record was clean when she came to us. Zero.
Nada. Everything's out of there.”

Dekker was absolutely white. “ The damn company killed my partner, they’re
saying there never was a’ driver near us—they erased my log—"

“Kid, shut up and sit down.”

“Y ou know that * driver was out there! Y ou know what the truth was before they
changed it—"

Meg pulled at hisarm. “Bird,—"

“Ease off, Meg.—Just sit down, son.” People were headed for the door. People
were clearing the place.

Dekker slumped against the chair-back, bowed his head, shaking it no, and Abe
Persky said, brushing up close on hisway out, “Not bright, kid. Understand?”’

Abe left. Mike was pissed about his customers, and the noise—he brought the
drink over and said, “ Shut this guy up. We don’t need this kind of trouble in here.”

“We got him,” Meg said, got Dekker by the shoulder and steered him for the
chair. “You just cam down, hear? Bird' s not athief.”

“The company’ s the thief—you just—"

Meg said, “ Shut it down, just shut it down, jeune fils. We hear you. Listen to me.
Sit fuckin’ down.”

Dekker fell into the chair, caught his head against his hands, in an ambient quiet
even The Hole' s music couldn’t drown.

“Dunno if he ought to have this,” Mike said. “1 give you guys a break and you
give meacrazy?’

Dekker said, looking up: “I’m not crazy!”

“Them’ sthe ones to watch,” Mike said, and set the beer down.

Dekker was honestly sorry he’ d hit Bird. It was Ben he wished he' d found,
before the cops came and got him. He might have killed Ben. And that might have
satisfied him.

But Bird had told the bartender not to call the cops, for what good that would do,

the red-haired woman had made him sit down at their table and they gave him a beer
he didn’'t need—

God, his head was pounding. His eyes ached.

The two of them—-Bird and this woman with the red hair, who might be a
Shepherd—sat at the table with him and told him how the company would have
taken everything he owned anyway, how he had to be smart and keep his mouth
shut, because he was only making trouble for people who didn’t have any choice...

“So what have | got?’ he asked.



“Hush.” Bird grabbed hiswrist, squeezed hard, the way Bird had done on the
ship, telling him shut up, to keep Ben from killing him, and his nerves reacted to that:
he believed in Bird' s danger, he believed in Bird' s advice the same helpless, stupid
way he'd found himself from one moment to the next believing what the doctorstold
him, and he knew then he was lost. He said, pleading with Bird for help: “They’re
lying to me.”

Bird whispered, “Hush. Hush, boy. So they’re lying. Don’t make trouble, if you
have any hope of getting that license back.”

He didn’t remember he'd told Bird about his license. He couldn’t even remember
how long he' d been sitting here, except his hand stung, which told him how long ago
he'd hit Bird. Holes in his memory, the doctors said. Brain damage...

“Whatever’s happened,” Bird said quietly, still holding his arm, leaning close,
“—whatever’ s happened, son, we're not against you. We want to help you. All
right?’

He was aonein this place, he didn’t know anybody on R2 but Bird and Ben, a
handful of doctors and Tommy. He sat there with Bird holding hiswrist and keeping
him anchored in redlity, or he might go floating off right now. Bird said he wanted to
help. Nobody else would, here; Belters didn’t; and he couldn’t get back to
RI—couldn’t go back home without Cory even if they’d send him. Their friends
would say, Why did you let her die? Why didn’'t you do something? And al those
letters waiting from her mother ...

“Guy’sgone,” the woman’'s voice said.
“He' s on something.” Bird shook his arm. “Dekker, you on drugs?’

“Hospital,” he said. He was staring at something. He could see a haze. He had no
idea why he was staring, or how he was going to come unlocked and move again,
except if Bird would realize he was in trouble and bring him back...

Bird said, “ Dekker?’
“Yeah?’
“Look, where are you staying?’

That question required some thinking. It brought the room alittle clearer. “1 don’t
know,” he said, asking himself if it mattered at all. But Bird shook at his arm, saying,

“Listen. You're pretty fuzzed. How are you set? Y ou got any funds?’

He tried to think about that, too. Recalled the 60-day delay—when he’ d been on
R2 longer than that, dammit, and he didn’t know why the bank had waited til he got
out of hospital to start transferring his account. He had no idea how he'd even
bought the beers awhile back. He had no idea how 500-odd dollars had arrived in
his account—whether it was his, or whether he just didn’t remember...

Bird said, “We could put you up afew days—not that we owe you, understand?
Let’ s be clear on that. But | don’t really blame you for coming in here mad, either.
Maybe we can work something out, put the arm on afew guys that might help, you



understand what I’ m saying?’

It sounded better than Pranh or the rest of them had offered, better than the cops
had given him. Bird had always seemed decent—Bird was the one who' d told him
about the 'driver.

“Out there,” he whispered, trying to turn his head and look Bird in the eyesto
gauge his reaction, but he couldn’t manage the movement: “Out there—you saw.
Y ou remember what happened...”

Bird closed down harder on hiswrist, numbing his fingers, hurting hisarm,
reminding him Bird had another face. “ Better you concentrate on where you're
going, son, and not think about anything else. Y ou can't help your partner now.
She’'s gone. Best you can do is get yourself clear. Y ou think about it. Your Cory
would want you to use your head, wouldn’t she? She'd want you to be all right.
Isn't that what she'd say?’

That made him mad. Nobody had a right to put words in Cory’s mouth. She'd
hateit like hell. But he couldn’t get back from where he was. He said, staring off into
nowhere, “ Screw you, Bird.”

“Yeah, well,” Bird said. “Try to help aguy—"

Another hand landed on his arm, pulled him around until he was looking at brown
eyes, shaved head, dark red crest—rab, radrab, Shepherd or whatever she was, he
didn’t know. He was fascinated—wary, too. He' d been rab once. But Cory hadn’t
approved—Cory was too frugal, too Martian to waste money, she’'d say, or to
waste effort on the system, even screwing it.

That senator—Broden—saying, when they’ d opened fire on the emigration
riots—"No deals with the lawless rabble—"

Newsflashes, when he' d been—what? Ten? Twelve? First red political
consciousness he' d ever had, seeing people shot down, blood smeared on glass
doors...

Rab style and rabfad was one thing. Shepherds wore it modified, he guessed
because it annoyed the exec, and they would. But this one, extreme as she was, with
marks of age around her eyes—“Y ou're from Sol Station,” the woman said.
“Right?’

“Yeah.”

She stared at him along time. It felt like along time. She might be thinking of
trouble. Finally she said, her hand having replaced Bird' s on hiswrist without his
realizing. “ Severely young, severely stupid, cher juene fils. Company’ |l chew you up.
Bird' sall right. If Bird' stelling you, you do. Or are you looking for MamBitch to
save you? That’s fool. That’s sincerely prime fool, petty cher.”

Rabspeak, from years ago. From before Cory. From awhole different life.
Rabfad had turned into respectable fast-fad, except if you didn’t get it out of the
trend shops, except if you were truly one of the troublemakers—



Dress like that on helldeck was a statement—a code he couldn’t cipher anymore,
not what the colors were, what the earrings said, what the shave-job tied you to...
like this woman, who looked him in the eyes and talked to him—as if she saw what
he had been before Cory—a damned fool wearing colors and politics he hadn’t then
known the meaning of—

A stupid kid, skuzzing around the station, no aims, nothing but mad and trouble
on his mind—screw the system, make trouble, get high on the outside chance of
getting caught—

He' d been so smart then, he’ d known everything, known so much he' d gotten
himself arrested, tracked into the System as a juvie Out of Parental Control—himself
and his mother tagged for deportation to the well, til his mother paid everything
she’ d saved to get them both bailed out.

(God, Paul, you' ve been nothing but a disaster to me, you’ ve done nothing but
cost me from thetime | knew | was carrying you—)

They’d put him in ayouth program, special studies, writing letters to kids on
Mars—

My nameis Cory. | live at Mars Base...
“Hear me, jeune rab? Do you read?’
He said, “Yeah. | hear you.”

“Good,” Meg said, patted his face and looked away, at someone else. “Kid's
gone out. Beer’s not agood idea.”

Someone el se came up close beside him. He could hear the footsteps. “Not doing
rea well, ishe?’

He didn’t know that voice.

“Kid salittle buzzed.” That was Bird. Something hit his face. Jolted him.
“Dek-me-lad, pay attention. This here’s Mike Arezzo, owns The Hole—Kid' shad a
bad break. Just out of hospital.”

“Thisisthe guy, huh?’

He could see this Mike when Mike moved back past Meg' s shoulder. But he
couldn’t recognize him. He was only sure of Bird.

Then there was another voice he knew. “What in hell’ s going on here?’

His heart turned over. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t think. Ben was on him,
saying, “ Call the cops, get thisguy out of here...” and Bird said, “Calm down, Ben,
just calm down.”

Ben was going to kill him.. He till couldn’t move.
Ancther voice said, clear and female, “Dekker, huh?’

Dark-skinned face. Hand holding his jaw, turning his head, making him look her in
the eyes.



“Skuzzed out,” the dark woman said. She had a thousand braids, clipped with
metal. She was right. He was entirely skuzzed out. He said, dim last try at sanity,
“Trank. Hospital. Beer.”

She said: “Fool.”

Jack Malinski had grabbed Ben’s arm, him and Sal out shopping the ' deck, just
walking home; Malinski had said, “Ben, some guy just pasted your partner down at
The Hole, talking wild about that ship you got—"

He' d run. He' d outright run, getting here, Sal racing along with him—gotten here
out of breath. He' d thought it was some guy mad about the lease-list. But they got to
the door of The Hole and it was Dekker, no question—Dekker, sitting in achair at
their regular table, and Bird getting up to grab hisarm and pull him aside before he
hit the bastard. “I got to talk to you,” Bird said, and when he said it that way, Ben
had this sinking feeling he knew exactly what Bird was going to say in private, Bird
with his damned stupid guilt about that ship.

Bird said, “ Dekker’s alittle upset. They turned him out of the hospital.”
“Fine, let’s call the cops.”
“He'sall right. The guy’sjust at the end of his tether.”

“Tether's snapped, Bird, for God's sake, along time ago, nothing we can
do—nothing we're qualified to do.”

“Give him achance, Ben. Guy’sjust mad. Mad and upset.”
“Homicidal iswhat heis!”

“No. No. He's not. Come on, Ben.”

“Come on, hell! Y our mouth’samess.”

Bird blotted his lip with the back of his hand, looked for traces. “Can’t say |
blame him. Guy’slost his partner, lost his ship, lost his license—

“It's not our fault!”

“Ben, | got to look at myself in mirrors. Y ou understand? It’s not our fault, but
it'snot like we didn’'t get something from him, either.”

“That’slife!”

“Ben...” Bird looked utterly exasperated with him, with him, asif it was his fault,
Bird just closed off from him again, he had no ideawhy, and it upset him. He knew
he wasn't likable: there weren't alot of people who had ever liked him—while other
people got what they wanted just by the way they looked. Dekker was one of those
people, the sort that scared him when they got anywhere near somebody he
liked—dammit, he had everything he owned and everything he wanted tied up in
Bird. And in Sal. And hewas willing to fight for it, if he could figure out how to do
that.

Go along with it? Or pull stringsin Admin, use whatever points he had to get the
guy back in hospital—



Bird had his shoulder to him, looking mad, watching the table where Meg and Sal
were both making over Pretty-boy. Y ou could figure. Women would—though he'd
remotely hoped Sal had better sense. He gritted histeeth and said, “Bird, what do
you want to do?’

“Just—" Bird was still upset. But Bird did look at him. “We got a chance to help
the guy. Doesn’t cost us much—give him a chance to get his bearings and get his
records in shape. Y ou can pull those strings. Y ou know how.”

It hit too close to what he was aready thinking—in a completely opposite
direction. “Look at him!” he cried. “The guy’s gone! He's off the scope! You're
thinking about financing him? My God, Bird!”

“Not finance. Just get him introduced around, get him a start, maybe get him
partnered up with somebody decent...”

“We don’t know what happened to the last one! Nobody damn well knows,
Bird!”

Bird caught his arm and leaned close, saying, half under his breath: “Cut it. We
know it wasn't his fault—"

He said, under his; “We know what he said. But he hasn’t made awhole lot of
sense. That’ sthe trouble, isn't it?’

“For God' s sake, Ben, give the kid a chance—you said yourself, if we got the
finance, give the guy a stake—"

“1 don’t know why you want to hand this guy the keys to everything we own and
say help yourself! What about me? What about the guy that’ s tossed al hisfunds
into thiswell, huh? This guy could be adash-killer for all we know, and you're
wanting to use our credit on him?”

“Shut up, Ben.”

He shut up. Bird turned him loose and went over to talk to Mike at the bar. Mike
stood there scowling. Dekker was still sitting there with his mind bent, staring off
into deep space.

Meg wasin the next chair talking to him. Sal was leaning over him, showing
cleavage. He walked over to Dekker, laid a hand on his shoulder, ready to jump if
Dekker wanted to throw a punch. He squeezed Dekker’ s shoulder, said, casualy,
“Hello there, Dek. Remember me? Ben Pollard. How are you doing?’

He flinched, and he could move: he turned his head very slowly to look up at Ben,
remembering they were not in the ship, they were in abar in a leepery on R2, and
he'd just punched Bird. He figured Ben wanted to punch him, but Ben wasn’t doing
it because this was a public place.

He said, “Hello, Ben.” He could almost come out of the haze. Ben was far clearer
to him than the women had been. He was actually glad when Ben moved a chair and
sat down, leaning into hisface, holding hisarm.

Ben said, “Well, how’ ve you been, Dekker?’



“Not good,” he said; and, fighting to get back from where he was, he tried
desperately to be civil so long as Ben was being: maybe he had been crazy. Maybe
Ben was honestly trying to start things over. “Y ou?’

“We'refine. We'rereal fine. Sorry about the ship.” He figured Ben was trying to
make a point. He wasn't going to accept it. But numbness gave him a self-control he
wouldn’'t have had otherwise. “Y eah, well,” he said.

Ben squeezed hisarm. “A little zee' d, are we?”’

“They gave me something.” Dekker held up white plastic sacks. Ben took them
from him. Prescription bottle showed through the plastic. “1’ m supposed to take
those.”

“Not al at once,” Meg muttered. “He's had enough damn pills and excessively
too much beer. Man needs to get up and walk, is what he needs.”

He thought, All right, let’ s keep people happy, give this guy a chance to show out
crazy as heis—the poor little pet.

S0 he stood up and pulled at Dekker. “Come on, Dekker, on your feet. Walk the
happystuff off.”

Dekker didn’t argue. He stood up. Ben got an arm around him before the knees
went.

“The Pacific called,” Bird came over to say. “ Seems he left his card there.
They’re holding it.”

“Guy’sgot acard.” Ben felt alittle better then, hoping there was finance on it.
“Has he got aroom there?’

“No, | worked something out with Mike.”

Ben stopped, with his arms around Dekker.

He thought: Shit!

CHAPTER 11
&K N>

DEKKER waked, eyes open on dark, g holding him steady. But it wasn't the
hospital, it didn't smell like the hospital. It didn’'t sound like the hospital. It sounded
like helldeck, before they’ d left. His heart beat faster and faster, everything out of
control. Nothing might be real. Nothing he remembered might be real.

“Cory?’ heyelled. “Cory?’ And waited for her to answer somewhere out of the
dark, “Yeah? What’ s the matter?’

But there was no sound, except some stirring beyond the wall next to his bed.

He lay still then, one hand on the covers across his chest. He could feel the fabric.
Hewasn't in a stimsuit. He wasn't wearing anything except the sheets and a blanket.
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He lay there trying to pick up the pieces, and there were so many of them. RI. Sol.
Mars. The wreck. The hospital. The Hole. Hiswhole life was in pieces and he didn’t
know which one to pick up first. They had no order, no structure. He could be
anywhere. Everything was still to happen, or had. He didn’t know.

A door opened somewhere. Someone came down the hall. Then his opened, the
ominous click of akey, and light showed two silhouettes before the overhead light
flared and blinded him.

Bird' svoice said, “You al right, son?’

“Yeah.” His heart was still doing double-time. He put his arm up to shade his
eyes. Timerolled forward and back and forward again. He began to figure out for
certain it was a deepery, and he remembered being in the bar with Bird and Ben. It
was Bird and the red-haired woman in the doorway, Bird in atowel, the
woman—M eg—in a sheet. Ben showed up behind them in the doorway, likewisein a
sheet, looking mad. Justifiably, he told himself, and said, “I’m sorry.”

“Clearer-headed?’ Bird asked.

“Yeah.” Things are still going around. He recalled walking up and down the hall
behind the bar, up and down with Ben and Meg and a black woman, remembered
eating part of a sandwich because Ben threatened to hit him if he didn’t stay
awake—nbut he didn’t remember going to bed at all, or how he'd gotten out of his
clothes. He had hit Bird in the mouth. Bruised knuckles reminded him of that.
“Sorry. I'm al right. Just didn’t know where | was for a second.”

“Doing alittle better,” Bird said.

“Yeah.” He hitched himsdlf up on his elbows, still squinting against the overhead
light. “I"'m all right.” He was embarrassed. And scared. The doctors said he had
lapses. He didn’t know how large this one might have been or how many days he
had been here since he last remembered. “ Thanks.”

Bird walked all theway in. “Y ou’ re sounding better.”
“Feeling better. Honestly. I'm sorry about the fuss.”
Ben edged in behind Bird, scowling at him. “Beer and pills |l do that, you know.”

“Yeah,” he said. He earnestly didn’t want to fight with Ben. His head was starting
to ache. “Thanks for the rescue.”

“Good God,” Ben said. “ Sorry and Thank you all in one hour. Must be off his
head.”

“I"'vegot it coming,” hesaid. “I know.” He dlipped back against the pillow,
wanting time to remember where he was. “Leave the light on, would you?’

Ben said, “Héll, if it kegps him quiet—"

They left then, except Bird. Bird walked closer, loomed between him and the
single ceiling light, a faceless shape.

“You had arough time,” Bird said. “Y ou got afew friends hereif you play it



straight with us. Watch those pills, try to keep it quiet. Owner’ s areal nice guy,
didn’t call the cops, just took our word you're on the straight. All right?’

He recalled what he' d done. He knew he had maybe a chance with Bird, maybe
even with Ben, if he could keep from fighting with him. “ Tell Ben—I wasn't thinking
real clear. Didn’t know what ship | was on.”

“You got it straight now?’

“1 hope | do.” His head was throbbing. He wanted desperately for them to believe
him. He didn’t know whether he believed them—>but no other way out offered itself.
He put hisarms over his eyes. “ Thanks, Bird.”

Bird left. The light stayed on. He didn’t move. In awhile more he took hisarm
down to fix the room in his mind. It was mostly when he shut his eyes that he got
confused; it was when he slept and woke up again. He kept assuring himself he was
out of the hospital, back with people who understood, the way the doctors didn't,
what it was like out there.

And the two rabs, who might be Shepherds, but who didn’t talk like it—he
wasn't sure what they were, or what they wanted, or why they zeroed in on him.
They worried him the way Ben worried him—not the dress: the mindset—the
mindset that said screw authority. No future. Get high. Get off. Get everything you
can while you can, because the war’ s coming, the war to end all wars.

Hell, yes, Cory had said, it could end Earth. But it won't get the human race;
that’ s why we're going, that’s why we' re heading out of here...

People in boardrooms had started the war over things nobody understood. And
the rab had just said—screw that. And rattled hell’ s bars when and as they could
until the company shot them down. He hadn’t known that when he was akid. He
hadn’t understood anything, except he was mad at what they said was happening to
the human race. He' d hated school, hated the have' s and the corporate brats—he' d
understood corruption and pull, al right; he’' d thought he was rab and scrawled
slogans on walls and busted a few lights with slingshots, gotten skuzzy-drunk afew
times and lightfingered afew trinkets in shops before he' d figured out what the rab
was and wasn't, and why those people had died trying to get through those
doors—he’ d been thirteen then, nothing could touch him and he’ d be thirteen
forever...

Til Cory.

And Cory—Cory wouldn’'t at all have understood him sitting at the table with two
women like that. Cory would talk to him later and say, the way she’ d said more than
once, Stay away from that kind, Dek, God, | don’t know where your mindis... we
don’t want any trouble; we don’t want anything on our record—

Meg, the older one’'s name was. Meg. With the red hair and the Sol accent he'd
never realized existed until he’ d gotten out here and heard Cory’ s Martian burr and
heard the Belter’ s peculiar lilt. There might be a heavy dose of Sol in Bird's speech.
But none in Ben and none in the black woman—all of them the last types you' d ever
think to be hanging around with aplain guy like Bird—or with each other. Not likely



Shepherd women—who might drink with miners, maybe—but far lesslikely sleep
with them... when women were scarce as diamonds out here and available,
good-looking women could take their pick clear up to the company €lite if they
wanted, if they didn’t have a police record. They didn’'t have to live on

hell deck—unless they wanted to.

Maybe Bird didn’t understand the rab... wreck everything, take what you wanted,
rip the company—

So much for ideals and causes. Same here as at Sol. Same in the Movement as in
the company boardrooms. No difference.

He squeezed his eyes shut, felt tears leak out. Raw pain. He had no ideawhy. He
thought—

—screw all of them. Company and not.

But he didn’t mean it the stupid way the kid on Sol had meant it, 13 and stupid
and tired of bumping up against company types, scared as hell about the rumors that
said his generation wasn't going to have a chance to grow up—he' d gotten aknot in
his stomach and lain awake half the night, the first time he' d heard how the colonies
didn’t have to fire a shot—how the rebels could just drop arock out of jumpspace,
anear-c missile aimed right at Earth or Sol Station. Nobody could see it coming in
time. That for Earth—that for all the history they were supposed to memorize, all the
rules, al the laws. Over in five minutes. So why learn anything that was going to be
blown up? Why try for anything except grabbing as much as you could before it
went bang?

But nobody’ d do athing like that. Nobody’ d really hit Earth, nobody’ d really hit
astation and kill all those people. Of course they wouldn't.

Cory would say—just get me far enough, fast enough. Cory had told him about
places he' d never cared about until she made it sound like there was an honest
chance of getting there—if you had the funds. If you could get the visa. If the cops
didn’t stop you at the last minute and say, Wait aminute, Dekker, you have a
record—

The Earth Company said no more free rides, and you had to pay off your tax
debt before you could get avisa. Then your own government, the only time you' d
ever see anything from your government, wrote you down as belonging to the ship
you'’ d bought a share on, and you could go

—Where there' |l be something left, Cory would say—Cory had an absolute
conviction that Out There was much better than where they were—

—on a ship that had no use for an insystem pilot. He didn’t know whether that
was living or not. Truth be known, he had never had any ideawhat he was going to
do then—keep balancing on one foot, he supposed, saying yes and meaning no,
going with Cory because Cory was going somewhere—and he didn’t trust the draft
wouldn'’t take the miners, too, once those ships were built—haul him off to livein a
warship’s gut and get killed for the company, blown to hell for the company—



Step at atime, Tommy had used to tell him when he was too zee' d to walk. Step
at atime, Mr. Dekker...

Dammit, he wanted to fly, that was al, just get that back—get his hands back on
the controls again—

The last few moments he' d thought—he' d thought, clear and cold, not at all
afraid, that he could still pull it out—

That he could still make that son of a bitch pay attention to his com—

Wake somebody up on that damned ship, rattle their collision alertsif that was
what it took—

He looked at the ceiling-tiles. He supposed they were real. He supposed he'd
gotten this far away from the wreck. But no matter how far he stretched it, time just
looped back and sank into that moment like light in ablack hole. One single moment
when things could have worked and didn't...

Those sons of bitches on that ’ driver had known he was there. Had known they’d
hit a ship. They must have. Even if it had never heard him—if somehow his com
wasn't getting through to them—if nothing else, when the tanks blew they’ d have
known it wasn't arock they’d hit.

Andif his com wasn't reaching them—wouldn’t they have listened to the E-band
after they’ d hit aship? Wouldn't they have heard Cory’ s suit-com?

Damned right they had.

Meg leaned close to the mirror, painting athin black line beneath her bottom
lashes. Hell to keep the eyes from running right after makeup: she blotted with her
finger, tried again. The next door over opened and shut. Ben and Bird were off to
breakfast, everybody dressing where their wardrobe was. Sal, mirrored past her
shoulder, was putting her boots on. “We got aday to do,” Meg said, with aflourish
at the corner of her eye. “But we can take second shift. | vote we feel out the novy
chelovek.”

“Severe spook.”

“Decorative spook.” Eyebrow pencil. Auburn. Hard to come by out here. If you
were broke you used grease pencil, and that was expensive. “He came straight | ast
night, after the bogies. Seemed to be coming in focus... Bird talked to him.”

“ After the things he shouldn’'t have said in the bar, Kady, a serious lack of
governance there—everybody was talking about it.”

“He was drunk. Gone out. Everybody knows that.”
“S0 he' s got no failsafes? Shit, Kady! Ben's got severe misgivings on this.”

“Tsss.” She did the other eye with three even strokes, heard Sal get up and
caught her reflection with arap of the knuckle at the mirror. “Remainsto see. Later’s
time enough. Bird says.”

“Bird says. Bird says. What' s Bird have in his head, here?‘Find him a partner.’



Ben can’t scope it. And brut put, | don’t like this ‘ partner’ talk and | sincerely don’t
like Bird close with thisjeune fils, whose tab | don’t know why we' re paying, with
our funds, while he's got a card and access, thank you.”

“So do | understand?’ But she figured she did, more than Sal would. She looked
at Sal, eyeto mirrored eye, then turned and leaned against the counter, taking the
mandatory three thoughts before a body should commit truth—as the saying went.
But Sal was seriously upset this morning—Sal had had her eye on that ship, and Sal
had been talking to Ben last night, in these rooms, that was point one, and scary
enough—if that was al of it, and there were enough angles with Sal on athing like
thisshewasn't at all sure. “We got to talk, Sal.”

Sal stared at her a couple of beats, still hot, shrugged and picked up her jacket.
“Na. Rather breakfast, actually.”

Meg didn't move. Sal didn't like brut talks, especially when she'd just snapped to
ajudgment about athing, but Sal congtitutionally didn’t like mysteries. She said, to
Sal’ s back, “ Sal—do you want to know quelqu’ shoze?’

She waited, knew Sal was going to turn around with an exasperated look and
ﬁy_

“What should | want to know?’ Asif there couldn’t possibly be anything worth
the nuisance. Sal came at some things with her mind as tight as her fists.

She gave the room a significant glance around, then pushed buttons she knew
were buttons with Sal. “Tell you later on second thought.”

Sal had thislook like she’ d knife something; but that only meant Sal’s mind was
working again; and they’ d been severely careful about bugs since the cops had torn
the room apart. She snagged her jacket up. They walked out into the hall and through
the door into The Hole proper, where the guys had a table in the shiftchange
rush—Ben and Bird already into their breakfast. Y ou went over to the hot table at the
end of the bar, you told the second shift cook, Price, that you were breakfast, and
he dumped whatever-it-was into a plate while you drew your own coffee.

They took their plates and their cupsto Bird and Ben' s table and sat down.
“Morning,” Bird said. “Morning,” Meg said back, and thought how that, too, was
one of those things native Beltersdidn’t just naturally say.

Spooky kind of partnership, when you got to thinking about it.

Spookier still, just as they sat down, that Dekker showed up in the doorway. He
came part of the way to their table and made a cautious little gesture like
Can-1-join-you?

Bird waved his hand, swallowed his mouthful. “ Grab your plate.”

Dekker was clean shaven, hair wet and combed back—quiet and polite. That was
aplus. Good bones, under ajumpsuit that didn’t fit. A woman did notice things like
that, if shewasalive.

“Could do with feeding,” Bird said.



Ben made a surly shrug. Meg tried to think of something cheerful, took aforkful
of The Hol€e's best stand-in for sausage and eggs and a sip of not bad coffee, while
they were al waiting for alunatic to come and sit down with them.

“Want to bet he'll ask the time?’ Ben asked.

“Don’t you open your mouth,” Bird said sternly.

“Did | say athing?’

“Nicerear,” Meg said.

“Doesn’'t impress me,” Ben said.

“Quiet.”

“Yeah, he'd do that for hours.”

“Ben...”

“All right, al right. He' s doing just fine. Hasn’t jumped Price or anything.”
“Ben.”

Dekker came back, with his breakfast and his coffee—into a sudden quiet at their
table,

“How areyou feeling?’ Bird asked him as he sat down.

“Hung over,” Dekker said, sipped the coffee with agrimace, and, from vialsin
various pockets, started laying out arow of pills: not unusual, for
spacer-types—bone pills, minera pills, vitamin pills; but Dekker’ s collection was
truly impressive.

“Dekker?” Ben said. “Y ou having eggs with your pills, or what?’

Dekker gave this defensive little glance up, the cold sort that made Meg's nerves
twitch toward a knife she didn’t carry now—didn’t quite meet anybody’ s eyes.
“Y eah. Thanks, whoever put the crackers by the bed. Lived on them last night. My
stomach was upset.”

“They give you a doctor’ s number?’ Bird asked.

Dekker nodded, swept up afistful of pills, chased them one after another with
coffee, and didn’'t ever answer that. Bird shrugged. Dekker ate his eggs. They ate
theirs. Finally Dekker got up and went back to his room, saying something about
needing hisrest.

“Yeah, well,” Ben said, staring after him.
“Man’s hung over,” Bird said.
Ben didn’t say athing to that except, “Are we going in to the docks?’

“Yeah,” Bird said. “Afraid they’ re not going to move if we don’t push. And we
can pull those panels, right now. We can do that. But four’ stoo crowded up there.”

They were close to viable now on Way Out. They’d gotten the tanks mated three
days ago, they’ d gotten the interior blown out and certified for access, they’ d gotten



everything well toward completed, if they could just get the refit crews to keep after
it and get the value assemblies connected... but when it was a case of getting skilled
help on freetime, it wasn’t easy. It took inducements and constant |0ok-ins to make
tired crews on overtime look sharp and do it right.

“We'll be back about suppertime,” Bird said. “And if you two wouldn’t mind to
be staying here...”

“Hey!” Sal held up ahand. “Don’t make us responsible for this guy!”
“Don’'t let him cross Price. Or Mike. All right?’

“No!”

“ *Appreciate that.” AsBird and Ben got up quickly and beat aretreat.
“Well, hell!” Sal said.

“There' sworse.”

“I"d rather vac the cabin.”

“Hey. Don't judge too soon. That’s good bone structure.”

Sal gave her aflat, disgusted stare.

Meg said, “You can go up if you want. | can hold it here. Or we can take awalk
and | can tell you what | won't say in the room.”

“Yeah,” Wills said, on the phone, “yeah, we did find him.”
Salvatore got a breath. “Damn right you’ d better have found him.”

“Yesdir.
“So where the hell ishe?’
“Seepery, sir, just hadn’t paid a bill yet. No problem.”

“There d better not be. Y ou listen to me. If you can’t tag him any other way you
keep somebody onit. You don't let that guy slip. Understand?”’

“Yessir. Report’s coming to you right now.” Wills sounded upset. But he' d been
on it, when aroutine print had shown no card use for a sleepery. Couldn’t
particularly fault Wills: Dekker wasn't the only case Wills had on hislap, a couple of
them felonies, while Dekker was Minimal Surveillance. But Human Services had
dropped 5 whole C’ s onto that card for the sole purpose of making sure Dekker
stayed traceable, and it was embarrassing to the department to have him dip in the
first couple of hours, in a place where he had no friends, no contacts, no credit and
no way to get it.

Wills asked: “ You want Browning to ask a few questions?’

Salvatore scanned the report, how Dekker had spent 5-odd dollars in a Helldeck
bar, 5.50 on beer and phone calls, and nothing else—

Browning had talked to The Pacific, who'd referred Dekker down the row to The
Black Hole, and sent his card there when the management at The Hole had called for



it. Browning had had the sense to query Wills before any next step, and Wills had
told Browning not to follow that lead too closdly: Dekker was apparently still there,
The Hole was a quiet place with no apparent reason to lie to The Pacific, but Dekker
hadn’t used the card at The Hole after he’ d gotten it—which indicated Dekker must
have some acquaintance there—or that he’ d found some means of
support—meaning hiring out for something, ditching the card for awhile, not an
uncommon dodge for a man evading the cops: prostitution was the ordinary way for
somebody with reason to duck the System—or if not that, he had to have friends.

Willssaid: “Bird and Pollard are staying there. We checked them earlier.”
Bird and Pollard. Salvatore searched his recent memory.

“The ones that claimed his ship,” Wills said. “ The ones that brought himin.
Ship claim went through. The company paid. But Bird and Pollard saved his life.
My guessis he looked them up, with what idea | don’t know, but evidently it
wasn’'t war. He' s staying there, evidently on one of their cards.”

Not necessarily looking for trouble, then—searching out the only two people he
knew made perfect sense. Healthy sense, even. Salvatore sipped at a cooling cup of
coffee, thought about it, and said: “All right, all right, the boy’s got himself settled.
Long as he's quiet, understand? Just get alist of the current residents. Run
backgrounds. That sort of thing.”

“Copy that,” Will said. “\We can do it on a tax check.”
“Doit.”

They’ d gotten the lawsuit dropped—the report had convinced the EC board, a
closer call than the kid knew about. But he' d signed the accident report—he was out
of hospital and if he just for God' s sake got ajob and settled, he was fine. Visconti
said rehab might not be productive right now. There was alot of hostility.

So let him run through the Human Services money. Let him settle and think about
surviving. There wasn't any negligence, there wasn't any charge to file, and Dekker
didn’t go to trial, however much Alyce Salazar wanted his head. Salazar was
threatening civil suit now, to tie up the bank account and the insurance, but
Crayton’s office said don’t worry about it: the daughter was over 18, the partnership
was signed and legal, with asurvivor’s clause, and the account was jointly acquired,
anyway. Dekker was safe: there was no legal way Salazar was going to get at him.

That card could go in the pending settlement stack.

Strolling aong the frontage spinward of The Hole, Sal had things of her own to
say. And for openers, since Meg wasn't getting started: “1’ll tell you this, Kady, we
got to get him out of there, God, of all placesfor him to come!”

“Natural enough.”

“Natural! He said it, they friggin’ took every lovin' thing he owned—what’s he
going to do, forget it?’

Meg walked afew steps further. Kicked at a spot on the decking. “Dunno.



Difficult to say. But what are we going to do, throw him out? That’s brut sure he
won't forgive.”

“Forgive, hel!”

Another silence. “Y ou know, brut frank, Sal—there' s a difference in Ben and
Bird.”

“We're talking about Dekker. Or why are we out here?’
“We're talking about that. Camati, calma, hey?’

“So say! Doesn’'t make sense so far!”

“1 tell you, | never had any use for the mother-well. You less.”
“Damnright.”

“Watch it go, right? Screw it al, al that shiz—But—I get out here, Sal, | dunno,
thinking it over—I know why Bird paid for this guy aroom.”

“S0? Why did he?’
“You know you don’t say ‘morning’.”
“Of course | say morning. And what’ s that to Flaherty, anyhow?’

“You say it because | say it. You didn’t come saying it. Or ‘evening’. Brut
different, Sal.”
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“Different the way Bird’ s different from us. Never saw how the motherwell
matterstil | figured that.”

“That’ s shit.” Sal hated soppiness. This was getting soppy, it wasn't like Meg,
and it was making her increasingly uncomfortable.

“May be shit,” Meg said. “But | know why Bird paid.”
“Because the motherwell makes you crazy.”

“Dekker’ s from the motherwell. At least from Sol Station—which is close enough
for ‘mornings’.”

“ Accent tellsyou that.”

“Yeah. But we think in accents. That’swhat I’ m talking about. Y ours and mine. |
can turn my back on the motherwell, | can take what | want and leave the rest. Bird's

not rab, Bird’sjust norm, but | know how his mind works—I dealt with there,
remember.”

“Arethey al fools?’

“Fools, peut et’. But not the only. Y ou mind me saying, Sal—you'’ re going to be
a skosh bizzed at me over this—"

Puzzles and puzzles. A body could beirritated at motherwell Attitudes, too. “All
right. So we got this deep secret difference. It's worth five. Go.”



“Head-on, then—MamBitch is scamming her kids.”
“Isthat new?’

“It iswhen you don’'t seeit. Y ou know, even the vids that get out here, they're
pure shit, Abouijib, they’ re company vids. They’ re dlash-vids, cop-chasers,
fool-funnies, salute-the-logo shit, intensely company, intensely censored—you
understand me? MamBitch has been robbing you all aong, little bits and pieces.
Robbing me too. Those sods brut like what’ s rab. Rab’s no trouble to them, hell,
rab’s where they’ re going—forget Earth. Forget what’ s old garbage.—Only out here
the company’ s going to pick what’ s rab. Capish’ 7’

“Neg.” Shelooked at Meg with the dight suspicion Meg was talking down along
motherwell nose at her, along thirtyish nose at that. But Meg hadn’t made sense
enough yet to make her mad. “This going somewhere significant eventually?’

“It’ sthe Ingtitute, al over again. Understand? Y ou didn’t take the shit there. But
you don’t say ‘morning’ —”

“F God's sake, Kady, good morning, then!”

“But Beltersdon’t say it. Bird remarked it to me once: Belters don’t and Sol
Station will. Belters don’t give you a second cup of coffee without you pay for it.
On Sol Station you expect it. Belters don't give you re-chances. Y ou screw up
once, you' re gone, done, writ off—"

“E-vo-lution. Don't let fools breed.”
“Corp-fad, Aboujib. It'swasn’'t always that way.”
Down a damned long motherwell nose.

“You take alook at corp-rat executives the last couple of years, Aboujib? Seen
the clothes? Rab gone to suits.”

“S07? Poor sods still got it wrong.”

“No. No. They got it right. | don’t say on purpose—I’m not sincerely sure they
have that many neurons compatible—but they |ike therab. In their little corp-rat
brains, shit, yeah, dump the past, et the company say what’ s fad, what's rab, and
what’ s gone—they don’t ever like some blue-sky lawyer citing charter-law at 'em, so
that’ s gone. Don’t teach anybody about the issues: all us tekkie-types and pi-luts
need is slash-vids and funnies, right? Tekkies don’t need to know shit-else but their
job. Hell, the rab never said dump all the smarts, we said Stop thinking Earth’siit,
wake up and see what’ s really going on out there; but the stupid plastics said, Dump
the past. We said Access for the People, and the plastics say Grab it while you can
. Corp-fad. Plastic is, Aboujib, plastic sdls, plastic doesn’t ask questions, plastic’s
always dumber than the management, and hell, no, management didn’t plot with its
brain how to take us over, they just wobble along looking for the easy way, and
damned if we didn’t give it to them.”

Corp-fad made an ugly kind of sense. The Institute was without question
MomCorp’sway of making little corp-rat pilots—she’ d seen that happening: she



wouldn’t salute the logo and they’ d found away to can her, right fast.

“I'm 35,” Meg said after amoment or two of walking. “I’m an old rab. Eight,
nine years ago they shot us down at the doors and the politi-crats in the company’s
bed said that good old EC was within their rights, it was self-defense, the rab was
breaking the law and endangering a strategic facility, d’ you believe that? Corp-rat
HQ isadtrategic facility? —Time the miners and the Shepherds had the gutsto tell
the whole damn company go to hell, turn the whole operation independent. But
where are they, Sa? Where are they? Freerunners are mostly gone. Brut few coming
out here now: the company’ s training the new generation, paying their bills and giving
them the good sectorstil they get it all in their pocket. The Shepherds let the
company handle their outfitting and now they’ re fighting to hang on to the perks they
have. The rab got themselves shot to hell in the’ 15 and here we got these damn
synthetics swaggering around with the company label all over. The plastics don't
know what we were. They turn usinto clothes. Into corp-fad. Damn young synths
make the music without the words. The Movement’ s probably dead back at Sol.
Old. Antique. And wheredo | go?’

“Brut cold,” she said, and put her hands in her pockets, walking step for step
with Meg, Meg seeming to have finished her say. Crazy as it sounded, she wondered
if the Indtitute had censored the things it didn’t want them to know, on purpose, and
when she thought about it, rights damned sure had changed—

Things like abolishing crew share-systems, the way they’ d used to be on
Shepherd ships. Like the bank refusing to honor cash-chits, the way Shepherds had
paid out bonuses, and kept money outside the bank card system.

She thought about the courses she could have sailed through if she' d kissed ass.
She thought about her mama and her papa’ s friends, Mitch among them, who'd
said... You'reafool, kid. Should have kept your head down til you graduated. We
can’'t make an issue, you understand? A kid with a reckless endangerment on her
record isn’t it...

So she was afool and the instructors washed her out, told her the same asthey'd
told Ben: Insufficient Aptitude.

She was learning from Meg—she' d learned more from Meg than she ever let on
with the licensing board; and when the time came Meg couldn’t teach her, then she’'d
go to Mitch ahell of alot better than Mitch ever thought she was... flight school
washout, Attitude problem and all.

But meanwhile her mama’ s and her papa s friends were going grayer and thinner
and more brittle, some dying of the lousy shields they’d had in the old days, the old
officers and crew hanging on to their jobs because they were the skilled crews the
company urgently needed—

But the company was training new techs fast as they could, and the new head of
MamBitch was talking about substituting Institute hours for the experienced
Shepherds’ years, requiring re-certifications every five years after you were forty.

The Shepherds had naturally told MamBitch where they’ d send the cargoes the



hour they did that and the company threatened to pass those re-cert rulesif the
Shepherds ever did it—but the company didn’t have enough pilots to plug in those
dots right now that wouldn’t dump more than cargo into the Well, or fry themselves
and their ships by pure accident. Yet.

So Big Mama had had to assign her shiny new tech crews to tend the ' drivers for
now, because Shepherd crews wouldn’t fly with the corp-rat cut-rate talent straight
out of ‘accelerated training’—and because the military was hot on Mama' s neck
about schedules. But time and the Belt were taking their natural toll and the day was
coming, even adumbass Attitudinal washout could see it ahead, when there’' d be just
too few of the old guard left to make aripple in the company’ s intentions. someday
company was going to passits New Rules, and she was the right age to be caught in
it. Shedidn’t like Meg's line of thought at all, and she couldn’t figure how it had
much to do with anything present—which was what Meg had promised her.

“S0?7’ she said. “ So what’ s this leading to? What' s this to do with our problem?”’

“If you want to figure Bird,” Meg said, “you seriously need to understand,
blue-skyers don’t know what short supply is. They don’t think by the numbers: air's
free and they got nothing but heavy time, so they give it away—they give it away
even if they haven't got it, because that’ stheir pride, you see? They have to say they
can, even if they can't, because natural folk can, and anything less they won’t admit
to.”

“Way to starve,” Sal said. “Way to end up on acompany job. That’'s pure fool,