Freehold

Michael Z. Williamson



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this
book are fictional, and any resemblance to real people or incidents is
purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2004 by Michael Z. Williamson

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions
thereof in any form.

A Baen Books Original

Baen Publishing Enterprises
P.O. Box 1403

Riverdale, NY 10471
www.baen.com

ISBN: 0-7434-7179-2

Cover art by David Mattingly
First printing, January 2004
Distributed by Simon & Schuster
1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

Production by Windhaven Press, Auburn, NH
Printed in the United States of America



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

To my parents:

We disagree on so many things,
but I am who I am because of you.
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Chapter 1

"Adversity has the effect of eliciting talents, which in prosperous
circumstances would have lain dormant."

—Quintus Horatius Flaccus

Sergeant Second Class Kendra Pacelli, UNPF, was looking forward to finally
finishing the admin from her deployment to Mtali. The entire experience had been
unpleasant, from the tedious, cramped trip there in a military transport, to the tedious,
cramped trip back in a military transport. In between, the stay had been mostly boring,
very aggravating, and exhausting when it wasn't boring.

She'd been eager at first. The chance to visit another planet, even one torn by war,
she found exciting. Upon arriving, they'd all been restricted to base, so she saw nothing
of the local culture. They were shipped through the UN starport, and there were not even
vendors of local food to sample. Most of the other UN troops, predominantly from Earth,
had insisted on not listening to "that raghead crap" music. She'd heard nothing but Earth
pop for the entire six months.

Then the long-term troops had resented her for her trip's duration. They had
eighteen-month rotations. It wasn't her fault, and she was there to help the Logistic
Support Function, thus freeing someone else to go home early, but that didn't seem to
matter. Apparently, they'd rather have stood the extra time than have her take a short tour.

There'd been a couple of missile attacks on the base while she was there. She'd been
in an orbital station doing admin during one, and the shuttle simply waited until it was
over to land. The other one was over before she realized it wasn't a drill, and the damage
was negligible. She understood some areas had been pasted daily and had regular body
counts, but she was nowhere near those places. She wasn't complaining, but the end result
was that she had no war stories of any kind.

It had been typical logistics work; issuing, returning and accounting for gear and
filing docs, except that the days were longer, the facilities nonexistent and the
entertainment lacking. She wasn't a big fan of vid and the rec center's supply of books
and games was slim. She also found few people who could play table games well. All in
all, she might just as well have stayed home and not left her dorm.

She had received additional pay and got a tax in-centive, which would mean more
records-keeping in exchange to justify the tax return. The rest of the pay came at the cost
of, naturally, more admin. Sitting at her carrel, she coded off on her travel itinerary, her



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

waivers for tests and boards missed while deployed and the return of her issued combat
equipment. She had been ordered not to open that unless attacked, which she'd found
bothersome. The fact that to inspect her gear for safety was deemed wrong because it
generated more admin seemed illogical. But then, it was the military.

The thing which she wished she'd put off but had waded through first, was the
documentation and her personal statement on missing property. Her personal gear was all
accounted for, but literal transport loads of gear had gone "missing" on Mtali. She was a
stickler for procedure, so she had accounted for the fact that everything she issued had
gotten where it was supposed to. The first sergeant had relayed to her secondhand that
some clown was claiming that her attention to detail proved she was involved. "He's just
digging. Relax," she'd been told.

She still felt nervous. Trucks, generators, weapons and tools didn't just walk off by
themselves. Most required lift gear to move. A rapidly maturing and increasingly cynical
part of her surmised that they were being sold by someone in system. Well, if they
checked her bank accounts, they were all as she reported. She just wished they'd hurry up
and do so and get done with it.

Her musing was interrupted when her phone rang. Not a military line at her carrel,
but her personal phone. She dug it out of her purse, wondering who was calling.

"Pacelli," she answered.

"Hi, dear. Don't mention my name," the caller said. It was Tom Anderson, an old
lover who was an MP. "We are getting all kinds of activity. Arrests are expected for
Robinson, Bruder, Jacobs, Pacelli and several others. If those people are lucky, they are
off base right now. They'll be in for a nasty surprise when they return."

"Why? What's up?" she asked, shocked beyond reason.

"Apparently, the government has found the parties responsible for the equipment
that went missing during the Mtali mission. All those people are part of the conspiracy."

"I'm not part of any conspiracy," she protested in a whisper. "All I did was document
what went walkies. That was at the general's request."

He continued as if he hadn't heard her protest. "What's important is that they are
looking for those people. The way things look, they'd be lucky if they were missing,
permanently. You know how the Department of Special Investigations can overreact. |
just hope they don't come through the gate; I don't need any excitement right now.
Anyway, the reason I called: you left some things at my place last night," he said,
although she hadn't been there in weeks. "I put them in the car. Gotta run, we are about to
start a gate exercise. Love you." Click.

Kendra hung up the phone, hesitated a half-second, then stood, grabbing a folder.
She tried to be casual as she walked down the hall. A quick nervous glance didn't show
any suited goons coming for her, but she had no doubt Tom was correct. There were
horror stories of people being dragged in for even being "associated" with criminals. But
where could she go?

Just before she reached the door, Janie came out of the back office. "Kendra, can

you_H
"Sorry," Kendra replied, waving the folder, "I've gotta take care of this for the
lieutenant right now." The old trick of looking busy had always seemed rather shallow

before. It now had a whole new meaning. She stepped outside, whipped her hat on and
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tried to walk slowly to her car, as if she were running an errand. Unlocking it, she
climbed in and discovered an overnight bag on the passenger seat. As she started the
engine, she glanced in. Street clothes, socks, shoes, underwear and some cash cards. Tom
must have used a security code to override her dorm room lock. She hoped that wasn't
traceable, but he was good at such things. That had made her nervous, when she
discovered he could crack codes and bypass records. Now she thanked Tom silently
while backing out carefully. A wreck now would really be hell. Could this really be
happening? She had to believe him, but it seemed so unreal.

The UN Bureau of Security was not known for its polite inquiries into alleged
crimes. If they believed a person was involved with "improper activity" or "activity
prejudicial to the public good," they proceeded to investigate thoroughly. The accused
was held incommunicado, all assets seized and in-depth interviews conducted with the
accused and any family or friends who might be involved. If they suspected any
dissemblance, they could always revert to the clauses that gave them authority to hold the
accused until they were satisfied. There were also numerous rarely enforced laws they
could invoke to continue their efforts. The story was that they only used those tactics
against someone they couldn't prosecute any other way, but Kendra had recently come to
believe, in part due to vids Tom had shown her, that those tactics were unfair and
designed to make the prosecutors look good, not do justice to the accused. She'd been
creeped enough by his near-sedition to stop seeing him. There were enough
antigovernment activists in America now without having to deal with out-and-out traitors.

It had a whole new feel now, she reflected briefly as she drove out of the logistics
zone of the sprawling base. They thought she was guilty. Several tens of millions of
marks worth of property had gone missing during the Mtali mission. She'd done the file
search, at the request of the chain of command, to determine how much. That was the
total extent of her involvement. She knew she was innocent and they couldn't prove
otherwise . . . or could they? "The wicked flee when no man pursueth" didn't apply when
circumstances dictated that both guilty and innocent alike should wisely flee for their
lives. She shivered slightly. Did she really want to leave? Wouldn't it be better to trust in
her innocence? Where could she go?

She aged ten years in the six blocks to the gate, then relaxed very slightly when she
saw Tom in the booth. What is he getting himself into? she asked herself. The traffic
control outside the gate signaled a stop and she aged ten more years. Behind her, she
could see the barricades rising and swallowed hard. That made it rather permanent, she
thought. She picked a route north into Maryland and kept the car on manual. She didn't
know how long it would be before an override signal got her. She'd have to lose the car.
She had no idea how, or where to go after that. Off planet, maybe? The Orbitals were not
as strict on ID, but fleeing criminals were captured regularly. Outsystem? But where?
Ramadan was not friendly to unescorted women, Novaja Rossia demanded strict
qualifications and background checks, Caledonia was a UN nation . . .

Counting the cash in her bag, she found a thousand marks in three money cards and
cash and a note scrawled, "All I can spare. Hate to see you get driven like this. I disabled
your override circuit, so don't use auto. If you can, lie low for a few months, they may
sort this out. Still care about you." It was unsigned. She cried while driving and tried to
think of a solution.

Her mind was whirling too hard for thought, but she knew she'd need cash before
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they locked her work and insurance number. Stopping at a rest area, she picked a remote
parking slot and changed, hunched in the front seat. Wearing her uniform off base would
not only be distinctive, it was also an invitation to be mugged and raped, especially for
women. Once done, she pulled back onto the highway and found a suburban exit. She
pulled into a plaza and used a bank terminal, then found another one a few blocks away.
Six different transactions yielded every penny she had in the world, in small enough
chunks that no single one would show up at UNRS immediately. As she made the last
withdrawal, an idea occurred to her. It was insane, but there was no logical reason why it
was impossible. The odds were such that no bookie would take the bet, but better than
nothing, which was what she had now.

The Grainne colony had been independent for ten years now and had not only
refused to join the UN, but had refused to go along with most of the common standards of
ship registry, public health, public standards or even reciprocity of laws. That was the
crucial bit. If she could make it there, they wouldn't extradite her. It was quite the rogue
as nations went. It also reportedly had an excellent standard of living. As with many
frontier worlds, there were not enough people for all jobs. A frontier colony was not the
nicest environment for an urbanite like herself, but it would be safe until this resolved.

She gave one last searching thought to whether or not she should do it. The millions
of marks at stake made her believe that scapegoats, bribes and various irregularities
would be the end result of this. She was sophisticated enough to realize that being
innocent would not protect her and being poor and of low rank would make her a
doormat. This was a chance to wait things out. She reached for her phone, hesitated, then
sought a public phone and looked up the address.

% sk ok

In a suburb south of where Kendra had made her decision was the embassy of the
Freehold of Grainne. It was an old twenty-third-century windowless block, surrounded by
a wall and other, less blatant, security measures. In a spacious office on the top floor, an
old discussion was being rehashed yet again.

Assistant for Policy Gunter Marx entered the office and informed Citizen
Ambassador Janine Maartens of the Freehold of Grainne, "The UN is protesting our
declaration of withdrawal again."

"Any new language?" was the bored return. Maartens' desk defied the advantages of
electronic data. It was strewn with notes, official copies of documents, flash ram,
memory cubes and assorted other items in archeological layers by age in a display that
clashed with the spare blond paneling and carpet.

Marx said, "No. All the same as last year. John Abraham requests a meeting with
you to discuss the perceived inequalities. He is sure we can find an agreeable solution."

"One that involves taxes, government interference, restrictions of our personal rights
'for the public good,' and a seven-year plan for the future, of course. Tell him I'm dead."

"Ma'am?"

She sat back and ran a hand through her graying waves of hair. "You know what I
mean, Gun. My regards to Secretary Abraham and I'll call him at my earliest
inconvenience. Right now I am dealing with major industrialists and billions of credits
are at stake. I don't want to deal with an issue that should be seven years dead."

"Yes, ma'am," he agreed. He didn't envy her position and wondered again why he'd
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elected to throw himself into the bureaucratic rat maze. "Also: Warrant Leader McLaren
says there is a car across the street, occupied by a young blonde woman, that has been
there for most of a div. She is watching the gate."

"Great. An obvious decoy. Any sign of the real threat?" the ambassador asked. The
UN and several of its member nations loved to play spy games. Observers here, line taps
there, always some kind of low-level harassment.

"Not yet. He says his people are ready, though," Marx confirmed. He'd made sure of
that himself.

"They always are," she nodded. At least the espionage kept her security people alert.
"Keep me informed. I have to smooth out some details between GM North America and
GM Freehold. The UN Secretary of External Trade is the problem. Everyone else sees the
advantages of the deal."

"Yes, ma'am."

% sk ok

Kendra became attentive as a truck pulled up to the gates. She started the motor and
waited. Her plan was to pull through after the delivery of whatever cleared the entrance.
Cautiously, she gave the motor a bit of rev to ensure it was working. It was, of course.
She gasped her breath out in furious realization of how panicky she was. She hadn't
realized she'd been holding it and didn't realize she was holding the next one. Watching
the truck, she tried to judge distances and space while keeping an eye on traffic. There'd
be an opening in the flow right after that red car in her mirror.

The gates were already sliding shut on their powered rails. She stomped the
accelerator while swearing, yanked the wheel hard and pulled right behind the red vehicle
while almost crashing into a pillar as she bounced inside the embassy grounds. She
immediately had to brake to avoid the truck, which was stopped for inspection.

An armored guard leaped in front of her, pointing one of the brutal-looking weapons
that the Grainne military used. He took a step sideways as she locked her car in park and
barked orders that were clearly audible inside her little Mazda Jog as several other guards
materialized from somewhere.

"Shut the motor off! Place your hands on top of the steering wheel! Reach over with
your right hand and open the door!"

She moved her left hand to comply and he bellowed, "Right hand! Place it back on
the wheel! Eyes front!" She did as he ordered, eyes nervously leaving the gun, guts
knotted in fear, and saw movement out of the corner of her left eye. One of the other
guards was crawling under the area swept by the door, in case of a boobytrap. He rose
next to her, placing the gaping maw of his weapon against her kidney and fastened
magnetic shackles firmly around her wrists. Grasping them, he pulled her around and out
of her car, his rifle now under her breastbone. About ten meters from the vehicle they
stopped. Her escort stepped back and slung his weapon as a woman with an explosion of
red hair around her helmet stood in front of her. The woman's face was mostly hidden by
a darkened visor, but her mouth was visible and totally emotionless. Her weapon was
unwavering.

Kendra heard more orders from the first guard, who was behind her now. "Spread
your legs wide. Wider. Place your hands on top of your head." She did so, feeling the
shackles bite into her wrists. Her shoulders stretched back awkwardly.
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She had expected to be searched by the woman, was surprised that the second male
guard was approaching. He started at her head, mussing her hair, crushing the fabric of
her collar while looking for small items, slid his hands down her back, over her hips,
down each trouser leg and into the tops of her boots. He stood and walked around in front
as the other two guards moved to keep him out of line of fire. He resumed his search. He
pulled at her lips with gloved hands. He then felt along her sleeves and under her arms in
a fashion that might have tickled had she not been so scared. He reached inside her shirt
and felt the neckline again, then ran fingers along the contour of her bra and grabbed both
her breasts. By the time she realized it was neither an intimate gesture nor an assault, but
still part of a very thorough search, he had felt around her waistband and clutched at her
crotch. He slid down her legs again and checked the fasteners of her boots. Finished at
last, he stepped back.

Kendra said, "I need asylum. My name is—"

"Silence. You may see the ambassador later."

He unslung his weapon and all three guards moved back. She was directed inside,
the three standing well clear and keeping their weapons on her. Not a word was spoken to
her and Kendra didn't feel like offering anything. She was taken down a service elevator,
marched in front of a door and stopped.

The woman approached this time and quickly unfastened every button, snap, zip and
rip on Kendra's clothing. She stepped around behind Kendra, grabbed a leg and pulled off
a boot and sock. She repeated the procedure from the other leg, then yanked her pants and
underwear down together and pulled them off one foot at a time. Reaching up, she
uncharged the shackles, whisked them away and pulled Kendra's arms down behind her.
Shirt and bra were pulled off, leaving her naked. A wand ran over her, seeking anything
dense, metallic or electronic, and while she expected it to be silent, she having nothing
concealed, she was reassured that it didn't betray anything. Illogical, but her current
situation had her scared beyond reason. "Bend over," she heard, and complied. There was
the expected snap of a medical exam glove and cold but surprisingly gentle prodding,
which she knew included a camera and another sensor. These people were thorough. She
shivered despite herself. A door opened, and she was pushed gently but firmly into what
was obviously a cell. The door closed with an ominous heavy click.

Kendra looked around, breathing again, and took stock of her environment. It was
adequately warm, well lighted, and contained a stall shower, a toilet, a sink and a futon
with a quilt. The whole room measured three meters square.

There was a security camera mounted in one corner. It was not even discreetly
hidden. Kendra stared at it as it glared unblinkingly at her. Finally, she made an obscene
gesture and ignored it. She needed to use the toilet, and the camera obviously wasn't
going to be a gentleman. Or lady. Or polite machine.

Brooding and pacing would be totally unproductive, so she brooded and paced. She
had no idea of the passage of time, and was wondering if this attempt at asylum was the
right idea. So far, she had been asked no questions, given no opportunity to speak and
had no clue what was going on.

Right idea or not, she had to play it out to the end. There was no possible way she
could return now and be believed innocent.

After what seemed like hours, the door was opened. The redheaded woman was



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

there alone, without armor. She still carried her rifle/grenade launcher. Her combat
uniform, designed to be loose, was close in spots over firm muscles. She motioned
slightly with the muzzle and said, "This way. You can see the ambassador now." Her
voice was amazingly well modulated and pleasant.

Kendra walked out, still naked, preceding her guard. She was directed when to turn
and quickly realized how large the building was. She passed a man in one of the
corridors, who nodded disenterestedly. She flushed crimson. The second man they passed
swapped greetings with the guard and Kendra wished for a swift end to her ordeal. After
several minutes, she was shown into a well-lighted office with large windows. The
woman behind the desk stood, nodded briefly at Kendra and said, "Romar, please get a
robe for our guest. There's one in my suite." The guard snapped to and left.

Turning back, the ambassador continued, "Please accept my apologies. Well-
disciplined guards, but not overly familiar with Earth customs. Our climate encourages
casual nudity, but I'm sure you're not used to it. She'll be back momentarily. Coffee?"

"Yes, please," Kendra nodded, shifting her hands around to keep herself covered.
While the ambassador poured, the guard knocked, stepped in, handed Kendra a robe and
moved unobtrusively into the corner. Donning the garment, Kendra felt much more
comfortable.

The ambassador spoke again. "I am Citizen Ambassador Janine Maartens of the
Freehold of Grainne. You are Sergeant Second Class Kendra Anne Pacelli of the UN
Peace Force, wanted for embezzlement and pictured on all the news loads. I am
recording. Please tell me briefly why in the name of God and Goddess you are in our
embassy?"

"I need asylum," Kendra began. "I was—"

Maartens interrupted with, "We do not grant asylum to crimin—"

"I DIDN'T DO IT!" Kendra shouted her down. "I knew nothing about it until this
morning when the MPs tried to grab me. I have little idea what is going on, but I know
they need me as a scapegoat. General Robinson probably has me rigged to take the fall as
part of his cutout. My only way out is to get off Earth."

Sitting down, Maartens chewed on a pen. "Tell me the rest of it," she demanded
while gesturing at another chair.

Sitting also, Kendra breathed deep and said, "I was assigned to the Forty-Third
Logistics Support Function's detachment during the Mtali Mission. The general and
Colonel Bruder were very concerned with our operation. Stuff was missing by the
truckload on a daily basis and they made us keep track of it. No one knows where the
stuff was going, so there had to be inside help. They were probably selling it to the rebels
is my guess. This is all deduction in the last four hours. Then, I assumed the problem was
being investigated. Eight a.m. today, the MPs were going to drag me off for questioning.
I saw where things were going, thanks to a friend of mine. I left the base and drove
around until I figured out that of all colony worlds, you could probably help me."

"We are not a colony anymore, Sergeant," Maartens said coldly, then thought hard.
Colonel Richard, the Freehold unit commander from the Mtali mission, had made similar
deductions regarding the UN forces logistics system. Pacelli's story was probably true.
Perhaps the military would be interested in her information. Citizen Maartens would have
to decide that on her own. Unlike a national ambassador on Earth, she could not call for
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advice; advice was thirty-four light years away and any question would take at least two
days for a response, to allow a message to be relayed through the jump point on the next
ship. If it had to be sent physically to reduce the risk of interception, it would take at least
twenty days each way.

The best approach was a firm one, see how the situation developed, Maartens
decided. "I'll have to check all angles of your story. You may stay in the meantime." Her
voice was grudging but not hostile.

Heaving a huge sigh and slumping from released tension, Kendra replied, "Thank
you, ma'am."

"You're welcome. There are conditions. Number one, if you are a spy, you'll
disappear. Two, whether or not you are guilty, if the evidence points that way, you'll be
handed over to UNPF. I can't risk an incident without solid substance to back it up.
Relationships are critical and delicate right now; they always are. If you check out as
legitimate, I'll help you arrange travel to the Freehold. It won't be cheap and you'll have
to pay for it. We don't have budgets for such things."

"I have some cash. Not a lot."

"We can acquire any assets that haven't been seized, and make it untraceable. Our
technicians will expect a share, however."

"Ma'am?" Kendra asked.

Sighing, Maartens explained, "The Freehold is a completely neutral nation with a
tiny government. We don't budget for refugees, publicity, tourism or any of a hundred
other things you take for granted. We can't do anything officially, so this will have to be
done clandestinely. If our staff are to convert your assets to cash or pull funds from your
accounts, they'll be doing it on their own time and with their personal gear at some small
but real risk. For that, they expect to be paid."

"I have what I came here with," Kendra said, scared again.

"Then with your permission, we can move your car as parts. This will make it harder
to trace you, and gain you some more funds."

Kendra though for a moment only and agreed.

"Fine. I'm afraid we must keep you under guard for the time being." Maartens waved
and the guard approached. "Corporal Romar," she said, "you are to accompany Sergeant
Pacelli. She has free access to unrestricted areas, but only under escort. Find her secure
quarters in the guest wing tonight. Keep me informed of anything relevant. She is not to
leave."

"Yes, ma'am," the young woman replied. Turning to Kendra she said, "Please come
with me, Sergeant."

Kendra stepped into the hall. After the door was closed, Romar asked, "Where do
you wish to go, Sergeant?"

"I ... don't know," Kendra replied. "I'd like to get some clothes and some lunch, if
possible."

"Certainly. Would you like a shower, too?"

Kendra realized how stressed and exhausted she was. It had been less than six hours
since her ordeal started, but seemed like a week. She needed a shower, both to wash away
cold, clammy sweat and to relax. "Please," she said. "And call me Kendra."

"Okay. Follow me, Kendra. And you can call me Jelsie, since it doesn't appear I'll
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have to shoot you anytime soon." There was a disturbing dryness to the joke.

They wound up at what apparently were Romar's quarters. The room was small but
well appointed and had a fantastic comm system. "Shower's in there," Kendra was told,
as the woman pointed through a door. "I'll be next, so don't take too long."

Kendra gratefully made use of very luxurious facilities, borrowed soap and shampoo
and was surprised to find her bag waiting when she got out. All ID had been removed,
but her clothes and personal items were intact. She picked casual clothes, dressed and
entered the room.

Jelsie was sprawled in a chair, watching a news load. "You're on vid again," she
said. "What evidence are they basing all this on?"

"I belong to the same unit as those responsible. And I deal with logistics," Kendra
quipped.

"I can see that. You have a felon's eyes. I'm about to shower. My orders are to keep
you secure. You can sit in here and we'll talk through the door while I do, but I have to
cuff you to the doorknob. Otherwise, I lock you in a guest room and come back for you.
Sorry, but that's as much leeway as I have."

"I guess so," Kendra replied. The Freeholders apparently took security a lot more
seriously than the UN forces. Romar ordered her to sit in the corner and to not move
without permission. The cuff was firm on her wrist and she said so.

"It'll loosen up with wear," Romar joked with a friendly grin, but loosened it
slightly.

Kendra watched as her guard stripped and headed into the bathroom, an action
reinforcing that nudity was a casual thing for her. Romar's skin was flawless, hairless
except for the flaming waves on her head and matching eyebrows, and rippled with heavy
muscles. Kendra asked, and found out that she spent almost three hours a day in the gym.
She also recalled that their gravity was a bit more vigorous than Earth's. Remembering a
brief encounter with the Freehold 3rd Mobile Assault Regiment's staff on Mtali, Kendra
decided she never wanted to fight with them. They seemed to regard their military service
as a religious duty. Romar even kept a pistol with her in the shower. "I know you won't
try to escape, considering your circumstances," Romar's shout echoed from the tiled room
as she lathered her rich red hair, leaning out of the stall to make eye contact. "But I'd look
pretty stupid if you got away. It's a rough duty model anyway."

Kendra was shown to a dining hall that was again small but luxurious. She grabbed
some sandwiches and a bowl of soup, which she found too spicy. The sandwiches had a
lot of mustard and peppercorns, but she found them manageable. Once she got past the
heat, they were actually quite tasty.

Jelsie showed her around briefly. The compound had a gym, small theater and a day
room that included a decent-sized pool and a long, rectangular hot tub, which held an
older man and an Asian woman and had room for several more. They waved at Romar in
passing and resumed talking and drinking. "I'm off duty now," Romar told her, "except
for my responsibility regarding you. If you don't mind, I'm suggesting a plunge."

"I don't mind," Kendra said. "I'll just sit and watch vid."

"Why? You're welcome to join us."

"I don't have anything to wear."

"Sorry. That's a problem here, isn't it?" Jelsie said, peeling out of her uniform.
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"Well, if you change your mind, feel free. Sit on that side," she gestured, "so I have you
in plain sight."

Kendra watched vid haltheartedly. More people wandered in and part of her mind
deduced it was a shift change of some kind. They looked over and saw the depression
emanating from her, but decided not to interfere. She was grateful for their discretion, but
made no outward sign. Being properly morose took work.

Ten minutes later, her face was flashed on the screen. At least it wasn't mainstream
news, only a specialty channel on political matters. Hopefully her parents wouldn't see
this immediately. The announcer gave a fairly accurate description up to the point where
he claimed she was armed and dangerous and had overpowered Sergeant Janie Woods,
then attempted to run over Sergeant Tom Anderson as she fled the base "Just seconds
ahead of the Military Police." Kendra snapped it off viciously and strode over to the tub,
which now held six. She snatched off her tunic, almost ripping it, and jumped in in her
underwear. The water was scalding, and shocked her out of her daze.

"You okay?" Jelsie asked, looking concerned.

"No." After a few seconds of silence, Kendra continued, "I'm supposed to have
attacked two of my friends as I left. They're probably being interrogated."”

"Goddess. That's a pretty slimy trick to pull."

"This isn't going to work," Kendra said, shaking her head sadly. "I need to go back.
If they have Tom, it means either they retrieved the phone call or they think it suspicious
that I got out when I did. And Janie didn't do anything. They might wind up dead because
of me."

"You won't change that by going back," an older man said. Kendra recognized him
as one of the two who'd been here when she and Jelsie arrived. She looked at him in
curiosity.

"Walter Andropolous," he introduced himself. He was about forty, very lean with
near black skin and had a wire braided through the entire length of his left ear. "I'm the
intelligence analyst here and I used to be in military intelligence. If they have your
friends, it's to make you come back. You do and they'll rope them in too. If you stay, they
have nothing to go on and might let them go."

"Do you know what they do to people when they interrogate them?" Kendra asked,
teary-eyed.

"In disgusting detail," Andropolous assured her. "And you won't help them by going
back. Your friend Tom risked his life to cover for you, presumably because he believes
you're innocent. Your coming here took an equal amount of guts. If you skip, you'll be
wasting both of you, because it'll be assumed you're guilty, and I know how your
investigators will proceed with that assumption. The best thing for you to do is have a
drink," he suggested while handing her a glass, "and display some more of that courage
by not wasting your friends' sacrifices."

Kendra gulped at the glass as Jelsie placed a hand on her shoulder.

Three hours later, soddenly drunk, Kendra was helped out of the pool by
Andropolous and Romar. They assembled her clothes and half carried her to an elevator.
Kendra allowed herself to be led into a small suite. The other two put her on the bed, then

took seats across the room.
k %k %
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Kendra woke bleary eyed and glanced at the clock. It gave both Freehold and Earth
time, claiming it was 0430. At twenty-five, she was barely old enough to drink and had
never had a hangover before. She decided that everything she'd heard about them was
hype and propaganda designed to entice people. Her head Aurt. So did her stomach.
Things were spinning very eerily.

Jelsie looked up from the screen she was reading, came over and handed Kendra an
effervescent glass of orange stuff. "Drink this," she said.

"Thank you, no," Kendra replied. "I just want to lie here and regret it."

"It wasn't a request," Jelsie insisted, hoisting her upright with one hand. The room
spun again and Kendra decided to comply. It tasted okay and did seem to settle her
stomach.

"Didn't you sleep?" Kendra asked, her brain finally starting to track.

"No. I didn't want to lock you in and leave you alone, so I stayed. That requires me
to leave my hardware outside and cuff you to the bed or stay awake. I prefer to stay
awake."

"You didn't have to do that for me," Kendra said. These people were strange.
Compassionate and warmly friendly, but utterly unforgiving in their security.

"I know." Jelsie sat back down and asked, "Feeling better?"

"A little," Kendra agreed. Her memory was starting to fill in some gaps.
Remembering some snippets of conversation, she asked, "Was whatsisname interrogating
me last night?"

Considering for a moment, Jelsie said, "I don't think it's a security breach to say
'yves.""

"And what did he find out?" Kendra prodded.

"I have no idea. Obviously he doesn't think you're a spy or you wouldn't have woken
up," Jelsie explained.

"That's a pretty cold-blooded trick," Kendra commented.

"Yes," Jelsie nodded. "We could have done what the UN agents do and tied you to a
chair, beaten you senseless, injected you with drugs and left you in a flophouse
afterwards."

Kendra winced as she thought about Janie and Tom.

"Sorry," Jelsie said, sounding very sincere.
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Chapter 2

"All changes, even the most longed for, have their melancholy; for what
we leave behind us is a part of ourselves; we must die to one life before
we can enter another."

—Anatole France

Kendra was in the embassy ten days, slowly going insane. She played interface
games until disoriented from the feedback, found herself unable to concentrate on vid or
books and got angry at the tedium of doing nothing. After three days, she spent some
money she couldn't spare to have one of the Freehold technicians hook up a phone patch
with a shift for her voice. He assured her it was untraceable and she decided it must be;
the embassy didn't need the complications it would bring if her presence were discovered.

Her parents' lines had to be monitored, so there was no way to call them. She tried
Janie's personal number first. No answer. Her own duty number was answered by
Lieutenant Moy. Kendra disconnected without a sound. She called Tom's personal line.

"Hello?" she heard a harsh, unkind voice ask. It was not Tom's voice. She mumbled
and disconnected. She realized now that she had, in fact, burned all her bridges.

On the seventh day, Kendra was taken to see Ambassador Maartens again. This
time, Jelsie acted more like an escort than a guard. She left Kendra at the door and
departed with a smile and nod. Inside the ambassador's office she was invited to sit down
and Maartens said, "If you are still serious, we can have you out of here in three days."

"I am," Kendra said. Everything suddenly took on an icy clarity. She realized she
wouldn't see Earth again for a long time, if ever.

"Okay. Here's how it looks. One of our less reputable personnel, coincidentally from
logistics," Maartens said with an ironic smile, "managed to part out your car for about ten
thousand. You have slightly less than a thousand in cash. The staff threatened me with
mutiny if I charged you for your stay here, which we ordinarily do, so there's no boarding
bill. They also took up a collection of fifteen hundred. I don't know how you feel about
charity, but I advise you to take it. Our chief of security was extremely impressed by the
courage you displayed and the speed with which you acted. In his opinion, you probably
would have been snatched the next time you stopped for any purchase. He passed the hat
for you himself. From sources I am not at liberty to discuss, there is a grant of four
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thousand available. So, you have roughly sixteen-five in assets.

"Now, there's a Freehold registry commercial transport departing in three days. It's
an Earth crew, but the ship is registered out of Station Ceileidh in Freehold space because
we have less bureaucracy. The crew doesn't know who you are and might try to turn you
in for the reward if they ID you. We'll get you aboard and manage the adminwork.

"After that, you are going to pretend to be sick for twelve days. Your meals will be
delivered and you'll stay in your cabin. That's not too unusual; lots of travelers do that,
anyway. We'll also give you additional cover. Once in Freehold space, you're safe. You'll
be met at Station Ceileidh and transferred insystem.

"Transit fee is fifty thousand. Residency fee for planetside is five hundred. I believe
your best chances are in Jefferson. Local residency fee there is one hundred. That's fifty
thousand, six hundred total. You need thirty-four-four."

"I don't have it," Kendra said with a grin as a facade.

"Of course not," Maartens agreed. Her expression was not discouraging and it was
clear she had an idea. She continued, "So the problem is raising it. Which is no problem
at all. Now, let me explain this before you say anything.

"We have a system known as indenturing, but it's not the historical system you may
be thinking of. A Citizen will be assigned to your case, and you pay a fee to the
government for his service. He will arrange for you to find employment and a payment
will be deducted from your wages. You are free to change jobs or make other
arrangements for payment. You are responsible for your own lodging and food, so you
are not going to be assuming a spiraling debt. I'm sure you'll have no trouble locating
work in a city like Jefferson."

It took Kendra a few moments to sort through the statement. She was only
peripherally aware from her schooling that indenturing had existed, but its context was
clear. The rest was plain enough after some thought.

"I don't have a lot of other options, do 1?" she asked rhetorically.

"No, not really," Maartens said. "But you've come this far. Otherwise, we'll give you
your assets and slip you out the gate late tonight. Your presence is potentially very
embarrassing to us."

"I'm sorry to be a burden."

"Has anyone complained? Look, lady," Maartens said, her face softening, "You are
about to enter a system that's totally out of your experience. It's bound to be a shock.
We're trying to be honest and give you as much help as we can. If you're willing, we'll get
you to a new home. If not, we need to protect ourselves."

"Well," Kendra said, "I came here to get away, so I suppose I should finish the job."

Nodding, Maartens said, "I'll get to work."

% sk ok

The vertol was sitting on the roof of the main embassy building. Standing near it,
Kendra was seeing the suburbs of Washington from a completely different angle. There
were still a few details to take care of, so she took the chance to look around. The old city
really was pretty, especially when seen through the murky morning haze.

"Hey!" Kendra head the yell subliminally over the howl of the aircraft and turned to
see Jelsie come up the stairs. She waved. A few seconds later, the two of them were
hunched over, trying to hear over the whipping wind and the roar of turbines.
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"You need some candy money," Jelsie said, handing her a palm-sized folder of
Freehold currency.

Kendra pushed it away. "Thanks, but I can't take any more. You've been so generous
already."

Jelsie grabbed her with powerful arms, stuffed the money into her chest pocket and
said, "Then take it as a 'thank you' for not making me shoot you. You've got a great
attitude for back home. You'll be fine. I'll be back in about a year and I plan to look you
up. Pay me then, if you wish."

Smiling, Kendra said, "I'll do that. Thanks again."

"Sure. You owe me. We have a saying in Freehold Military Forces. 'Friends help
you move. Real friends help you move bodies.' Next time I have a mysterious corpse, I'll
be calling."

Tears leaking, Kendra promised, "I'll be there." She hugged the shorter woman, was
almost crushed back, and turned quickly. She climbed in through the vertol's broad hatch
and waited. It was a basic transport craft, not a diplomatic courier with appointments, and
it was loud and stark.

Two men joined her, personnel rotating home, and the hatch slammed as the craft
lifted smoothly and angled toward the south. She spent the flight nervously rubbing the
small scar on her hand, where her implant ID had been removed. The chip was used to
locate people during emergencies. It was also used to locate criminals. Once out of the
embassy's heavy shielding, it would have been an immediate giveaway, as there was an
open warrant out for her arrest now and they would be looking for the trace.

The flight was smooth, brief according to her watch no matter how subjectively long
it seemed to be and there was no interference after they landed. She was getting away
clean, so far. With a hundred kilometers down, she had only thirty-four light years to go

until she'd be safe in the lota Persei system.
%k ok ok

Kendra and the two embassy personnel simply walked through the scanners at
Kennedy Spaceport. She was wearing a hat, had her hair darkened and tucked into her
collar and her skin slightly darkened with a nano. She reminded herself to slouch a little.
Slouching was very un-Freeholder, but it disguised her height. By Earth standards she
was tall; by Freehold standards she towered over people. Taking a cue from the others,
she flashed her diplomatic pass at the guard. Unlike the others, she was sweating.

She needn't have worried. The guard gave the brilliantly forged document the most
cursory of glances, nodded imperceptibly and turned back to his vid. No one paid much
attention to diplomatic personnel, she realized. Certainly not to determine if they might
be administrative criminals trying to flee the system. Kendra almost felt insulted on
behalf of the specialist who'd doctored the pass. She grinned inwardly at the thought of
walking back and demanding that the guard examine it in detail. It kept her spirits up as
they entered the shuttle and took couches. She had no trouble with the familiar safety
harnesses, having done this before only a few months previously. She adjusted the
lumbar support, angled the neck pads for comfort and nodded briefly to the attendant,
who glanced over to ensure everything was secure and moved on without a word.

By prearranged plan, Kendra was feigning a sore throat, ostensibly from shouting at
a concert. She rasped some favorable comments in a whisper. The two men with her did



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

most of the talking, both to her and to each other. They kept a cheerful conversation
going, interspersed occasionally with comments about going home, until the final count
before lift.

The ride was familiar. Three gees tapered off slowly as they headed into low orbit.
Kendra found herself undisturbed by microgravity. She fell asleep, relaxed by the
condition, even though she was not out of danger yet. One of her escorts nudged her
awake as they docked with the station.

A small, rather ugly tug took them to the Shamaya. She wondered about the name.
Some person of historical significance? The ship was old but sturdy and smelled
adequately clean as she swam through. The three of them were given cabins in the same
passage and Kendra relaxed considerably as the klaxon sounded and thrust began with
gentle gees, building to slightly more than Earth standard as they headed out. It would be
her second and quite possibly last trip out of the Solar System.

As she placed her meager possessions on the lone rack in one outer corner of the
pie-shaped cabin, there was a knock at the door. "Yes?" she rasped.

"It's me," Kevin Sanchez said, sticking his head in. The embassy had listed him as a
computer technician, but Kendra felt sure he was an electronic spy. He was the most
normal looking, by Earth standards, of the personnel she'd met, with short blond hair and
brown eyes and no exotic coloring, jewelry or tattoos. "Thought you should know," he
said, "that there isn't likely to be any trouble. I've met the crew of this ship before. The
captain-owner and his family are most of the crew. They maintain Earth citizenship
because it makes smuggling, excuse me, trading, much easier. They don't have to worry
about some of the bonding fees. They are good mercenary Freeholders at heart, probably
haven't seen you on any loads and wouldn't care if they did. The reward would interest
them a little, but they wouldn't want the Freehold Military Forces angry with them. Keep
in mind, however, that there are at least six crew of unknown loyalties who might jump at
it. So don't sweat, but don't flaunt either."

"Got it. Thanks, Kev," she acknowledged, feeling greatly relaxed.

% sk ok

Kendra woke immobilized, stared at the grins on her captors' faces and tugged at her
restraints. Nothing moved, and one of the special investigators stepped forward. He
pulled his arm back, prepared to deliver a vicious backhand.

Yelping, she woke for real and thrashed, getting tangled in the bedclothes. Her
breath was ragged, the sheets soaked with sweat. Eight days of grinding tedium
punctuated by eight nights of terror. She rolled out of bed, stood and walked to the
lavatory to rinse her mouth. She stared into the mirror at her sunken eyes. Four more
days, she told herself.

Sleep would be a long time returning, so she sat up and turned on the cabin comm to
find something to do. None of the thirty-odd channels she flipped through had any
appeal, although she did spend a few minutes listening to the traffic between the
Shamaya's bridge crew and engineering, which was interspersed with jibes at each other
and at other ships in the queue of tonnage heading for Sol System Jump Point Six, all
bound for Grainne, then perhaps elsewhere.

She decided to do a bit more research on what was to be her new home and pulled
up the Freehold's Constitution again. It was a bizarrely short document and effectively
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denied any legislative power to the government. The "Residency fee" she was paying was
a head tax, but one so low as to be negligible. None of it made any sense to her. It almost
seemed as if there was no government. She wondered again if she really knew what she
was doing and switched over to an atlas.

Grainne had one large sprawling continent writhing from southeast to northwest
around two-thirds of the planet. There were a couple of continental islands and several
archipelagos of smaller masses. The climate was roughly like Earth's, but that "roughly"
was deceptive—with smaller oceans, greater solar influx and a longer year, it had seasons
that swung the temperate zone from the Minnesota-like winters she was familiar with, to
scorching summers akin to those in the American Southwest.

She tackled the business analysis for the nth time and was confused in seconds, as
she had been every time before. Nothing about it was comprehensible. It was an absolute
anarchy in the economic sense, from her perspective. She sighed and shut everything
down, called out the lights and selected some soft dance music to ease her back to sleep.
It was some time before her thoughts drifted into the warm comforting blanket of
unconsciousness.

% sk ok

The Shamaya's klaxon alerted everyone to the impending point jump. Kendra
actually relaxed, knowing that most of her ordeal was over. The lights flickered once, her
stomach turned upside down and they were in the Freehold system. In less than an hour,
they were trimming into an orbit around Station Ceileidh, the roughly cylindrical rock
that was the business, industrial and government office for Jump Point One. She was led
into an office and someone drew blood from her forearm. They implanted a nano tracer in
her thigh, handed her a flash ram bearing a label with her name and directed her toward a
gate. She loped in the low centripetal gee of the station and she was shortly aboard an in-
system craft bound for Grainne proper. It would be another ten days of boredom before
they arrived.

This shuttle, the Torchy, was new, built with travelers in mind, and was typical of
those run by any large line. She took another small stateroom, strapped down and waited
for launch. She was still nervous, but it was a different kind of nervous. The UN
authorities couldn't touch her now, but she was still alone and without connections or
friends. It felt almost like stage fright.
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Chapter 3

"If a man neglects to enforce his rights, he cannot complain if; after a
while, the law follows his example."

—Oliver Wendell Holmes

It was amazing how fast things were accomplished in a society run by commercial
concerns and not much else. The Torchy, which had brought her this far docked at a
tether. They swam through into a shuttle cabin and strapped in. Torchy cut loose and they
were already headed for the surface, but without thrust. She asked for an explanation.

Kevin replied, "Let me think how to sum it up briefly . . . wow . . . okay, let me try
this: It's called a 'skywheel.' It's two tethers extending outward from their mutual center
of mass. The whole assemblage cartwheels from high orbit to almost ground level, I think
about twenty kilometers. Cargo or shuttles are attached to the ends and release at the far
end either near ground, near surface rotation speed of the planet, or in orbit at high
velocity to ship out. Where it's released determines the vector outward. Does that make
sense?" She nodded and he continued, "We pop things up to the receivers on magnetic
launchers or by direct thrust, since we don't have enough launchers yet. It's cheap to
operate, minimizes pollution and easy to schedule trips without waiting for launch
windows. There are six huge ones throughout the system, rotating in free space. We use
them to ship industrial products around the Halo. There aren't any in Sol System, because
the UN safety bureaucrats are convinced they're dangerous. They're worried about one
breaking and crashing, but we've never had a problem. The theoretical strength is about
ten times the actual load usage."

Kendra had heard of the concept, but hadn't realized any were in use. She nodded
politely and stared in terrified fascination at the view. Safe, certainly, but what if one did
crash from accident or malice? How large a footprint would it wipe out on the planet?
Several hundred kilometers? At what velocity? Ten thousand kilometers per hour? More?

The starscape moved rapidly up, the planet rose at an appalling rate. After a while,
the direction had noticeably changed and the rate appeared to have diminished. There was
a clank as the shuttle detached and the rest of the ride was a straightforward touchdown.
They rolled out on a long runway bleached white in the Sun—or rather, Iota Persei, she
reminded herself—and she squinted against the glare. Shortly, they pulled up to a
terminal.

The hatch opened and more glaring daylight streamed in, along with local air.
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Kendra waited for the crowd to thin and stood, wobbling. She made her way forward,
gripping couchbacks for support and squinted again as she entered the tube. Light from
Iota Persei poured through the clear roof. It was 2.3 times as bright as the Sun, she
recalled, although that was diminished somewhat by the greater distance Grainne was
from Iota, 1.5AU. It didn't seem that much brighter, but had a glare at the blue end of the
spectrum that hurt her eyes, despite polarization.

At the exit to the terminal, she suddenly felt dizzy. Grabbing a rail for support, she
remembered Kevin warning her about the atmospheric pressure—about seventy percent
of Earth's, with only eighty percent of the oxygen. She was hyperventilating, or not
getting enough, or something, and she held her breath for a moment to regain her
equilibrium. Kevin took her arm to guide her as they walked through the tunnel.

She entered the terminal and looked around. She'd had no idea what to expect and
had been prepared for rough hardpan dirt or facilities like a second-tier city would have
on a commercial route. Instead, Jefferson Starport was small, but as modern as anything
in an Earth national or regional capital. All construction was new, everything was so
clean it gleamed, and she was impressed. Perhaps things would be better than she'd
expected.

The exit was to her left and down a level, according to glowing signs placed in easy
view. She followed Kevin to a slideway and took it. Several other passengers merged
from other orbital, ballistic and local flights along with them, and she studied them while
Kevin pulled out a phone and punched a button. "Sergeant Sanchez," he announced into
it. "We're here. Sure. Out."

The travelers' modes of dress didn't appear to follow any real style. She very
carefully kept her eyes averted from the man in a backless breechcloth and then had to
look away again from a pubescent girl who was topless. Some wore full-length robes,
several light-colored coveralls and two what she considered normal business dress. The
spaceport apparently had tremendous security, as she could see uniforms in every
direction. Three people near her were apparently plainclothes officers and were wearing
guns.

Then she realized that undercover officers wouldn't display guns. Also, all three
people carried different guns, rather than a standard issue type, and the holsters were
garishly decorated. She recalled the embassy, where guards and staff walked around
armed. Apparently, the whole society was like that. As this thought worked through her
brain, she realized that there were other people armed, also.

My God! They let people swing guns around the fucking spaceport!? Sweat broke
out all over her and she kept looking around nervously. She calmed a little when she
realized that the soldiers present carried the same rifles she'd seen up close a few days
before and in use on Mtali and had them loaded. Then she thought about what a firefight
inside the terminal would look like and quickened her pace to get outside.

Outside, under a large concrete awning, she found a place near a pillar at Kevin's
suggestion, dropped her bag, which felt much more than eighteen percent heavier in the
local gee field, and waited. She wanted to sit and rest her feet, which were hurting
already, but there wasn't a seat nearby. She watched the traffic, vehicles brighter and
more garish than anything on Earth and presently, one of them pulled up next to her.
Kevin said, "I think that's your ride."

A man climbed out the driver's door, tall, olive skin tanned almost black, straight
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black hair with gray at the temples, slender but rippling with muscle like a panther.
"Kendra Pacelli?" he asked.

"Uh, yes," Kendra agreed. He motioned and she opened the passenger door and sank
into a seat built for fast maneuvers. The driver continued, "Pleased to meet you, Kendra.
I'm Citizen Hernandez and I'll be handling your case. How was the trip?"

"Scary. I don't know when I'll feel safe again," she admitted.

"We'll see what we can do. I should warn you that society is very different here.
People will be happy to help you, but you must ask. Privacy is very important and you'll
be left alone unless you do ask. I have arranged a meeting with Calan Employment, to
find you work and I'm working on housing. I'll point out a few landmarks as we head
there. My office is within walking distance of his and I'll see you afterwards." He turned
to Kevin and nodded acknowledgment. "Thank you, Sergeant," he said and made a
notation in Kevin's comm. Kevin nodded at him, waved at Kendra, turned and left as
Hernandez shut her door and eased back into the driver's seat.

They were airborne in seconds, diving into traffic flow, and Hernandez steered
manually. They were passed often, as he flew slow enough to give her a tour. He gave her
a few details as they flew. Jefferson was what she would call a small town, but with a
downtown. Population was only about two million, and this was the third-largest city on
the planet, theoretically the capital. That simply meant that the Citizen's Council Building
was here, he explained.

"Not that we ever use it, other than on holidays," Hernandez told her. "We hold all
conferences by vidlink." The building was pretty, though. It was styled a bit like an
Egyptian temple. She couldn't say much for the view, in a sharp bank to her side of the
car, with nothing between her and the ground except a few hundred meters of empty air.

She'd had no idea what to expect and had provincially assumed that Earth had a
monopoly on modernity. The flight gave lie to that theory. Buildings towered hundreds of
meters above their flight level, ranging from straight older towers to modern sculpted
designs. They gleamed in ivory, gold, copper and less familiar colors. It was much like an
equivalent Earth city. She recalled a joke she'd heard with the punchline, "Grainne? What
planet is that on?" It seemed silly in this context.

The skyway was insane, most vehicles apparently on manual, most flown at high
speed and with lots of dodging and weaving. They took it on a straight path downtown
and braked hard before landing on a ramp. The streets below were nightmarish. While
well laid, well paved and logically designed, it appeared that traffic laws were optional.
Reckless driving was apparently the norm. Kendra just hoped it was also "wreckless."
Hernandez darted in and out of traffic and finally pulled in next to an older and typical
office block. Kendra relaxed her white-knuckle grip and was shown up to a second-floor
suite.

"I'm Tom Calan," the only person present told her, shaking hands. "Have a seat and
let's see what we can find." She took one of two client seats, looked around the spare but
neat office and turned back to look at her hosts.

Hernandez nodded a greeting to Calan and left, saying to Kendra, "Call me if there's
any trouble. I'll see you later."

Kendra sat at a console and answered the questionnaire displayed, asking Calan for
elucidations where necessary. Name: Kendra Anne Pacelli. Address: To Be Determined.
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Resident Number: TBD. Height: 185 centimeters. Mass: 73 Kilos. Hair: Blonde. Eyes:
Blue. (Capture pic). Physical Limitations: 25 Kilos max lifting. Skills and Training:
General Bachelors, North America Public Education System. Logistics Specialist, UN
Peace Force. Previous occupations, in detail: She listed her work in the 43rd Logistics
Support Function.

"That's it," she said when finished.

Calan pulled it to his screen and read. Then he frowned. "There isn't a lot here to
work with," he said, doubtfully.

"I realize there may not be anything in inventory or a related area," Kendra
acknowledged. "But I can do loading, stocking or whatever, until something
administrative shows up."

"The problem is," Calan explained, "that all the light jobs get snatched up by
juveniles looking for spending money, veterans get preference for technical positions and
unskilled heavy jobs are rare, with the industrial base we have. If you can lift fifty kilos
regularly in this climate, I can find a few, but they don't pay well."

"Fifty?" She repeated, shocked. "No, not for very long."

"That is the detail. I can recommend a couple of prospects that usually aren't hiring,
but will probably make an exception for you. They both offer training. Cavalier
Enterprises and Bellefontaine."

"What would I be doing?"

"Cavalier Enterprises is one of the most respected escort services in Jefferson. They
offer dancers, modeling, escorts for business or social functions, massage and exotic sex
fantasies. The Bellefontaine is a club that offers erotic dancing and they specialize in
dancers with rare or off-world looks."

Kendra was silent in amazement. A chill shot down her spine and all the way to her
left heel. She opened her mouth twice and finally got out, "No."

"They are both excellent companies," Calan stated simply. "I occasionally visit the
Bellefontaine myself."

I'll bet you do, Kendra thought. She wished as hard as she could, but the man
refused to fall over dead. Outwardly, she simply shook her head.

"They do provide training," he repeated. "And the pay is excellent, with good
benefits, plus tips."

"No!" Kendra said firmly, feeling dizzy. Her breath was ragged and her pulse raced.

Calan shrugged. "I'm afraid I don't have anything else. You have listed no
marketable skill."

Kendra took a deep breath. "I want to see Citizen Hernandez," she said.

Shrugging again, Calan said, "We can see him. I don't know what you expect him to
do." He stood up and gestured for the door.

Outside, he led her quickly into the bright afternoon Iolight. They strode through an
architectural dream that Kendra would have stopped to admire had she noticed. She
thought about making a break for it, but she had no assets and she still had a tracer
implanted. The few blocks to Hernandez's office seemed an eternity and her pulse had
slowed only slightly by the time the Citizen's secretary had ushered them into his office.
She was panting from both exertion and fear.

Hernandez bowed briefly and inquired, "I understand there is a problem?"
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"Hell, yes!" Kendra exploded, tears streaming. "This . . . individual is trying to tell
me that [ have a choice of stripper or whore. If that's what's here, then you can send me
home and I'll take my chances with prison."

"Going back without a bond is out of the question," Hernandez replied, while
looking inquiringly at Calan.

Calan was not paying attention. "The job is safe, well paid and provides free
training. No one in a nonservice field is going to pay for unskilled grunt labor—"

"Quiet," Hernandez said softly. Calan obeyed.

Beginning again, Calan said, "I offered her the best that is available. If that doesn't
work, I can only suggest a delay-on-credit and wait for something more to her taste."

"Oh, so I can run up a debt and be a company girl—"

"If you—"

They both raised their voices and resumed the argument. Hernandez interrupted at
about half their volume, "Calan, sit down!" he turned slightly and continued, "Pacelli, sit
down!"

They did as he ordered, Kendra panting with terror.

Hernandez looked from one to the other, stood up and headed for a bar. "Ms Pacellj,
before we begin, would you like something to drink?"

"No, thank you," she replied icily, trying to calm herself.

Hernandez shrugged and tapped orders for himself and Calan. He passed a filled
tumbler to Calan and took the stack of hard sheets he held.

Hernandez raised his glass and sipped while glancing through the sheet. Finally, he
said, "I don't see any problems here," and Kendra nearly fainted before he added, "that
we can't resolve. I'm looking for . . . ah, here." He turned the sheet around, indicated a
line and said, "We have a misunderstanding of terms. Ms Pacelli, all you have listed as
far as skills is your military training for logistics."

"That's the only training I have, sir," she said.

"As far as formal training. While credentials are a plus, they are neither common nor
required here. You should list everything you feel competent to do, even if you do not
have formal instruction."

"Oh!" she exclaimed, considering. "I've done some drafting. A bit of bookkeeping. I
took mathematics as far as calculus and differential equations. And I have run a few
machine tools, but not recently."

Hernandez nodded. "Any gardening?"

"Yes, we used to grow vegetables and flowers, before the city annexed our burb."

"The city has a groundskeeper's slot," he said. "It hasn't even been put up for
contract yet, although," he turned to Calan, "if she takes it, we'll credit your fee."

After a moment, Calan nodded. "Fine with me."

" 'Groundskeeper,' " Hernandez quoted, " 'Mowing, pruning, weeding, trimming,
cleaning of park property, repair of pavements and buildings, designing, planning and
planting of seasonal decorative displays, plumbing of sanitary facilities and fountains,
maintenance of vehicles and equipment, arrangement of seating and tentage for events.' I
think you could do most of that and the rest you could pick up on the job. Pay is nineteen
thousand eight eighty-seven, which means your buyout is between two and five years,
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depending on rate. I would suggest doing three point five for now and you can adjust it in
a few weeks if you wish. Interested?"

Kendra thought for a few moments, finally asking, "What's the fine print say?"

"The city is buying your contract, obviously. If it decides to sell or close your
position, you have the option of transferring or rehiring or buying out. You may buy out
at any time on ten days' notice for balance due. You may rehire at any time on ten days'
notice if an employer will buy out the balance. There is an escape clause for emergencies,
which says that you may be dismissed without notice at no further obligation to you, if
the city cannot fund your position—act of war, act of nature type of thing. Standard
wording, don't expect that to happen."

She considered briefly. Five years in debt. Actually, that didn't sound too bad. She
said, "Okay, I'll take it."

"Excellent," Hernandez smiled, handing her the contract to read and sign. It said, in
remarkably simple language, exactly what he had told her. She signed it. Looking up, she
said, "Thank you." Turning to Calan, she said, "I'm sorry for losing my temper." She
didn't feel very sorry, but she did think it would help to be mannerly. No need to create
enemies.

"No apology," he replied, speaking as stiffly as she had. "You were scared and I
neglected to consider your background. I don't often deal with immigrants. None of us
do, what with the cost involved." He stood, bowed and left.

"And you're a mercenary bastard," Hernandez said to the closed door. "He gets paid
on commission," he explained as he turned to Kendra. "Those are excellent-paying jobs,
because they require good training, looks to go with it and the right personality. It's hard
to find people who are qualified. And I'm surprised they'd take an indent, as they are
scrupulous on their ethics. But if you took the job voluntarily, he stood to make about
three times what he is getting from this one. To be fair, the lower-paying jobs wouldn't be
worth the time you'd put in and his commission would have been even lower, of course.
Sorry for putting you through that, but he was next on the rotation. All that said, if I'd
thought he'd stoop that low, I would have warned you and I do apologize."

Kendra breathed deeply, nodded and asked, "Could I accept that drink, now? And
thank you, sir." She grinned weakly. It would take a while to get through this. She had a
sudden mental picture of her being left on the streets to "consider" her position:
homeless, without assets, in a strange society where everyone was armed. Or would
Calan and his cronies simply have dragged her off, had they known she'd object? She
wanted to believe Hernandez, but she vowed to stay alert. This was not a refuge for the
meek.

"My pleasure. You will need to arrange for sufficient life insurance to cover your
contract. Technically, you should do that before you leave, but I think a day or two to
shop around is a decent gesture. Call me with an account number when you've arranged
it."

In a few minutes, calls had been made, data exchanged and Hernandez advised
Kendra, "I've located some possible apartments for you. The cheapest is two hundred a
month, the top is five hundred." He indicated images on three screens. "The cheap one is
in a run-down area and is a long walk from the park. The expensive one would be a bit of
a squeeze for you but is a very nice place. I recommend this one at three ninety. It's quite
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close, a decent neighborhood and only six years old. It's a bach, but roomy as bachelors

"

go.

"I'll trust your judgment, if I can have the weekend to change my mind if there is a
problem," she said, sipping the wine. It was quite good. She kept herself from tossing it
down to steady her nerves.

"Under the circumstances, I think the landlord will agree. A Citizen's request carries
weight." He turned again to the phone and secured the landlord's consent.

Finishing the call, he turned back, "All that's left is the Oath of Responsibility. It's a
legal requirement," he explained, "and also a rather important occasion to many people. If
you wish, you can take it at evening court, publicly and formally or I'll have my exec
witness now."

"Can we just do it now? I don't like formal events."

"Certainly," he agreed, pressing a button. "If you change your mind later, you can
have a court ceremony anyway."

Hernandez handed Kendra a slip of paper as the receptionist came in. He spoke to
her, saying, "Hi, Patty, we need you to witness the Oath of Responsibility." She nodded
and agreed and he turned to Kendra, continuing, "You need to stand at attention, and
recite the Oath from the card. At the end you may affirm on your honor or make a
religious oath of your choice."

"This makes me a Citizen? Resident, I mean."

"It makes you an independent resident, legally an adult. Read it over, it means
exactly what it says."

She glanced over the words, nodded, then took a deep breath and stood at attention.
She recited from the card, "I, Kendra Anne Pacelli, before witness, declare myself an
adult, responsible for my actions, and able to enter contract. I accept my debts and duties
as a Resident of the Freehold of Grainne." Shifting slightly, she finished, "So help me
God," and crossed herself.

"Done without pomp and speeches. Very well said," Hernandez acknowledged, "and
congratulations. Now. Please be aware that if you desert your contract, a bounty can be
placed on you. Once brought in, you would be required to pay the bounty and interest and
finish your contract with a prisoner's transceiver that won't let you through any 'port
security. I don't think you're the type to need that warning, but you should be aware of it."
Kendra shuddered at the thought of wearing such a thing while working as an "exotic
hostess," or whatever they called the job at the smut club. She still wasn't over that.

Kendra nodded, turned as Patty took her hand and congratulated her before leaving.

"Well, that's it, then," Hernandez told her. "Here's your Residency ID plate, a
credchit from First Planetary and a cash advance. If you wish to change accounts, feel
free." He handed her items and adminwork. "This is your contract and the code to your
apartment. Address is here," he indicated a scrawl on a map, "And this is the park garage.
You need to be there Rowanday at three. It's the weekend, so you have three days to look
around. This is my home code, if you have an emergency. Your place and the garage are
both walking distance, so that'll save you on transport." He handed her another print,
saying, "Here's a calendar for the next month, with your schedule marked. Any questions
at the moment?"

She hesitated, still amazed at the speed with which things were happening. "No," she
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replied cautiously, "I think I understand." She was grateful he was such a professional.
What a place of contrasts.

"Good," Hernandez smiled. "Do call if there's a problem. Good luck," he finished,
bowing briefly.

She returned the gesture as Patty showed her out. She retrieved her bag from the
receptionist's office and left.
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Chapter 4

"And if a stranger sojourn with thee in your land,
ye shall not vex him

But the stranger that dwelleth with you shall be
unto you as one born among you . . ."

—Leviticus 19:33-34

Her height was the first thing Robert McKay noticed; followed by the fact that she
was an offworlder. Her skin was too pale, she was sweating profusely, and she lugged
frustratedly at a travelbag that couldn't mass as much as her effort suggested. He
quickened his pace, passed her and asked, "Can I give you a hand with that?"

The suspicious look in her eyes suggested a home planet with high crime. She
scanned him, obviously looking for signs of danger. She saw something that dropped her
caution just a tiny bit and replied, "Sure, thanks," gratefully. Her accent was North
American, he thought.

He scooped up the bag, which was as light as he suspected, slung it over his
shoulder and asked, "Where are you heading?"

"Seven Rushton Avenue, number sixteen. But I have no idea where that is, other
than this way," she replied, indicating the direction with a forward nod.

A stunning woman, tall and with a sexy drawl, moving in right next door! Definitely
a situation to deal cautiously with. "Across this park is faster," he advised her, "I'm in
number fifteen. Robert McKay." He offered a hand.

She held hers out and looked confused when he took it in both of his. "Uh . ..
Kendra Pacelli."

"Sorry," he said, "Just a normal polite greeting here. I know it's not common on
Earth."

"Is it that obvious?" she asked, smiling wryly.

He heard a slight strain to her breathing and slowed his pace a little. It was glaring to
his trained eye, but he didn't want to alarm her. Instead, he told her honestly, "I've been
there. Military duty." He took a quick, unobtrusive look up and down, trying to memorize
every line of her. As far as physical beauty, this was a jackpot of a neighbor—incredibly
tall, slim, creamy skin and eyes like the East Sea. He guided her through the small corner
lot, lush with flowers and grasses and across Crow Lane to Rushton. "And here we are,"
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he indicated the stairs, then led the way up.

He paused at his door and opened it, reached under his tunic and tossed a holstered
gun and a pouch in the direction of the bed, closed the door and turned to hers.

"What do you do?" she asked.

"Operations analyst, currently on contract to the city. And vertol pilot for the
reserves."

"Can I ask why everyone is armed to the teeth?" She was obviously bothered by the
profusion of hardware she'd seen so far. Well, that fit with Earth's cultural attitude, he
thought—ban anything that wasn't mandatory.

"Vicious native animals," he told her. "If you are anywhere out of the downtown
area, it's very advisable to carry. We also carry to assert our rights, but don't worry about
the philosophy now. It'll take some getting used to. Let me show you around," he
suggested, placing her travelbag on the bed and guiding her through the one-room flat.

The kitchen was small, neat and efficient. The bathroom was nicely equipped and
more spacious than she expected. A comm was provided, with excellent link capabilities,
and he cautioned her that she would be charged for almost all access. The whole was
about the size of a nice hotel suite on Earth. Considering her rent as a percentage of her
income, it was more than adequate lodging in what seemed to be a fairly nice
neighborhood. She was glad not to have taken the cheapest available.

"So, who will you be working for?" he asked.

"City Parks," she replied. "At least until my indent is paid."

"You don't have much other luggage then," he stated.

"None," she agreed.

"Ah," he nodded and moved to her bag. "May I?" he inquired.

She nodded a curious assent and he opened it, neatly laying things out on the bed.
He nodded when it was empty and said, "As I thought. We need to take you shopping
before you wind up hospitalized."

"Isn't my clothing appropriate?" she asked.

"Not at all. If you don't get shoes quick you'll be crippled by Rowanday. Let me take
a quick shower and I'll take you out . . . unless you have other plans?"

"Uh, I really appreciate it, but could we do it tomorrow? I just want to drop from
exhaustion."

"You can do that," he agreed with a concerned nod, "but once the food, gravity and
air hit you, you'll spend two or three days wishing you were dead. I recommend buying
now before you collapse."

"Well, I guess. You are a native guide. And thanks."

"No prob. See you in fifteen segs—I think that's a little less than twenty-five
minutes?" He waited for her assent, then politely left.

Kendra had trouble using the shower and scalded herself repeatedly while adjusting
it. The controls seemed fine, but the temperature scale was different from the kind she
was used to. The tub and shower were one unit to save space, but large enough. They had
the latest frictionless sides and seamless bends to prevent bacterial growth. Everything
was padded and heated for safety and comfort. It hardly fit her perception of a frontier
world, but this was the capital and it had been settled for almost three hundred years, she
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recalled.

Finishing, she yanked her hair into a quick mane and hoped the style wasn't too far
out for Grainne. She slipped into casual jeans and tunic, pulled on her loafers and stepped
out.

She knocked on McKay's door and heard a "Come in!" She opened the—unlocked—
door, stepped in and froze. McKay was standing naked, halfway into briefs.

He looked up and looked embarrassed. "I am sorry," he apologized, quickly
grabbing for pants. "We are pretty casual here and I forgot." Kendra realized his distress
was on her behalf, not his own. Before she could respond, he was dressed and came over,
dragging a different gun—this one polished and decorated—and belted it low on his right
hip. He scooped up his pouch and another small bundle on his way.

The gun bothered her, but she realized it was not her place to criticize. Anyway, he
was a military officer. Responding, finally, to her earlier surprise, she said, "I think I'm
going to be shocked a lot in the next few days."

"Probably. I'll try to ease you into the difficult parts, but it won't be easy to
remember most of what I take for granted. If something comes up, just ask."

"I will," she agreed, letting him take her arm and guide her out into Jefferson's late-
afternoon madness. People were far more comfortable with physical contact here than on
Earth. That of itself would take getting used to.

The stairs, she noticed now, were broad and shallow, likely because of the gravity.
The ironwork was real iron, but her eye could tell it had been done en masse, not as
individual pieces as she'd originally thought. It still lent a nice, airy touch to the square of
buildings and the inner courtyard. She noted with a frown that the complex didn't have a
gate to restrict access. Anyone could walk up to the doors. This obviously wasn't one of
the better neighborhoods. The central courtyard was pretty, though, with more
ironworked grilles and railings. Kids' toys were scattered around unlocked and she
puzzled over that. Did the security cameras work that well? Was there a guard she didn't
see? Or were the possessions coded for tracing?

They walked several blocks, winding up in an area full of shops. There were a few
of the large megastores she was used to, but most of this neighborhood was little
specialty shops, apparently family owned and operated.

Kendra spent much of the walk looking up, not at skyscrapers, although they were
impressive, but at the heavens. The sky was turning a most amazing orange with magenta
streaks to the west, with Iota brilliant yellow below it. Slightly higher, the sky maintained
a blinding ultrablue, fading to violet in the east. The air was becoming breezy as the long
dusk descended and an eager tension was moving through the crowds. There was a slight
tang from the ocean, which was only a few kilometers away.

The first stop they made was for proper shoes. Her feet were already starting to hurt
and she eagerly took his advice for a pair plain enough for work without looking too
industrial, so she could wear them out as well. They had generous support and additional
cushioning for tender feet, such as those of lower-gravity newcomers. When she asked
about her old pair, he advised her to "Rag 'em. Unless they have some personal value."
After a few moments consideration, she decided to bag them for the time being.

He led her to the lingerie section and promised to return shortly. She began looking
through the bra racks. Little was available for a woman 1.8 meters tall. She sought the
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clerk.

The proprietor was a small woman, partly African in ancestry, her skin really dark in
this environment, who hurried over to give advice.

"I've narrowed it down to this or this," Kendra said, holding up two styles from the
sample rack for her to view. "What do you think?"

"Do you want these for a date, lady?" the old woman asked, twirling a lock of frizzy
hair. "They'll look great. But if you want something for work, you'll be much more
comfortable in something like this," she continued, indicating a different style. "Our
gravity is higher, remember."

"Do you have it in a 100/110?" she asked, slightly unsure.

"Probably, but gravity will compress your spine a bit, so your chest is going to be
expanded. Let me measure you. Arms up," she directed, whipping out a measure and
walking around Kendra. The ball tickled as it rolled around her and flashed numbers.

Glancing at the readout, the clothier reached up and grabbed a different style from
another rack. "Here," she said, handing it over. It was a 102/110. "Try that one and keep
in mind that underwire, shelves and lace are for show-only here. You want elastic and
lots of shoulder, especially until you build up your muscles. Otherwise, you'll droop,
probably painfully."

Kendra nodded and made mental notes. "Okay. Where's the changing room?" she
asked.

The woman looked confused. "Chang . . . oh, no such thing. Go ahead, honey, no
one minds," she reassured Kendra.

Kendra bit her lip, then shrugged. It was obviously normal here and a fuss wouldn't
produce a fitting room. She peeled off her tunic and tried the sample garment, trying not
to be self-conscious or look ridiculous. She succeeded at the latter, not the former. The
garment fit so she bought five.

Rob came back with a wrapped package and led her across the street to another
specialty shop. They were far more common here than on Earth and she asked him about
them.

He shrugged. "Just our way. The prices are about the same, but the smaller shops are
friendlier. We use the big ones when doing seasonal stock-up and for bulk purchases." He
pointed to her left. "Here's our next stop."

He had her buy a cloak, and not a cheap one. "The weather changes in segs," he told
her, "and the temperature drops drastically at night. A cheap cloak is just a waste of
credit." She had to admit it was a nice piece. It was a dark blue that set off her skin, thick
and warm without being bulky or heavy. There were slits for her arms, buttons down the
front and the hood had a drawstring. It looked to be a multipurpose and multiclimate
item, and she could tell the workmanship was excellent. The same store furnished her
with three tunics and an equal number of loose shorts in local style. From there, they
walked across a corner into a huge green area. She counted her remaining funds and was
depressed. She might have enough left for food, if she stuck to basics.

"Liberty Park," he announced. "Jefferson's largest, and where you'll probably be
working. I thought you might want to look around."

"Great!" She acknowledged while taking his offered hand.

The color of the people was changing, from the soft grays, whites and light colors of
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daytime, to blacks, metallics and screaming hues in stiffer, tighter clothing, mostly
revealing, designed to show off heavy-gravity physiques and high-UV tans. A few people
were in various stages of nudity, while some were covered to the neck. Slash-and-puff
was popular, along with iridescent pattern shifts. Whatever they had on, the evening
clothes were worn to impress. Many were armed with pistols or knives or both, and those
items too were embellished and prominent. Jewelry was unlike anything Kendra had seen
before, and crime obviously was not a problem, considering the mass of precious stones
and metals she could see with every blink. The crowd was boisterously loud and cheerful
and an utterly disorganized mob bent on confusion. They moved with a purpose, and the
purpose was revelry.

They approached a portable teppanyaki stand, where the chef whirled his knives like
implements of combat, interrupted by a gout of flaming alcohol that elicited a shriek of
delight from one onlooker and bellows of approval from two soldiers in uniform. Kendra
stopped to stare.

They were in dress uniform. Off post and in public. Had she done that on Earth, she
would have been attacked, beaten and mugged inside of six blocks by some gang or
other.

A few steps past the chef, Robert guided her to a food vendor who had the plumpest,
healthiest fruits and vegetables she had ever seen. The display looked as perfect as an
advertisement. Rob grabbed a small, elongated item and began to haggle.

"So how much for these sickly looking Satan peppers?" he asked in mock disgust.

"Such a deal at five for a cred. But for you, my friend," the bearded vendor returned,
grinning, "twenty for five creds."

Rob snorted. "After I saved your life on Mtali? Fine gratitude you show me. Five for
fifty cents and I'm being generous." While he said this, several onlookers started giggling
at the exchange.

The reply was, "Indeed you are, but I must feed my three wives and seventeen
children. I hope you will understand. Seventy-five cents." This elicited more chuckles.

"Okay, fine."

"But only if you take ten."

McKay laid three quarter cred coins down and said, "Not fast enough."

"Thank you." The merchant smiled, clutching the coins greedily, "Now little Johnny
can get that operation he needs."

"They're putting in a soul?"

"Taking out his conscience."

The audience responded to the finale with howls of appreciation and moved back in
to buy huge quantities of produce. McKay grabbed several other items, slipped them into
a paper bag and money swapped palms again.

As they resumed their walk, McKay munching on a "Satan pepper," which did not
sound at all like a snack food to Kendra, she commented, "If that shtick happens all the
time, I'm surprised he doesn't need an entertainer's license."

McKay blew air and licked his lips. "Whoo, that was a potent one!" he remarked,
eyes glazing slightly. He turned and said, "You don't need licenses here. I'll show you the
bazaar if we get a chance." He shook out the bundle attached to his pouch, which turned
out to be his cloak, and laid it on the ground, gesturing for Kendra to sit. As she did so he
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sat next to her and pulled three fresh strawberries the size of plums out of the bag. "I don't
know how hot you like your food," he resumed, "But Satan's are hotter than anything
you'll find on Earth, habaneros included. So I got you these instead."

"Thanks." She smiled, then wrinkled her brow. "No licenses? But how do you keep
out bad entertainers and merchandise?"

"Hey, bad ones have to learn somewhere. And shoddy merch gets noticed pretty
quickly."

"I can't believe that works as a quality control measure," she said doubtfully.

"Try your strawberries."

She did so and was amazed. Juice dribbled down her chin. Sugar would have been
wasted and cream would have masked the flavor. "Okay, they're great," she mumbled
around her second bite. "Thank you."

After snacking, he guided her to the restroom so they could wash the juice off their
hands. Kendra winced, knowing the condition of public restrooms back home, but walked
in anyway, hoping to find an automatic faucet that worked . . . and was stunned.

First, the restroom was for both men and women. And there were private stalls.
There was no guard visible. She thought of the possible crimes behind those doors and
made a note never to enter a public restroom alone after dark.

Second, the facility was clean. As clean as the one in her new flat. After washing her
hands, she wandered around outside admiring the architecture, amazed that a restroom
could have architecture, and bumped into McKay again. "I don't get it," she said. "No
rules on anything, and this is the cleanest park I've ever seen. How?"

"People care enough to maintain it," he explained as they went outside again, "and
any vandalism is gone in less than a day, at the vandal's expense if he's found, so there is
a real motivation against damaging things." He was leading her back the way they came
as he said this and stopped briefly to retrieve his cloak, which was still on the ground,
untouched. She was silent again.

Liberty Park was too huge to be seen all at once in purple duskiness, but they toured
the main north-south walkway. All lawn edges were neat, the grass appearing to have
been laid like carpet. Occasional flower islands erupted in wild bursts of native and
Terran flora. The trees were beautifully pruned and some of the bushes were shaped
interestingly. They passed a broad fountain with people wading and playing in it,
wandering entertainers and vendors of food, liquor and intoxicants, thousands of cheerful
people and several playgrounds occupied by happily screaming mobs of children.

As they neared a darkened area of tall, manicured bushes in a closed design, Kendra
pointed and asked, "What's that?"

McKay glanced over and said, "That's the maze."

"Oh, I love mazes. Let's go look," she suggested.

"I don't know that we should," he said, some doubt in his voice.

"Why not?" she inquired back.

His unconscious leer of a grin grew back. "Besides being a maze, it has many little
cul-de-sacs. Usually occupied, especially at this time of night," he explained.

"Occupied . . ." she began, then continued, "I think I'm misunderstanding you. You
seem to be implying 'occupied' by lovers."

"No implication. Flat statement."
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"Ohh!" she exclaimed, then looked doubtful. "You're pranking me, right?" she asked
with a sideways grin of her own.

"We could go and see, if you doubt me," he told her.

"Now I know you're bluffing," she said. "Let's go, then."

He pulled on her hand as she neared the entrance and said, "Shall we bet on it?"

"What odds?" she asked doubtfully.

"If I'm wrong, I buy you a drink. If I'm right, it costs you a kiss."

And she knew she'd been had. He led her in and as her eyes adjusted to the darker
environs, she could see in the smaller side passages that couples and small groups were
making love. Creatively, in some cases. Kendra felt like an intruder and kept her eyes
averted most of the time. They strolled the passages for a minute or two and McKay said,
"Only thing is, I can't find my way out in the dark."

"You better be pranking on that one," she told him, unafraid.

"Maybe if you jog my memory," he said, pulling her closer.

She grabbed his head and locked lips with him, doing her best to shock Aim. He
returned in kind and several seconds later they parted breathlessly.

"Oh, yeah. The exit," he said distantly. "And dinner, I think. I'll treat. If you insist on
equity you can treat at some future point."

"Okay," she agreed. "Thank you."

They walked out by a circuitous route, then angled across gentle rolling slopes
through an area with several small stages full of performers. They found themselves
suddenly out of the park on a sidewalk, no fence or other barricade to indicate the
boundary. A sign across the crowded thoroughfare proclaimed, Stanley's Surf n' Turf. The
restaurant had a number of tables scattered across the broad sidewalk and looked to be
doing excellent business.

Crossing the street was a game, played by dodging manually controlled traffic one
lane at a time, then pausing for another opening. It was exciting and terrifying and
Kendra was breathless by the time they arrived at an empty sidewalk table.

McKay dropped his cloak and pouch to his side and peeled off his top to reveal his
corded muscles. Kendra looked around, realized that most people were topless, some
women wearing halters similar to hers, and took off her tunic. It was more comfortable.

A waiter approached and placed a bowl of brightly colored salsa between them, with
a basket of freshly baked chips, still steaming and fragrant. "Hi, Rob," the man greeted
cheerfully. "Drinks for you and your lady friend?"

"Just a friend, Rupe. Drinks, yes. Amber ale for me. And we should probably have
mild salsa this time."

"Certainly," Rupe replied. McKay always ordered hot, but perhaps the lady . . .

"Wine cooler for me, please," Kendra supplied.

"Oh, you're from offworld," Rupe said, taking her hand briefly. "Rupert Stanley,
owner and manager. Your drink is free, then, lady."

"Kendra. Thank you. And I think I can manage medium salsa."

"I would recommend the mild also," Stanley suggested. "Rob will not lead you
astray knowingly. Not while you're sober, anyway." His grin implied the comment was a
joke. He wandered off to greet other patrons, speaking into a comm as he did so. Shortly,
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another server brought drinks and a less garish bowl of salsa. They ordered prime rib,
medium rare, with salad and potatoes and Kendra was amazed at how cheap food was.

"No ID check," she commented, almost used, in her mind, to the virtually
nonexistent government on Freehold. "Drinking age on most of Earth is . . ."

"Twenty-five," McKay provided. "And you look about fourteen Freehold, or twenty-
one Earth."

"I am twenty-five, actually," she corrected. "But thank you. I don't drink much," she
admitted.

"A problem easily cured in a town where ninety-six percent of chowdowns brew
their own house beverages," he advised. "So be careful. Servers will politely tell you
when they think you've had too much, but won't stop you short of bankruptcy or public
disaster."

"Uh-huh," she nodded, taking the data in while scooping salsa with a chip. She took
a bite, felt the chip melt away and swallowed. It was very fresh and tasty.

Then the bite hit her throat. She grabbed for her drink and downed two gulps.
Finishing, she yelped, "That's 'MILD?" "

"Too much?" McKay asked.

"Dealable with," she admitted, "but I'd call that at least medium-hot."

"The original and second settlers had a large minority of Southwestern Americans,
Thais and Indonesians. Peppers do very well here and became a hobby, eventually a
lifestyle."

"You're telling me," she agreed, recovering at last. She resumed nibbling, but in
much more delicate bites than her first. It was delicious, once her tastebuds were seared
off.

Changing the subject, she asked, "Were you really on Mtali?"

"Oh, yes," he said, looking quite serious, "Spent three days dodging triple-A, had
most of a Hatchet shot out from around me, lost several close friends and spent the rest of
the month flying nonstop CAP missions and expending an impressive amount of
munitions."

"You arrived just as I left, then," she told him.

He looked surprised. "What were you doing on Mtali?"

She smiled wanly, "Pacelli, Kendra A. Sergeant Second Class, United Nations Peace
Force. Service number 6399-270-5978. Logistics and Fuels."

"Okay," he nodded, "now you are indentured to Jefferson City, with almost no
personal belongings. I think there's a story here."

"I can't go into it," she told him, shaking her head and looking distressed. "No one
should know my background either, but I had to tell someone. You having been on Mtali
..." she faded off.

"I understand that at least, without explanation."

"Please promise you won't mention it."

"Mention what?" he asked, a mock puzzled look on his face.

"Thank you." She smiled.

The steak and salad arrived and they dug in. The food was fantastic, with subtle
flavors that made it unlike anything she'd had before. Garlic was omnipresent here, and
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pepper, with traces of ginger, horseradish and lemon. Despite the wonderful taste, Kendra
was beginning to realize that she would never enjoy the foods she grew up with again.
Then she felt the gravity tugging at her breasts, the growing ache in her feet, the thinness
of the atmosphere that made breathing a chore for her. She was lost in a strange city full
of armed people, unaware of most of the mores and dependent on a chance-met guide for
her survival. She didn't notice her glass being refilled and drank more as her spirits sank
lower. This society had a system that just didn't care about people.

Then she remembered that the system she had barely escaped didn't care about
people either, despite its talk.

"You look very unhappy," McKay remarked.

"I know," she said, "and I shouldn't. It's just that every time I think I understand,
everything around me changes again. The food is different, the people, all the rules,
including the ones I don't realize exist. The only thing that seems similar is the language."

"That is the problem exactly," he told her.

"What?" she asked, confused.

"If we spoke a different language, you would realize that this is an alien culture and
that you were an outsider trying to fit in," he explained. "But the similarity of language
confuses you, especially since we use some of the same words for entirely different
concepts."

"Such as?"

"Ever seen Central Park in New York?"

"Once."

"Does Liberty Park fit your definition of 'park'? Does Jefferson fit the word 'city'?
We use the same words, but with completely different images in mind."

"So what can I do?" she asked, understanding but not reassured.

"Pretend we're aliens. And I would suggest putting a hand over your glass, so it
doesn't get refilled." She did as he suggested, startled, just as a server came by with a
pitcher. She listened as he continued. " 'Drink' here implies refills until done and we sip
them, while swallowing lots of water for the heat and dryness. I suggest you drink that
full glass."

She did so, forcing herself to swallow. She had never liked drinking water. "Even
the water tastes funny," she complained.

"It's low on chemical purifiers, compared to what you're used to," he explained
while donning his tunic and cloak. She realized that the air was quickly becoming brisk
and followed suit. The cloak did ward off the night air.

McKay paid the check with cash, she saw, rather than a credcard, sliding out
bankslips from a folder she wouldn't dare carry openly on Earth. As they left, she said,
"I'm sorry to be so depressing a guest. That was a memorable meal, thank you."

"You're welcome. For future reference, if someone offers you dinner, discuss
intentions first. On a social basis, it frequently implies sex," he warned.

"Ohh!" she exclaimed. "I didn't know. I'm sorry."

"I knew that, which is why I phrased the offer the way I did. That way, if you were
aware of that particular cultural thing, you could graciously decline. If you didn't, you
weren't trapped. Although," he tossed his head and looked at her, "I'd be delighted if you
accepted."
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She smiled back, feeling slightly threatened. How to politely decline? What were the
rules here? She decided he knew she was a stranger and to be direct. "I'm flattered, but
no, thank you. I'm not ready for sex my first day here."

Nodding, he said, "I didn't think so, but it never hurts to ask. Don't feel obligated to
anyone, even if there's a misinterpretation of signals." The advice seemed genuine.

"Is casual sex really as common as it appears to be?" she asked.

"It's not casual," he denied, with a shake of the head. "It's as serious as anything else,
but very common. If you recall, the only health concern at Freehold System Entry is
venereal and bloodborne pathogens. Everyone, every time, including diplomatic
personnel, gets tested. There is no risk of infection here."

"That's . . . amazing," she replied, stunned. Then a thought occurred to her. "What
about smugglers?" she asked.

"Who would smuggle when there is no restriction on merchandise and no duties?"
he asked rhetorically. "Everyone goes through Orbital because it's cheap and easy."

"No one ever tries to skip in unreported?" she asked incredulously.

"Occasionally," he said. "And they wind up as ashes before touchdown. Since there's
no reason to blow System, anyone who does is assumed to be an enemy invader and
gapped by Defense. I got called to nail one they missed when I was on active duty, just as
they hit the swamps in the Hinterlands, but Orbital dropped the bar on them and all I had
to do was recon the crater."

That was a startling discovery. Bring in anything you want openly and freely that's
fine; try to do it clandestinely and wind up a wisp of vapor. And a planet where all sex
was safe.

On Earth, even rapists wore barriers against infection.

% sk ok

They reached their building again, Kendra wobbly from gravity and fatigue and
alcohol. She found herself leaning against McKay as they climbed the stairs. She was
beyond exhausted; she was drained.

At the top, they were greeted by a large black cat. "Hi, George," McKay replied,
reaching down to scratch the creature's ears as it buzzed and bumped his ankles.

"No pet licenses either, I assume," she said, reaching to scratch George's shoulders.

"Pet licenses?" McKay exclaimed, shocked at last.

They continued to his door, which was closed but not locked. He walked in, dropped
his extraneous gear and escorted her next door.

She unlocked her door and the cat headed inside. "Oh, damn!" she exclaimed.

"Don't worry about it," McKay advised "Unless you're allergic?"

"No."

"I recommend fresh air, despite the chill. You take care and I'll see how you're doing
in the morning."

"Okay," she agreed.

He put his arms around her again and stared levelly at her eyes. She stared back. His
were a curious sea green with flecks of gold foam. She wondered what his heritage was
besides Scottish. He really was attractive. Still, the attention was unnerving. "Look . . .
why are you being so nice?" she asked, and was embarrassed by asking.
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He withdrew from her space a few centimeters and moved his embrace to a simple
light grip on her forearms. "I'm interested in you," he said, honestly. "But you're not
obligated for anything. If all you want is advice from a neighbor, that's fine." He looked
faintly disappointed at that prospect. "But we do try to help guests, and strangers here,
and it never hurts to have friends. I'm sorry if I'm encroaching too much." He cocked his
head and looked at her, waiting.

Nodding, she leaned forward and kissed him briefly and lightly. He broke it before
she got too uncomfortable and she felt less intruded upon. She'd have to consider this,
among hundreds of other cultural issues.

"Later," he said, stepping back.

"Uh-huh," she agreed, distractedly, and went inside. The whole exchange had felt
odd and a bit forced.

She closed and locked the door, felt the heat of the day swat her like that of an oven,
and looked for a thermostat. She didn't find one. Verbal commands didn't work. She
forced herself to open a window on the wall next to the door slightly. Crime was
supposed to be rare.

Her new possessions she hung in the closet then looked around at the comfortable
but sterile room. She thought a shower would help her muscles relax, but was too
exhausted. Undressing to underwear, she crawled into bed and was asleep in seconds.

Starting, she became aware of an intruder in the room. Then she realized it was that
damned cat. Her adrenaline rush gradually lowered and she noted the time: 1:30. Then
she tried to convert Freehold's twenty-eight-plus hour day with its decimal clock into a
time she could understand, and was unconscious again before she determined the hour.
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Chapter 5

"I would say that my position is not too far from that of Ayn Rand's; that I
would like to see government reduced to no more than internal police and
courts, external armed forces—with the other matters handled otherwise.
I'm sick of the way the government sticks its nose into everything, now."

—Robert A. Heinlein, as quoted by J.
Neil Schulman in The Robert Heinlein
Interview and Other Heinleiniana

Kendra woke to bright sunlight. It hurt. A lot. Her legs and feet were a pounding,
itching ache, her sinuses felt like cotton bales and her stomach insisted it was hungry, but
the thought of food was horrible. She lay there, barely able to breathe, for three hours,
more than a div local time, drifting in and out of consciousness. Iota glared painfully
through the window, but she was too morose to even reach the polarizer.

"Hello," McKay's voice said softly through the window. "May I come in?"

She groaned and said, "Yeah." She heard him try the door, which was locked. "Door
unlock," she croaked, then remembered that the latch was manual only. Standing made
her head throb, so she crawled and unlocked it.

At her height and mass, she was shocked when, in this gravity field, McKay scooped
her up in his arms and put her back in bed. He slipped into the bathroom and returned a
moment later with a warm, damp towel. "Breathe through this," he advised and
disappeared out the door. He returned shortly with an athletic bottle of clear liquid.
"Drink this. It's good for you. Trust me."

"That's what you said last night," she complained as she complied.

It did seem to help and the damp cloth cleared her sinuses of most of the ache.
Becoming less fuzzy, she said, "Thank you. Do you have any painkillers?"

"Painkillers are a bad idea. You might strain something worse if it doesn't hurt.
You'll feel better in a couple of days and fine in a week," he told her.

A Freehold week was ten twenty-eight-plus-hour days. Not a pleasant thought.
"What is wrong with me?" she asked weakly.

"Newcomer's hangover," he said, ticking off points on his fingers, "composed of
muscle aches from higher gravity, upper respiratory infection from different viruses than
you're used to, compounded with much drier air than you're used to, plus a strange diet.
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No way around it. The best way through it is to embrace it hard and fight it quick."

It did feel like the one hangover she'd had, but— "The food can't have that much to
do with it. I eat hot food back home all the time," she argued.

"And aren't you glad? Or else you'd feel worse. Take it easy today. Stay here this
morning, but keep the windows open for fresh air. Don't use cooling, as you need to
become acclimated. I advise minimal clothing during the midday, unless you do go out,
then wear your cloak also, to protect you from lo. When the temperature drops this
evening, bundle up again. In the meantime, this will keep you occupied," he handed her a
wrapped package.

She tore off the paper and revealed a book entitled, '4 Cultural Primer for the
Freehold of Grainne.'

"Thank you," she said, surprised. The book was printed on a tough polymer and
bound into a heavy cover. Not an expensive process, but requiring more thought and
attention than a simple ram or throwaway. She opened it and saw it was inscribed "To
Kendra, good luck in your new world, Robert."

Before she could say anything else, he was leaving again. "Got to run," he said.
"Things to see and people to do. If you make it to Liberty Park, I'll be there most of the
day. If not, I'll stop in this evening to see how you're doing." The door closed and he was
gone.
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Kendra drifted in and out of sleep for a while longer, finally deciding she was alive
enough to rise. She spent several uncomfortable minutes on the toilet before taking a
warm shower, sitting on the floor of the stall rather than fight gravity, and felt
considerably refreshed. Her sinuses were much clearer, her muscles down to a dull ache,
and her feet—

Well, she did feel better, on the whole.

A glance in the refrigerator reminded her that she would need to shop for food. It
also added to her minimal resolve to venture outside. Perhaps she would take a look at
more of Liberty Park or seek out this "bazaar."

She sat down on the bed and glanced through the book, then became absorbed. It
contained a detailed description of the Iota Persei system, including planets, satellites,
planetoids, habitats and resources, among other things. She noted again the local time
system. It seemed straightforward enough: ten divs per day, ten segs per div, one hundred
seconds per seg. A Freehold second was approximately one Earth second, so it wouldn't
be too hard to get used to. The kilogram was about eighteen percent heavier here due to
gravity, but was still the same mass. Since the measure was based on the mass of a liter of
water, that made more sense than adjusting all other measurements to fit. One chapter
listed colloquialisms of the dialect of English spoken on Freehold, some of which she'd
already picked up from context. There were maps, both geographical and political, for the
planet and the "Halo," which was the name given to the space environment. The census
figures were estimated, since the government made no effort to account for anyone who
did not report their existence. Other than the annual fee she would pay to the Freehold
and to the city of Jefferson, there were no taxes of any kind, and that fee was voluntary,
she read. She used her comm to make pages of notes for later access. She read,
engrossed, for about three hours, then realized the time that had passed.
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Considering McKay's advice on dressing took five seconds. She wore her pumped-
up shoes, a pair of shorts from her travelbag and one of her new halters. A few seconds'
inspection revealed how to remove the lining from her cloak and she was ready to go. ID
and cash—one ID, little cash. That went into her pouch, along with her useless, until she
got paid, credchit. She took it from force of habit. Before leaving, she ran a staticbrush
through her hair, snapping it up into a horsemane. It had worked the night before and she
wasn't familiar with local styles. She stepped out into the glaring daylight, which was
reminiscent of the American Southwest even at the almost 40 degrees latitude Jefferson
occupied.

She found Liberty Park by asking at a charge and fuel station and confirmed that the
bazaar was in the park. Several minutes' walking brought her to the same entrance they'd
used the night before and made her realize that she would need some more items, UV
shielding among them. Iota Persei was brighter than the Sun and beat down through the
clear, dry air like a hammer on an anvil. She kept her hood up with a hand shielding her
face and still had to squint.

Freeholders seemed to regard a park as the place to hang out. Hundreds of small
groups, tens of entertainers and vendors, pets of all descriptions filled her vision in every
direction. The simple geometric beauty of the park's architecture fought a fierce battle
with chaos and lost. She found the central fountain, which was even fuller of bodies than
the night before, and took the main path to the right and west. She shortly located the
bazaar.

The previous discordance paled in comparison. Tents, awnings, parasols, trailers,
vehicles and the ever-present bicycles looked to have been tossed out of a bucket en
masse. She wended her way in slowly, unconsciously keeping a hand on her pouch, and
examined the signs (of those vendors who had them) and the wares (of those who didn't).

Several merchants were selling UV-damping contact lenses. She compared prices on
them, came back to the stall that had the best price on a style she liked, and was reminded
to haggle by the actions of the customer ahead of her.

"Okay," she began to the seller, "I like these, but fourteen just isn't in the budget of a
bum like me."

"Well, you get what you pay for," he returned, casually running a hand through his
hair. "I've got the best price around and I really can't go much lower without a bulk sale.
If you want three or four colors or different-shaped pupils, I'd be glad to drop ten
percent," he hinted.

"I'd like to," she agreed wistfully, nodding, "But I just unshipped and can't throw the
dough."

"All right," he said, "I'll drop them to thirteen, but only because you have such
incredible eyes I'd hate to see them burned."

She bit her lip, considering. It sounded like a good offer, but she really needed to be
stingy. She also needed to protect her eyes. She haggled a bit lower, wasn't sure if she got
a deal or not, but was satisfied for now. That was another thing to learn about. Task
accomplished, she took possession of the contacts and popped them in her eyes. They cut
the glare, deepened the blue of her pupils and were plain otherwise—no odd-shaped irises
or strange colors or effects. He handed her change, receipt and a business card with a
polite scan that told her it wasn't just her eyes he liked. Thanking him, she pushed on.
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There was no real style to the crowd, but she did notice hats and scarves being used
more than cloak hoods. She found a stand selling light but well-constructed scarves and
threw back her hood to try some on.

"Oh, I love the hair!" the woman selling exclaimed. "Where did you pick that up?"

She explained its Earthly origin and the static pin placement that held it up, and was
rewarded with a considerable discount on three scarves. The merchant helped her arrange
one over her hair and neck and thanked her for the style tips. It seemed the horsemane
was just being imported from Earth and she was at the front of the fashion trend. Her
morale received a much-needed boost.

She hurried away as soon as was polite. She had been unable to avoid staring at the
woman's naked, tattooed breasts and it had seemed very out of place to do so. No one else
had given any indication of notice.

She received quite a few looks from passersby and realized many of them weren't
for her hair. She mistook them for critical looks and was oblivious to the real cause of the
attention: her beauty. A self-assessment indicated that no one was wearing loose, floppy
shorts. She sought another clothing display.

She found an elasticized brief akin to those worn by many of the women present and
bought three. After the purchase, she found her way out of the bazaar and sought a
restroom to change. She headed in the direction she knew would find her such facilities—
the park center.

She got lost, reoriented when she saw the fountain erupting over the crowd and
walked that way. As she passed the broad, shallow pool, something else surprised her. A
woman, expensively dressed in a short blue liquid-sheen dress yelled a friendly obscenity
to her friends, then peeled the garment over her head and tossed it onto a grounded cloak.

She wore nothing underneath except subtle tattoos and unsubtle Celtic knotwork
tanned into her bronze skin and protected with blocker. Unconcerned, the woman headed
for the fountain.

Kendra knew she should be getting used to it by now, but it was still a bit of a shock.
Shrugging, she continued, entered the restroom, sought a stall, slid out of her shorts, slid
into the stretchy trunks and pulled them on. She looked much closer to the local styles.

She also felt ridiculous and dangerously exposed. Steeling herself, she stepped
outside again and sought a new path—Rob had said he'd be in the park, but she had no
idea where.
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She awoke with blurry vision, confused, and grabbed for her pouch, which someone
was removing from her waist.

"Easy, lady," a voice cautioned her. She focused on the young man in military
uniform, who continued, "I'm Medic Jaheed. You collapsed a few seconds ago." As he
spoke he drew her pouch aside, lifted her head and rolled a cloak under it. Turning, he
raised his voice, "I need some water!"

Shortly, a girl ran up with a bottle. He made her drink several swallows, cautioned
her, then dumped the rest on her head and chest. She recovered with a gasp, arching her
back. As she relaxed again, Jaheed placed his hand in hers and told her, "Grip."

Satisfied with the strength of her response, he nodded. He and a woman bystander
helped her to her feet, escorted her to a water fountain and waited while she slowly drank
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several more mouthfuls of water. Kendra insisted she felt fine and Jaheed insisted just as
firmly that she should be escorted home and rest.

"Offworlder, right?" he said.

"Just got here from Earth," she admitted.

"You need rest and you need someone to go with you for safety," he reiterated.
Kendra finally relented and was accompanied home by the woman.

"Thank you for helping me," she said to her guide. "I'm Kendra."

"I'm Alexia, professionally. It's no trouble. I have a client in this direction, anyway."

"Oh? What do you do?" Kendra asked, looking her up and down. She was a bit
above average height for Earth, had obvious Asian and Hispanic heritage, coffee-toned
skin and a poise that took her from simply "beautiful" to "striking." Her eyes were violet
from contacts and her hair was jet with purple flames dyed into it to match the shades of
her lipgloss and makeup. Kendra would be some time getting used to casual nudity, she
decided. Alexia's outfit was black leather cut away around the breasts, split and laced
entirely down both sides, open to the mid back, broad shouldered and collarless. Real
leather was illegal on Earth and the outfit itself would get her hassled by punks no end.
Then, some nations still had laws against "indecent exposure." Bare breasts were
technically legal in North America, but only a fool would exercise the privilege, with the
risk of inviting attack it entailed.

"Escort."

Kendra caught on almost immediately and again said, "Oh!"

"Alexia" realized Kendra's assumption and replied, "It's not what you think. I do
have sex with some clients, yes. I also dance, hostess, act as tour guide for visitors and
anything else someone wants. It's all done on my terms."

"I think I see," Kendra said. "But it's definitely not my thing. They offered me that
when I landed and I . . . didn't take the suggestion well," she finished. Yesterday. Had it
only been yesterday?

"Well, if you ever change your mind," Alexia fished out a card, "call me."

"Right. Like I have the body for it."

The dark woman whirled, looked stunned. "You don't think you're attractive?"

"Hell, no!" Kendra responded vehemently. "I'm way too light-skinned, too skinny
and too tall. You have a market for that?"

"Kendra," Alexia said soothingly, taking her by her arm and guiding her back in the
right direction, "I don't know Earth standards, but by normal ratings here, you are
incredibly exotic. Besides which, talent is at least equal to looks and I think you could
manage just fine. You could retire to the Islands in ten years. Think it over."

Taking a deep breath and then deeper to compensate, Kendra said levelly, "I
appreciate the offer. Thanks anyway."

Alexia nodded and responded, "Sorry to offend."

Kendra changed the subject back to safer areas by commenting, "I can't believe how
hot it is."

"Yes it is," Alexia agreed, "When summer hits, it'll be unbearable."

Shocked again, Kendra asked, "This isn't summer?"

"Late spring. Summer starts in four weeks and it'll get hotter after that."
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"Ouch." Again Kendra felt that alienness that seemed to encroach everywhere. She
almost missed her building, but the sight of a convenience store a block away reminded
her she needed food. She thanked Alexia and went to grab some staples.

Twenty minutes later, she was realizing that she should have bought a knife. The
package of "mild" enchiladas didn't have a pull strip and wouldn't tear. As she fought
with it, there was a knock at the door.

She turned around to see Rob at the window and waved him in.

"Are you feeling okay?" he asked as he entered.

"Fine," she replied. Then she realized where the question came from and added,
"How did you find out?"

"There can't be many one-eighty-five-centimeter Earth blondes in this city. And if
there are, | want their data codes so I can invite them to a screaming orgy," he said,
approaching. Upon seeing the wrapper she struggled with, he continued, "That needs a
knife."

"I realize that," she said in exasperation.

Rob reached past her with a knife that appeared to be the size of her forearm and
sliced the poly open with the whisper of a really sharp edge. "You could have borrowed
one from my kitchen."

"Huh?" Kendra replied, confused, still focused on the knife. The blade had to be
fifteen centimeters.

He slid it back into a sheath at the waist of his trunks while explaining, "Walk next
door and grab one from the rack above my sink next time. The door isn't locked."

Again, culture shock hit her. The door isn't locked. Just go in and borrow whatever
you need. She was silent for a few moments, placing the food on a plate and sliding it in
to heat in the microwave. Finally she said, "Thank you. I'll remember."

Her brain started working again and she turned to face him. "Did you come back just
to check on me?"

"That and lunch. Bring those next door and I'll whomp up some sides."

A few minutes later, she was sitting at his table, biting into a wonderfully crisp salad
to refresh her palate from the enchiladas and Rob's tacos. She could smell a cake finish
baking for dessert. She was amazed at Rob's ability to cook from packages or improvise
from scratch. He was amazed that she didn't know how to cook. She asked about the
table, which had a rocky, pebbly blue-gray look under the smooth waxed finish. He told
her it was "nuggetwood."

After lunch, Kendra insisted on accompanying Rob back to the park. He insisted she
bring a water bottle. The conversation continued as they walked along a different route to
the east side of the park. This route took them through a wooded area, the somber greens
and browns of Earth plants clashing with the riotous blues and yellows of native growth.
It was cooler under the trees and they slowed their pace. Rob explained and named the
exotic trees. Holding her hand, he pointed out nuggetwood, dragonwood, crazyquilt,
pillar and bluemaple.

"What's that bramblelike stuff?" she inquired, indicating an orange tangle set down
in a depression. It resembled concertina wire more than anything.

"Firethorns. Stay away from them," he warned. "That clump is one of several
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carefully maintained bushes kept here. They carry a formic acid sting and are very
springy. If you get caught, hold still, because they coil and wrap you up tighter. They
spread quickly if allowed and fertilize themselves with dead animals."

Kendra stared in queasy fascination at the large plant. Freehold's equivalent of a
Venus flytrap and large enough to eat people. Terrific. Terrifying.

She leaned a little closer as the tour of the glade continued. He listed other trees—
tanglewood, forker, smoketree. A long, looping vine called hangman's noose was usually
found on the gallows tree. As she stopped to rest, back against a bole and gasping for
breath, he pointed out several bushes and flowers—the long, warm summers and harsh
winters, both with lots of ultraviolet from Iota, created a tremendous ecological diversity.
She nodded, too worn to speak, as several small animals made brief appearances and Rob
told her of the larger animals out in the wilds—ninety percent of the planet—that made
necessary loaded guns for travelers.

"And that's something you should take care of at your earliest inconvenience," he
advised as they entered the open park center again.

"A gun?" she asked, not entirely comprehending.

"The city gets most of its labor in the form of petty criminals. You, as an indent, can
expect to be in charge of those work details. And the perimeter park areas sometimes get
wild animals, including rippers. You will need a gun."

"Well, if I have to, I have to. But I don't like it," she warned him.

"You'll get used to it."

"I suppose." She shrugged.

The sound of a local band interfered with further conversation and she sat with him
to listen for a while. The music was dissonant, loud and odd to her ears and she wondered
if Earth music had any following here.

The performance wound down at just about the same time Kendra decided she could
take no more heat. She walked with Rob to a vendor selling beverages and selected one.

"Sure that's your taste?" he asked.

"I'll find out."

"Okay," he shrugged. They took their drinks and found some shade near a copse of
trees on another artificial hill. Sipping, he explained more about the local lifeforms. There
were two rabbit analogs. One was compact and looked a bit like an oversized kangaroo
rat. It was known as a bouncer. The other, very leggy and capable of deceptive
maneuvers, was called a bugs. Most of the higher animal forms were a variety of
mammal analog that took evolution the next step. They had three orifices; one each for
reproduction, urine and feces. Their liver functions were served by three different organs.
And just about everything had enough extra bones that it slunk like a cat. The ripper was
reminiscent of a leopard or a cheetah in movement, but looked more like a badger on
steroids, only with long, muscular legs. It maxed out at better than 135 kph—Rob
graciously translated, then gave the speed again as 365 kilometers per div. It had
retractable claws and fangs and could bring down land prey the size of a rhino unassisted.
Kendra agreed it might be an idea to carry a gun and hope she could think faster than an
animal like that.

As they stood, Kendra swayed, lights at the edge of her vision. "Woah!" she giggled.
Rob helped steady her. She leaned on him and had to use him for support.
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"What's happening?" she asked. "Is the heat getting to me again?"
"No, the Sparkle is," he told her, taking more of her weight.
"The what?"

"That drink is an intoxicant and mild hallucinogen. That's why I asked if it was what
you wanted."

"I didn't realize it was a drug!" she protested. "Why didn't you tell me?"

"It was on the vendor's sign."

They began walking and Kendra marveled at another sunset. The colors were
impressive and the hallucinatory effects were fantastic, in the true meaning of the word.
She made Rob stop, and stared at the clouds as they writhed.

It took quite a bit longer to get back to Rushton Avenue, Kendra leaning on Rob
when the Sparkle kicked in and returning to her own feet as it faded. Apparently, the
effect came through in waves. He helped her up the stairs and took her into her room.
"You need to lie down," he told her.

It took some time for the effect to wear off and she had the attention span of a
goldfish in the interim. Rob left her to float back down—it was essentially a harmless
euphoric drug. He checked on her periodically and brought a tray of food in afterward.

While they ate and she vowed again to read signs, she asked, "Tell me about this
'voluntary' tax system."

"Simple. You may pay fees or not. If, however, you are called into a legal action in
any capacity, you must be able to document payment for the last three years or pay the
amount due plus prevailing interest. That is a generic 'you,' of course, as yours will be
deducted automatically until your indent is paid."

"So if you don't do anything wrong and keep your mouth shut you can cruise?"

"In theory. However, the chance of spending a year without going to Citizen's Court
is negligible."

"You're joking. Go to court every year?"

"It's a different system than Earth. The Oath requires a court appearance, so does a
documented marriage. Registering the birth of any children who will be able to inherit or
of your own birth if your parents didn't. Traffic incidents. Use of force in self-defense
may, if there are questions. Civil disputes over wages or benefits. The only reliable way
to avoid the system is to move so far out in the brush that no one will encounter you.
Some do that."

"And the whole government runs on those fees?"

"Citizens pay for the privilege of ruling, getting a small stipend in return and the
court fees paid are more generated income. The military and safety patrols charge for any
assistance we render on duty and most of the large corporations donate a small
percentage to the military as an insurance against our need in industrial accidents. They
also use us as testing and advertising for any products we may find useful. Our main
exports are industrial and military technology, and our military is better than any media
advertising. There is a strong charitable and cooperative tradition here—if people are
done with something, they generally hand it down or leave it where it can be salvaged.
Taxes aren't needed for welfare or to be wasted on second-rate education or artificial
'pensions.' You buy everything for yourself on an open market of companies that want
your business."
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"I don't see how that can possibly work fairly," she disagreed, shaking her head.

"Well, it costs less than half as much to educate a student here, who will score much
higher on any aptitude test. Literacy is above ninety-six percent, and I believe North
America is about eighty-nine percent. And no, it isn't fair. Some schools are better than
others. But more depends on the student than the school, and people are not equal. I point
out that our standard of living is considerably higher than anywhere on Earth and we
accomplish it without taxing people into poverty."

Kendra wasn't convinced, but the system did seem to work. She hadn't seen many
homeless people on the street, although she suspected that a lot of them probably starved
in short order. Starvation was probably a wonderful motivator. It was also probably a
painful killer. Then she considered that millions of people starved on Earth every year
and all the politicians could suggest was a higher contribution rate. She decided that
somewhere was a solution that would work for everybody, and fell asleep pondering a
philosophical issue unresolved for at least three thousand years.

% sk ok

It was odd waking the next morning. Between the Sparkle and the interrupted sleep,
she felt bouncy, but remote. She slipped out of bed and headed for the shower, feeling
better than the previous day, but still weak and congested. Her legs ached horribly from
even the little she'd walked. The steam helped her sinuses and her feet were a bit better.
She dressed in the same basic casual garb and stepped into the uniroom. Rob was still
asleep in the chair, having dozed off while they'd talked, and she decided to let him rest
while she dug into her comm. She had been wondering what the libraries had to offer and
now was a good time to look. She began a random search.

Rob woke a few minutes later, brushed his fingers across her shoulder and went into
the bathroom. He was out quickly, showered, alert and naked. "I'll get some breakfast,"
he told her, walking toward the door. She nodded distractedly without interrupting her
reading. The library she'd found was amazing.

He returned clothed, with a sandwich, freshly baked and warm, that contained some
cut of pork and a strong cheese. She took it and put it down, saying, "Thank you." She
turned in her chair, pointed to the screen, and said, "I don't believe this!"

"What?" he asked around a mouthful of breakfast.

"There are books in here on demolition, keypass forgery, manufacture of firearms,
vid manuals on sadomasochistic sex, a treatise that claims Caucasians are an inferior
species responsible for all rape and warfare and recommending our random murder—"

"That would be Invidi Masul's pathetic inferiority complex. He's done six vids and a
series of lectures on that subject and keeps finding idiots to support him, including
Caucasians," Rob elaborated.

"They allow him to say things like that?!" Kendra burst out. She was incredulous.

"Which 'they' is going to stop him when there's an obvious market for idiocy?" Rob
asked. "You must be reading the Metapanics catalog. They'll publish anything that
someone will buy, from Masul's verbal masturbation to an excellent selection of books
that were smuggled off Earth when the history books were made 'relevant and
nonjudgmental' about a hundred years ago," he helpfully provided.

Kendra was silent for a moment. "He was advocating genocide," she said, trying to
make her point. Was everyone on this planet unaware of the risks? "The same listing has
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detailed instructions and engineering diagrams for nuclear weapons!"

"Colonel Watanabe's Improved Low-Yield, Reduced Radiation Mining Charges for
Populated Areas, " he agreed. "A text used in most engineering schools. We built one at
the secondary school I went to. Basically moved a small mountain three meters to the
left."

Kendra was stunned silent again. This society had no restrictions on hallucinogens,
sex or weapons-grade nuclear material. She tried again. "It's dangerous to allow people to
build bombs. At the least, they might screw up and take out their own subdivision."

"Nukes are necessary for asteroid industry and heavy mining. We've never had a
problem," Rob assured her. "And I believe Sydney, Tomsk, and Saint Louis have all had
terrorist-built nuclear weapon incidents."

"Well," she returned, offended, "I can guess where they got the stuff."

"Sorry. Sydney and Tomsk were before we started trade with Earth. The Saint Louis
material came from Argentina according to my military history training," he said. She
looked about to protest and he quickly continued, "Now I want you to consider: any legal
adult here can do anything he wishes with the only restriction being that no one else gets
hurt. Every few weeks, some idiot blows his kitchen apart while trying to make fireworks
for a holiday, and has to pay his neighbors for broken dishes. About five percent of the
people in the park yesterday were armed—"

"Including children!" she put in. "There was a girl who couldn't have been more than
sixteen Earth years, whatever that is here, toting a pistol."

"Yeah, that really is stupid," he agreed. "What kind of pervert would want to rape a
nubile eleven-year-old?"

Catching the sarcasm, and realizing the thrust of the question, Kendra calmed a
little, and said, "If there was a decent police force, she wouldn't have to worry."

"Earth has a policer, deputy, armed federal or national agent or soldier for every
forty people. How's the crime rate?" he asked rhetorically. "Please believe me;
statistically, you are perfectly safe on the streets here. The crime rate is the lowest of any
human society on Earth or out here."

Kendra was still in turmoil. She believed his numbers were correct, she also knew in
her heart that anarchy caused crime. It wasn't safe to let amateurs carry guns or make
explosives and it was just plain irresponsible and sick to let people advocate genocide or
take photos of a man tied up in positions like that, having things like that done to him.

Not for the first time, she wished she could go home.

They agreed to table the discussion, and Rob told her of local events, sports and
customs. He suggested that it was a good time to learn about guns and said he'd loan her
one for the time being. She protested loudly, until he called up a picture from a news
archive that showed an adult male ripper standing over the body of an Earth elk in
Lakeside Park. She agreed with his logic on the only way to negotiate with such a
creature and followed him next door to his apartment.

He showed her the basics of weapon safety. He showed her his guns.

"Are you planning on staging a revolt?" she asked.

"No. Why?" he replied.

Pointing at the hardware on the bed, she said, "All of this."

"Well, let's see," he said, reaching for the first and explaining at length. "This is my
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military issue weapon. It stays here most of the time, unless I'm on an extended trip, in
which case it goes with me. The Merrill is my primary sidearm, in public or on duty. The
Colt is an antique. The Sig-Remington is for game—"

"You kill animals with those things?" Kendra was really getting scared.

"I'm not a sport hunter. I eat what I kill," he said. Kendra was disgusted that he
thought that justification.

"It is a truly sick society that kills helpless animals," she said.

"Rippers, goddams and slashers are not helpless. And you seemed to enjoy your
steak last night."

"It came out of a vatory and you know it," she volleyed back. She stared at him for
several seconds before understanding the expression on his face. "My God, that was an
animal?"

"Used to be, anyway," Rob said with a nod and a grin that was meant to be mean.

Kendra ran for the bathroom and lay down on the floor. She'd hoped it would be
cool, but it was heated for comfort. Right now she didn't care. She was afraid the roiling
in her guts was going to turn to vomiting and just as afraid it wouldn't. Nausea washed
over her, her pulse thrummed in her temples and she broke into a sweat. Rob was over
her in seconds. "I'm sorry about that. I knew you didn't know, but I didn't think it would
hit you that hard."

Crying quietly, trying to keep her face taut, Kendra opened her mouth to speak and
felt her composure shatter. "I don't belong here. I come from a civilized little town where
people live normal, decent lives. And I want to go home," she wept.

Rob pulled her head gently into his lap. "I know it's hard. I've had the same culture
shock the other way. The difference being that I knew I was going home. This is a lot to
throw on you all at once, but you have to learn it or you won't be able to cope."

Nodding, she forced her breathing to normal. It was some time before her nerves
quieted. "I need to go lie down," she told him as she rose carefully. "It's not personal, I . .
. I've just had too much input today."

His strong grip helped her to her feet. "Sure," he replied, voice still cheerful, if a bit
forced. He walked with her and at the door he said, "Hey—"

She turned to face him. "I'm sorry. I get very intense. Tell me to back off if you need
to," he told her.

With a smile that was only half forced, she said, "Okay," before turning to go.

"Here," he said, and thrust a holstered pistol into her hand. "I hope you never need
it."

She replied, "Thanks." It felt odd in her hand and she wasn't sure what else to say.

Back in her room, she resumed reading at the comm desk, ate a sandwich and soup
for dinner, as that was still about the limits of her pantry, and made notes of other things
she'd need. Everything she'd ever taken for granted had to be reassessed and considered.
It was frightening in many ways. Everyone wants "freedom," she decided, but the more
free one was, the more responsibility one had. She wondered again if she'd made the right
choice of new homes.

Periodically, she'd touch the holstered pistol on the corner of the plain polymer desk.
Its presence bothered her in many ways, and yet it became more reassuring as she read
about what was essentially a frontier planet. The fact of that reassurance bothered her
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even more. The gun was a tool, not a talisman. It couldn't solve problems.

Sighing, she dimmed the window and turned off the lights—manually—and crawled

into bed for a nap. She twitched restlessly and got little benefit from it.
* %k 3k

About dinnertime, Rob knocked on Kendra's door, heard her say, "Come in unlock
door goddammit!" as she remembered there was no voice circuit available. She opened
the door for him.

He squeezed her shoulder lightly and asked, "What's going?"

"Shopping for insurance," she said sitting down at her comm. "It's outrageously
expensive."

"Not compared to paying a bureaucracy and . . . ah," he interrupted his own
monologue, looking at her sidescreen of notes. That would make it really expensive.
"Like some advice? Systems efficiency is my job. You've fallen for Novice's Trick
Number Six," he said.

"Okay," she said. "Can you explain that?"

"Start here," he pointed. "How likely are you to have cancer or cardiovascular
trouble in the next five years?"

"Not very," she admitted.

"Then cancel it and don't waste money on it."

"But it's part of the package," she protested.

"That's just a marketing ploy. You can build any policy you like. Your renter's
insurance will be cheaper through these people and unless you plan on running a home
industry in this shoebox, you don't need much. If you damage the furniture, just work out
a payment plan with the owner. Add this, eliminate this. I would spend money for a
wrongful death policy—"

"Why? What is that?" she asked.

"In case you mistakenly kill someone thinking it self-defense or accidentally run
them over or such, you don't want to have a court find you negligent and fine you their
life's earnings."

"They can do that?" she asked, suddenly scared.

"Can and will. You also need investigation insurance; if you are involved in a crime
or a victim of it, someone has to pay to dig up evidence for you. Spend money for good
vehicle operations coverage and a minimal amount for disability and unemployment. You
need to be fed and have a roof, but not much else, since you don't have extraneous assets.
If you take that, your total is . . . one zero three twenty a month."

"That's . . . lower than I expected," she agreed.

"Great. Glad to help. My basic service fee is two hundred credits. Cash or account?"
Seeing her face he added, "I'm joking. But do keep people's intentions in mind when
asking help from strangers. There are some really mercenary people out there."

"Yeah," she agreed, "I met one the other day." She thought unkind thoughts about
Tom Calan again. That memory would last a long time.

% sk ok

Kendra woke at 7:30 Monday morning, or 2:75 Rowanday, local figuring, and got

ready for her first day at work. She dressed in pants since she expected to crawl a lot, and
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checked the map before heading for the park garage. She stepped outside and began to
walk. The sky was clear, turning that incredible blue again, and she enjoyed the sights.
Nearing her destination, she began to realize how chill it was and that she'd forgotten her
cloak. She hurried and was out of breath when she arrived. Despite the claims of
"walking distance," it was a good twelve hundred-meter blocks to the park.

The personnel door was open and she hurried inside. Squinting at the relative gloom,
she saw a short man of obvious Asian heritage, who nodded. "You're Kendra?" he asked.

"Yes," she agreed. He took her hand in the two-handed shake that she was gradually
getting used to.

"Hiroki Stewart," he said. Pointing, he continued, "Pot's over there."

She nodded again and walked in the direction indicated and into a large bay. Several
people were present and conversation died as they looked her over. She ignored them and
headed for the coffee urn.

A box next to it held several tenth cred coins. Deducing their meaning, she reached a
tenth out of her pouch and dropped it in. She grabbed a poly cup from a stack and filled
it, then couldn't find any sugar. There were several flavored mixes, but no sugar.
Shrugging, she tried it straight.

At first she thought it was mocha. Then she realized it was just chocolate. Actually,
not just chocolate, but chocolate thick enough to stand a spoon in. It was bittersweet and
warmed her through. She took it to a table and found a seat. She rapidly found herself
standing again, being introduced to fifteen people whose names she knew she would
forget by lunch. There was another, larger group off in one corner, who looked more
reserved. They were not introduced.

Stewart came out a few moments later. "Simms," he said, reading names off a roster,
"take five of the labor and clean up the North End from those concerts yesterday. Pasky,
you take ten through the south side of Liberty and the Bazaar. Juma, take five to
Riversedge and put up chairs and power for the Rally by the River . . ." He read off
several other names and tasks. Finally he called, "Pacelli."

"Yes, sir?"

"I'm told you can run coordinate machines."

"I've done some."

"Good. Come with us."

She followed Stewart and a redheaded woman to a medium flatbed hauler. They all
piled into the cab and Stewart drove them into the park. "Kendra, this is my wife Karen.
She's my deputy and does most of the administration while I do the designing, although
we switch off, sort of. Karen, Kendra is the immigrant from Earth I told you about."

"Great!" Karen smiled, gripping hands. She was in her local late twenties, or mid
forties for Earth, younger than Hiroki. She was slightly lined, but very well kept. She
smiled a huge, toothy grin. "Glad to have another tech. We've been needing one for
several weeks now. Maybe we can be caught up by mid-summer. I'm told you're familiar
with several varieties of imported flowers?"

"I've only used industrial CMs," Kendra explained, "not the free operating ones you
use for commercial exterior work. I know flowers informally."

"There's only a few quirks that are different on the machines. You'll get it," Karen
assured her.
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They stopped in an area of the park unfamiliar to Kendra and got out. The two
showed her the basics of the machine, made sure she had a passing familiarity with the
programming language and handed her a flash chip for the system.

"There's the manual in case you need it. We want a flowerbed laid out like this," he
said, indicating a sketch on the screen, "on the south slope of that hill. We'll pick you up
in about a div. Here's a radio in case you have any problems."

They watched as Kendra activated the machine and had it walk out of the trailer and
up the hill. They then drove off, leaving her nervously flipping through the manual. The
device was apparently similar in concept to the computerized tools in her father's force-
beam shop. Once set, it would plant the various seeds in the geometric patterns
programmed into it. She got to work inputting the data, the code being almost identical to
what she was used to with the shop tools. Once that was accomplished, she dug in the
included toolbox for a scale and measured off distance from the path. She found the
appropriate starting place and let the machine go.

It ambled around, scraping and furrowing the ground, drilling holes and dropping
seeds. She watched it for a while and realized there was a problem. Two large trees were
very close to the edge of the pattern and might interfere. She paused the program and
considered options.

She listened to the radio for a few moments and determined that the traffic was
utterly without formal rules or code—it was mere chatter. She waited for a break in
conversation and said, "Mister Stewart, this is Pacelli."

"Yes, Kendra?"

"We appear to have two trees in the way of the program. What do you want me to
do?"

"Can you work around them?"

"With some reprogramming, yes."

"That's fine."

When Stewart returned, he looked over her modified arrangement with a critical eye
and smiled. "Very nice," he said. The machine was walked back onto the hauler and
taken to another location. Kendra was given another flash and set to work again. They
picked her up at midday, looked around at length and Stewart said, "I think we are very
fortunate to have acquired you. You do some excellent work."

"Thank you, Mr. Stewart," she acknowledged, relieved and happy.

"Hiroki, please. Can you design arrangements, too?"

"I'm not very familiar with local flowers," she said apologetically.

"Then you should get familiar with them. I'll give you maps tomorrow, both city and
of individual parks. I'd like you to plan some arrangements," he said. Turning, he spoke
to his wife, "Karen, give her a ride home and park it."

% %k ok

She spent the days working and the afternoons and evenings exploring. With Rob as
guide, she saw the city and suburbs.

Despite its small size, Jefferson was very modern. It had all the expected industry,
parks that exceeded anything she'd seen on Earth, stunning architecture and an amazing
collection of museums, galleries and theaters. Every venue was constantly packed with
activity, and smaller halls and street corners hosted local entertainers. It was the cleanest,
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prettiest, most impressive city she'd ever seen or heard of. And no one on Earth was
aware of it.

The local patterns would be forever strange, she decided. Every so often, she'd run
into another glaring difference. Ground traffic was one example. Traffic signals were
optional. If there was no cross traffic, people paused then continued, disregarding the old-
fashioned lights. One day she came across a broken signal. She'd thought someone was
directing traffic, as smooth as it seemed to be moving. Actually, people were acting as if
it were still there and functioning, taking turns for several seconds in each direction.
Bizarre. She couldn't even fathom how that came about.

% sk ok

One afternoon her second week insystem, she discovered her shower controls had
gone bad. There was no control over spray intensity and the temperature was erratic. She
called in a message to the building custodian.

Less than a seg later, Rob knocked on her door with a toolbox. "You called?" he
said.

She stood confused for a moment. Rob was the building custodian? "You?"

"Maintenance, security and resident manager for the owner," he told her as he
headed for the bathroom. "I get my apartment for free and a small salary. It doesn't
interfere with my regular work and it's easy money."

He ran the shower through its cycles, nodded and stuck a driver in to uncode the
latches. He slid out a module, replaced it and a gasket and closed back up. "All done," he
said. "No charge, but a gratuity is customary."

She grinned and made a rude gesture. He laughed. "You said you wanted to show
me some of your work at the park? Let's go over," he suggested.

He looked impressed at the numerous beds she'd laid out. When she showed him the
new riot of color around the main fountain, he looked stunned. "Wow," he said, not
moving. "That's incredible."

"You really think so?"

"Ask for more money," he said.

"Uh ... canI do that?" she asked, unsure.

"Ask for more money," he repeated.

When she mentioned the subject to Hiroki, he sighed. "I'd love to give you a lot
more, even double. But it all depends on donations and fees. We won't see that until later
in the year. I'm sorry, but the reason we advertised for an indentured contractor was to
save money. It's not a deliberate ploy to hurt you. As soon as we can, you'll get it." He
looked genuinely embarrassed.
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Chapter 6

"Whether a party can have much success without a woman present I must
ask others to decide, but one thing is certain, no party is any fun unless
seasoned with folly."

—Desiderius Erasmus

The summer was hot and Kendra took to working in shorts, kneepads and a halter.
The predominant local custom of removing body hair now made sense as a precaution
against the reek of sweat and the rash it caused, and she went along with it. She wore her
contacts and either a hat or scarf and gradually eased off on the blocker to a light
protective layer against the desert-bright lolight. She was developing a tan.

She arrived one morning, dreading another day of sweat pouring down her back,
tickling and itching, dust in her nose and the still heat from all the wind breaks. She got a
reprieve when Hiroki arrived and said, "Kendra, we need to set up facilities for Solstice
this weekend. Take twenty of the labor and get the fences set." He showed her a map and
pointed, "And we need courtesy lights along here and the toilet trailers go here. Take the
large truck."

She nodded and gulped. The large truck was ten meters long. She grabbed the code,
checked it over and very carefully backed out, then pulled in front. Walking back inside,
she looked at the labor pool and said, "Okay, let's go, people."

Some came over immediately, a few hesitated until she waved at them. Two older
adolescents sat at the table, talking and smoking and ignoring her.

"I said, 'Let's go!' " she repeated, louder. One of them flicked his eyes her way,
deliberately looked back and kept talking. She finally walked over and grabbed his
shoulder.

He threw her hand off, stood up and loudly said, "You just better back the fuck off,
indent! When I'm done, then we can go!"

Myrol Jamal, the park mechanic, came over at the commotion. His broad mustache
fluttered as he spoke, knotted arms and hands twisting a rag. "And you better back off,
criminal, or you may find yourself in shackles. The lady asked you to do something
you've been assigned to, so get to it."

The tall youth looked down at him, up at Kendra and snorted. He swallowed his
drink, threw the bulb at the recycle can and jumped into the truck. Kendra gave Myrol a
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grateful look and jumped into the driver's seat. He nodded slightly. He was a hard man to
intimidate and very decent, if normally reticent.

The idiot hung off the side and hooted all the way across the park. Some of the kids
thought it very amusing but Kendra steamed. He was going to be trouble.

Most of the crew worked at least adequately diligently at the task. Some were
outright industrious. The punk, whose name was Rubens, did nothing but talk and get in
the way.

Finally, she said, "Rubens, go home. Come back when you are ready to work. I'm
marking you off for the day."

He spun, walked over and pressed his face up to hers. His breath stank. "Who's
going to make me, indent? You? I'll take off and stay right here with my friends. And if I
don't get credit, there just may be an accident. Get me?"

Kendra swallowed. This was the first hint of violence she'd seen since arriving. Still,
if this punk thought she'd be intimidated, he had something to learn. She came from a big
city, fifteen times the size of this place.

She knocked his arms aside, put a hand on his chest and shoved. "Get the fuck out of
my face, get your lazy ass working, unless you aren't adult enough for a job, in which
case I'll call your daddy to come get you. And I will write up any report I damn well feel
like! Understand me, prisoner?" she shouted. She took two steps toward him.

He stood, not sure if she was going to hit him or not. But he couldn't back off once
he'd set a position. He approached.

Two of the others flanked him and grabbed him. "This isn't up, man," one of them
said. "She's doing her job. If you start a fight, you'll be shackled and doing shit work."

"Yeah?" he replied. "You afraid of her?"

"No. But I don't want to get dragged into your fight and I don't want to be a witness
and I don't think there's any reason to fight. Just do the damn work and we can go, okay?"

Kendra was only too glad to get back at midday and be done with it. She privately
thanked the other two, who were paying off petty theft charges. Rubens was being held
for assault, which was apparently unusual. She reported all of it to Hiroki.

That evening, Rob quietly read her the riot act. "Lady, you need to be armed!
There's a very few idiots, and that was one of them, who only understand brute force.
You aren't strong enough to tackle them."

She didn't like that idea. But she did agree he had a point.

She read Earth news that evening, sitting at her desk, and it didn't reassure her about
the future. General Robinson and Colonel Bruder were being tried for misappropriation
and more people were being dragged in. This was a scandal that kept growing and tied in
to illegal arms shipments to several of the plethora of factions on Mtali, a general
assemblywoman, military officers . . . and there was still a secondary listing of her as a
suspect, with a reward attached. She'd been hoping that it would eventually blow over
and she could somehow head home. She realized she'd not thought it through, couldn't go
home and would be wanted for life. Sighing in depression, she buried her head in her
hands. She was stuck here permanently. She'd known it intellectually, but not in her guts
until now.

So, she had to pay off her indent at menial work that wasn't much of a strain on her
faculties, somehow create a new life without drawing attention to herself and avoid
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contact with anyone from Earth who might recognize her. What did it take to change a
name here?

She went back to talk to Rob. Then she realized she couldn't give him too many
details. Then she decided she had to talk to someone. She told him everything.

He sipped a beer and listened quietly, then replied, "Okay, so what?"

"So what?" she replied, storming. "Didn't you listen to me?"

"Yes, now relax," he replied. He waited while her breathing slowed. "We don't have
security cameras, we don't have implants for location in emergencies. Who's going to
recognize you? Why change your name? The whole point of coming here was that they
wouldn't look for you here, right?"

Considering and taking another breath, she replied, "Maybe you're right."

"Of course I am," he assured her, taking another swallow of beer. "Of course, I
wouldn't make a big deal of it. There are people who'd take the reward money after all,
but even then, it'd be hard to extradite you."

He sounded so relaxed. She'd grown up thinking of the government as omnipotent.
The hazy inefficiency in any large bureaucracy wasn't something she'd considered and it
didn't apply here anyway. She still wasn't sure within herself.

Rob interrupted her musing by saying, "Now, that UN General Assembly vote
condemning us for selling technology to nonapproved users' is a bit annoying. But again,
they can't do anything about it."

% sk ok

The next day, she was by herself again, the regular work supervisor back from his
day off. They dropped her in the far eastern side of the park with two planters, a mower,
an edger and a map. She had until 3:75, about 10 a.m., to get things arranged and
trimmed, then the labor crew would arrive to lay out chairs. The day heated up quickly
and the work was complex and demanding despite the automation. She finished on time,
heaving support equipment back aboard the trailer and shortly was taken back to the
garage. As Hiroki drove, he asked, "Would you mind working on Berday? There is a
bonus."

"Sure, if it's a normal shift. My friends want to show me around."

"That's fine," he nodded. "We'll set up and be done in plenty of time for the party."

"Thanks. I need the money."

% sk %k

Solstice was on Gealday, local Sunday, but the celebration was Berday night,
leaving the three-day weekend and Rowanday as a holiday. Kendra had gladly embraced
the seven-day workweek and three-day weekend as a better schedule than Earth's. One
could actually get things done in three days. The work week was long, but the hours—
divs—were not bad. It actually worked out to slightly less than the time she put in on
Earth.

Most local businesses gave Berday off, too, just so people could travel. Kendra had
laughed in delight at the idea of a five-day weekend and was sorry she couldn't give it a
try. The extra money would be welcome though, and she had nowhere particular to go.
She helped arrange and organize toilets, seating, barricades, ropes and traffic avenues for
the half-million people expected to throng the park that night. There were trash containers
to put out, edges to neaten and more vendors of all the usual holiday trinkets and drinks.
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It was as big an event as the Fourth of July in America or World Federation Day. Not
only that, but it was a commercial event that had her bemused. There was so much hype
about it that she didn't understand at all.

Crowds were beginning to form even before the crew finished. They were good at
taking direction and keeping the avenues clear, but it promised a crush of people later.
The cleanup was likely to be staggering, but two others were supervising that and the
labor would be all prisoners. She wondered again if there were enough trash bins and
toilets, but she knew they handled this every year.

The pyrovisual company doing the main display had brought in floater after floater
of launch tubes, banks of lights and lasers, their own generator in case local power was
lost and an army of technicians. It was owned by one family who did nothing but travel
the planet and some of the habitats doing displays, and they cheerfully dragged out the
kilometers of wire and hundreds of transceivers they would use. Long practice gave them
seemingly effortless professionalism and the towers and racks seemed almost to fly
together from pyschokinetic forces.

As promised, Kendra was released in plenty of time to get home. She arrived close
to dinnertime, which was at 6 div, about 2:30 p.m. Most of the other tenants were
gathered outside in the quad, burning charcoal and steak, chicken and shellfish and
sucking down liquor at a rate that was truly awe inspiring. Virtually everyone was
walking today and most of those who weren't were riding the "public" transportation,
which was of course all privately owned. Kendra was surprised to find that they had
lowered their prices for the holiday to almost nothing.

Rob had several items grilling, including a vat-raised steak for her. She appreciated
the gesture, knowing how expensive it was here, and accepted a beery kiss. He'd had a
few. As soon as he disentangled, he gripped her arm to indicate she should wait and
jumped onto a picnic bench.

"Listen Up!" he bellowed. "That means you, you booze besotted inbreeds!" There
were chuckles and a few retorts at that. "All of you know I'm the local maintenance,
security and general dogsbody around here." He rode out more insults and raised a hand
for quiet. "You may want to reconsider those comments," he grinned. "As of Rowanday, I
will officially be the owner of our little slum. Official notification will come down then,
but I wanted to confirm it now. Rent is as it was, which I'm sure is your first question, ya
deadbeats, and nothing will change much. Except that your payments will go to my
account now. That's the only important issue."

There were more jokes, some cheers, some cheerful boos and he stepped down.
Kendra asked him, "How did you manage that?"

"Old man Lindeman is expanding on the North Side. He isn't getting as much return
on this as he'd like, it's too far from city center to bring a high price and he can't raise the
rent much on what's here. So we came to an understanding," he said.

"Still building your little empire, then?" she asked playfully.

"Damn skifty," he replied.

"And just what would it take to come to an understanding on rent?" she joked.

"Should I categorize by act?" he leered. She howled in mock protest and nudged
him, unsure if he was serious or not, deciding she didn't want to pursue that line of
thought. "Seriously," he said, "if you ever don't have rent, let me know. But you'll have to
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prove it. And I'm not cutting deals for friends or lovers. I'd be paying people to stay here
if I did."

She nudged him again.

They left as soon as they finished eating, Rob dragging a cooler. The streets were
crowded with pedestrians, all heading for Liberty Park. Their dress ranged from utter
nudity to garish costumes of lights and phosphorescence, casual garb and half-removed
businesswear, from the light flowing daytime styles to the tighter, revealing nighttime
outfits.

The park was packed. The crowd was thin near the edges and osmotically flowed
across the streets to the cafés, pubs, bars and mobile vendors. Nearer the center, it
became tighter and tighter, until it seemed the throng would crush itself. Rob guided them
toward a hillock on the northeast side. It was covered with blankets, but there was still
room to squeeze in.

It was nearing dusk, Io low in the west and a slight breeze blowing from the coast.
The heat wasn't too bad and the swarms of Earth and native insects had been driven off
with pheromone repellent sprayed across the park. The people were a blaze of color and
style as far as could be seen, over the hills and along the edges of the walks. Kendra
noted gratefully that they did not trample the flowerbeds and kept the walks reasonably
clear. City Safety officers wandered through on foot and bike, ensuring traffic was clear,
and they had a cart with water for emergencies. It was a surprisingly well-behaved event,
from Kendra's viewpoint.

Some people had brought small grills and braziers, as well as coolers. Food vendors
and trinket dealers wandered around, selling shirts, glowtoys and mementos. The glee
was infectious even to Kendra and she was totally immersed in segs. Children were
galloping through the tangle of legs, carelessly getting caught and yelling apologies as
they played. People lit small fireworks all around, pops and sparkles adding another acrid
scent to the haze of atmosphere. The reckless abandon was unlike anything she'd ever
seen on Earth, but seemed to fit here.

Music began to blare from receivers and mounted speakers. There were several
bands and orchestras somewhere in the huge park and broadcasts ranging from classical
to dance to oddrock and the distinct dissonance of Freehold contemporary tunes. Lights
and lasers probed the sky and the cloud generators started pumping a screen upward.

"Test fire!" sounded through the speakers and an explosion rocked the air, snatching
Kendra's breath. A cheer and a few whoops rose around her.

The music tapered off, and the crowd became tense with anticipation. It was that
electric feeling to the air of a half-million people awaiting amazement and thrills. A slight
shiver ran down Kendra's spine. Rob brushed fingers along her hairline and shoulder and
she leaned toward him.

Music roared back into being, lights glared across the crowd, who were now
shouting and cheering and rising to their feet. She was a bit puzzled as everyone stood
still. "National anthem?" she asked Rob.

"Yes," he replied, ramrod straight at attention. She kept quiet and looked around
slowly. The safety officers were saluting. She couldn't see any military in uniform.

The bright, powerful theme ended and a roar went up from the crowd. It drowned
out the announcer's voice for a few seconds, then Kendra could hear "—ors Freehold and
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Clash Ale. Facilities by Budreau Activities and the Jefferson City Parks. A celebration of
summer, in light and soun—" The last word was cut off by another report.

Kendra would remember little of the next half-div. Concussion shells, actinic
explosions, multi-colored bursts of geometric shapes, fireworks that painted animated
pictures across the sky, with lasers and spotlights and roaring music, launched from the
center, from building tops downtown and from skylifted platforms stunned her into
amazement. She simply lay on her back and stared. She was vaguely aware of Rob
fondling her left breast and shoulder, but paid no attention. The spectacle was awesome.

A pause, a cheer, then the finale hit. It lasted segs and lit the sky from horizon to
horizon, crashing in her ears and dazzling her eyes. She lay still after it finished, feeling
her nerves tingle. "Wow," she said simply.

She rose to her feet with Rob's help. The crowd was dazed-looking, elated, and she
could smell the alcohol content in the air. More than a few looked to be under the
influence of recreational drugs.

She was glad they were walking. It helped clear her head, despite the acrid smoke
drifting down from the clouds. She'd drunk a bit too much, too. "That was incredible!"
she said to Rob. "They do this every year?"

"Solstice, Landing Day, Heritage Day and Independence Day. We're looking for
more holidays to declare, so we can do this every month," he said, half joking.

They wove through the dispersing crowd and Kendra noticed the trash lying around.
There was very little, actually. What there was seemed to have dispersed from the filled
cans. The civility of these people was just amazing.

She was too exhausted to go out barhopping with Rob, so she kissed him goodnight
before retiring to her apartment to collapse.
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Chapter 7

"In vino, veritas."
—Pliny the Younger

That local Sunday—Gealday, the need for something familiar had become
unbearable. Besides, she hadn't been to church in quite some time and not at all since
arriving. There were things she needed to say that she couldn't say elsewhere. She asked
Rob to help her find a church and if he'd come along.

"I'll do what I can," he agreed. "But you'll need to pick the church. The few times I
go I'm Druidic, not Christian." More strangeness. Druidism had had a resurgence on
Earth some centuries back, but had waned again. She'd heard of it, but was unfamiliar
with it.

Saint Patrick's Catholic Second Reformed Church was styled as she expected, after
the early Twenty-Second-Century Geometric school of architecture. It was straight, clean
lines and simple planes in light earthy colors. Inside, it was well lit through huge
expanses of glass, open without being cavernous and warmly styled in more umbers and
browns. A peace flowed through her and she felt more at home and relaxed than she had
since leaving Earth. It wasn't that she was particularly devout, but it was ritual and pattern
she was familiar with. She left Rob in the sanctuary and went to confession. She finally
had an opportunity to bare her feelings in safety.

She sought an empty confessional and sat down. A moment to compose her
thoughts, a breath, and she intoned, "Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It's been . . . two
months since my last confession . . ." She detailed her departure and her concerns about
her friends back on Earth. "I feel like I abandoned Tom after he did so much for me," she
said. "And I didn't stay to put things right. I feel cowardly. I didn't know what else to do.
And I had an oath to serve . . . [ broke that in the process." She poured out her feelings
and paused finally. She hadn't realized how much of a burden she'd been carrying.

"Have you prayed for your friend Tom, daughter?" the priest asked.

"Yes, Father. Daily. Almost," she qualified.

"Then God will take care of him and your thoughts will help. He acted from
conscience and you have made his sacrifices worthwhile. Somewhere there is a reason for
his actions, even if we don't see it."

"Yes, Father," she agreed. People kept telling her that. Maybe it was true.
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"It seems to me that your oath was broken by those you swore to, not by you. If they
acquit you, will you return?"

"I ... don't know," she replied. "I'm scared."

"That will be your decision if it happens. That will be the judge of your oath."

"Yes, Father."

She felt better afterward. Rob was waiting and had held a seat for her and held her
hand while she recovered her composure. He made no comments and followed the
service as if he'd practiced.

"You sing well," she said as they left.

"Right," he snorted.

"Really!" she insisted.

"Must have been good acoustics in there," he said. "Do you feel better?"

"Much," she said. "Thanks for coming." He looked good in a jacket, and her new
dress made her feel she was progressing. It was a luxury and she had very few of them
yet.

"Sure. Anything for a friend," he said.

She knew he meant it. She also knew he was a bit more than just a friend by now.

She was never quite sure how she'd wound up inviting him into her apartment that
night. She needed company, but that wasn't it alone. He had been very undemanding of
her, had not mentioned sex since a frustrating attempt the week before. If she needed
answers to questions or a friend or neighbor or tour guide, he was quickly available.

But she'd invited him in, he'd brought wine, they'd cooked, then spent the evening
sitting watching classic movies. His place would have been more comfortable, being
larger and better furnished, but this was her territory and made her feel safer. Touching
had led to kissing and she realized that she was unconsciously planning sex. She
shrugged inwardly and agreed with herself. It was about time she stopped trying to be a
tourist and became a local, and Rob was a very decent guy.

She pulled Rob closer to kiss him. It lingered and she worked her lips along his
cheek to whisper, trembling, "I want to make love to you."

He was kissing her neck and spoke gently near her ear, saying simply, "Yes." He
drew gently away, slipped an arm around her and ushered her in to her bedroom. He
closed the door with his foot and pulled her close again.

Kendra felt his growing urgency as his hands found their way under her tunic and
around her breasts. His mouth sought her throat and she gasped. She turned her lips to his
shaved temple, caressing the warm skin with the edges of them. He bit into her shoulder
and squeezed her harder with his hands, then they quested further. He released both their
clothes with practiced hands and coaxed her to the bed with him.

Sex without a barrier was much more intimate and much more frightening. She felt
her soul truly bare to him and clutched tightly. She was losing her virginity all over again,
it seemed.

This time would be better. With practice in the mechanics, she could concentrate on
the torrent of sensations raining over her and shuddered silently in pleasure. The motion
of him inside her seemed to go all the way to her center, to collide with a wave emanating
from his mouth on hers. She dizzily enjoyed the intense heat of him for a while, then
fought her way back around, pulling him on top of her. She locked in a kiss with him,
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grabbing his buttocks, wrapping her legs behind his knees and screaming muffled against
his mouth his seeking tongue feeling him come again deep inside her nails on his back.

They made love twice more that night and she never did get to sleep. She arrived at
work quite energized, and did find people still in the park from the holiday weekend
when she made a preliminary inspection. She decided they weren't hurting anything and
let them sleep. There was an enforceable rule against more than one day's residency, but
they weren't in any danger of breaking it. She felt fine until just after five—midday—
when the previous night suddenly caught up to her and she had to sit down to rest. The
weather was working on becoming oppressively hot, but the low humidity made it
pleasant in the shade of a tree. She sipped some water from her bottle, sat on her cloak
and looked toward downtown. The gleaming cleanliness of the edifices and the crystal
sky behind them was never a boring sight. Even from this distance, they towered above
the plain, appearing taller than the mountains behind them.

A skeletal frame protruded above the nearer buildings. As she watched, it rose and
halted, then rose again. It had to be the new FreeBank Tower that was being built. She
hadn't realized they were starting so soon. As she mused, assembly drones crawled up the
supports and began lashing them with cable. That would be monomolecular boron cable,
she recalled, and the struts would be tube-molecular crystal carbon composite. Incredibly
strong stuff. The building should be proof against anything short of a direct hit by
military explosives.

"Goofing off?" Karen asked from behind her. Kendra hadn't heard her approach.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Karen," she said. "I was taking a break and got distracted."”

"That's fine," Karen chuckled, "it's almost quitting time anyway." She grinned her
usual toothy grin. Rob had once made an innuendous comment about her slightly
prominent teeth and Kendra had poked him for it. He could make comments about
anything.

Karen continued, "I love watching them build, too. And you're done with the maze
already, so relax. You'll make us look bad by being so industrious."

They sat and watched as the frame rose, joint by joint. Out of sight from them,
below the near horizon, heavy machines worked furiously. The vertical pybraces were
connected on their pivot points and pushed aloft. As they swung vertical, the trailing ends
would be held ready for the loading tractor to attach the next set. It would have been
impossible to do without modern lightweight materials and heavy machinery, even in
lighter gravity.

"I wonder what they used before boron and carbon?" Karen mused.

"Low-carbon steel," Kendra replied.

"What? You're kidding! The mass would be outrageous!" The redhead was
incredulous.

"No, really," Kendra insisted. "Steel truss towers with braces and crossbeams."

"How'd they erect them?"

"Using large cranes with kilometers of steel cable, set on top of gantries built of
triangular steel frameworks. Then they'd move the crane onto the frame and build as they
went. I studied it in class," she said.

"That had to take weeks," Karen pondered. As she spoke, the building jolted again
and passed the two-hundred-meter mark. Aircars buzzed the structure, chased away by
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security drones.

"Months usually," Kendra agreed. "Then they used prefab modules inside, much like
we do now."

Karen was fascinated. "Why so much steel? Didn't they have polymers or titanium?
I recall polymers and graphite came out about then."

"They did," Kendra agreed, "and boron whisker, but it was all outrageously
expensive. About like using crystal iron or beryllium now."

"Hard to think of steel as cheaper than carbon. And it couldn't be easier to work
with," Karen replied, still not convinced.

"They had tools for it, and an industry. Some of them still stand. The shorter ones,
anyway, like the Sears Tower in Chicago. They replaced most of the structure in the last
hundred years, but it's still steel and it still stands," Kendra said. "I felt nervous in it, but
they insist it's still safe."

They watched, rapt, as the scuttling pods fed cables across. The building would
widen slightly from its base, then taper toward the pinnacle. Its own mass would hold the
shape against the cables, with only a few crossbeams for structural support. Many thinner
pieces served as traylike mounts for the modular office sections that would be installed
by skycrane.

It bumped up another level and the crews adjusted the cable tension to rein in one
corner that was sagging. Since the top was being built first as it rose, it was widening
slowly but perceptibly and the upper sections had a tendency to draw slack from the
unfixed ones being raised.

Kendra suddenly burst out laughing. "What?" Karen asked.

"It just occurred to me," she explained, still laughing, "that the cabling tractors look
like insects. As they link together, they perfectly match the brand name of 'Caterpillar.' "

Karen laughed too.

While they were sitting there, a familiar voice greeted her, "Hi, Kendra."

It was Alexia. She was wearing a short dress in fluorine green that covered much of
her but not her breasts, and had a black cloak over it. She was carrying a briefcase.

Kendra indicated for her to sit down, flipping more cloak out. "Hi, Alexia," she
returned. "I managed not to pass out this time."

"Good! Go ahead and call me 'Marta." "

"Okay," she agreed. "Why? And this is Karen, one of my bosses," she added.

Marta spoke to Karen, saying, "Pleased to meet you," then turned to Kendra and
said, "Well, 'Marta' is my real name."

"I suppose that's a good reason. What's going?"

"Working," Marta said. "Needed my toys for this one," she explained, casually
flipping open her briefcase. Kendra stared in fascination at the most amazing collection
of sex toys she had ever seen. The presentation in public in front of Karen made her flush
beet red.

Trying not to stare, Kendra said, "You'll have to show me what some of those things
are for sometime."

"Ask me at a party sometime, when I can do a demo for advertising."

"Demo on who?" Kendra asked, shocked.
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"Well, you, of course. It's the best way to find out. Unless you can find someone to
volunteer for you."

"All I want is a brief explanation, nothing complicated, nothing public," Kendra told
her, flushing again. Karen's snickers didn't help matters.

"I could do that," Marta agreed. "But then I'd have to charge you a consultation fee."

"You're . . . not joking," Kendra said, answering her own question.

"It's the same way I explain to clients. It seems mercenary, but I have to make a
living. Information or demos or samples cost, and there's no refund possible."

"I guess that makes sense," Kendra nodded.

Karen interrupted with, "Kendra, we're done today. I'm going to catch a view of the
construction. See you in the morning." She stood and walked off.

"Okay, Karen," she replied to the other woman's departing back, still distracted.
Turning again to Marta, she asked, "How do you separate your business and social
lives?"

"It's business until I book a minimum amount for the day or until I give up and call it
quits or until I have a drink. I'm happy to talk about it with you, but details become a
service and that's what I charge for."

"I definitely couldn't deal with that," Kendra said, shaking her head. "I wouldn't
know when to quit."

"That is a problem in this business. Some people hold to a regular set of divs,
usually evenings. Some are nonstop and confused and burn out quickly. I try to split the
difference. I get a lot of the daytime business."

"And you don't work for a service," Kendra noted.

"No. There are very few services here, although I belong to a referral co-op. When
I'm booked, my code allows a client to reach another and vice versa. The only actual
services are clubs, with set divs, which I hate. They are slightly safer, but don't pay as
well. I can afford to hire a chaperone when needed and I hold an expert rating in unarmed
combat and have combat experience, so I'm not too concerned."

"Is everyone here a veteran?" Kendra asked. "That's all I seem to meet."

"A lot of people in this vicinity are, with Heilbrun Base just out of town. But you
met me because [ used to be active duty with Jaheed."

Both women got up and headed north through the park. Marta angled west and
Kendra followed as they continued this most informative discussion. They wound up
dodging traffic—even scarier than in the dark, when you saw the vehicles up close and
realized they were all on manual or self-auto, not district control—and were shortly
seated at Stanley's. Marta glanced at her phone, adjusted a setting and said, "I can't go off
just yet, so I'll stick to soft drinks. Second round can be yours, if you like."

"Uh... okay," Kendra agreed. Her rent was paid, she had food, and her indent was
an automatic deduction. She didn't need to be stingy, but it would take conscious effort
not to be. She had no experience being poor—it was an entirely new state of affairs to
her, as was everything else. To shift from the new pattern back to the old was difficult.

Rupe arrived, slid two small bowls of salsa, one hot, one "mild," in front of them,
along with fresh baked chips, and greeted them. "Alexia, and Kendra, I believe?"

Kendra agreed and thanked him. Marta said, "Just Marta. I'm on call but not
working. Ginger ale, spiced for me. Kendra?" she asked, turning.
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"One of those wine coolers would be wonderful right now."

"Right up," he agreed and returned in seconds with their drinks.

Kendra found herself talking about gardening. "Apparently I have a lot of talent and
my design skills are becoming useful. And I like the fact that I actually get to work here,
rather than just wasting time. It gives me a sense of accomplishment I rarely got back
home."

Moments later, they were interrupted by Rob. He bounced up, yelled, "Mar!" and
gathered Marta in a close embrace, kissing her in a fashion that made Kendra slightly
jealous. He turned then and grabbed Kendra close, kissing her in a way that made her
head swim. He plunked down next to them.

"Pardon me for rudely interrupting," he said. "But I just picked up a contract with
Jefferson Central Machinery to straighten out their parts files, deposit paid in advance
and rather well, thank you. So I'm celebrating. Would either of you object to a drink?"

"Just one," Marta agreed, bending her rules. "And congratulations."

"Congratulations," Kendra echoed. "And I don't object."

"Done. Rupe, line us up four Silver Birches and a jalapeno lime ice for me."

Rob invited Stanley to join them, hence the fourth shot, and toasted, "To windfall
profits!"

Kendra downed her Silver Birch. It had the burn of strong liquor, with a smoky
sweet bite to it. It warmed her stomach and a glow suffused her. Though she had never
liked liquor, this was very interesting.

Stanley went back to his counter and Rob and Marta explained their common
background. "We met on Mtali," he told Kendra. "I had some yokel running up to my
Hatchet as I landed it in a firefight and she popped out of nowhere and gapped him."

"That was right after he dumped a burst of fifteen millimeter into an armored vehicle
bent on turning me into road pizza," Marta added. "We both are from this area, so we
meet up occasionally for drinks and soshing."

"Hey," Rob put in, "Should we go down and watch the construction? It isn't every
day they put up a seven-hundred-meter building." All agreed, so they wandered that way
on foot. It was only a few hundred meters farther.

There was quite a crowd gathering as they approached, with several City Safety
officers trying vainly to keep vehicles moving. There was a private security firm using
drones and aircars to chase away those flyers who were too inquisitive. As much
complaining as could be heard all around, Kendra decided it was no worse than traffic
around construction sites on Earth. Most people here weren't foolish enough to get too
close. The risk of getting sued and indentured for life if one interfered probably helped
dissuade many of them.

The frame bumped above five-hundred meters. They graciously accepted an
invitation from a parked driver to stand on his car for a better vantage point. That let
Kendra see into the cleared area, where the rams were sliding four more pybraces into
position. The heavily silenced machines still growled as they thrust the pieces out from
the center, to be caught, connected and raised by the lifts.

While the construction process was fairly standard, it wasn't a common sight to see,
as quickly as the buildings were erected. The local cafés and street vendors were doing
booming business with the gawkers and it was clear that traffic was snarled for the day.
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Automatic controls would have prevented it, Kendra thought, but these people would
scream bloody murder at the suggestion of handing vehicle control over to anyone or
anything. The onboard safeties prevented only impacts and did not provide flight
planning.

The security cars were chasing away the same three flyers, she decided. That red one
was clearly the same one that had been run off a bare seg before. The Freehold had the
same idiots as the UN, even if their numbers were fewer. Some things never changed, she
thought.

High overhead, the red car tried to dodge around a security drone in a dangerous
game. It didn't work. The drone's automatic responses were fast enough to interdict, not
fast enough to predict what the human pilot would do. The two objects intersected.

The drone was a bare thirty-five-centimeters tall, tubular with steering vanes, strobe
and transponder in a small instrument package. The collision speed was not great, but the
drone's thrust blew directly down into one of the car's ducts. The vehicle bucked and
recovered as the pilot tried to dodge and as it rose it bashed against the drone. The fan
blades brushed the damaged housing and tore into shrapnel at 100,000 revs. The pieces
punched and ripped holes through both casings and into the car's port-forward fan.

The cars loped crazily toward the building and the pilot steered sharply away. With
port control almost gone and a conflict between automatic and manual control he tumbled
and fell. The car twisted and spun as it dropped, whipping between buildings it was never
supposed to approach. Kendra stared, frozen, and heard Rob mutter, "Oh, shit!" He
grabbed her arm and yanked her off the car. They landed hard, stumbled, and he shoved
her against the wall.

"Everybody Back!" he bellowed. Other shouts could be heard and people stared
upward, trying desperately to predict where the car would land. Many people and drivers
were blissfully unaware of the impending crash and Kendra stared horrified as the
crippled vehicle descended.

At the last moment, the pilot righted the craft through a combination of skill, panic
and blind luck. Emergency override must have kicked in, because the vehicle poured
power into its three operational fans and tried to level out. It was moving at too high a
velocity and at too low an altitude to accomplish that, but it did slow the inevitable
impact. The slamming crunch it made as it hit two vehicles was no louder than at any
other accident Kendra had seen. A pedestrian had leapt away barely in time and was
swearing in relief.

Marta sprinted across the street through a stunned throng. Rob said, "C'mon," and
followed, not waiting to see if Kendra followed. Several others were approaching also
and Kendra tagged along, terrified at what she might see.

There was very brief confusion as everyone approached. Rob started shouting orders
and was instantly obeyed by everyone. "If you aren't a medic, get on traffic control. If
you can't do traffic control, keep the crowds back ten meters. Everyone else please stay
back. You! Call city safty again anyway and keep the band open. You, organize people
for tools and find some strong volunteers" He turned back with the assumption that he
would be obeyed.

Marta was reaching in the tangled mess looking for casualties. Fortunately, the
material was lightweight and easy to move. The hardest part was pulling out chunks of
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the foam that had blown into the compartments to provide support and reduce impact.
There were three injuries visible: the pilot of the red car and the two in the remains of the
vehicle underneath. It had been just lifting to navigate over traffic and had somehow
rolled during the accident. Probably one side had dropped on proximity warning and then
been hit. It had completed its tumble as it smacked another car underneath.

City Safety vehicles were landing all around and two salvage trucks arrived. An
ambulance was trying to find space to land. Rob shouted and his crowd controllers
pushed back to give it room. They dragged the third vehicle out of the way to give more
space.

"I'm a doctor, but I'll need help," a man said as he pushed through the crowd.

"Great! What do you need?" Marta asked as she applied pressure to a wound. She
had blood up to her elbows. "Kendra, I need your shirt as a bandage. Your shirt," she
repeated as Kendra hesitated. Right. Nudity was okay and this was an emergency. She
slipped out of the cotton garment and handed it over, feeling self-conscious. She felt cold
without it, despite the sweltering heat in the air.

The doctor replied to Marta, "Uh, a good trauma medic preferably. I'm an
ophthalmologist. But I can handle it while we find one."

Marta grinned as she pulled shears and a knife out of her pouch. She clicked the
blade out, handed it to Kendra and said, "Cut it into five see emm strips. You're in luck,
Doc. Corporal Hernandez, Third Mobile Assault Regiment combat medic. I'll stabilize,
you advise."

The doctor was sufficiently experienced with emergency medicine to exceed his
concerns. Marta handed over bandages and dressings and splint material when it arrived,
and the two medics did all the work while City Safety and the ambulance kept them
supplied with saline carriers and tools. It was a messy procedure.

The flyer was only marginally injured, although he had a slight concussion and was
in shock. He kept apologizing as Rob and a safety officer extricated him and had him lie
down. Rob had to be forceful when the man wanted to apologize. His victims were not in
any shape to talk, nor was he.

The two casualties in the car underneath were young women, the passenger IDed as
a college student. She had a severe laceration to her right arm and was unconscious. The
other one moaned, but could not be reached yet. "Get that damn crane in here!" Rob
shouted. Everyone else had assumed he was in charge and simply did as he said. The
salvage truck backed in, extended a boom, and the driver, Rob and two others glued
shackles to all four corners of the red car. "Clear so we can lift," he told Marta.

"I have a bleeder here. Get on with it," she replied.

"It isn't safe," he argued.

"Then it can fucking be unsafe, I'm not leaving my patient!" she snapped. Her voice
softened and she added, "Sorry. Do it. I'll risk it."

He nodded, realized she couldn't see and said, "Okay. Kendra, grab her arm. If I yell,
drag her out of there."

The red wreck lifted with a groan and space opened up underneath. Light streamed
in and it was possible to see the extent of the driver's injuries. She was in bad shape, but
alive.

As soon as the vehicles separated, Marta carefully turned the passenger and began to
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ease her through the open window. Rob and two others taped the web-cracked
windscreen with emergency tape, then cut around the edge with small, whining saws.
They peeled it back to gain access to the driver.

The passenger slipped out and the ambulance crew gently strapped her to a litter.
Marta squirmed in and had Kendra reach in to hand her tools. Mar's dress was shredded,
she wore nothing underneath and the tight quarters made for a grotesque parody of an
intimate encounter.

The doctor went around the other side and between the two of them they determined
the extent of the victim's injuries. She had several seeping wounds, a minor vein bleeding
and some fractures. Rob and his crew commenced chopping and cutting away the safety
cage while the crane kept weight off. He briefly conferred with the rescue technician
from the response team, who agreed with his proposal and directed his crew to assist.
Mar and the doctor dealt with the bleeding, first with bandages and pressure, then with a
pneumatic pressure pad. The victim was still supported in part by the impact foam and
they reinforced that with pillows, blankets, rolled cloaks and anything else they could get
from volunteers. "She's getting weak," Marta said. "Do we dare try a stimulant?"

The doctor, Devon Perkins was his name, said, "It might cause a reaction, or her to
start hemorrhaging if she's hurt internally. We can use a nano for shock, but only a half
dose to start with," he advised. Kendra relayed the request to the ambulance crew, who
delivered the drug without questions. Marta pinched the capsule, dribbled half of it away
and pressed the carrier side against the victim's neck.

She stirred shortly and Marta spoke loudly to her. "Jai, I'm a medic. You've been
hurt, but you're going to be okay. If you understand, wiggle your fingers . . . good. Now,
we have to cut the car away from you. If you move, it might fall. You have to stay still.
Do you understand? Good. Can you feel your toes? Good. Can you feel your left arm?
No? Okay. Your shoulder is hurt, but we'll get you out soon. My name is Marta. Just grip
my hand if you need anything, okay? Good. I'm going to stay right here. There's a doctor
here, too. We are both very experienced and you're going to be fine. Just don't move,
because we don't want the car to fall."

There was no risk of that, but she might have a neck injury. There was no sense in
risking complications and it wouldn't be reassuring to let her know.

"Thir . . . sty," the girl mumbled. Kendra wiggled back to get her bottle and handed
it to Mar. It was stinking and sweaty in the vehicle and sharp bits of frame poked at her.
She wondered how the girl had survived.

"You can have a sip only, because you're upside down," Marta advised. She didn't
mention possible internal injuries. "If you want, you can spit into this towel. But don't try
to swallow."

Rob tugged at Kendra's ankle. "We're ready to lift," he said.

She wiggled her ankle and said, "Okay," and turned back. "They're ready to lift, Rob
says," she relayed.

"Do it. Get in here as far as you can and help support her weight," Marta instructed.

Kendra propped her arms under the girl's shoulder and hunched to press against her
side. Marta and Perkins gripped her legs and Rob signaled. The crane lifted very
carefully, a few centimeters at a time, the metal groaning and shrieking. They gingerly
wiggled her feet from within the footwells and were showered in falling chunks of safety
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foam. It stuck to any bloody or sweaty surface, which was everything.

Once her feet were clear, the crane howled as it pulled the load straight up and
swung it aside. Other rescuers reached in to help fasten the woman to the form-fitting
splint, then lifted her out and lowered her to the ground. In moments, she was also braced
in a litter, still in a sitting position, and was taken away.

"I need your name," one of the safety officers said at Kendra's elbow. He was
streaked with foam and oil and reeked of spilled fuel. She gave him her name and address
and he moved on. Someone handed her a towel and she wiped off dried blood and grime.

The road was clear again, Kendra had noticed while Marta peeled her dress off. It
was destroyed anyway. One of the safety vehicles had a box of decontamination wipes
and they used them to wipe all residue away. "There's blood in your hair," Kendra said.

"And yours," Marta agreed. On Earth they would have been hospitalized against
contamination, but there were no bloodborne diseases in this system. Kendra was grateful
for that fact.

Before they could leave, they and all the others nearby were herded toward a
restaurant called The Green Man. Inside, Kendra was thanked by several people
including the construction manager, a man from the safety office and a FreeBank
representative. They were offered showers in the hotel above and dinner immediately
following, and it appeared that "no thanks" was not an answer they would understand.
Kendra wasn't hungry after seeing vehicles mangled and blood splashed around, although
she was calmer than she would have expected. She washed down and put her work shorts
back on. Marta didn't seem to notice her own utter nudity, nor did anyone mention it,
other than an occasional glance and smile. They were stuffed full of salad and seafood
and steaks and beer and wine. The alcohol did feel good after all the earlier stress. Her
hunger returned and she plowed into the food with gusto. The Green Man was one of the
city's five-star eateries and she had to admit it more than lived up to its reputation. They
even had vat-grown steak.

She got into a discussion with an insurance agent who had been expressing an
opinion of damages. The woman noted Kendra's surprise that unlicensed passersby had
done most of the work. On Earth, few would have offered and none would have stayed
after the police arrived. There was too much risk of being sued, since it could be claimed
that any injuries were the result of negligence.

"How rude!" the woman had objected. "They would actually sue for helping them?
And the courts would allow it?"

It was another sign of cultural dissimilarity that Kendra thought she'd never get used
to.

The three left fairly late, after drinking a few generously offered rounds. Kendra
sipped at hers, not wanting to get too drunk, but finally relented and drank enough to
unwind. It had, after all, been a shocking afternoon. The walk back cleared her head
slightly and the restaurant had found a shirt for her, with their logo on it. Marta declined
clothes. Kendra still wondered how people could casually walk around naked.

At Rob's apartment, Kendra sat down heavily on the bed and said, "After last night
and today, I need to rest."

"Go ahead," he agreed, lifting a thin quilt over her.

Kendra lay down and passed out from exhaustion. She woke briefly a while later to
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sounds. The shower was still on, with the door open, and she could discern heavy
breathing and occasional gasps. Vaguely, she was aware that Rob and Marta were
making love, but she was too tired to continue the thought. She fell back asleep.

She woke among bodies about ten, according to the clock. Rob was on one side,
Marta on the other. The haze in her mind started to clear and she remembered what she'd
overheard earlier. It bothered her a little, but she realized that she had no claim on Rob.
She tried to turn on her side, but was hemmed in rather tight. As she carefully twisted
over, she came face to face with Rob, whose eyes were open. He smiled, took her
shoulder and pulled her close to kiss her.

When he drew back, he whispered, "Good evening."

"Hello," she whispered back. "Did you have a good time?"

"Fantastic," he agreed. "Mar was really wound up after that. Are you upset?"

"A little, I guess," she said, trying to shrug. It took effort. What was their
relationship?

"I didn't want to hurt you, so I tried to be discreet. I'm not sure how you think of us
as a couple."

"We don't really have a commitment, do we?" she observed.

"No. Would you like to?" he asked.

Shaking her head, she said, "I'm not sure."

"We'll discuss it later, then," he said and pulled her close again.

He kissed her deeply, then began to caress her neck, rubbing his lips down the side
of her throat, over a shoulder. His hands stroked her gently, all down her side. She felt
her leg lifted over him and he rubbed up against her.

She enjoyed the sensations, stroked him back and then there was movement behind
her. She suddenly realized that she felt too many hands.

Marta was kissing the back of her neck and gliding hands over her back and thighs.

She turned, and Rob caught her body language. So did Marta.

"Should I stop?" Marta asked.

"This feels very weird," Kendra told her.

Rob hinted, "Sexuality is very different on Earth."

Marta said, "Ohh!" and pulled back, comprehending slightly.

"Kendra," Rob said, "We can do whatever you want, by whatever rules. Let us know
and we can adjust."

"I don't want to cut you out," she said to Marta apologetically.

Marta placed a calming hand on her. "If you don't swing, it's not a problem. I don't
want to cause any tension."

"I don't know," Kendra said awkwardly.

Rob leaned over and said, "On Earth, when I was there, most people were very
restrained and although it wasn't mentioned, I got the idea that most don't do much
experimenting."

Marta looked slightly askance. "You mean you've never even tried it, to see what it
was like?"

"I've never even thought about it," she admitted. "I had two regular lovers and
exactly three casual sexual encounters before I got here."
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"I didn't mean to impose," Marta said, moving to get out of bed.

"Wait," Kendra told her, then sat awkwardly again for a moment. "I want you to
stay," she said finally. She wasn't sure she did. This was more awkward than any
previous cultural variance. "But I don't know how far I'm willing to go."

"Just give me a signal and I can stop whatever you don't enjoy or I can leave. I don't
want to cause any trouble at all," Marta promised.

Kendra made love to Rob while Marta played around the edges. It felt strange
having an extra pair of hands and an extra mouth in the equation. She enjoyed the
attention she got, but was disoriented at times, feeling almost as if she were watching and
not participating. Questing hands and kisses across her neck were definitely a case of
more being better, but the presence of a third person and her being an attractive woman
was a hindrance.

She enjoyed herself, Rob had a great time with double the attention and Marta didn't
seem to mind. Kendra tabled the idea of a rematch, deciding to think about this encounter
for a while, and sat back to catch her breath. Marta ran hands down her again and she
shivered in both enjoyment and tension.

They all wound up showering again then Marta gathered her things to head home.
She moved quickly, but stopped at the door to kiss Rob deeply. Turning, she pulled
Kendra close.

Kendra expected a hug and was numbed by surprise as she felt lips against her own,
a warm, spicy tongue slipping between them. She tried to relax, feeling disconnected
again, and kissed back. A few seconds and hurried goodbyes later, Marta was gone.

She was still short of sleep, overloaded on input from what had been the busiest day
of her life, and so made her way next door to her own bed with an apology to Rob. She
had time for perhaps another div of sleep, if she wasn't too groggy to catch it.

The next morning, there was a knock at her door, just after she woke. She answered
it wrapped in a towel and still bleary from waking, and accepted a package from a
System Express courier. He was young, and pretended not to stare at her as she signed for
it.

She felt amused again that signatures were used and not thumbprints. Very old-
fashioned, these people. She opened the envelope, which was from an insurance
company, and dumped out the contents. The cover letter was full of the usual greetings,
etc. Then she read the part about "Associated Liability wishes to thank you for your
assistance in yesterday's accident at the FreeBank Tower construction site. We are
informed that you donated labor and materials to assist in extricating our client and that
your clothing was damaged on the scene. The enclosed draft is reimbursement for your
losses and any inconvenience you may have suffered. If it is insufficient, please contact
our office to discuss the matter. Also, we welcome the opportunity to discuss your own
insurance needs at any time." It was signed by a company agent and attached was a draft
rom. She plugged it into her comm and gasped. Cr1000. That would replace her cloak,
shirt, shoes, water bottle and buy her two more outfits besides. Expensive ones.

She woke Rob, who had stayed up to work. He shook his head to wake himself and
said, "Sure, it's legit. They'd rather pay you than the professionals. It's great PR and it's
the decent thing to do. I got mine a little while ago. Cash it and enjoy." He stumbled back
in to sleep and she cleaned up for work. It still felt odd to bathe twice a day, but everyone
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here did so at least that often.

She had to repeat the story for Myrol, Karen, Hiroki and the others. Oddly, she still
wasn't scared. It had just been too shocking to feel real and she hadn't had to do anything
but pass bandages and assist. The danger had never really impinged on her, so she hadn't
had cause for worry.

It was a long day and brisk. The holiday weekend litter and all the gear had been
torn down and piled for removal. She set lawn machines to trim and fluff the worn grass
and reseeded a couple of bare spots. She kept notes and photos of the areas she passed, so
they could be taken care of later. Sprinklers were dousing the dry growth, trying to revive
it from the ordeal. There were still scattered pieces of trash under bushes for her to
retrieve. She could see other workers chasing out the occasional leftover drunk,
staggering awake and heading home. Apparently, some people celebrated for days
afterward.

Children from five to teen by Earth reckoning screamed cheerfully through the park.
Few adults were in sight. She was finally getting used to the idea that it was safe for kids
to do that. No one would abduct them, bullies were rare and the older kids would stop the
few there were. Nor would parents sue the park if a child had a minor accident. It was
accepted that parents bore sole responsibility for their children.

One of the local gangs came through, music blaring. They wore red bandannas and
canine teeth and black cloaks, shades and lipstick. That would be the Masters. She'd been
shocked to find gangs here and even more shocked to find they were not feared or hated.
They were nothing like the petty thugs in Earth cities.

The Masters claimed as territory an eight-block square north of the park. Their boast
was that it was the safest, cleanest urban environment in the system. To that end, they
patrolled regularly at all hours, organized community sales and cleaning parties and kept
vandalism and petty crime under control. There'd been a minor incident the month before,
when a troubled youth had been caught graffitiing a building with bonded polymer spray.
Two of the Masters had scuffled with him and he'd tried to resist. He hadn't been
seriously hurt, but City Safety had taken him to a hospital for observation. The gang had
apologized publicly, but stressed that they would not allow that behavior on their "pave."

The idea of street gangs being a desirable and safe environment for youths and a
useful aid to safety in the city was an irony that made Kendra chuckle every time she saw
them. They were the politest, most helpful teens she'd ever met, even asking permission
before raiding the trash for useful items for sales or for the poor. They'd donated and
installed a climbing frame in the north playground a couple of weeks earlier and were
talking about adding another slide. They were snagging trash as they walked through, too.
A couple of them waved and grinned. She waved back. One of them wandered over.
"Hey, lady, how goes?"

"Good. Tired," she said. "That was a great display, huh?"

"It kicked. Hey, Ms Chang, the mother of that boy you found, says to thank you a
lot."

"Oh, sure, she's welcome. Glad he got found," she said. She remembered that
vividly, too. The young boy had come running crying to her the week before. He'd gotten
separated from his mother and had headed for Kendra as the closest thing to an official.
She'd taken him to the garage and asked for help. She had no idea what to do with a lost
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child and had been scared of the responsibility. City Safety had already had a report and
took him home a few segs later. The thought of a lost child in an Earth park made her
shiver, but every time she turned around here, the safety of the system was pounded into
her yet again.

The Masters wandered on, the music and their intense young energy fading in the
distance.

Back at the garage, Kendra and coworkers cleaned and performed preventive
maintenance on the big machines. As they worked, Kendra dug for more info. "Hiroki?"

"Yes?"

"How is the park financed?"

"We get a small stipend from the city, quite a bit in donations from civic groups,
corporations and wealthy individuals and user fees wherever possible," he explained.
"The vendors, concerts, any large meeting or reserved pavilion space generate fees."

"Isn't that rather sporadic? How do you manage cost accounting?"

"Very carefully," he said with an inscrutable grin. "Karen does a lot of juggling to
keep things as steady as possible. At the moment, we have a small reserve."

"Ah," she said, understanding. "And who owns it?" was her next question. Most of
the outlying parks were clearly private but accessible property. But Liberty Park wasn't,
and the Freehold Constitution prohibited the government from owning property.

Hiroki grinned an inscrutable grin. "No one does," he said. "It was always a public
area, always maintained, and everything grew up around it."

She said, "But then those people who squat here—"

"Actually could claim in court to own a chunk of land," he finished for her. "It's
never come up, isn't likely to and would almost certainly lose in court or by duel."

She pondered that at length. Whenever she thought she had a handle on things,
something else odd came up.

Idle thoughts aside, she considered her future. She was finding the work a bit
challenging, but only as an intellectual exercise. She didn't belong to anything here and it
bothered her. She needed more to her life than gardening and plumbing and setting out
chairs for concerts. The work wasn't objectionable, wasn't hard, but wasn't giving her
anything other than a roof and her meals. She'd been an equally small cog in the UN
military, but could look at the news and see things being done that mattered. This was
pure fluff and getting on her nerves already.

Her thoughts were interrupted when, several segs before quitting time, a brilliant
purple coupe with garish green stripes and what sounded like a huge turbine pulled up
across the gate. Marta hopped out, wearing what for her must have been scummy
clothes—shorts and tunic. They were bright red and emphasized her figure well. Running
up, she spotted Kendra and said, "Hi, dear. Do you have plans tonight?"

"Ah, no," Kendra replied.

"Up for some?"

"Sure, what?"

"Concert at Dante's, over in Delph'. My treat. See you at your place at six-fifty?"

"Okay. Thanks," Kendra nodded, a bit surprised.

"Great! Gotta run—client," Marta explained. She kissed Kendra quickly but hard,



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

turned and vanished. The car screamed off the drive, all four tires leaving compound
behind. As soon as there was clearance it lifted into the air.

"Ladyfriend?" Karen asked behind her.

"Ah, no," Kendra said, startled as she turned. "Just a friend." She was really
embarrassed at being kissed in public and was blushing hard. She thought her ears must
be glowing. She decided to mention it to Marta when they met up.

After work, she hurried home to get ready for the date. Rob was at his comm,
working. He apparently hadn't showered or eaten all day. He had to be busy, knowing
local customs. She threw a sandwich together and handed it to him. "Thanks," he
acknowledged. "Did Mar find you?"

"Yes, and kissed me in public," she told him.

"Hmm. I can see why that would bother you. I also see why she didn't think of it.
The two of you could be really good for each other."

"Meaning?" she asked.

His grin grew back. "Never mind. Idle thought. Oh, your comm downed the info you
wanted. Next time, let me know. I can find the stuff cheaper than most commercial
programs and I get a discount on access."

"Thanks, but you don't need to," she said, smiling back.

"Lady," he said, turning slightly, "I buy my mem a googlebyte at a time. Twenty or
thirty yoctobytes is hardly a dent. Not a worry."

"All right then, thanks," she said, acquiescing. "Did Mar invite you?"

"Yeah, but this block has to be ready by two tomorrow. I'll be staying here."

"Get some sleep," Kendra insisted.

"Sleep is for wimps . . ." he began. It was a mantra of his and she'd heard it all
weekend long. She joined him for the rest.

" ... Healthy, happy, well rested wimps; but wimps nonetheless!"

Leaning close, she wrapped arms around his shoulders, licked his earlobe and
whispered, "You need sleep so you can make love to me later."

"I'm out," he agreed. "Are we still flying tomorrow?" he asked. He'd offered her a
ride aboard a combat vertol and she'd been intrigued.

"Oh, yes!" she agreed. She wasn't going to miss that.

She walked into her apartment, showered and put on clothes from her small
selection that was appropriate for evening wear. She chose a shoulderless tunic with a
mandarin collar and stretch slacks in gray, with a broad belt for her pouch and holster.
Done, she headed for the kitchen alcove and mixed up a soup that would have made Rob
scream in disgust—thick with starches and with a paucity of spices—and ate while
reading her loads.

The news from Earth was available in the Freehold system, but most of it had little
market. There was an interest in trade and industry, although not as much as Kendra
expected. Earth was regarded as a backward, slightly industrialized source for second-
rate products. She appreciated the irony that the public back home regarded the colonies
as rustic and rural agricultural backwaters.

Considerable digging had yielded what she sought. She found the listing on her
parents' business, saw it was doing well and wished again she could send them a
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message. They must think her dead by now and she wondered what they'd done with her
personal belongings. Or did the government still have them as "evidence"? That was a
common enough occurrence. Still, her vid gear, music, clothes and such wouldn't have
done her much good here. There was no word on her brother, either good or bad, but he
often didn't post to his site for weeks at a time, with all the fieldwork he was doing in
grad school.

The general system news was slightly worrisome, containing many negative
references to Freehold, its businesses and politics. The North American regional report
listed crime, weather and special events. She had trouble remembering that it was only a
day old, that being the minimum time for a message to crawl to a ship in transit, be
received before jump and retransmitted immediately after. Most of what she had downed
was the same news it always was, but she read intently, enjoying the closeness she
perceived from loads written in a language she could understand. When done, she
switched to local news.

If Utopia was defined as a lack of news, Freehold was not Utopia. A Citizen had
been shot by an offended plaintiff and was hospitalized. The editor of Jefferson Live
News announced that it was the seventh shooting of the year. That couldn't be right, she
thought. Minneapolis, at fifteen million people, typically had about fifteen hundred by
mid-year, and firearms were illegal for all but police, federal officers and a few state and
local agents. They had less than seven percent of that total here, per population. It didn't
seem possible.

The suspect was in custody and would be tried as soon as the investigators put a case
together. Since a Citizen was involved, the government had hired an investigator on
contract, having none of its own. There was a side issue of the contractor having
previously been owned by another Citizen and hints that favorites had been played.
Politics mixed with a murder was so suddenly familiar that she laughed in relief. At least
some things never changed.

There was a huge financial row over Resident Service Labs. Since there were no
government standards, most manufacturers paid to be rated by one of three large or
several smaller rating firms. The firms' integrity was their stock in trade. RSL employees
had apparently been caught accepting bribes for ratings. Instantly, all companies rated by
them had lost business by concerned customers. The other two large houses were
promising to rate them as soon as was practical, but refused to rush the jobs, not wanting
their own quality to suffer.

Quality Assessment Specialists had offered a discount to all the injured parties and
was likely to move into the top three. RSL seemed destined for bankruptcy. So did the
handful of operations that had bribed them, and their senior staff would likely be
indentured for life. Simple enough.

The problem was that all the injured businesses, and all the soon to be former
employees of RSL, wanted blood, as did the owners and shareholders of RSL against the
employees in question; they'd been hurt and needed compensation. Several insurance
companies were involved as well. There were suits from clients against the companies
that had bribed for ratings, and by more insurance companies, who wanted settlements
from both the bribers and RSL. There were more than tenthousand plaintiffs party to the
suits already and more seemed certain. Then there were suits by employees against
employers. Citizen Hernandez and four others had agreed to referee several mass
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settlements as soon as the facts of the case could be established and to hear the other
cases as quickly as possible after that. Their regular case loads were deferred among
several other citizens. The news estimated that the government's cut of the settlement was
likely to be close to half a billion credits.

In other news, the Freehold military was conducting an exercise near one of the
jump points. An Earth fleet was on the other side and was conducting "safety
inspections" of ships entering Earth space from the Freehold. This had happened before,
she vaguely recalled. It hadn't seemed important from an Earth-based view, but from a
tiny nation like this, she suddenly saw the intimidation it could create. Earth didn't like
the lack of cargo manifests made possible by the Freehold's laissez-faire approach to
trade, but couldn't do anything until the ships were in their space. Then, however . . .

They were apparently seizing some shipments, if the crew didn't have a good story
as to who they were transporting for. Both the carriers and the shippers were outraged
and had filed complaints. In response, some in the Assembly were calling for more action
against the Freehold.

Had she walked into a war? she wondered. Then she decided she had to be reading
too much into it. It was just politics and something she'd never paid much attention to.
Not until now, anyway.

She finished digesting the headlines and out of curiosity, dug for info on the
Freehold Military Forces. She found a wealth of information and selected some graphs
and figures as her first inquiry.

It was tiny! The whole military establishment numbered less than one million on a
planet of two hundred eighty million, and thirty million more in the Halo. The Table of
Organization & Equipment was actually available to the public, and listed tons of
hardware—vehicles, aircraft, spacecraft, support equipment and heavy weapons. She was
just treeing another search, with a note to Rob as to what she was seeking, when Marta
called through the door, "Anyone here?"

"Come in. I'm just about ready," Kendra replied.

Marta walked in and smiled. "You look good, lady. Grab your cloak and let's go."

"Okay," Kendra agreed. She eyed Marta up and down and noted she was wearing a
black unitard. It was cut high and low to emphasize her snaky hips and firmly muscled
chest. She wore black makeup painted as spiderwebs across her face and her hair was tied
straight down in back and left its presumably natural black color.

"That seems a little plainer than usual," Kendra remarked.

"Yeah, well, this is social, not professional. Should I dress up a little more? Does it
look all right?"

"It looks great," Kendra assured her. "Let's go."

Marta had left her car running, which shocked Kendra. No, it wouldn't be stolen; she
was learning to accept that fact, but didn't they care about pollution? Then she
remembered that the fuels here were formulated to minimize it. They were also dirt cheap
and the vehicles extremely efficient, if not economical. She climbed in and fastened
restraints as Marta nailed the throttle again.

Kendra hung on in terror as Marta wove through traffic and north out of town. Her
responses to Marta's cheerful conversation were rather terse, because she kept
remembering that there were no traffic laws, only advisories. Her mind kept seeing an
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advisory that two women were splattered here last month, so please slow down.

Once out of town, the traffic density dropped drastically and she relaxed slightly. It
was odd not to be flying, but the view was interesting. Marta explained her plans. "
'Cabhag' is the name of the band. They're very eclectic, so there should be at least some
of it that appeals to you, but I think you'll like it all; they're very good performers. We
have time for a bite first and I know a great place nearby. You like lamb?"

"Umm, no. Unless it's vat raised," Kendra said apologetically.

"Oh, well. They have some good seafood, or so I'm told, but I hate the stuff so I
wouldn't know."

"That'll work," Kendra agreed. She'd decided that marine animals were low enough
on the chain that she'd manage to eat them. It still made her feel a bit adventurous.

She looked Marta over again and wondered what was bothering her about her friend.
She was energetic, but so was Rob, so that wasn't it. She was a little intimidating, and her
career would take some getting used to, but that wasn't it either. She turned back and
watched the scenery. The north suburbs were buried in forest that was composed of Earth
evergreens and local trees that looked like a cross between ginkgoes and palms. An old
style, painted, non-interfaced sign noted, "Delphtonopolisburg 80 km."

"Delphtonopolisburg?" she asked incredulously.

"Yeah. The first settlers had a twisted sense of humor."

"No fake," Kendra agreed.

The trip progressed and Kendra realized that there was little between the two towns.
There was the occasional cleared farmstead beside the hardened roadbed and two little
charge stations, but not much else. Breaking down out here would be a disaster, and the
alienness of it all got to her again. She was glad to have a competent local guide and
looked over again at Marta. They were just taking a moderately hard bend and her
shoulders rolled as she turned the wheel. It was a movement that was perfectly average,
but on Marta it was suggestive and sexy.

Kendra realized what was bothering her and wasn't sure how to handle it. She'd been
in an erotic encounter with this woman and Rob last night. Rob had told her that by local
custom a date frequently implied sex. Marta might be expecting more than Kendra was
prepared for. That was slightly confusing. What was very confusing was that she'd just
looked at Marta and thought her sexy.

"Travel to the Freehold of Grainne and discover within yourself passion and
sexuality you never knew existed." It sounded like a ridiculous concept for a campaign
and Kendra decided she'd never see an ad like that. She laughed to herself and tried to
relax. Her mind was playing tricks on her. This was just a friendly outing. She turned her
attention back to the road and tried not to stare at Marta.

Delph' broke the rules again. It was a small Gulf State town with East Coast
hedonism spilling out of it, transported across space and dropped in a far northern
evergreen forest. Bright lights and dark woods clashed within meters and Marta pulled
into a dirt parking area. "Lock the door," she said. "There are a lot of idiots around here
who might pull a dumb stunt like pass out in back and yack on the upholstery."

If that was the worst risk they faced, Kendra thought it would be a very enjoyable
evening. They walked toward a lighted strip and Marta moved closer to her. Shortly, she
felt fingertips on her back, drifting idly down to her hips. Adrenaline rippled up her spine,
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and she was about to speak when Marta drew her hand back. She knew she should still
say something, but had no idea what.

The Coracle of Delphi sat on the banks of the river called the Frigid Ditch. Marta
requested a table on the edge and they were seated immediately, on a wooden deck with
running water below. Kendra ordered a glass of wine and Marta picked a drink called
"blog." It was garishly bright and apparently very potent. "Mind if I light up?" she asked
Kendra after they ordered.

"No. You smoke tobacco?" Kendra asked back.

"No, this is tingleweed. I don't smoke often, but this has been a busy week and I'm
celebrating," she explained. "Like some?" she offered.

"Thanks, no," Kendra said. "Has it been a profitable week?"

"Very," Marta agreed.

The fish was good and Marta paid, as Rob and most others did, in cash, with a
generous tip for the server. The amount of cash she was casually carrying made Kendra
flinch. Very well paid indeed. That roll would be dangerous on Earth.

It was getting dark as they left and Marta led Kendra along the river. It was quite
gloomy under the tree-lined bank and bright lights were visible ahead. Kendra had good
night vision. She stayed close to Marta, however, because instinctively she felt
uncomfortable away from the lights.

Fingers slid along her back again, traced a circle over her left hip and tightened
around her waist. She felt a bit uncomfortable and shifted slightly. The movement put her
shoulders closer to Marta and in a moment they were standing face-to-face, although
Kendra wasn't sure how. Hands slid under her cloak and around her neck and lips
brushed hers. She was about to protest, but the sensation had caught her by surprise and
she hesitated just long enough for Marta to start kissing her.

She kissed back, her brain disconnecting itself. It felt different than any other kiss
and it wasn't Marta's intensity or technique. After a few seconds, she pulled back,
although Marta was obviously willing to make it last.

"I...hm...ah" she began.

"Yeah, I liked it, too," Marta said, grinning.

"No...Imean...Ithink... this is a little confusing," she started again. "I'm a bit
overwhelmed by all this. And I'm not comfortable with public touching. Can we keep this
nonsexual? Please?"

"Yes! I'm sorry," Marta said, concern in her voice. "Am | making wrong
assumptions? It seemed you were getting used to the idea."

"Getting, yes. It's still not comfortable."

"Okay," Marta agreed, turning back to the path. "I didn't mean to be pushy. And I'm
sorry if I got the wrong idea."

"I don't know if it's the wrong idea," Kendra said. "I don't know if it's the right idea.
I find you very sexy and I don't know how to deal with it, because I never found a woman
sexy before."

"I see," Marta said. "After I come down from this buzz, we should talk about it.
Right now, let's go enjoy the concert."

The hall was small, situated in a tessellated rectangle of pavement and looked very
well designed acoustically. That aside, Kendra didn't like the concert. The hall was
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clouded with smoke from a variety of substances. The audience screamed and yelled at
the tops of their voices. The music was too loud, as well as being dissonant, complicated
and in weird scales. The three musicians had an amazing array of instruments, from
archaic strung guitars and similar items she couldn't name, to electric and fiber-optic
versions of the same, synths, glockenspiels, marimbas, electronic and acoustic drums and
ethnic percussion and a dizzying collection of other gear including a hammer dulcimer.
She missed the simple, fun melodies of Earth Phillippian and case music or even the
mellow classical tones of death metal and swing jazz. Marta was having a great time,
apparently. She yelled, laughed, sang along, wrestled with other attendees and even spent
several segs in an almost sexual encounter with one man. Ever the businesswoman, she
handed him her card as she wiggled away, giving him a final quick but thorough grope.
The div-long show seemed to last forever and Kendra's hearing was noticeably reduced
as they wandered out afterward.

Marta was laughing and Kendra had to keep her steady as they returned to the car.
"You f-fly," Marta suggested.

"I think we should wait until you straighten out," Kendra replied. She wasn't up to
driving a strange car on a strange road at night with no traffic laws. Flying with no
automatic sounded deadly.

"Tingleweed, pixie dust, three stiff drinks, a stiff cock I almost downed," she broke
into laughter again, "and a violet zap. You fly."

"Ohh-kay," Kendra reluctantly agreed. She got the car started and cautiously pulled
out of the dirt area onto the hardpan road, which was apocalyptically black. She lifted
aloft hesitantly and followed the glow of Jefferson to the south. There was a standard
beacon, but only as a guide, no way to slave to it. The only light was stars and the moon
Gealach, which was unnerving. She did feel safer airborne, with less to collide with. She
spent several segs getting used to the controls and the outrageous amount of dynes
escaping from the engine. The impellers were very responsive and she enjoyed it once
she was used to it, despite her leeriness. One didn't get to fly often on Earth, and certainly
not manually.

She turned on the receiver, sound only, and found a talk show to keep her company
as she flew. She couldn't handle most of the music but the talk had sucked her in at once.

"—UN is that they don't grasp the basis of our system, either politically or socially,"
a speaker said.

"No," argued another. "The problem is that they grasp exactly what we stand for and
can't allow it to exist. It's a pattern repeated through history. We don't fit with the
majority position, are successful despite that, and that creates a threat to their system,
because they can't insist to the peasants that they live in the best of all possible worlds
when we're doing better than they."

Kendra's thoughts were that most people on Earth—she couldn't speak for Space
Nations—had no real idea the Freehold existed in the fashion it did. She snapped back to
attention when the second debater said, "—there's going to be a war about it sooner or
later."

"I disagree," argued the first. "It's a simple lack of empathy but not critical."

"Car, sound off!" she ordered, and it went silent. She was getting sick of alleged
experts about Earth who'd never been there. And talk of war was silly.
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As she took them silently back to Jefferson, she was passed by most of the light
traffic heading south and was a shaking bundle of nerves as they neared the outskirts. She
gratefully landed on a ramp at the ring road, switched from impellers to wheels and took
the ground route. Glancing over, she saw that Marta was still asleep, as she had been for
most of the trip.

"Hey, you," she said. "Wake up."

"Okay," Marta agreed, stretching. "I'll give you directions."

"How do you feel?" Kendra asked.

A sadistic streak in her was disappointed when Marta replied sincerely, "Wonderful.
I really needed that. I'm sorry it wasn't to your liking."

"I thought it was interesting. The food was good. And I was glad to see some more
of the planet. Thank you."

"You're welcome. Left at the sig."

Marta directed her through downtown, still hectic even at 8:70, which was really not
that late for social activity, Kendra thought. Business was still in full swing, however.
The day's heat was gone and people were wrapped in cloaks as protection against the
coming chill. The crowd thinned with the buildings and soon Kendra was driving into the
wealthy section called Harbor Hills. She was glad to get into quiet streets; manual control
in traffic was nerve-wracking.

She parked under the huge house, allowed Marta to lead her inside, then stared
around in shock. She'd thought Marta lived with her family, but she was obviously the
only resident. It came to her that Rob had very simple tastes, reserving his money for his
hoped-for eventual Citizenship, while Marta lived a more flamboyant life. Well, that
fitted her occupation and personality.

Marta took her cloak, led her into a sunken living area with a cathedral ceiling,
disappeared and returned in moments with wine and goblets. She poured two tall, slender
glasses of "Violet," and Kendra took one. She raised the glass to her lips and tasted it.

It was a sweet wine with a powerful bouquet and her mouth erupted with the taste of
fruit and flowers. As she swallowed, it seemed to evaporate straight into her brain and the
residue created a pleasant warmth as it went down. She looked around at the decorations;
mostly large starscapes, all signed originals. The furnishings were in soft earth tones. A
few tasteful sculptures sat on low marble tables and a cut-crystal cabinet contained rare
geologic pieces from several planets and systems. Overhead, a chandelier was hand
wrought in iron and bronze. It was finally hitting Kendra that Marta was really, really,
rich.

"Actually, I have another ulterior motive in asking you here," Marta smiled,
removing her jewelry.

"Oh?" Kendra prompted, tearing her eyes away from the magnificent room.

"I have a weeklong assignment coming up, as guide and escort to a visiting Earth
dignitary. I want to dig through your brain for further background," she explained. "If
you do me that favor, I'll give you a rundown on toys and techniques. There's this one
thing I know makes Rob squeal . . . Anyway, we could call it a fair trade, consultation for
consultation."

"So I am a professional advisor on Earth, now?" Kendra grinned. "I hate to break it
to you, but I only have firsthand experience on one continent, in three particular areas,
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and I was a child when we lived in two of them."

"It'll help. And you ought to load up an ad as a consultant. If one customer calls,
you've covered the cost. The second one is money in your pocket," Marta advised.

Kendra realized that this young woman with only twenty-two Earth years could
probably buy her contract out of petty cash. The advice was worth taking and she let it
percolate in the back of her mind. Thinking as she went, she began talking about Earth:
Her childhood, schooling, social life, politics, business, cultural jokes and clichés. Some
of those Marta understood with adequate explanation, others were apparently lost in
translation. Marta asked a lot of questions about social issues, such as music, sports, film,
individual entertainment and of course, sex.

Kendra gave a lot of detail and poured out a lot of repressed feelings. She gave
Marta an edited story of her departure, wishing she could tell more, and found herself
crying, partly in anger, partly out of homesickness. "I can't ever go home again," she
wept.

Marta began massaging her head and neck, and it did help. Kendra asked some
questions and Marta explained her background. Her military training was in emergency
medicine. Her private education included physical therapy, psychology, music, dance and
business. Exactly the education a personal escort in a culture like this needed. Kendra
wondered why so few societies treated prostitutes as anything more than convenient sex
toys. Marta apparently sometimes earned more in a day than Kendra did in a month and
no one tried to haggle over her rates. She claimed her reputation as a social companion
was known citywide, and indeed, several framed newsprints showed her with various
prominent people at major functions. The pictures were obviously taken with consent and
the men in question seemed proud of her presence. Kendra was shocked to find that there
were schools that actually taught lab courses in sexuality. Marta was a visiting faculty
member at one of them several times a year.

"Do you get female clients?" Kendra asked. Marta was massaging her back, having
taken her tunic off, and was working lower. She was using oil that tingled gently,
warming the skin.

"Rarely. Women don't usually have a problem finding company of either sex. When
I do get them, they are usually celebrating something very special and sometimes ask for
a male and female couple. Even if it's just me, they spare no expense—food, liquor,
intoxicants, neither of which I touch, expensive suites. They're a lot of fun."

"Do you enjoy sex with clients?" Now nude, her thighs and calves were being
kneaded. Kendra was very relaxed, but not sleepy. Marta definitely knew what she was
doing.

"Usually. Some I have to work at, some I simply blacklist after one encounter—I get
about sixty-percent repeat business. And I always have the option of leaving, since my
base fee is just to show up. From there I charge all I can get. But only about thirty-five
percent are calls for sex. About fifty percent are massage, conversation and some posing
or dancing. Fifteen percent are social functions," Marta explained while working on
Kendra's feet. She gave some kind of subliminal signal and Kendra turned over. The
massage started again.

Kendra felt Marta's skilled fingers on her cheeks and ears. They drifted over her jaw
and pulled lightly at the skin of her shoulders while Marta kneeled next to her, staring
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into her eyes. Kendra stared back briefly, then averted her eyes, looking everywhere
except at Marta, finally closing them and relaxing. She tensed and inhaled as fingers
stroked the sides of her breasts.

"Tell me if you're uncomfortable," Marta said.

"It's . . . interesting, but I'm not used to it," Kendra replied.

"Want me to stop?"

"Not yet. What do you want to do?"

"Make love to you," Marta said, staring into her eyes with a smoldering intensity.

Kendra had been expecting a response along those lines and took a deep breath.
Calming her racing heart a little, she said, "I don't know how."

"That's fine. Or are you saying 'no'?" Marta asked.

Thinking furiously or trying to, Kendra said, "Why don't you keep doing what you're
doing and we'll see how I react." The attention, the drink . . . was this real?

"Okay," Marta agreed and resumed kneading. Her touch became lighter, more
caressing, and traced the lines of Kendra's jaw. Her hands moved over Kendra's collar
bones and across her shoulders, following the curve of muscles. Eventually, they were
trailing along the swell of her breasts again. Kendra tensed at first, then relaxed. It was a
pleasant sensation.

Marta was fantastic with her hands and mouth, she decided, and her collection of
toys, both automatic and manual, would take some getting used to. She accepted the
attention and was able to reciprocate. The fact that I'm doing this again, she thought,
means that it's not bad. But it's not something I'm going to get used to quickly. She
shuddered as a wave of pleasure passed through her, triggered by a warm, sensual device
riding low between her thighs. It throbbed and pulsed, time changing to match her
shaking muscles, and she bit her lip. She closed her eyes, reached out with hands and lips
and drew Marta in close, her attention splitting to enjoy the old-fashioned sensation of
fingers through her hair.

Moments later, she noticed that Marta was shaking furiously, her breath in gasps.
The elegantly kept hands wrapped deep in her hair and pulled her tight between thighs
corded with muscle. She felt another tingle, not quite orgasmic, and let her hands drift
and tease.

Later, as they sprawled together on a deep, soft divan, Marta reached an arm around
her, kissed her gently and said, "You have a marvelously sexy body. And you use it
well."

"Thank you," Kendra replied, still nervous about meeting those intense, spearing
eyes.

"Thank you. You're the most exciting woman I've met in months." Marta stretched
out, her compact figure rippling. She reminded Kendra of a cat.

"It was . . . interesting," Kendra agreed. "I don't know when or if I'll do it again."

"Tell me about it," Marta encouraged.

Thinking for a moment, Kendra said, "Sometimes, it almost felt as if [ was watching
someone else. It felt . . . weird. Not what I expected."

"And what were you expecting?"

"How would I know?" Kendra admitted, "But that wasn't it." They both grinned and
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kissed again. "But thanks for a very educational evening."

"Sure. Come on, I'll show you upstairs," Marta said with a nod of her head. "My
bed's plenty big enough."

* %k 3k

Marta's phone woke them before the alarm. "Line three. Line three. Line three . . ."

Groaning, Marta sat up and ordered, "Answer phone voice line three Hernandez."

Kendra heard a vaguely familiar voice say, "Hi, Mar, sorry to wake you. Can you
talk?"

"What about, Dad? I have company."

"Sorry, I'll be brief. Your Earth client has cut the Halo tour short. We expect him
sometime today or tomorrow."

"Right. I'll get ready and call you back."

"Sounds good. Out."

"Phone off. Curse." She stood and stretched.

Kendra looked her again, noticing features, and the sleep fog left her brain.
"Hernandez? As in 'Citizen'?"

Marta nodded, began limbering exercises and said, "My father. You know him?"

Kendra replied, "He's handling my case. Oh, my God."

Marta shrugged in the middle of a bend. "Your business and his, not mine."

"He hires his own daughter for a client?" Kendra was shocked to her roots once
again.

"Does it bother you?"

"T...T..."

Marta walked over, gave her a hand out of bed and put her arms around her. "I keep
forgetting that sex is very major to your thinking. Here it's quite expected and a regular
topic of conversation. It's my chosen profession and I'm good at it. My father hired the
best he could arrange for, who he knew was utterly trustworthy."

"It's still hard for me to come to terms with. It seems . . . wrong."

"I'm being paid a chunk."

"That doesn't help me."

"Oh, well." Marta shrugged. "Join me in the shower?"

Marta made another advance in the shower, which Kendra expected, and declined
with good humor. "You are an insatiable little thing, aren't you?"

"One of the reasons I love my work," Marta agreed, while lathering her hair. The
shampoo was an expensive formula with several chemical treatments and a couple of
nanos, too. It did do amazing things to Marta's hair, Kendra decided, but Cr50 per bottle
was just too much for a normal person to spend on routine items. "Oh, and we have to
bare your temples if you're flying with Rob," Mar added, reaching for a trimmer.

"Why? I'm not flying it," Kendra protested.

"He left me a message to do it and I know from experience the helmet is designed
for skin contact. Just up here," Marta said, and Kendra felt a tickle. Marta clipped the
other side to match. It reminded Kendra of the captail hairdo she'd worn in school one
summer.
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Chapter 8

"The essence of war is violence. Moderation in war is imbecility."
—Admiral Sir John A. Fisher

Marta hurriedly dropped her off at home, although Kendra was less than thrilled by
the delivery. Mar flew her car low and fast around downtown not far from the buildings,
swooped through several advisory zones without heeding the warnings and dropped to a
quick landing on the grass in the complex's quad. Kendra opened the door and felt a wave
of fresh air that stopped the woozy feeling she'd developed. She wobbled toward the steps
as Mar lifted off with a beep of acknowledgment. She decided not to mention her
wooziness to Rob, and wondered how she'd let herself be talked into a vertol ride over a
combat range.

"You look like you had a good time," Rob leered at her. She blushed and shoved
him. "Ready?" he asked as he effortlessly blocked her hands.

They drove rather than flew, which gave her time to try to relax. Heilbrun Military
Base was northeast of town, and actually had a modern eight-lane road with automatic
controls, although Rob didn't use them. It was a sunny, warm morning and promised to
be quite nice. They stopped at Pass and ID, which was located outside the gate, Kendra
noted with a nod. Security actually appeared to be a concept given more than lip service
here.

She was photographed and cleared through with a badge and Rob pointed out the
standard facilities of any military installation as they drove. She felt homesick again.
Something about a block of warehouses with lift pods and trucks and vertols floating
overhead made her remember how much she'd enjoyed her service. She watched soberly
as they entered the air facility.

% sk ok

The airfac had vertols scattered about. The UN aligned its craft neatly for easier
caretaking. The Freehold spread them to make attacks and sabotage harder. She saw a tail
number and remarked, "You have over six thousand of those things?"

"No. The tail numbers are changed regularly for security and do not reflect the
actual numbers, which I can't tell you," he replied. They were just parking outside the
Operations building.

Rob led her to the Life Support section, kissed her and left her there while he went
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to get briefed. She was handed over to a very capable corporal who sped her through the
emergency training.

"Kendra is it? I'm Rita. First let's get you a flight suit. Go ahead and strip," she said
as she turned for equipment.

Kendra removed her shoes and the few items she wore and stepped onto the grid. A
quick scan sized her and Rita handed her a flight suit, then explained how to wear it. The
lecture and demonstration was a whirlwind tour.

Suit. Connections for environment and oxygen. Waste tubes, if necessary. Medical
monitor. Oxygen controls here. Temperature here. Microphone. Attachment points for the
seat. How to sit, how to brace, how to relax. Position of the ejection system controls, not
to be used without arming them /ere or by voice command, "Emergency Emergency
Emergency.” Not to be used unless the pilot orders, "Eject Eject Eject.” Head back and
eyes closed as the change fires. The strap will pull your head back, but its best to do so
ahead of time to avoid neck trama. Emergency kit here, contains transponder and radio,
dye marker, smoke marker, surgical kit. Other signal gear, food, shelter section, water,
basic weapon and full combat load, brush knife, instruction manuals for various terrains.
Map of the range and convenient points to be found if necessary. Avoid these areas and
these, as live fire and unexploded munitions may be present. Kendra wondered if she'd
remember it all and fervently hoped it wouldn't be necessary.

Bundled up and sweating, Rita stuffed her into a small shuttle and ran her out to the
flightline. "Keep your badge visible on your left shoulder at all times," she warned.

Kendra climbed out and took the offered hands of the ground crew. She clambered
aboard the vertol in a half-daze. Rob was at the nose of the craft, walking around with a
checklist on his comm. The nose art she glimpsed briefly proclaimed the craft—an
"Aircraft, Vertol, Attack, Design 12, Variant J, 3rd Generation"—as The Sword of
Damocles, and had a painting of a cartoonish figure, obviously supposed to be Damocles,
gorily beheading four opponents with a single stroke of a sword larger than himself,
swung in a very Freudian manner. There were kill markers for missions further back and
three battle stars.

Modern close support vertols bore slight resemblance to their paleontological
ancestors of helicopters and tilt-rotors. They were blocky, tough aircraft, with lift fans
kept inboard and armored in swelling nacelles. The ducts for directional thrust were also
behind plate and poked out like fat pig snouts below the lines of the resting craft. Stubby
wings, not intended for lift, bristled with munition clusters and blocks, twin rotary cannon
protruded in front and every surface was armored.

The ground crew assisted her in, helped her into an environment helmet, slapped it,
removed her line badge and closed the cockpit around her. She waited in near silence,
listening to the air feed, smelling the disinfectant-and-polymer smell of the hose, noting
the almost spherical view she had, the canopy wrapped over, under and around her.
Several bumps declared Rob's entry behind her. She tried to turn, but couldn't move far
enough to see. A turbine whine began, then another and she straightened back. The noise
rose to a howl and his voice sounded in her ears.

"Ladies and men, this is your captain speaking. Hell Airways Flight six-six-six is
now departing for the plain of Meggido. Please keep your lunches inside your stomachs.
The no-freaking sign is lit, and will remain so for the duration of the flight. If an in-flight
emergency occurs, it will be announced by my scream. How you doing, lady?"
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She laughed briefly and replied, "Nervous." She felt the craft move slightly around
her. Then gravity increased as they lifted with a slight jolt.

"Don't be. Nothing can possibly go wrong, go wrong, go wrong, Now cut that out!
This is going to be a fun trip. If it gets to you, just do what I do."

"And what's that?"

"I close my eyes."

Before she could retort, the craft rotated, tilted and accelerated upward. In seconds,
she had an unobstructed view of everything from the coast to the mountains. Despite the
gorgeous view, she felt her gorge rising and swallowed hard. A whimper escaped her
lips.

"Want something to hang on to?" he asked, hearing the noise or perhaps
anticipating.

"Yes!"

"Your controls are dead. Grab away."

She clutched the sticks nearest her hands and jumped as he said, "Not those ones!
No, just kidding."

"I am going to kill you when we get back," she promised, while trying to control her
breathing.

"Sorry. Pilot humor. Ordinarily, I would tell you to reduce your oxygen level to
avoid hyperventilation, but considering your background, I don't see the need. I will
explain the controls and I'm toggling your helmet into the combat environment so you
can see things my way. If it gets too much, just say 'envi off." "

The view became very disorienting. Her left eye showed normal field of view,
overlaid with instrument readings, while her right looked at an enhanced landscape with
symbols indicating buildings and "dense masses." A target reticle followed the motion of
her eyes and she could feel little touches rippling over her shaved temples. She had no
idea what they meant, but Rob apparently took them as another input. He'd mentioned an
implanted signal converter, and she assumed it helped translate the wealth of input into
useable form. She could hear his breathing, and then he spoke to flight control as he
began a turn. They passed across a chord of the bay in less than a seg, waves flashing
below them, over the southern part of the city with a quick swoop near Marta's house and
then out across the empty plains. "How do you get used to the double vision?" she asked.

"I have an implant module that enables me to process the stereo image or even tri
images. I get feedback from the controls and the seat, which you are probably feeling but
can't comprehend as a signal. Weapons locks also are controlled by it, and it helps me
maintain control when orientation shifts, which is a fancy way of saying I can fly
sideways or upside down without thinking I'm about to crash into the ground or yacking
my guts.

"I can designate as many targets as I wish, by sight-aligning a reticle and numbering
it verbally or by touch if I want other than sequential priority. It can prioritize for me by
mass or distance or I can set up custom systems. It has a fairly fine snap-grid, so it will
correct for errors in aiming. Weapons can be selected by voice or touch. Comm is by
voice, either private scramble or 'bro' for broadcast. Data comes from ground and vehicle
observation, other craft and satellite observation when possible. You'll see all that in your
environment when we get to the range in three segs. And it's an interesting exercise
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today, too."

Kendra was beginning to realize that Rob had different definitions of "interesting"
and "fun" than she. Damocles angled lower as they flew over sparser and sparser
settlements. Far to the south, they headed over foothills, and Rob took them down almost
to the ground. It passed in a dizzying blur, as if they were riding an elevated rail.

As the hills grew, radio traffic came on. A woman's voice announced, "Claymore
Four, this is Gladius Six and Katana Seven. We have visual and will rendezvous in forty-
three seconds."

"Bro—Gladius, Claymore confirms. Exercise commence. I have report of enemy
armor in grid seven golf. PARSON reports Avatar interceptors at three five mils. Close
up and prepare to engage—break—hang on to your delicious ass, Kendra, we are about to
be the proverbial fan." He punctuated the statement by heaving Damocles into a roll to
the left, and accelerating at what her helmet said was five gees. Five Grainne gees, she
reminded herself, feeling the suit squeeze her lower extremities and forearms as her guts
compressed and her vision started to pinpoint. It cleared shortly and she saw two other
Hatchets. The other craft slipped out of sight behind, their positions became visible on a
side screen of her helmet she could see by glancing to the left. One trailed behind the
other, and then everything happened at once.

Rob spoke, in a clipped voice, orders, instructions and observations. "Bro—intel
display, estimated, stand by for actual as I break the ridge. Arm weapons and test." A roar
shook Damocles and twin lances of fire shot out a good ten meters on either side of
Kendra. She jerked and gasped as Rob continued, "Bro—Katana will charlie and
overwatch. Gladius will follow me, then take the valley from the south. Now." They
swung viciously to the right and it appeared they would crash into the hill. Then gees
pushed her hard, the suit viselike to compensate, and the contour of the hill was suddenly
down. She grunted and gasped for breath and felt the oxygen delivery increase to her
demands. They cleared the top by scant meters, surging against safety restraints, her
stomach in her mouth, as Rob said, "Active scan. Share. Cease scan. Target one, target
two, target three, main battle tank, main battle tank, target four, command tank, ammo
carrier, seeve"— and everything except the grass disappeared from view. Her stomach
dropped back down and out the bottom— "bunker, bunker, position, target five, ayda
priority—" "Ayda" had to be ADA, which had to mean the air defense artillery vehicle
she recognized from Mtali, and Rob fired a missile—"target six, target seven, target
eight." Two more missiles roared off, as Kendra swallowed her stomach and tried to
determine what she'd seen. Nine targets, nine designations including the priority, had
sorted themselves by color, number and flashing codes in her vision and three of them
had winked out, including the "seeve," which she found out later was "CEV": combat
engineer vehicle. They headed for blue sky again and pulled back into a loop. Before she
could panic, they were aimed straight down under power and the command tank mockup
was directly below them, dug into a revetment. The twin cannons belched again and
smoke and flame erupted as Rob turned them horizontal and upside down through the
cloud, hanging against the harnesses and the seat. As she gritted her teeth and clenched
her fists, he rolled upright and launched two more missiles. A sweep right slammed her
against the seat, then an opposite maneuver to the left did the same. Another burst of
shells took out another vehicle, then the one behind it. Rob took them through a break in
the woods and for less than a second, she could see treetops at eye level. She swallowed
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hard.

Rob spoke again. "Bro—Katana, confirm on command vehicle and my target
number three tank and tank retriever for Gladius. Avatars in seven seconds. Suck trees,
folks." They flew through a pillar of smoke from another vehicle and Kendra glimpsed
the carnage created by the number-two Hatchet. That craft then appeared directly ahead
and Kendra gritted her teeth in a grimace as they passed each other at bare meters.

Then the ride became violent and she was thrown in all directions, seeing nothing
but trees. Beeps sounded as a trailing interceptor tried to lock onto the rapidly viffing
vertol. Rob suddenly yanked them hard left at the bottom of a valley, looped crazily back
into an immelman and dropped down to the trees again, all without quite getting above
the crest of the hill. "Goddess, I can hear him cuss from here," he joked. Apparently, the
trick had lost the faster but less maneuverable interceptor. There were more violent
aerobatics, level flight, then Rob announced, "Bro—Exercise terminate. Katana, that was
a commendable run. I think you are ready to try a second slot on the next game. We'll
check the results in the tank when we get back."

"Claymore, thanks, Warrant," the younger pilot acknowledged, his grin visible
though the transmission was voice only.

"Bro—Okay folks, let's go watch the fireworks." As Kendra managed to get her
shakes under control, forcing herself not to vomit, Rob sought altitude and headed over
the mountains, then north.

A new road was being constructed to the west, an area currently serviced only by
aircraft, and the contractors had bought military assistance. Orbital Defense was to utilize
one of its older systems in a practice exercise and blast a cut through a hill that was on
the route the road would take. Heavy blocks of metal would be decelerated from orbit and
drop in a line along the surveyed area, cutting the path in question with kinetic energy.
The military would get target practice and a large fraction of the old system's cost back
and the builder got a cut through a mountain in segs rather than days.

Prior to that, however, evac and transport vertols would patrol the area to ensure that
any persons in the area were well clear. It was unlikely that anyone was in such an area,
as they would be over a hundred kilometers from any major settlement, in deep woods.
The precaution was taken, however, and would scare most wildlife away, too. The
Hatchet pilots were there for fun.

"Kendra, I'm going to slowly increase your control sensitivity. Feel where my
positions are, there's a slight detent notch . . . now move slowly. You can fly us for a few
segs."

"Is that wise?" she asked.

"You'll be fine. I can lock you out instantly if there is a problem and we have plenty
of altitude. Here you go."

Kendra felt the controls stiffen and the craft wobbled a little, until she adjusted to the
delicacy that was required. Rob said, "I've made them less sensitive than normal, so you
can't maneuver too hard or too fast. Start gently and take it as far as you feel safe. Any
questions?"

She discovered that the hands were for two-dimensional steering and vertical lift and
tilt. Twisting the wrists was throttle, and it would trigger thrust to the sides when she
pushed her elbows in the corresponding direction she wanted to go. Pushing with her feet
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provided thrust at the nose and pulling them did the same at the rear, apparently for
combat maneuvers. The cockpit was almost worn rather than controlled, and the sticks in
her hands were basically guides. She looked around and asked, "What are these things
with tape over them?"

"What things?" he replied.

"These areas with oh-dee tape over some kind of readout," she said, more precisely.

"I don't know which ones you are referring to."

"This area on my left, in front of the stick," she insisted.

"Sorry."

She concluded that whatever it was was none of her business and dropped the
subject. Flying was fun, although she was much more cautious than Rob. She could
understand, however, why he enjoyed flying it and why these murderous little craft had
so intimidated the warring factions on Mtali. They packed a demonic amount of
firepower, could outmaneuver anything in the sky and were flown by pilots utterly
fearless and thoroughly insane. The exercise she had witnessed was more impressive than
the air combat she'd seen the UN pilots engage in. She turned a few circles, did some
swoops and a high-speed run. Slowly lowering the craft, she watched the instruments
read "200 meters" and "1900 kpd," which was no better when read as 700 kph.

At a warning from Rob, she felt the controls slip away. He headed in a different
direction and joined several assorted other craft in a slow circle.

"Nineteen seconds, off to our left," he advised.

Exactly nineteen seconds later, according to the clock in her environment,
tremendous flashes, like an overenthusiastic string of firecrackers, caused her visor to
polarize. The black splotches of impact and diagonal incandescent streaks of the
incoming projectiles were surrounded by blue sky that almost instantly darkened with
dust.

Close to thirty seconds later, her view almost back to normal, the shock wave from
the impact slapped them, sounding louder than any thunder, and rumbled off for what
seemed like forever. Rob warned her again and seconds later, another volley tore across
the same landscape. As its blast washed over them, there came a third. Kendra found it
eerie to be so close to energy equivalent to a medium nuclear weapon.

The fourth cut across their field of view and they were immediately slammed upside
down and sideways. Kendra was numb, listened to Rob curse, and realized that
something had gone wrong. Damocles shook and sounds that could only be warnings
were shrieking in her ears.

One by one, the warning sounds ceased. The craft was righted and Rob shouted a
combination report and chewing out into his mike. "Kendra! Your vitals look good, are
you conscious?" he finished.

"I'm fine. What the fuck happened?" she demanded, surprised at her own
vehemence.

"One of the bright boys apparently rounded pi off to three and missed the x. Ground
zero was less than five hundred meters from us."

"Trif. Are we okay?"

"Other than almost literally having the shit scared out of me, I'm fine. The cratft is
unscathed—these bastards are built to take near misses from stuff like that. Great
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Goddess, that was intense! Missile-lock warnings on my ass have never been that scary!"

He swung back in the direction of the strike zone and swapped relieved jokes with
the other pilots. Two others had been affected by the blast and the three of them loudly
discussed the intelligence and ancestry of the technician who had plotted the last fire
mission. Kendra tried to slow her galloping heart and studied with interest the gash left
by the four strings of impacts, now visible through a diminishing haze of dust.

The cut was a perfect line through the hill, surprisingly even at the bottom and close
to one hundred meters wide, with trees blown down on either side for another four
hundred meters. It was exactly aligned with the distant stretch of road that would connect
to it. The entire area had taken on brown hues from the huge amount of ejecta thrown
during the operation. Approximately 1,500,000 cubic meters of mountain had been
vaporized in less than two segs. The UN EPA might have objected to the method, but it
was a most impressively efficient engineering feat.

And, she thought to herself, a weapon that could do the same to a city for only a few
thousand creds. That concept she quickly put out of her mind.

Rob took them over the single stray impact. The errant round had blown a crater
seventy meters in diameter, with a bull's-eye of trees around it. She stared silently at it as
they swung back toward home.

"Rob?" she asked, as their course straightened.

"Yes?"

"That near miss really has me freaked."

"Well, it was a miss, so that's good. Consider the top surface area of this beast
relative to the four-hundred-meter radius we were from impact, and consider that as a
fraction of the area contained in the ten-thousand-meter safe zone. Then the odds of an
error like that happening—apparently it was a defective targeting mechanism. It was an
unlucky event, but the odds of it coming close enough to kill are remote."

"I guess." What she didn't say, and wouldn't, was that she was bothered by the
mention of "Avatar" interceptors for the exercise. The Avatar was a UN cratft . . .
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Chapter 9

"Government cannot make man richer, but it can make him poorer."
—Ludwig Von Mises

Pacelli Information Associates
Earth Culturalists
Consultants Specialty North America
36651-96908 Jefferson

* %k 3k
Kendra stared at the cards. She had an ad on her phone, another in the public nets
and these cards to hand out to strangers. She squeezed it again to see the animation flash
across the surface.

It was a new concept, again. Her business. She'd worried about the publicity of her
name, with a search still on for her. "Just use your last name. They won't make the
connection," Rob had insisted. "You're thinking a massive bureaucracy is efficient and
can think. Won't happen."

Nervously, she'd agreed. Marta and Rob had helped her set up, with surprisingly
little money. No fees, licenses, taxes or background checks. No certification or insurance.
Print up advertising and go. They had advised her on the rate she should charge, which
seemed outrageous, but they insisted she should demand it.

"You won't be taken seriously if you are too cheap," Marta had explained. "And the
people who need your service will pay without a twitch. You can haggle slightly if
someone is desperate or just needs a quick question."”

"What about long-term deals? Should I offer a discount?" She couldn't imagine a
long-term contract happening, but thought she'd better ask.

"Depends. If they want you to go to their site, demand more."

She'd agreed, even though she didn't entirely understand.

Only a few days later, she arrived home from work to find a message waiting. "Line
Two. Line Two. Line Two . . ."

That was her business line, Kendra realized after a moment. She reached for a shirt.

"Answer phone Pacelli," she ordered.

"Returning call," the machine advised. "Dialing. Connecting."

"Yes, I'm Kenneth Chinran," the caller said as he came on screen. "I'd like some
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information on a consultancy." He was dressed very conservatively, very Commerce
Boulevard.

"Okay," she agreed, smiling politely while her mind raced. She decided to stall.
"Tell me what you're looking for."

"My company is preparing to send a group to North America and we'd like them to
be familiar enough with customs that they can get immediately to the job at hand with
few distractions. We'd like them to interact smoothly."

"I see. Where would we be meeting?"

"We would fly you here, to Marrou. We would like to have your services for three
days, long divs."

"How long?" she asked.

"Three point five per day."

She nodded while quietly taking a deep breath and said, "My fee is two hundred
creds per div. And I'll need transport and lodging."

Chinran nodded back, "Very well. How soon are you available?"

"I can come this weekend if your schedule is tight." Two grand! For three days of
lecturing!

"It is. We also will require an oath of confidentiality."

"All my clients have confidentiality," she replied smoothly. Since you're all of them.

"Very well. We'll have a ticket waiting for you on Eastern Shuttle Service at six on
Berday," Chinran advised.

"I need to know how many people and exactly what type of information you want."

"Nineteen people and myself. We'd like background on customs, slang, shopping,
dress and accents. Mostly, we simply need to talk at length. We will ask some specific
questions and you'll need to fill in whatever you think we may have missed. We'll trans a
print for you."

"Sounds good. Berday then."

"Berday. Bye. Off."

"Off," she ordered.
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She packed a bag for the weekend trip and commed to confirm her ticket. Rob had
agreed to drive her to the 'port and waited almost too late: he was working on something
for Freehold Rapid Courier and seemed distracted. He drove fast, and she gripped the seat
in fear at some of his maneuvers. Other drivers didn't seem bothered so she tried to relax.

At the airport, the procedure was strange to her. There was no search of her or her
luggage, she didn't need fingerprints or retina pics to prove who she was and they had a
procedure for weapons safety. She'd forgotten she was wearing her sidearm, as she now
wore it out of habit.

"Please clear your weapon, Ms Pacelli," an attendant asked. She blushed and
complied, stuffing the magazine and spare round into her pouch. "We'd prefer that you
store it in your pouch and in the underseat stowage. You'll still be able to reach it quickly
in an emergency, but it eliminates the chance of an accident."

She nodded in response. It made sense. Given the obsession with personal freedom
here coupled with the need to avoid accidents, it made sense. A historical scan she'd done
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the week before indicated there'd never been a successful act of piracy, questionable
commandeering or hijacking aboard any Freehold aircraft, transport or registered vessel.
Ever. She couldn't conceive of any UN nation ever considering allowing personal
weapons, however. It was an alien concept.

She was still nervous as she boarded the ballistic shuttle. The concept of
atmospheric flight with the local lack of central control bothered her. The trip was short,
at moderate gees by her new standards, which was still fairly brisk. She was glad they
had complimentary drinks for the long descent; it had been a rough week. She had three
and was cheerfully mellow when they landed.

A cab ride took her to the hotel, which was midrange and quite decent. It had a good
café and she grabbed a bite before retiring. She decided to go to review her notes and go
to sleep early, since she had a long weekend ahead of her. She was nervous about the
presentation.

The next morning, she was picked up by a young driver. He said, "I'm here for
Chinran, Ms Pacelli," and showed her to a car. That was the extent of the conversation,
other than very few pleasantries. She decided reticence was not a social skill she would
cultivate. He led her inside another hotel to a small conference room and she was
introduced to Kenneth Chinran.

"Here is our contract," Chinran said, handing her a sheet. She was still getting used
to single-page legal documents. "You agree to answer our questions in detail, make no
recordings and make no investigations as to our ID. There are some other points, but
those are key."

She read the sheet, noted that basically the meeting was not taking place and signed.

Chinran handed her a copy and led her down a hall to another conference room.
Once inside, the door was locked and antieavesdropping equipment activated. A young
man, boy really, ran a wand around her, nodded and sat down.

There were twenty people in the room. All young, six of them women. In Earth
terms, they ranged from probably sixteen to thirty. They were dressed impeccably, in
business style, with no tattoos or jewelry. All had an intense look to them and were in
even better physical shape than most Freeholders.

Scanning them, she nodded curtly. Walking over to the front row, she offered her
hand. "Ah'm Kendra, who ur you?"

The kid reached for her hand with both of his.

She snatched back, snapping, "Doan be grabbin, minor. Shake with one hand, doan
like to take ma arm. You lookin fer handout? Fuggoff, ya liddle drop." There were a few
giggles.

She continued, "Streeter talk ain' educated idiom, but it common to the cities,
'specially to anyone under thirty—that's Earth years—and affected by tough business
persons. Ya will need clodes more like mahn, und not quite so neat. Look a little worn."

As she continued, the group made notes. Questions were asked and she answered
them, sometimes in a different direction than they expected. She would elucidate on
things that were not apparent to them, but obvious to her.

"Doan be so dam helpful," she warned, "und doan smile much. You happy, you
draw scopes. You help someone, they sue you for innerference."

As the session progressed, she noticed that their accents were changing rapidly,
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getting closer to her Great Lakes drawl. Apparently, they had been chosen because they
were quick studies. At the end of the div, they took a break.

Chinran approached. "Excellent presentation," he observed. "Text only goes so far,
und then ya need practice." He was picking it up, too.

He suggested some topics and they resumed again a few segs later.

She began, "You gurls need to look less likely. You get dragged fer a rape if ya look
bright und wide. Hunch a liddle. Be suspicious. Flick yer eyes a bit. Better."

At the end of three divs, she was exhausted. She wound up in the hotel's plunge with
a strong drink, letting the steam relax her. She dried, pulled on briefs and went to one of
the nearby restaurants for dinner. She had another drink.

By the time she returned to her room, she'd declined advances from three men and a
woman. She refused partly out of tiredness, partly because she regarded her relationship
with Rob and Marta as complex enough. She had no idea why she was considered so
attractive, but was beginning to enjoy the attention.

The second day, the difference between her accent and theirs had all but
disappeared. The discussion was mostly on shopping.

"Doan carry things around ya doan need to. Ask for delivery. It's cheap. When in a
store, doan pull things off the rack. Ya'll alarm and get hassled by rentas. Don't flash
cash, in fac', doan carry cash. You won't find veggies of the quality you do here and the
server will selec' them for ya, usually from the bottom. Food isn' nearly as spicy . . ."

She answered numerous questions:

"What's the point behind the repetitive double crash in so many schrack songs?"

"How do you handle traffic if you have to cross in the middle of a block? You say
they won't stop for you?"

"What recourse do you have if the landlord won't make good on maintenance?"

Almost ten hours of disconnected factoids was incredibly wearing.

On day three, she was blindsided. Thirty segs into the discussion, someone asked,
"How hard is it to find false ID chips in North America?"

"I wouldn't know," she replied. "Why?"

"I'd just like to know," the speaker replied.

The group asked detailed questions which she answered, finding within herself
answers to questions she'd never considered. The sudden shift in attitude was scary.
These people weren't planning "business," she was sure. There was something creepy,
predatory about them.

"When could a landlord enter commercial premises without permission from the
tenants?"

"How many times can you pay a bill with cash before it gets reported to UNRS?"

"What would be the best way to avoid random vehicle checks on North America
Route Ninety-Five?"

"Can you describe a typical Bureau of Industry inspection?" That one she could
answer, as her parents' shop underwent them regularly.

She was exhausted by the end, accepted her cash payment, and fell asleep on the
shuttle. She realized as she drifted off that she had probably just assisted espionage. Now
she had a legitimate reason to leave Earth. A sickly grin crossed her face before
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unconsciousness hit her. An attendant woke her as they opened the hatches.

Walking through the terminal, she was bemused by irony; here she was, walking
through the 'port with a wad of cash and a gun. Three months ago she would have—
had—freaked out at that concept.

Marta was waiting for her, in Rob's car. She delivered a brief but steamy kiss as
Kendra strapped in. "How was it?" Marta asked, whipping into traffic.

"Tiring. Very, very tiring," Kendra replied. She explained a little of the business of
her schedule, careful not to mention topics of conversation.
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Chapter 10

"Prostitution involves sex and free enterprise. Which of these are you
opposed to?"

—Joseph A. Hauptman

Marta's phone beeped. She whipped it out and answered, "Lady Alexia." Business,
of course. Kendra politely ignored it and continued listening to Rob spin out a joke for
Rupe.

"One moment while I check," Kendra overheard subliminally. She turned as Marta
touched her arm and said, "I hate to ask. Two business gentlemen at Bon Place. I'm set
with one, the other wants an exotic woman. They want to hit Bellefontaine, then dancing
at Level Three. I can't think of anyone available and I don't want to lose what could be
some good money."

"Are you asking me?" Kendra blurted. Three months previously—one hundred and
fifty days—she'd been politely cold in her answer. Now, she asked, "Is it public only? No
sex?"

"That's all they've asked for. Those are nice places, t0o."

"I wouldn't know how to act," she evaded.

"I can coach you. Your call."

Considering for a moment, Kendra replied, "Ohhkay."

Nodding, Marta spoke into her phone. "I have an associate available who's very
exotic. One eighty-five tall, about eighty kilos, long blond hair, blue eyes, a sexy drawl,
measurements about one-oh-two, seventy, ninety-eight . . . Yes, she's very bright . . . All
set, then? Sounds good." she clicked her phone off and said, "Let's go, we have to get you
dressed," and stood up.

She followed Marta outside and down Park Street to the clothing district. She'd
come here with Rob her first day, but this time she was visiting the more expensive
shops. Marta pulled her into a store that dealt in evening wear only.

"White shows you off well," she said and indicated several styles. They were built
for Kendra's frame and could be tailored in minutes. She tried several in short order and
settled on one she thought very daring.

It wrapped around her throat, crossed in back between her shoulders, in front over
her breasts, in the small of her back and then formed a four-piece skirt at both sides, front
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and back. Every step showed thigh almost all the way to her buttocks and crotch. She felt
well covered, but showed almost her entire body. Underwear, of course, was out of the
question.

"Very elegant and professional," Marta commented. Kendra still had trouble with
local styles. This was not an outfit she would have considered professional.

She winced at the price tag—Cr500. Marta explained, "Y our basic fee is going to be
a thousand and I'll lay money you wind up over two; social calls are big money."

Kendra bought it and a cloak in the same shimmering white, then matching shoes at
Mattias Shoes, which Marta specifically chose. "Your client owns this chain. Never miss
a chance to stroke an ego." They used the restroom at the store to apply makeup,
including bitter-tasting lip and tongue glitter and temple coloring. Marta did Kendra's hair
by hand, then her own. Several layers of lipgloss shaded from rich blue to violet from the
edge of her lips in. Once done, Kendra looked very poised and sophisticated. Some
borrowed silver jewelry set off the cool blue tones of her pale skin. To complete the look,
Marta took her to a salon to have her nails lengthened and scrimshawed.

As they walked to the hotel, Marta gave her a history. "I'm Alexia Urquidez. We
should make you sound Scandinavian. Any ideas?"

"No, not really," Kendra replied. She was becoming very nervous.

"Let me think, then." Alexia paused, but kept walking. "Let's call you Stacia
Jorgensen." She pronounced it "Stah-see-ah," emphasizing the first syllable. "You're good
with gardens, so work with that. Don't be afraid to be technical. You're an immigrant, but
with your parents several years ago. You're thirteen"—Kendra figured that as twenty-one
Earth years—"and new to escorting and have only been doing this about three months.
You're part time."

"Got it," Kendra agreed. "Who are we meeting?"

"You are meeting Joseph Mattias, as in Mattias shoes. He's divorced, thirty-three—
fifty Earth years—Very wealthy and quite a nice gentleman."

Marta added a few details as they approached the Bon Place. She drew a half-step
ahead and steered Kendra toward two smiling businessmen waiting outside.

"Ryan!" she greeted, hugging one of them warmly and kissing him lightly. "And you
must be Joseph," she said, greeting the other. "This is my friend, Stacia Jorgensen. Stacia,
this is Ryan McAran and Joseph Mattias."

Mattias took her hands in his and smiled. He leaned forward and kissed her very
softly. "Delighted to meet you, Stacia. Alexia said you were exotically beautiful, but she
didn't do you justice when she described you." He looked her up and down, obviously
pleased with her appearance. Kendra smiled demurely, while blushing.

They climbed into a waiting limousine, Mattias opening the door for the ladies
himself and sending the driver up front. He got in last, spoke directions, then asked,
"Drinks?"

Alexia said, "Ginger ale, spiced, please." Ryan asked for scotch and "Stacia" took a
lime ice. Heeding Alexia's advice, she sipped carefully, so as not to disturb her lip glitter.
It was a brand used by professional models and very durable, but not indestructible. She
looked around briefly, something she was expert at after seven months trying to adapt to
this culture and noted the plush leather interior in soft earth tones. There were two huge
seats, an autobar, entertainment system, a comm that made hers look like a toy and a
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fold-out work desk.

"What are your interests, Stacia?" Mattias asked, reclining. He held her hand in his
lap.

"I'm a consultant on Earth culture and I'm a horticultural designer," she returned.
Damn, it sounded swank.

"Really. I've always loved well-sculpted gardens. I find them very relaxing.
Sometime you must see my home and tell me what you think."

"I'd be thrilled," she lied. Mattias seemed nice enough and was in excellent shape.
He was decent looking, and she relaxed a little.

"We should discuss business first, gentlemen," Alexia reminded.

"Of course," Mattias nodded. "Ryan, you located two stunning ladies to accompany
us, please allow me." He reached into his jacket, shuffled money, then laid four five-
hundred and four one-hundred credit chits on the low table between the seats. The tipping
had started already, Kendra saw.

McAran nodded, looking slightly put out. Apparently his host had just made points
in some business game they were playing. Kendra watched with interest and kept a
surreptitious eye on Alexia for clues. When Alexia placed her drink down, she smoothly
retrieved her twelve hundred and slid it into a slot in her pouch, apparently built
especially for that purpose. Kendra followed her lead, tucking the money under the flap
and down with the hand farthest from the group. She felt very self-conscious taking
money like this.

They reached their destination soon enough and Kendra was eager to see the
Bellefontaine. After her first offer of employment, she'd heard it mentioned several times,
always as somewhere the ordinary person could never afford.

As they entered, a girl took their cloaks. She wore nothing save a thong and some
jewelry and not much of that. Kendra figured her for ten local years, which was not
unexpected. The girl had a willowy figure that bulged when she moved her shoulders and
was obviously maintained by a div of hard exercise every day. Muscles were considered
attractive here, whereas the Earth style was for softness.

They were greeted by a marginally older boy in the same dress. His deep brown eyes
were piercing but friendly, and he locked eyes with Kendra for just a second, lust flaring
in them. Ryan McAran was apparently a known name and they were shown to a large
booth. Two other couples were there and introductions were made. McAran was a textile
producer, Mattias was in shoes. Jesslyn Niec owned a company that specialized in
fabricating machines for clothing, and was accompanied by her boyfriend, Garett
Kameha. Andrew Garner and his wife Janie were in molecular fabrics.

The woman who appeared at Kendra's elbow with a menu was in her local early
twenties. She wore more in the sense of mass of fabric, but was still effectively naked.
Bellefontaine appeared to Kendra to be like the underground adult clubs mentioned in the
news back on Earth. Apparently, they were perfectly acceptable here.

Kendra accepted the menu and froze when she saw the prices. Even if she wasn't
paying, they were a shock. She waited while Alexia and the two gentlemen ordered
drinks and asked for a lemon cooler when it was her turn. She gave her attention back to
the menu, smiling at a funny comment from Mattias while trying to decide on food.

Everything looked good and delicious smells emanated from somewhere.
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Remembering her personal restrictions on food, she hungrily eyed two pictures on the
screen, one of a whole lobster, the other a local shellfish called a spiker. As good as they
looked, she recalled Alexia's advice not to order the most expensive items available and
decided on a grilled orange roughy. That was a fish transplanted from Earth, cheaper here
than back home, and very tasty. She closed her menu, sat back and froze.

Calan was seated several tables away, with Citizen Hernandez and two others. She
hoped he wouldn't recognize her, but at that moment, he glanced over. He stared for a
few moments, then returned to his meal.

Kendra caught Alexia's attention, gave her a prearranged signal, then turned to
Mattias. "Would you excuse me for a moment?" she asked, rising.

"Certainly. Please hurry back," he encouraged.

Kendra went to the restroom, which was spacious, had private booths with makeup
tables and a human attendant who was young, male and very sexy. She waited for a few
moments. Alexia arrived and asked, "Problem?"

"Your father and Tom Calan are seated two tables over."

"I don't recognize the other one," Alexia prompted.

"Tom Calan, the slime who tried to force me to work here for a bigger commission,"
Kendra explained vehemently.

"Ah," Alexia nodded. "Hernandez won't say a word to anyone. I can take care of the
other. And remember not to eat too much, as good as the hors d'oeuvres are. How are you
holding up?"

"Okay, I guess. This place goes beyond opulent."

"That it does. I'll be out in a few. Don't forget to tip the attendant."

Kendra headed for her seat, smiling at her companions as she neared it. She was
doing a lot of smiling this evening, but didn't feel most of it. She dropped the expression
seconds later when Calan stood and walked her way. He stood nearby and said, "Things
seem to have improved for you since you arrived here, Kendra."

Kendra froze again and was saved by Alexia returning and stepping between them.
"Well, hello, Mister Calan," she said agreeably. Her voice was sultry and enticing.

"Hello, lady," he grinned brightly, slightly taken aback. "I don't believe I've had the
pleasure."

"You haven't," she agreed. "And you aren't going to. Kendra is with us this evening
and you should stay with my father. Get it?" The vitriolic delivery hadn't budged the
delighted smile from Alexia's face. Anyone watching would feel sure they were close
friends.

"I do. It seems that there is a professional breach and I have a fee coming. Or should
we go to Citizen's Court?" he returned, staring unkindly at Kendra.

"I'm trying to decide if you're thinking with your wallet or your balls?" Alexia
suggested. She glanced up and down as if he were a lab specimen and said, "Must be
your wallet." He stared, wide-eyed at her rudeness. "Kendra is here as a guest, if it's any
business of yours, which it isn't." She returned to polite manners very smoothly and took
his arm, escorting him to his table. While Kendra resumed her seat, Alexia whispered
something to Hernandez, her arm over his shoulder in a friendly fashion.

Kendra felt a little better and sipped at her drink while awaiting Alexia's return. As
Alexia sat down, the server appeared at Kendra's elbow with a folded slip of paper. She
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opened it and read, "Father is explaining free enterprise to the man. He won't bother you
again. Relax and enjoy the show. A note from the staff always makes you look known and
experienced. By the way, Niec's 'boyfriend' is another professional. Destroy this note—
Mar XX." Kendra looked up, crumpling paper, wondering how Alexia had written the
note and had it delivered from plain sight. She met her eyes and received a wicked grin
and a sexy flick of tongue to upper lip. No one else had noticed, as the show was starting.
Kendra turned her attention that way.

The stage was in easy view of all tables, well lit and had a set based on geometric
shapes, with many straight lines in neon colors. Two dancers came out, one male, one
female, and whipped around athletically. The music score was dissonant but interesting
and drew attention to the performers. Kendra watched so intently she was distracted when
the food arrived. She placed a serviette in her lap, took a bite and enjoyed a delicious
clash of rich flavors. She remarked on it to Mattias, who offered a bite of his smoked
venison in honey wine sauce. In return, she offered him a bite of hers and allowed him to
slip an arm around her waist. He wasn't bad company.

She almost choked when she looked back to the stage. The dancers were nude,
painted or tattooed with very suggestive marks and fondling each other very sexually.
They made another fling across the stage, the woman tumbled back gracefully, slipping
her legs over her partner's shoulders and pressing herself vertically on whipcord arms,
legs held in aerial splits. He made a great show of licking her from crotch to chin as she
slid down, knees folding against her shoulders. She made contact with him and they were
so perfectly choreographed that he slid straight into her. Their eyes bored into each other,
muscles standing out all over. There were murmurs in the audience, approving of the
dancers' skill and poise. Kendra stared in horrid fascination.

The stage darkened to applause, which Kendra joined from politeness, then lit with a
different set. The next act was even more graphic, involving a woman and three men.
Kendra wasn't sure what purpose the woman served, as she seemed mostly to stand
disconsolately in the middle of the stage. Kendra kept most of her attention on her food
and client.

After the meal, which McAran paid for, the four waited for an intermission and
headed out to the limo again. Mattias held her hand as they rode to the club known as
Level Three.

The limousine pulled up to the curb and they climbed out, the men being gallant
again. Apparently, the purpose of Alexia and Kendra was to impress the local populace.
Kendra had felt a brief moment of panic and an extreme flush of embarrassment earlier
when a passerby had remarked to his friend, "You couldn't afford five minutes with the
blonde. And if you could, you'd probably die in the process."

"Yeah, but I'd die a happy man," the other promised.

It had taken careful study of the crowd for Kendra to realize that the two of them
were held in high esteem as professionals and she still had trouble accepting that by local
standards she was regarded as a stunning beauty.

Level Three was three levels under Commerce Court. They took a slideway down,
past some of the really expensive shops in Court Mall that Kendra had only heard of and
never seen. She hung back for a moment and whispered into Alexia's ear, "What type of
dancing are we doing?" She had sudden images of formal dances she'd never seen and
being a total embarrassment to the party.
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"Oh. Fairly standard stuff in most cultures," Alexia said. Kendra but realized there
was a lot to this business and most of it she didn't have a clue about.

She needn't have worried. Club dancing on Freehold was much like on Earth or
anywhere else. Kendra had good rhythm, was energetic and even recognized some of the
tunes. She'd had dancing in school, including waltz, swing, liquid and meld and most of it
came back to her. She enjoyed herself thoroughly and almost neglected Alexia's advice
not to sweat too much.

She led Joe back to the booth they were all sharing and took a needed swallow of
water. They sat, holding hands above the table. Underneath, he lifted her right thigh over
his legs and began caressing it gently. His hand slowly worked higher and made Kendra
slightly nervous.

"So, can I persuade you to join me at the Bon Place?" he asked.

Kendra froze. She hadn't expected this or hadn't wanted to, and had no idea how to
decline. Or accept. "Well . . . I don't know," she replied, fixing her smile, hoping
desperately that Marta would be off the dance floor soon.

"I can manage your fee, I'm sure," he insisted. "If you're interested."

"We'll see," she said neutrally. "I need to ask Alexia what our schedule is."

"Okay," he agreed, tabling the issue. He returned to his drink, occasionally asking
more about flowers.

When Alexia returned, Kendra stood, took her arm and guided her to a quiet corner.

"He wants me," she explained.

"Right. That's up to you," Alexia replied. "If you go, ask three hundred. That gets
him a massage and another half-div of conversation."

"What if he wants sex?"

"Ask at least another six hundred per half-div. That's my rate. You're not as skilled,
but you're better looking."

"Sure I am—"

"Don't argue, just take the millionaire's money. If he wants exotic sex, double it. Or
tell him you'll let him tip you what he thinks you're worth. His reputation isn't cheap and
the name of this business game is to impress people, including us."

"It's working," Kendra admitted.

"Ah, these are big fish in a small pond. Now the board of Lola Aerospace, those are
some powerful men and women."

They were heading back now, smiling still. As they resumed their seats, Kendra told
him, "I have some time, I think."

"Now?" he asked.

"If you like," she replied in what she hoped was an agreeable voice. She rose with
him and let him take her arm again. They said goodbye to the others and headed for the
door.

Outside in the corridor he asked, "So what do I owe you?"

"Three hundred. We'll see where we go from there." She tried to sound assured.

"Fine," he agreed, drawing cash unobtrusively from a pocket and slipping it into her
hand. They walked through several of the Commerce Court buildings, skyscrapers to
rival anything on Earth, but descending ninety levels down also.
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Bon Place was the poshest hotel Kendra had ever seen. The fittings in the lobby
were black marble, malachite and real silver. An attendant called an elevator for them and
smiled politely.

The corridor upstairs had similar appointments to the lobby and his suite was
fantastic. He took her cloak and asked, "Something to drink?"

"Plain ginger ale, thank you," she replied, gawking while he busied himself at the
bar controls. The ceiling was five meters or more, a plunge the size of her bach was on
one side and a bed that seemed almost as large on the other.

She accepted the drink and slipped off her heels.

"You're still incredibly tall, even without those," he noted.

"I'm more comfortable like this," she said.

"The shoes? Possibly one of my stores has something more comfortable."

"Actually, these came from one of your stores," she said. Thanks to great planning
on Marta's part. "They fit fine and I wear them professionally." All two divs of it. "It's my
height in them that makes a lot of people nervous and therefore me."

"I like tall women," he replied, undressing and hanging his expensive suit. "Even if
they do intimidate me."

"Why would we do that?" she asked. Nudity in general was bothering her less, but
his nudity made her very uncomfortable. She kept her eyes on his.

"An executive in my position isn't used to looking up at people in any fashion," he
laughed. She joined him.

"Perhaps I could get a massage?" he suggested, lying down.

"Certainly," she agreed. She retrieved the bottle of oil from her pouch and knelt over
his back.

His muscles certainly were tense. She kneaded and caressed and worked knots out
for half of the time he'd paid for, working down from his neck and shoulders to his
calves, finally his feet. He turned over then and she dealt with his well-developed chest
and arms, working down to his thighs. She avoided his erection.

"That's tense for different reasons," he said, catching her staring. "But I wouldn't
complain about a massage there, either."

Nodding, Kendra oiled her hands generously and began to caress him. After a few
moments he said, "Oh, stop, please, that's almost too much." She lightened her touch
considerably, and touched his chest with one hand.

"Our time's almost up," she reminded him, feeling odd. An intimate encounter on a
timetable with a near stranger was just bizarre.

"I know," he said. "But I'd like you to stay. What do you charge for sex?"

Here we go. There was a tight knot in her stomach as she tried to sound experienced
and confident. "Six hundred."

He slipped more chits to her and she took them to her pouch, then turned, letting the
gown slide sinuously off her shoulders. Breathing hard, she stepped out and approached
him.

Thirty segs later, they were both dressed, she in her gown, he in a robe, and sat
talking for several minutes. Kendra nodded and appeared attentive and made what
seemed like appropriate replies. She was feeling very weird, and noted that she was
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thinking in both Earth and Freehold time. What an odd time to notice that. Mattias rose
finally, saying, "Well, I hate to see you go, and I don't want to appear rude but I have
adminwork to prepare for tomorrow and I'm sure you'd like to get home."

Kendra nodded, gathered her things and left. She was polite, but totally nonlucid as
he said goodbye and slipped her more chits.

She was oblivious to everything as she passed through the lobby and merely nodded
when the attendant asked, "Can I get a cab for you, lady?" She carried her cloak and
failed to notice the distinct autumn chill as she waited.

Reaching home, she tipped the driver generously, found her way upstairs, opened
her door and kicked off her shoes. She hung the gown neatly and walked into the
bathroom.

And was violently sick.

Rob knocked at the outside door. She mumbled, "Go away," but it was so quiet he
didn't hear. He came in anyway and stroked her hair while she sobbed over the toilet. He
spoke for a long time and finally she understood his words. He handed her a glass, which
she downed in two gulps, feeling the burn of liquor. She began talking, at last. She
poured out the story and he listened silently. When she finished, he helped her into bed,
crawled in next to her and held her gently. She was a long time getting to sleep.

% sk ok

She woke to voices and realized it was light outside. Marta and Rob were arguing
quietly.

"She could have stopped at any time," Marta insisted.

"Sure. Everyone rubbing her financial position in her face, not to mention her
ignorance of business principles."

"She doesn't need money that badly," Marta interjected.

"No," Rob agreed, "she doesn't. But she isn't used to wads of cash like that and is not
familiar enough with our mores to be able to gracefully decline. She said it just followed
a progression and she didn't even realize she'd gone past her limits."

I said that? I don't remember, she thought to herself.

"But money is not that big a deal," Marta protested, "She has all her bills covered
and took in a nice piece last week on that consultancy."

"She comes from a planet that pays only lip service to free enterprise. Her family is
relatively well-to-do, owning one of the few types of business that has minimal financial
regs and a good return. She will never see them again, is wanted for serious crimes she
didn't commit, is effectively a refugee and damned near a pauper by the standards she
grew up with. She is now in the first truly free society in human history and has no one to
tell her when to stop for her own good. Most of what she couldn't morally or legally
consider yesterday is de rigueur today. Socially, you need to think of her as an immigrant
child, not a seventeen-year-old who has grown up here.

Rob was still talking. "I think it was very unfair to do what you did to her and selfish
as well. You didn't want to pass on one millionaire of many, so you urged her into it and
let the client do the same, a bit at a time."

"I. .. don't understand her thought processes! You've been on Earth, I haven't.
When something isn't right, you speak up. All she had to do was say she wasn't
interested!"
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"No, we speak up. She's from a society where you keep quiet and mind your own
business. She can't handle the raw business world at this point. And she can't know
whether or not she's interested if it's a new experience."

"I still don't see the problem," Marta said, shaking her head. "She said he wasn't
unattractive and she's done much racier things with us."

"It wasn't just the sex that bothered her. It was the act of pretending to be someone
she isn't. She said she felt like an appliance."

"Well, sure, it's an act. The clients know it and we know it. We create a fantasy and
they pay for that creativity."

"Yeah," Rob nodded. "But that's your world, not hers. I don't know how she's going
to feel when she wakes up, but—"

"Mar," Kendra said, interrupting. She turned over and sat up. She had a serious
hangover, but not from booze.

"Yes, Kendra? I'm sorry for what happened."

"I'll be okay. It wasn't all bad, but some parts were disgusting. I made a lot of
money, and it was very hard work, and I respect your talent even more, now, but please,"
she shook her head, "don't ever ask me to do that again."

"I'm sorry, love. I won't." Marta was teary-eyed.

"Look," Kendra said, shaking her head, "we should talk later, but right now I need a
shower and some solitude. Thanks for your help, Rob." She meant it as a hint.

"Sure. I'll check on you in a couple of divs. If you need anything, just yell. I'll be at
my comm." He departed, but wearing a frown instead of his usual grin.

Kendra stared at the closed door, conflicting emotions in her. She'd made 3400
credits gross in about three hours of preparation, five hours of feigned socializing and
three hours of massage and explicit sex. Minus the cost of her dress and makeup, about
2500 total, for the equivalent of a tiring day's work. More than she'd made in three days
of consulting for rich spies.

She'd stick to consulting, she decided. Marta probably wouldn't understand, but
creating sexual fantasies was not something she could do on a first date with a random
stranger who had no emotional interest in her whatsoever.

Rob's "child" comment had bothered her, but she understood what he was telling
Marta. By local standards, she was a child and needed to grow up quickly. "The first truly
free society in human history," he'd said. She was learning at breakneck speed that the
price of freedom was responsibility. It was impossible to blame anyone else for one's
actions.

She went into the shower and spent a long time scrubbing her face, breasts and
groin. She felt filthy and knew it was psychological. She washed anyway.

She felt better afterward, and dug into her comm for more info on sex and sociality
in this system. She found several fictional and pseudohistorical pieces and a couple of
instructional texts that were clinical but graphic. After noon, or five local, she wandered
over to Rob's and wrapped him in a hug. "Thanks for looking out for me," she said.

"I'm sorry I couldn't have done something sooner," he replied, patting her arm.

"That's fine. I guess I needed my nose rubbed in something to make me remember
that I'm still a stranger here."

"You going okay?" he asked.
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"I will be," she said.
%k %k ok

Calan was in his office early the next morning. It was time to find out what was
going on. He didn't like Hernandez. He'd thought Pacelli was a sniveling little good girl
and here she was demanding better money than he'd offered and screwing him out of a
commission. Good act. He wondered what she charged and just how far she'd go. And as
for Hernandez' spoiled bitch of a daughter, he'd see about her, too.

Pacelli came here in an awful hurry, he thought. She had to be running from
something . . . and there it was! Hmmm. There might be a lot of money stashed
somewhere, waiting for her. Or maybe her boss had cut her out of it. He'd "retired." An
odd way to be punished for embezzling. Obviously he'd paid somebody off. The UN was
like that. Always sneaking business around under the table. Either way, she was still
wanted.

He couldn't just turn her in, though. She was a registered resident and could demand
a trial here. Hernandez would certainly take her side. Actually, most Citizens would. A
charge elsewhere was worth nothing in the Freehold. And if he tried to push the issue,
he'd wind up with a suit for damages. Still, the information could prove useful at some
point. He'd hang on to it.
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Chapter 11

"There are those who don't understand military rituals. Some even ridicule
them. I feel pity for those people."

—Sergeant Mel Butler, US Army

"Military Override Call. Military Override Call . . ." Kendra heard the first alarm
while asleep, was waking by the second and snapped totally alert when Rob answered.

"Answer call Warrant Leader Robert McKay," he said, sitting up.

"Hi, Rob," the caller began. He was in his thirties and looked very tired and
disoriented. "Sorry to bother you, but you are on the list. Warrant Leader Bjorn Gatons
died about a div ago."

"What?" Rob replied, shaking his head. "No, I heard you," he said to the caller's
attempt to repeat. "Where? How?"

"Hunting trip in the Dragontooth Range. Massive heart attack."

"Didn't they have a stasis box or a medic? No, I guess they wouldn't on the side of a
mountain. Goddess, that's terrible."

"I am to inform you that the funeral is at nightfall tomor—well, today, actually, at
Placid Lagoon Memorial Park. His request was that you command the firing party."

"That . . . I'm honored," Rob said, shaking his head again. "I'm sorry, but I'm very
short of sleep. May I call you later when I can track?"

"Absolutely. Apologies for disturbing, but, well, you understand. Before you go, do
you know where Corporal Hernandez can be reached?"

"Right here," Marta acknowledged, sitting up and pulling the covers off Kendra. The
camera swung to focus on her. "I heard," she said preemptively.

Nodding, the caller said, "You are requested to serve on the firing party, also."

"Did you need to ask?"

"Not really, except as a formality. Your father is in command of the Honor Guard."

"Got it. Is it a closed service?"

"Not at all. All family friends and any veterans are invited."

"Understood. Out."

% sk ok

Kendra sat back as Rob and Marta dressed. Except for brief glimpses in the park,
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she had never seen the Freehold Forces dress uniform and was impressed yet again.

Both wore straight black pants, tucked neatly into boots with gleaming gold-thread
laces. Rob explained the laces were for parade only. Kendra didn't care; they looked
sharp. The coats they wore were green, epauletted and high throated. Rob's emphasized
his shoulders and tapered lightly in at the waist. Marta's was cut to flatter the female
figure without looking cute or sexy. Hats were optional, they told her, but would be worn
for this function. They donned brimmed hats, green and trimmed in black and pinned up
at the side.

Insignia was sparse. Rob had four ribbons, Marta only two. Kendra had acquired
nine in her three years of service and asked about those she saw. Rob spoke a few
commands and a chart of decorations was displayed on the back wall. Kendra read, then
turned back in shock. Ribbons were almost unobtainable except in combat, and the first
of the four Rob wore was the Citation for Courage. It was the third-highest award
possible.

"How did you manage that?" she asked.

"First engagement on Mtali. I used my vertol to draw fire away from the ground
units and flew a very extended support mission. By some mathemagical juggling they
credit me with saving better than fifty lives."

Thinking over comments she'd heard from others since arriving, she asked the next
question. "Those people who I thought were joking with you about saving their lives
weren't joking, were they?"

"No," Marta supplied. "We all owe this lunatic big time, especially after he took out
a missile battery by crashing into it."

"What?" Kendra demanded.

"Well, my racks were empty and my engines almost dead. Mass was the only
weapon [ had left. But it was a useable weapon," he said with a shrug.

Kendra pondered silently while the two adjusted their buttons and other
accoutrements. She spoke again, saying, "Those are seriously bright. Gold plated?"

"Gold," Rob corrected.

"Real gold?"

"Yeah. Looks better, wears better, has a better psychological feel to it and in an
emergency makes good trade goods." As he spoke he completed the look with a side-tied
green satin sash and thrust a huge cross-guarded sword into it.

"What is that?" Kendra asked, awed.

"That's a Viking langseax. We may carry just about any blade that suits personal
taste for dress. Standard issue for combat is a kataghan," he said, handing her a different
one from his closet. It was slightly double curved, had a small round guard and a grip big
enough for both hands despite its shorter length. She then looked at Marta's dress blade,
which was a smaller, wickedly pointed piece with exotic wood and gold wire fittings.

"Just a poniard," Marta said, "But a /ong poniard."

Finished dressing, the two looked proud, professional and deadly. Kendra was
starting to wish she could join the Freehold Forces. They commanded a respect that the
UN couldn't, and from professionalism, not fear. But it was a silly thought. She was an
outsider and they wouldn't trust her.

Kendra felt out of place as soon as they arrived at the funeral. Most of the hundreds
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of attendees were in uniform and those who weren't were all acquaintances, judging from
their actions. She stood nervously close to Rob and Marta and felt slightly better when
she recognized Medic Jaheed approaching.

He greeted his compatriots and turned to her. "Greetings, lady. Have things been
well?"

"Excellent. Thanks very much for helping me. And please, call me Kendra. Kendra
Pacelly," she insisted.

"And I'm Andrew, Drew to my friends."

"Incidentally," Rob interrupted, handing a package to Kendra.

"Oh! Yes," she nodded and handed it to Drew. "I was going to have Rob deliver this,
but since we are here . . . Well, thanks for your help."

"Thank you," he replied, taking the box. He glanced quickly at the contents. "Silver
Birch! Thank you indeed. If you feel the need to collapse again, please do, I owe you," he
said, laughing.

She laughed with him, then cut short. This was a funeral, after all. But no one had
seemed offended and there were other smiles around.

"We have to run," Marta reminded Rob. Turning, she spoke to Drew, "Would you
mind keeping Kendra company and explaining the service to her?"

"Delighted," he agreed and offered her his arm.

Rob and Marta headed toward the center of the round field. Drew led her to the edge
of a circle of people that was forming spontaneously and stood beside her. In short order,
Iota was sinking behind the earth rampart that surrounded the clearing and the service
began without preamble.

Three people took position in an equilateral triangle at the perimeter, all nude and
bearing items. They began walking slowly in the direction of the planet's rotation,
chanting as they moved. The first one, a young girl, passed by a few moments later,
swinging a censer and repeating, "With Fire and Air we draw the Circle." Some of the
people nearby repeated the invocation.

Many seconds later, the second figure approached. This one was an adult woman,
sprinkling water from a bowl with a wand. "With Water and Earth we seal the Circle,"
she said. Again, some responded.

The last to pass was also a woman and mature if not old. Despite her age, she
whipped a short sword around her body in a complicated form that denied any frailty.
"With Spirit and Sword we guard the Circle," she called, louder than the others.

Finally all three returned to their starting points, just as the sky was coloring with
dusk. The soft roar of waves on the lagoon muted some of what Kendra could hear. Stray
beams of lolight flashed off leaves in crimson, green, scarlet and violet. The air was
becoming brisk and she was glad of her cloak. She strained to hear again, through
shuffling waves and whispering boughs.

Seeing the expression on her face, Drew leaned closer and spoke quietly, "We can
talk. The Circle is a ritual to enclose friends and to ward off evil. The service within is
meant mostly for the next of kin and is kept quiet on purpose."

Kendra nodded understanding and watched politely. She noted that Rob had the
firing party drawn up facing away from them and toward the bier on which the body lay.
The pallbearers formed a triad of pairs around it and the service was being held just to the
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left, so the body was between the firing party and the lake.

Soon, the speaking ceased and Citizen Hernandez, in uniform although he was
retired, turned smartly to Rob and barked, "Firing party! Fire three volleys!" He raised his
hand in salute.

Rob returned the salute and snapped, "Firing party, by my command, port arms."

Swish-Thump went seven rifles.

"Half-right face."

The party turned as one, as if mounted on a board.

"Ready."

"Aim . .. Fire!”

Krack. Kendra started at the noise. She had expected primers only, not full power
loads.

"Aim, Fire!" Krack. "Aim, Fire!" Krack. Ready, front."

"Pre-sent . .. Arms!" Rob's arm raised his sword as all seven rifles pivoted to
vertical. Next to her, Drew saluted with his blade, as did most of those around her.

Kendra was expecting the next phase, a bugler playing "Taps," and felt the eerie
calm that she'd felt on previous occasions at military farewells. A deeply seated part of
her longed to be in uniform so she too, could participate. She blinked at damp eyes. At
least it was acceptable here. On Earth she'd seen people sneer at the military rituals, even
some who were in service. She didn't understand them.

The bugler trailed off the last note, tucked his instrument under his arm and saluted.
The tableau was complete, and stayed that way as the pallbearers retrieved the flag
covering the body and proceeded to fold it. The UN flag was always folded with the
center of the globe up, the Freehold flag folded until only green showed. The finished
piece was handed down the line from one to another, each pallbearer stepping back and
saluting as he or she finished. The flag ended up in Hernandez' gloves. He spoke an order
and all salutes dropped instantly, all across the field. There was a metallic swish of blades
entering sheaths, then silence. Hernandez turned and marched to Gatons' widow.

Reverently handing the flag to the old woman, he spoke loudly enough for all to
hear, "Lady, this flag is presented with the thanks of a grateful Freehold, in memory of
the service performed by your husband." He raised a salute and lowered it very slowly.

Kendra could see the woman crying and blinked again. Military funerals were
always hard to watch, in that respect. She expected that to be the end, but there was more.

Hernandez marched back to the bier, retrieved a case, and returned to face the
woman again. "I hold your husband's sword," he said, drawing that item from the case,
and laying it in her hands. "With it, he served honorably and so honored we return it."

Taking it in both hands, Ms Gatons gripped it silently for a few moments, then
handed it back. "I wish to return it to the Freehold, that it may be of service again," she
said through weeps.

A murmur passed through the crowd and Kendra turned to Drew again. "What?" she
demanded.

Leaning over, he explained, "Usually, a sword is willed to another soldier or kept as
a treasure. To return it is a rare gesture of dedication."

Kendra turned back again, to see Hernandez offer his arm to Ms Gatons. He
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marched slowly and she walked proudly, her eyes shining. They approached the bier. The
murmurs rose again.

"Great Goddess . . ." Drew whispered. "They're going to . . ." Kendra tugged at his
arm to no avail.

At the bier, Hernandez held the sheath and Gatons fiercely drew the sword. She
passed it expertly over her hands, presented it hilt first to Hernandez and silently
mouthed, "Thank you."

With a hand at each end, Hernandez slapped the blade over his knee. It had
obviously been pre-stressed, as it snapped cleanly and loudly. He returned the two pieces
to her and she placed them on the body as someone started clapping. In seconds, the
entire crowd was roaring. Rob shouted above the din and another volley sounded from
the firing party. Despite the confusion, it was still a crisp, single crack. Letting out a yell,
Jaheed finally noticed Kendra again and said, "Destroying the sword says that for another
to touch it would lessen the honor he did by serving. It's very rare to see."

The crowd quieted quickly and Hernandez faced the body, saluting again, as Gatons
walked to the central fire. She drew out a brand and held it aloft.

Somewhere behind the rampart, a bagpipe began "Amazing Grace." Gatons walked
slowly back to the bier and thrust the flaming limb into the base. The old woman with the
sword was at the edge of the water, waving wildly and shouting things unheard by
Kendra. The woman made a chopping motion with her sword and stepped back as Ms
Gatons leaned her weight against the huge structure and heaved. In moments, the
pallbearers and Hernandez joined her.

The bier slid to the shore on rails and began floating slowly out into the lagoon.
Kendra began crying again and noticed others were too. The piper sounded the last bar as
the flames licked upward.

Then, with a mighty wail that seemed to shake the earth, came the sound of many
pipes, joining the first in another verse. The lead piper crested the berm, followed by
others from all sides. The triumphant notes were almost drowned in the noise from the
crowd and Kendra was blinded with tears, holding her hands to her face to cover it. She
didn't see the pipers converge in the center and form up behind the fire.

She regained her composure in time for the three women to reopen the circle, in
almost the same manner it had been closed. She followed Jaheed as he fell into a line
with the others. There was a touch at her elbow and Rob and Marta were there.

Gatons was making her way along the line, greeting each person individually. / can't
be here! Kendra thought to herself, but by then, Jaheed was shaking hands with the
woman.

Letting go, Gatons turned to Marta and hugged her close. "Thank you so much for
coming!"

Rob held her hands, then hugged her also. "Warrant Leader McKay," she said
almost formally, "thanks for leading the firing party."

"You're welcome, lady," he replied. "It was an honor."

Gatons then turned to Kendra. "I don't believe we've met," she said, but there was a
friendly twinkle in her eye.

"Kendra Pacelli, ma'am, uh, lady," she stumbled, holding hands.

"Kendra is our ladyfriend," Marta explained, "and is a veteran of the UN Forces on
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Mtali."

"Interesting!" Gatons smiled, "We are honored by your presence," she assured
Kendra.

"It has been a privilege," she replied.

Kendra joined them at the wake and had an enjoyable time. There were toasts and
discussions of the happy times in Gatons' life, then food and dancing. When she left with
Rob, Marta and Drew were still dancing, along with a few other diehards. She discovered
she felt really good and joined Rob in his apartment. Sex was becoming a pleasant
pastime and she decided that life in the Freehold was good after all. She just wished she
could let people back home know. She cried quietly after they made love and he held her
gently until she fell asleep.
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Chapter 12

"Great things are done when men and mountains meet."
—William Blake

The next weekend was lovely. It was autumn, brisk and clear, which Kendra had
always liked, and it was perfect for a camping excursion Rob had been urging her to
accompany him on. She was a bit hesitant, not thrilled at the idea of sleeping in a tent
outside, but had agreed. He promised to have her back in time for work. She noted that he
didn't promise sleep.

They took his other vehicle, a battered groundtruck that had badly scratched and
faded panels, but whose turbine sounded brand new, and tossed in some gear from his
warehouse. She asked if it was possible to get a rent discount, since she wasn't using the
substantial storage unit that came with the apartment.

"No," he responded reasonably, "but you can rent it to someone else, can't you?"

It had never occurred to her. Sublet it? Well, sure. Not on Earth, of course, but here .

They headed west into the mountains. The city ended quickly, commerce giving way
to light industry giving way to a few wealthy houses on large lots, to scattered farms, to a
quick rise in elevation. There was no autocontrol and no barricade on the edge of the road
as they wound up through the trees, and she gripped the arms of the seat. She wondered
why aircars weren't more popular.

"Problem?" he asked.

"Scared," she replied.

He nodded and slowed. "Better?"

"A little," she replied, watching the tall pines and maples and local nuggetwood
flash past. The air was clean and warm, the view across the seaside plain breathtaking
and the dark hills romantic in their mystery. She'd never been into wilderness this
untamed.

Shortly, they turned off onto a side road that was unfused dirt. It was narrower, and
areas were gullied away by rain. Rob slowed further. They were no longer on the edge of
the hill, so Kendra relaxed slightly. The trees thinned a bit and a grassy meadow opened
up. It had been mowed recently and there was a fence at the edge of it. A sign detailed
ownership, inspection dates and listed a contact number for emergencies. "Here we are,"
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Rob told her. He parked the truck to one side and jumped out.

"Oh, Rob, it's beautiful!" she breathed. The east side tapered off onto the hillside and
looked across the plain to the East Sea far beyond. There was the streak of a launching
shuttle just visible from the starport. Then she noticed the silence. A few birds, the
whispering of twigs and leaves and nothing else. It was eerie. It was very arousing. She
grabbed him.

They threw a blanket to the ground and made love immediately. Kendra had had a
fantasy of making love in the wilderness ever since she had first discovered her sexuality,
and here was the chance. No distractions, no people. It was very erotic, and she orgasmed
in a crashing series of waves. They lay still afterward, until a few Earth-born bugs began
to get too inquisitive. They redressed and Rob explained the tent as he pitched it. She
helped by handing over poles.

It was the same design the Vikings had used 1500 years before: a wedge over a
framework of poles at every edge. No ropes, no fuss. Once pitched, they each grabbed a
side and moved it to a flatter location. Rob tossed in an air mattress and pulled the tassel
to inflate it, then added quilts. The truck contained a small fridge for food, a framework
that unfolded as a toilet seat and a couple of chairs. He built and lit a small fire, a tough
task in the even thinner atmosphere at this altitude, and dragged dead boughs from the
forest to feed it. He showed Kendra how to chop wood with an axe and she gleefully got
blisters and a splinter until she remembered the gloves he'd handed her.

They went on a short hike, Rob slinging a heavy rifle over his shoulder and handing
her a much lighter one. She made him wait at the gate while she read the owners' sign.
Rob's name was one of those listed. "Yours?" she asked, surprised.

"For now it's a retreat that friends and I own. When the city expands more, we'll
build it as a campsite and rent it out. That will keep the scenery intact."

"What about the land lower down?" she asked. "Once it's built you won't have a
view."

"Most of it is unsuitable for basic construction. That was one of our considerations.
It would take expensive methods to construct anything, and we own quite a strip of it
anyway. And if and when that type of stuff moves in, we'll sell it as commercial property.
Right now, we are paying a local to conduct weekly perimeter patrols in decent weather,
just to maintain the claim. And it is registered with Public Records."

They strolled around the western edge, gathering berries and a few edible plants as
they walked. They took breaks for her benefit; the air was almost too thin and she
yawned often. The trees whispered above them in the thin breeze and Iolight dappled the
ground. She saw occasional animals, including Earth squirrels and the local rabbitlike
bugses. The animals chittered back at them, curious but not terribly afraid. It was
amazingly idyllic. "Give me your gun," Rob interrupted.

She handed it over immediately and silently, wondering what was wrong. "Mine's
too big for this," he said as he sighted and fired. The rifle popped and twitched and there
was a sound of something crashing through the branches. He went forward at a run and
she hurried to catch up.

He'd shot a rabbit-sized animal off a tree limb and it curled in death on the leafy
ground. She felt queasy. "What's that?" she asked, knowing part of the answer already.

"A scrambler, and dinner. I brought other stuff if you don't want any."
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"Thanks," she acknowledged. No, she would not be eating scrambler.
* %k 3k

After smelling it roast on the fire, she agreed to try some. It was utterly delicious,
rubbed with local herbs and crisped on the outside. She drank some wine, then a bit more,
and had a few bites. Then some more wine and a few more bites of meat. She knew she'd
have a philosophical war with herself later, but for now she tabled it. Her ears were
roaring.

As dusk grew, the city began to light up, along with the few ships large enough to be
seen from here. The cityscape turned into a long, twinkling curve below, tapering off in
an arm to the north where the road led to Delph', curving northeast around the bay, and
cut off on the south in a broad arc that was the delta of the Drifting River. Rob dragged
out a pair of binoculars and pointed out where they must live. It was at the edge of the
glare of downtown, and she nodded.

The fire died down to embers, leaving a rich smoky taste to the air. He guided her
back from it and, after their eyes adjusted, he pointed out the constellations, many of
them the same as on Earth, but much easier to see through the clear air without city glare.
It was stunning. Thousands of stars and the Milky Way were clearly visible, as opposed
to tens within an inhabited area on Earth or mere hundreds in such preserved "wilds" as
the Boundary Waters. And there was the Sun, he pointed out to her. It was a barely
visible pinpoint near Sirius.

When they finally went to bed, she clung to him. For the first time in her life, she
felt really insignificant. Not even space travel had brought that home to her before.

The next morning was shivery cold, the altitude and clear, thin air conspiring to drop
the apparent temperature. She huddled under the quilts, struggled into clothes and then
dared to rise. Rob began packing gear.

A mist rolled slowly down the meadow's gentle slope and tumbled over the hill. It
wafted below in ghostly fingers, occasionally tearing into the sky as something below
warmed in the hazy lolight cutting across in front. The long turn of seasons here led to an
amazing spectrum of colors in the dual plant kingdoms, and the light through the leaves
threw colored shadows across the hoary grass. She wished for a camera, then realized no
picture could ever capture this moment. Rob came and stood next to her, hand on her
shoulder, and said nothing. As the gray tendrils thinned, he squeezed and pulled, urging
her to the vehicle.

She had forgotten how cold she was and gratefully soaked in the cab's heat, cupping
the proffered mug of chocolate in both hands. They bumped along the rutted path to the
road, Rob keeping the speed down to avoid spills.

They headed further west, over the mountains. The range barely topped three
thousand meters and was quite old geologically speaking. The road got straighter as the
basaltic tops smoothed out to domes, trees giving way to scrub. They were suddenly over
the divide and facing the central plains. Kendra gasped.

Woods. Trees. As far as the eye could see, nothing but trees. Millions of hectares of
them. No sight like it had been seen anywhere on Earth for five hundred years, and not in
"civilized" areas for at least a hundred more. She quivered inside, overcome with
emotion, and uttered not a word. Her exhaled breath made an almost inaudible
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"ohhhhhhhh!"

She finally remembered to breathe in.

"Now," Rob cut into her thoughts, "Why would anyone who's seen this ever want to
live anywhere else?"

"I don't," she replied very quietly, tears blurring her vision. With crystal clarity, she
realized the pain she'd been feeling was that of rejection from her old home. Nothing now
could pry her from her new home, Grainne.

She wondered why sights like this weren't better advertised? Surely there would be
more tourist traffic and better trade? Then she realized that that very traffic would destroy
the beauty that brought people. The Freeholders kept it quiet, not as selfishness, but as a
personal work of art to be shared with those who would seek it out or could best
appreciate it. She vaguely was aware that the investment to start such a tourist trade
would be huge—facilities and infrastructure would have to be built.

The unfolding vista knocked such thoughts from her mind. She forgot her fear of the
winding road and stared silently for long segs.

Halfway down the far side, Rob turned off the road onto another packed dirt trail.
This was a plateau, not a meadow and there was a trickling stream feeding a small pond.
It had been dammed deliberately for the small cabin nearby. "Inside tonight," he
promised her.

"Is this yours, too?" she asked.

"Partly," he admitted. "We have to do some upkeep as our share."

"Sure," she agreed.

He parked in front and began unlocking sliding covers over the windows and doors.
"To prevent vandalism?" she asked.

"Huh? Nah. Don't want storms or swinging branches to break any windows."

It was cool inside, lit indirectly through the trees and windows. Rob lit a fire inside a
stove and pointed to a list of chores.

They spent the morning gathering and chopping firewood, clearing brush from
around the road and cabin with machetes, sweeping and doing some touch-up painting.
The cabin was built of wood, making Kendra feel like a pioneer in the old American
West.

She shrugged and agreed to leftover scrambler, salted and spiced, and they mixed a
salad of items brought along. There was crusty bread, cheese and beer. They stretched out
for a short nap after the exertion of the morning and Kendra awoke to Rob attempting to
make love to her. She feigned sleep a bit longer, then let her legs fall open for him.
Finally, unable to restrain herself, she burst out laughing. He joined her.

The cabin had a composting toilet inside and minimal running water filtered from
the stream. The best part about modern society was that they could have solar receivers
and a small generator on the stream; no long buried or strung cables to disturb the
landscape were necessary.

"I'm going to take a walk," she announced. "Want to come with?"

"No, I'm going to tidy up," he said. "I'll catch up shortly. Make sure you take your
rifle," he added.

"Okay," she agreed, grabbing it from the rack as she opened the door. It was warm
and sunny now and no jacket was needed. She stepped down, closed the door and stood,
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inhaling the clean air and listening, eyes closed. She opened them and strode off across
the plateau.

It was pretty. The trees could be seen to sway gently and a lone cloud scudded
across, seeming to be just out of reach. She examined the granite of an outcropping,
similar but different from Earth granites, and handled a piece in curiosity. There was a
rustle to her left that didn't register for a moment, then triggered some unconscious reflex.

She turned, startled. A fluidly graceful form sprang out of the bushes, bounded off
the grassy edge of the clearing and leapt again. She realized its direction, groped for her
rifle and swung it, shaking.

She automatically followed the steps Rob had drilled into her; point, squeeze, point
again, squeeze. Four shots coughed out of the muzzle, recoil shoving at her shoulder.
There was an agonized roar and the creature's next bound ended with a tangible thump!
on the ground in front of her. She stood, shaking and stared at the long-legged beast
sprawled on the grass. Bloody froth oozed from its nostrils.

"I'm behind you," Rob advised, gently reaching around her to grasp her weapon and
lead her back a few steps. Drawing his pistol, he walked wide around the animal and fired
a round just behind its ear. It twitched once.

"What the hell is that?" she demanded, shaking again.

"That was a ripper. Now dead. Well shot, lady," he said, holstering his own gun.

She glanced at the weapon still in her hand, reached down and returned it to its slung
position. Her shakes continued. "What?" she asked, not tracking properly.

"It was going to have you for lunch. You were quicker," Rob explained.

"A bare victory for human intelligence," she said with a sickly smile, trying to relax.

"I didn't say smarter, just quicker," he returned. "Never think of these bastards as
stupid."

"Yeah," she agreed, nodding vigorously.

Adrenaline from the ripper attack kept her awake the entire way home. The rolled-
up skin in the truck bed didn't reassure her. She'd declined to watch the skinning process
and felt queasy about it. The remains had been left for scavengers, except for one large
steak. "Pretty rank tasting, but not something you get every day," Rob had said.

Pretty as it was, Freehold was no Utopia. Utopia didn't have bloodthirsty predators
that hadn't had millions of years to learn to fear hominids.

She didn't even notice the fast drive down the mountains, in the dusk, that would
have terrified her two days before. She helped Rob unload in a daze, got back in and was
silent as he drove to Marta's. Once inside, she showered at length, luxuriating in modern
equipment and safety, then crawled into bed. Rob was already asleep.

She stirred from a bad dream as Marta snuggled in behind her.

"Hi, love," Marta greeted her, kissing her thoroughly. "Is that a ripper skin in my
other freezer?"

"Uh, yes. It jumped me this afternoon," she agreed, muzzy-headed.

"Well done! Can we use it as a rug in front of the fireplace? Please? Cash? Barter?
Two hours of scorching sex?" Marta teased her.

"Sure, I guess. I hadn't thought about it." She was back asleep before Marta could
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continue her seduction. She barely was aware of a soft, frustrated curse and didn't hear or
feel Marta shifting to get comfortable against her back.
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Chapter 13

"You never hear anyone say, 'Yeah, but it's a dry cold.""
—Charles A. Budreau

Kendra's duties at the park changed as the seasons did. First came removal of tons of
leaves, and insulated bowls for the more sensitive plants. Flags were planted along
walkways to mark them under the snow. She learned how to do basic maintenance on the
heating systems at the restrooms. Then the fountains were shut down, to turn into skating
rinks. Additional rinks were laid out with timbers, to be filled with water when the
temperature reliably dropped below freezing.

The merchants dwindled in number to a few die-hards selling souvenirs and the food
vendors who never stopped. She inquired, and found out that various halls staged sales of
assorted merchandise throughout the winter and some of the entrepreneurs were strictly
seasonal. It seemed like a rather insecure way to make a living, but the overhead and
operating costs were low.

It got cold, and she went shopping for appropriate clothing. There was an excellent
selection of warm gear, from dirt ugly and cheap to very nice high-end stuff. Rob was
digging into someone's operation, so Marta went with her. Her first advice was,
"Remember everything I told you about fashion? Ditch it. You're trying to stay warm.'

It was good advice. She got two heavily quilted and waterproof coveralls and two
sets of boots, one for regular wear, one for temperatures below -20, and Marta assured
her they'd have them. She elected blaze orange for her parka, just for visibility. Gloves
and a balaclava completed her shopping. There went another Cr800. She sighed and
bundled the stuff home.

The first blizzard hit in early November—unlike the other time divisions, they'd kept
the familiar month names. Ten months of five local weeks each, with no July or August.
June to September was a change that would take getting used to, but she was grateful that
the whole calendar hadn't changed. There were too many things to learn now. Like this
blizzard.

She wouldn't have thought that a coastal plain on the East Coast could have a lot of
snow, especially considering the overall climate. She was stunned when it hit. She
opened her door one morning and there was thirty centimeters of snow there. Some of it
trickled in, propelled by a chill blast. She exchanged her pants and tunic for a coverall,
her jacket for a parka and her shoes for boots. Her cloak stayed home.
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It took her longer to walk to work. The city did little snow removal. This was one
case where the lack of state infrastructure did hurt. The retailers were busily shoveling,
melting and pressure-throwing snow off their accessways. Some had coils installed
underground and were simply brushing the surface aside as it melted underneath. A few
either left it to compact under foot and wheel or didn't open. The larger stores either had
or contracted for plows, blowers and melters, which were simply road fusers set on low
heat. The city did have a good drainage system at resident expense. It would have been
impossible to live without one.

Traffic was heavier than she expected, because there was little automatic control to
sequence it. Also, the thick clouds and wind had grounded all the flyers, which increased
the traffic density tremendously. She had originally been amazed at the number of flying
vehicles in this society and wondered why most people had dedicated ground cars also.
Now she knew. The thought of a crash in midair or into a building in heavy snow was
enough to make her skin tingle, and the sound of sirens some distance away added to her
queasy feeling. She hoped most pilots were smarter than to risk it. Apparently, local
streets and small neighborhoods either pooled funds or did without removal, hoping
someone would drive by and clear the street in passing.

As soon as she got to the garage, she was sent out to help clear the surrounding
streets, the maintenance access road and the main park walkways. Then she was called to
plow some nearby housing complexes on contract. This was where City Parks made a
substantial chunk of its revenue for the year. Hiroki called her and directed her to plow a
few areas near the homes of disabled and elderly people. She found most of them had
already been done by neighbors, and was again impressed by the Freeholders' social
responsibility. Something about still being in the process of taming the system, she
surmised. Her final tasks were the areas around the smaller, outlying parks, then she
headed back, cold despite the cab heater. Then they had to clean the vehicles. She'd
worked an extra div and earned the gratitude of Hiroki and Karen.

It was already well toward sunset. It was amazing how fast the day changed with a
20-degree axial tilt. She walked through the park, heading north, and stopped to watch a
group of artists. They were piling and compacting snow and carving it into sculptures.
She could see a castle, a dragon—a whole scene from high fantasy. A couple were
spraying water and fixative over the finished parts to preserve it for a time. "Hey, do you
work here, lady?" one of them asked, guessing from her mode of dress.

"Yes?" she replied.

"Where can we find a power hookup? I thought there was one over here, but . . ." he
tapered off, indicating the snow.

She helped them dig for a connection and watched as they set up an outdoor lighting
kit. They were prepared to work late, apparently. Another returned with food and drinks,
and several passersby were gathering. The inevitable hat was getting stuffed with chits
and someone brought beer. Kendra finally left, laughing. Any excuse for a party!

% sk %k

The winter was as long as the summer had been. Wind howled through the artificial
canyons of the city, whipped across the bay and dumped occasional snow. Rob took her
to a Winter Solstice ritual, a relaxed one. Marta went to one that was a much more frank
celebration of fertility. It sounded interesting to see as an observer, but not the type of
thing Kendra would participate in.
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Long divs of work and short daylight was stressful. She and Rob had a few fights
over stupid things and she spent more social time with Marta. The young woman had an
incredible amount of energy, considerable disposable income for entertainment and was
very generous. It took Kendra a while to realize that Mar enjoyed blowing money with
her friends and was neither trying to show off nor create obligations.

Still, she had only the two friends and a handful of acquaintances. Cabin fever was a
drain and the winter was two and a half months long, or a hundred twenty-five dull, gray,
dark, blustery local days. Ice storms, blizzards, occasional freezing rain, broken branches,
stuck vehicles, all the bad things she knew from home and for almost twice as long. She
realized now why these people were such manic partiers in summer. They had plenty of
pent-up energy from winter.

She accepted an invitation to dine with Marta's family. Rob would meet her there,
but she was traveling with Mar. The family home was on the west side, where
development was still continuing, and surprised Kendra at first. She'd assumed from
Marta's spread that her family would have a huge mansion or sprawling ranch. Instead, it
was a quite typical contemporary villa. It was modern enough, with variable-polarity
solar windows, automatic climate control and a huge heat sink to go with the windows
and vents and all the nice accessories that made maintenance simple. The house had good
land area and would almost certainly appreciate well as the city grew, but was nothing
spectacular like, say, Marta's own monstrous digs.

She pondered the apparent modesty while being greeted and it finally came to her.
To become a Citizen, Hernandez had had to achieve considerable wealth, then donate
virtually all of it to the Freehold. Citizens wielded huge political power. They were not
allowed economic means to go with it. That one tenet of society Kendra had never argued
with, as it made perfect sense.

She looked at Hernandez again with new respect. Here was a man who had served in
the military, independently made a fortune in the millions, then voluntarily gave most of
it away to lead. He now had a textbook average middle-class existence and an equivalent
income that was dependent upon the good graces of those he ruled. That said more about
his integrity than any thousand campaign speeches back on Earth.

Marta's mother was half Asian, half Caucasian, and that blend with her husband's
Hispanic looks had created the exotic beauty of their children. Kiki and Umberto, as they
insisted on being called, introduced their other children, Kichan and Carlos. He was just
now ten local years, tall and lean, and would be moving out shortly to pursue his own
fortune. Marta's older sister, Kichan, was an engineer out in a Halo habitat, home on
vacation between projects. She was plain only by comparison to Marta. Rob arrived
shortly, looking very good in a kilt in Kendra's opinion. He'd brought wine and mead.
Kendra had almost forgotten the local custom of gifts for every occasion and had
remembered just in time to stop by a store for some imported Swiss chocolate. It was
received enthusiastically.

The meal was good, being a cross between Thai and Southwest. It was something
resembling quesadillas and burritos, but with plenty of meat and vegetables and not much
in the way of beans or rice. She'd been told it was vat-raised meat and was quite grateful
for that and for the fact that the spices were served as sides. The salsa was fresh and
corrosive, the beer was Umberto's own brew, crisp and refreshing. To make it even more
pleasant, the company was cheerful and highly intelligent. That made sense. There were
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no stupid genes in this family. Kendra felt very welcome as the conversation swung from
space to weather to business to politics, and to a comparison between the Freehold and
the UN. Kendra discovered that the group was quite educated as to Earth, far more so
than she was to the Freehold, even after more than a year of residency.

Somehow, crime came up. She knew that crime was far lower here, by several
orders of magnitude, but the attitude about Earth, from people who had never been there,
offended her. She politely said so.

Kichan was quite vocal. "I wasn't trying to offend you personally, Kendra, but don't
you admit to being much safer here?"

"Yes," she agreed. "But the mindset on Earth is different. We aren't as bothered by
most petty crimes."

" "Petty crime'?" Kichan asked, a tone of irony in her voice. "I'm guessing you mean
shoplifting or larceny? I suppose I see that, if you're used to it as a common occurrence.
It's just hard to think of having your property violated and not having any way to recover
it as 'petty." "

"We regard property as expendable. That's what insurance is for," Kendra explained.
"Of course, it's hard to put a dollar value on sentimental items. But that's not even really
petty crime, that's just human nature at work, taking things."

"It's not your nature, is it?"

"Well, no," Kendra admitted. "But it's quite common for poor people."

"Not here," Rob observed. "But if that's not what you mean by petty crime, what do
you mean?" he asked, leaning forward with his wine.

"Oh, basic assault, vehicle theft, rape, burglary, strong-arm robbery," Kendra said.
"As long as you aren't seriously hurt, it's just like any other accident."

There was silence. She realized that some boundary had been crossed, but couldn't
place it.

"Rape is a 'petty' crime?" Marta asked, looking very bothered.

"Well, it's painful and embarrassing short term," Kendra replied, "but not really
debilitating. After the first couple, you get used to it, just like muggings."

The whole table was staring at her. She struggled with the horrified looks. Were they
that naive about crime? Had none of them ever thought about what it was like? At all?

Kichan put her fork down, breathed deeply and stood. "If you'll all excuse me for a
moment, please?" she said, and left the table. She was hurrying as she reached the hall.

Into the awkward silence, Rob and Marta both began to speak. He deferred to her.

"So, has anyone heard about Vermilion's new recording? I'm posing for the cover,"
she said.

Everyone, including Kendra, gratefully embraced the subject change. "Great!" her
mother said. "Any details?"

"Not really, Mom. They are doing most of the background with both classic oil and
electronic art, so it'll be a very surrealistic holo. Apparently it involves a dragon and some
kind of alien creature. I'm spread out and writhing and having a really intense orgasm."

"Oh, that'll be good for business," her brother commented.

"Exactly," Marta nodded. "The rate was okay, but what I didn't get in percentage I'll
more than get in advertising. Maybe even some outsystem orders for pics or some
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visiting muckymuck. Who knows? The art director loved it, said I looked delish, so I may
even get some more orders that way, too."

Kendra nodded. She had found out that Mar also sold pictures, would do custom
videos, modeled for several exoticwear manufacturers and did bit parts of acting. Rob
had taken over as her agent and she had a net programmer on contract to keep her files
from being hacked. She had a small sample site that could be accessed for free and would
sell images gladly, but expected a fee for every viewing. She kept the code updated so
they couldn't be downloaded or copied without approval and had filed several suits
against secondary dealers who had swiped files.

Kichan returned, looking better, and the conversation drifted to camping, sports and
eventually to Kendra's park work. No one seemed bothered by the earlier incident and
they stayed quite late.

As they headed home, she asked her friends, "Okay, I'm confused. Crime is a taboo
subject, but you can discuss your publicly displayed orgasms? I don't get it."

Rob and Mar exchanged glances and thoughtful looks. Finally, he spoke. "Crime is a
violation of a person's self or property. Sex is a matter of human nature, and in this case,
art."

I guess," she replied. "Back home, we talk about our attacks and how we managed.
Sort of a release, I suppose. It's also kind of a bragging rights thing or just a story type of
thing. Hard to explain. But sex is very private."

"I think," said Marta, "that sex in that context reveals too much of your feelings to
strangers. It's a protective measure. The crime is superficial to you, so that's an okay
subject."

"Which is exactly backwards," Rob said. "I don't know how you got into that
mindset as a society, but it's guaranteed to destroy it."

"I think it's just another difference," Kendra insisted defensively. "I don't see Earth
disappearing anywhere after all this time."

The others were silent. She joined them.
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Chapter 14

"Democracy is based on the assumption that a million men are wiser than
one man. How's that again? I missed something.

"Autocracy is based on the assumption that one man is wiser than a
million men. Let's play that over again, too. Who decides?"

—Robert A. Heinlein, in 7ime Enough for Love

Kendra arrived home tired. It had been a hectic day, with a lot of planting and
several rearrangements of spaces. Then she'd had to clear vehicles away. There'd actually
been an election scheduled and the park was one of the prime meeting places in town,
along with the Citizen's Council Building and two other large parks.

She hadn't thought any democratic process existed here. There was no provision for
legislation in the Constitution and only the Citizens were allowed to make what few
political decisions there were. She'd followed the news closely on this, just out of
curiosity. She had assumed that as an immigrant, she was not eligible, then recalled that
she was a paid Resident. She had as much voice as anyone born here.

It was a simple District matter. The starport wanted to expand and would have to
destroy several existing roads to do so. Paying for them and construction of new ones,
was a strictly private matter for the Jefferson Starport Corporation. She was still bemused
by the notion of a private entity controlling traffic. It seemed dangerous, but there were
two others competing with it. Usage rates were quite reasonable.

The question was, where should the relocated roads be routed? There were several
farms and industries that had to be worked around. Three routes presented themselves as
being easily exploited, but all three had their pros and cons. One would prevent
expansion of an existing business park entity, which had the land but had not yet used it.
They were willing to sell for the right price and instead stretch south rather than west. A
second diverted far around existing land and would slow ground traffic from the suburbs
growing out that way. The third would cut close to the bay, affecting Bay Park and
several private beaches. For the time being the city had claimed all three routes and
would not be releasing them until a decision was reached. A suit had been filed against
the 'port and the city by investors, demanding release of land not being used for roads, as
a constitutional violation. There was a petition from the suburbs not to use the circuitous
middle route and another from civic groups not to use the seaside path. JSC had filed a
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demand that it be allowed to select the cheapest route, which was the one the
suburbanites were opposed to.

Faced with a conflict that was bound to antagonize everyone, the Citizens judging
the suits had decided to put it to a popular vote in the District. They reserved the right to
make the final decision, but had decided that a popular choice was necessary to that
decision-making process.

The election was scheduled for six divs. Anyone was welcome to code a vote to
Citizens' court, with residence number attached. Many did. Many others gathered in the
parks and the Council building to hear final arguments. The lifter-elevated screen rippling
in the breeze showed the discussions and a massive crowd formed, most arriving within a
few segs of the voting time.

Cameras and aides were in place and the choices were read. "For the western route,
through Parkfield Business Park, at the expense of JSC."

"Aye!" Kendra thought that best. The 'port would have to raise fees slightly or cut
corners elsewhere, but it would be cheaper than distancing three towns' ground traffic.

"For the middle route, around the towns of Greenwood, Franklin and New Muncie."

"Aye!"

"For the eastern route, along the bay."

"Aye!" That last was clearly not popular and the few raised hands and voices were
followed by good-natured chuckling, some of it from the voters who supported that lost
cause.

"To be confirmed by review, the population votes for the western route."

That was it. Election over in ten seconds. Did these people do nothing at a slow,
respectable pace?

She could determine why the park was used, anyway. Most of the voters stayed to
socialize. She should have expected it. She had a soft drink and a sandwich from a
vendor, watched a couple of performers and headed home.

There was a message waiting on her comm. Pulling off her boots, she sat back and
cued it.

"Hi there," said a familiar redheaded woman. It was Jelsie Romar. "Told you I'd be
home about now. It looks as if you're doing well. I'd like to stop by about six-fifty. Call
me and let me know. Two nine nine nine three, two nine three seven five five. Bye."

Kendra said, "Place call to code from message."

"Dialing."

On the third flash, the call was answered. "Romar. Oh, hi. Glad you're there. You
see, | have this body." She grinned.

Laughing, Kendra replied, "You're in luck. I work for Jefferson Parks, so I have a
shovel."

Romar whooped in response. "You got my message [ assume?" she asked.

"Sure. Come on over."

"Be there in twenty."

Jelsie hit it off with Marta as well as she had with Kendra. She was just very nice
and sweet. She was also very religious, Kendra discovered. They were at Marta's place
with Rob and Drew and were still talking and drinking as dark fell. "Oh, shoot!" Jelsie
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gasped, looking outside at the purple sky. "Full Gealach tonight! I'm supposed to do
ritual!"

"We can do it here," Marta said. "My shrine is small, but you're welcome."

Breathing deeply, Jelsie said, "Thanks. You want to lead or should 1?"

"You go ahead," Marta said. "This way."

Drew went along, partly for the service, partly to watch Jelsie. He had a thing for
redheads. Rob went along to watch both women, and Kendra followed from curiosity.

Marta's shrine was all the way up in a loft, with windows facing in all directions and
a skylight, too. It had soft lighting, a stone as an altar, and several bottles, bowls and
bundles of incense. It was in earth tones throughout, with cushions and a low couch.

Jelsie and Marta stripped and donned robes. The others took seats on the cushions
and waited. Romar selected an incense block from the abundant rack, placed it in a tray
and set candles around the stone. She lit one, used it to light others and the block of
incense and spoke the lights out. Then she took a goblet from the rack and poured wine.

Kendra had seen this ritual before, but Romar seemed to glow from within with
passion. She added an invocation to Gealach before closing. She hugged and lightly
kissed them all as she closed, then sat back, sweating lightly from the exertion.

"Oath of Blades?" Drew asked into the silence.

"Sure." "Yes." "Might as well." were the answers. Kendra didn't know what it was
and kept silent.

Marta drew a sword from a rack on the wall and laid it in front of her. Drew and
Jelsie pulled out their service knives and Rob produced his usual "utility" blade, all
twenty-five centimeters of it. All lay on the altar, facing the center. Kendra looked
askance at Rob, who gave her a very slight nod that she should just sit.

Jelsie blew smoke from the incense block gently across the blades, Marta sprinkled a
drop of wine onto each from a finger. As one, they raised them vertically with both hands
and dipped the tips toward the central candle flame. Drew sprinkled clove-scented oil
onto a silk cloth and Rob took each blade in turn and wiped them clean. Again, the blades
were presented toward the flame. The four intoned together, "Our blades, our bodies, our
souls. For God, Goddess and the Freehold." They passed the blades flat across their
palms and sheathed them. Kendra nodded in understanding. It was a ritual exclusive to
the military. She knew many people who regarded military rituals as silly. She doubted
any of those people were prepared to die for a cause. Once again she envied her friends
their camaraderie.

They were shortly back downstairs again. "Thank you, Marta," Jelsie said. She
sounded very relieved.

"Glad to," Mar replied.

They stayed all night. Marta made a polite hint to Jelsie, who declined. She
considered Drew's offer for some time, then agreed to it. He looked delighted. Kendra
shared a look with Rob, and they grinned, reading each other's thoughts. They glanced at
Marta, who said, "Go ahead. I do sleep alone on occasion."”

"Do you want to join us?" Kendra asked.

"Of course. But I don't want to impose."

"Oh, come on!" Kendra grinned. She loved getting attention and it was sensual to
give. Marta's sexuality was a palpable thing, and very inspiring.
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"If you're going to twist my arm . . ." Marta said and laughed, loudly.
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Chapter 15

"Back to the Army again, sergeant,
Back to the army again.

'Ow did I learn to do right-about-turn?
I'm back to the Army again."

—Rudyard Kipling, "Back to the Army Again"

"Could I see you, Kendra?" Hiroki asked quietly, looking rather upset.

"Cert," she agreed. "What goes?" She followed him into his office. He offered her a
seat. She saw both Karen and Citizen Hernandez as she took it, and felt suddenly
bothered.

"The city has had to cut our stipend totally," Hiroki said.

Hernandez continued, "Not by choice. But the economic crunch is hitting us. We
have a duty to provide support to the military, and with trade reduced, our contributions
from corporate sources have shrunk. There are several areas that can no longer be funded
for the foreseeable future."

Hiroki picked up, "As I'm sure you've figured, Karen and I are the only permanent
contractors. The others are hired as-needed, and the labor pool are all court prisoners.
We've cut into the budget for landscaping, raised the fees for rental, but what it finally
comes down to is we have no work for you to do and no money to pay you. We are very
regretfully going to have to terminate your contract." He flushed red at the admission and
looked thoroughly ashamed. Kendra had learned that terminating an employee for other
than disciplinary reasons was considered very discourteous, almost criminal.

She replied, "I understand, Hiroki. It's not your fault." After a moment's silence and
a nod from him, she turned to Hernandez and asked, "My contract is being resold then?
How much input do I get?"

"Your contract was paid by the park," Hernandez said, leaning back. "So it is
terminated with no prejudice to you. It's the least we can do, since you are going to be out
of work. Your debt is paid. I'll be happy to help you find something else. And possibly
advance you funds for travel or such."

"Thank you, sir, but I have savings," she insisted. "And I'd like to explore my own
resources first."

"Please come by to visit whenever you like," Karen said. She apparently had been
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there as emotional support for Hiroki. "And if something comes up, we'll let you know
immediately."

"Thank you," Kendra said, her brain considering possibilities. She made awkward
small talk that tapered off and finally said goodbye and left, retrieving her few
possessions from her locker. She headed back for Marta's, having no other place to go at
the moment.

* %k 3k

"Okay," Rob said after she told him, "So you are paid off less than halfway through
your contract, unemployed and have savings. There are far worse situations."

"Oh, sure," she agreed, "but I'm still unemployed and have limited savings. And I
don't think anyone wants a cultural assessment of Earth at this point." She smiled wryly.

Marta came through from the kitchen and said, "You can stay here as long as you
want, love. You know that."

"Thanks," she said. "But I won't take charity. I'll pay for my board."

Marta started to object, but caught Rob's expression. She didn't understand it, but
she held her comments.

Rob knew she felt out of place and why she couldn't take charity from friends. She
might take it from a government, but there was no such here. The irony was amusing,
since most Freeholders were diametrically opposed to her position, from the same
motives.

"Come," Rob said with a gesture. "There's someone I want you to meet." He rose
and headed for the vehicle bay. She followed him and strapped in.

He drove across town to a smaller business park, Park North. Like most, it actually
was a privately owned, publicly accessible park with commercial and light industrial
businesses surrounding it. He stopped near one edge, in what was technically a retail
area. The sign above them said Military Recruiting Station.

Kendra said, "But—" but he cut her off and led her inside.

By the end of the day, she was back in the military. She liked serving and being
useful, and part of her homesickness had been for her military life. The Freehold forces
impressed her and it hadn't taken much suggestion. The recruiter naturally was eager to
meet his quota, but few slots were available. However, hearing of her prior service had
made his job easier and he'd offered her the rank of corporal. She accepted, signed and
was initially sworn in. In back, the old routine of placement tests and physical
examination was almost comforting, despite its impersonality. The adminwork was as
brief as she was coming to expect and they even had space in logistics. Part of her was
nervous, but another part was thrilled at being part of a team again, of belonging to
society. Rob had stressed that she needed placement soon and the recruiter scheduled her
to leave a week hence. She cheerfully went home and sat down to a celebratory feast with
her family, as she was coming to think of them, and slept soundly after gathering her
possessions and making plans and lists.

The week was tense. She felt eagerness mixed with anxiety and took it out
physically on Rob, who reciprocated even more passionately than usual. They spent a lot
of time talking about nothing in particular, and some time talking about training, but
always skirting the issue of departure and separation.

"I'm betting this is very different from the UNPF recruit training," he said to her one
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day at lunch. They were all staying at Marta's for the time being, and the pair of them
were sitting at the heavy, carved bluemaple dining table.

"Why?" she asked, between sips of soup.

"Different philosophies," he said. "We're a nation of cooperative loners, doing what
has to be done because it's reasonable. Earth for the most part is very social, everyone
cooperating because they've been raised to do so. We think differently. And the UN
officially regards force as undesirable, talks around the subject and always pretends it's
using less than it is. They've got lots of money and personnel and don't have to be
efficient. So they have a small operations force within a huge support structure, aimed at
bringing strays back into the fold. Whereas we . . . well, what do we need a military for?"

That was something she'd wondered herself. "I'm not really sure."

"Neither are we," he said. "But being independent, we have to have our own. It's
small, the ratio of operations to support is huge and the line between them blurred, and
we can't expect to fight in nice urban settings, with all the water, power, roads and
facilities we'd like."

He described training to her and she knew she should be listening, but it really
wasn't what either of them wanted to talk about. She knew he wanted her to stay, she
knew he understood why she had to do this, and they were both avoiding the issue.

At least they didn't fight.

Marta was less vocal about the military, more so about missing Kendra. The
contrasts between the two women were small enough for them to be good friends,
sufficient for Kendra to find interest in everything Marta suggested, even if she decided
most of it wasn't to her taste. They spent the week hitting club after club at Mar's urging,
building up socialization against the coming enforced weeks of spartan discipline.

Their goodbye was teary. Once again, Kendra was being uprooted from her home
and dragged to a strange place to start anew. She'd thought it would be easier, having
fewer possessions and family to worry about. It seemed that the dearth thereof made what
she had that much more precious.

They all went to the port and sat around a café table, drinking chocolate and coffee,
eating spiced snacks and plain quesadillas. "You're staring at me," Kendra said after a
while.

"We're going to miss you," Rob said. He was staring at her face, her body, her face
again. It was unnerving. Marta said nothing, just gripped her hand.

"I'll be back," she said, smiling. It was forced. Inside, she was nervous. Basic all
over again. And what would it be like, with all her experience, to be a raw recruit again?

Soon enough, her flight was called. From habit, they walked briskly, then waited
again at the departure lounge. It was still odd not to have any kind of security check. A
token few employees stopped eager visitors from walking onto the planes and shuttles
and that was it.

She was hugged from both sides, Rob and Marta seemingly determined to cling to
her until the last moment. Then Marta kissed her. "Take care, be careful, and hurry back,"
she said.

Rob in turn gripped her tightly, pulled her close, firm muscles pressing against her
from knee to shoulder, and kissed her hard and long. His hands held her at neck and
waist. When they broke at last, he said, "Good luck. Love you."
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"Love you," she agreed, her eyes damp.
The two hurried away, not looking back.
* %k 3k

Kendra arrived in the town of Rockeliff in late afternoon and had to find her own
way to the base. The taxi ride gave her the chance to look at the scenery of the western
coastal range, much younger and sharper than the blurred edges of those near the capital.
The landscape was vigorous, blue-green and yellow, with purple hazy peaks to the tallest
mountains far off to the east.

Rockcliff was actually a considerable distance inland, despite being situated above
the west coastal plain, and Mirror Lake was a perfect blue that blended into the sky. With
few major roads and only a bare two centuries of development, the city seemed to well up
out of the landscape. A modern, geometric corporate headquarters building grew like a
massif out of the trees and she marveled again at the sheer, overwhelming sensuality of
Grainne's scenery.

Dropped at the gate of the base, she was held until a student escort from training
depot could come to get her, then dropped off at a huge barracks complex. She was led to
a hundred-bed bay, stifling in the afternoon heat, and introduced to an instructor.

"Sergeant Carpender," her escort said, "Recruit Pacelli."

Carpender was tall, taller than she, and broad shouldered with a barrel chest. His
hair was short and wavy brown and his face round and intense. He glanced at his comm
and said, "A little early, aren't you?" His voice boomed.

"Transportation problems, sir," she said.

"What's the problem with being early? Never complain about that. You can help
over here." He gestured.

Two recruits already in uniform were aligning beds and laying out fresh linen. She
assisted by dragging the bedclothes from a truck outside and dropping a bundle on each
bed. They were done shortly.

"You two are released back to your section," Carpender told them. "Pacelli, let's get
dinner." She followed him across to a dining hall that was blowing out wonderful smells.
She knew from more than a year of experience that Freeholders demanded excellent food,
even at government facilities, and loaded her plate high after signing in. It wasn't
dissimilar from UN facilities so she felt comfortable.

"So, can I ask about your accent?" Carpender inquired, sitting across from her. He'd
filled his tray to capacity and then some, and dug in as he sat.

She explained her background in detail, since the recruiters had all the data anyway.
He nodded periodically and asked some leading questions. He didn't seem to find her
story problematic.

"I've heard all kinds of backgrounds here," he said. "Don't sweat it."

Then he asked, "Am I right that you are a bit below things as far as physical
strength?" She agreed. "Okay," he nodded. "Then understand this: on the one hand, there
aren't any allowances for that. On the other hand, we don't want you hurt. Keep me
informed if there are any problems and we'll either get you supplemental training or, not
likely, medical treatment if necessary. If anything has you confused or is outside your
experience, ask. You have the right to know you are being treated within our safety
requirements, and we need to know about any problems to do that."



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

She agreed politely and thankfully and returned to the barracks with him. Three
other recruits arrived that evening. There were thumping and banging noises at night and
when she awoke there were eleven of them. The main rush arrived by bus at 3 divs,
bringing the total to fifty.

* %k 3k

They were walked rather than marched to the training depot and had all their
documentation from the recruiters redone for clarity. Some minor points were corrected
and one person sent home on medical profile. He was directed to return in three months.
Kendra never found out why.

Next, they were lined up for medical exams—very complete medical exams.
Nanoprobes, electronic scans, and physical tests, including samples of blood, skin and
hair. They were immunized with both nanos and a few hypodermics and given paper
copies of the transaction as well as datachips. There were several briefings on training,
procedures and other details. Kendra learned that there were Christian chaplains on base,
including a Roman Catholic, although not a Catholic Reformed. Still, it was something.
And she had a choice of local clock or Earth clock for worship. She decided that every
ten local days was adequate, not being exceptionally devout. Besides, the idea of adapting
every seven Earth days at twenty-four hours to the local schedule was bound to create

waves and get her noticed.
% sk ok

"Strip," Carpender ordered. "Place your civilian clothes in the bag and line up here
for haircuts. No talking, and keep your noses in your study manuals when not otherwise
occupied." She was almost used to nudity with strangers, and peeled out of her unitard
and slacks. She joined a cluster that was getting sorted into lines, and fell in.

They were lined up by height, which put Kendra near the front as the tallest woman
by far, and the first one in. She could see ahead of her the men having their heads shaved.
It was hard for her to believe that barbaric rituals like that were still part of a modern
military. She pretended to keep her nose in her book, as ordered, but watched obliquely.
Some of them were relaxed and expecting it, others nervous.

She was quickly at the front of the line and wondered how short they'd clip her.
Collar? Neck? She stepped forward as a chair emptied,and a bib was slipped around her
neck. "How short?" the . . . well, "barber" was the wrong word, but . . .

"Collar-length?" she half inquired.

"Back to the collar," he agreed sadistically, as the shears swept back from the center
of her forehead. She gasped. They shaved women, too?? She quickly was despising the
medieval thugs who had designed this course of training. What the hell were they
thinking?

She was bald in seconds and urged out of the chair. She remembered her doccase
through her daze, walked through the indicated door, and stifled her outrage. She fumed
silently, afraid to touch her head and feel the stubble.

She joined the lines for uniforms and snuck a glance at the man currently on the pad.
Light beams scanned him quickly, calculated sizes and reported it to a duty soldier. They
still drew uniforms from the racks by hand! Why such a primitive approach? Automation
existed for such minor details.

She stepped forward, ready to be scanned, when a firm grip on her arm pulled her
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aside. "Over here, recruit," a woman's voice ordered. She turned to see a sergeant and a
private. "Legs spread and arms straight out. Eyes front," the sergeant continued. Turning
to address the private, she said, "Around the neck—" and Kendra felt a band wrapped
around her throat. It dropped away and the private yelled, "Thirty-four!"

The sergeant continued, "Chest and waist," and the private ordered, "Breathe in and
hold, recruit." She complied. In seconds, she'd been measured by hand and sizes scribbled
on a sheet. She was urged toward one of the troops drawing uniforms and as she handed
her measurements over, heard the sergeant say, "Not bad. Try the next one." Apparently
it was a training exercise. Well, it was good to know how to measure if the system was
down. It would never happen on Earth, of course. Touching someone without a specific
invite was grounds for criminal action. The detailed waivers doctors had their patients
sign was proof of that.

She was handed a stack of uniforms and pointed at a painted square on the floor.
"Get dressed and keep all gear inside the lines!" someone ordered. She'd give them this:
they were very fast and efficient. And, she found out seconds later, they issued uniforms
that fit. It took only segs to be back outside, carrying a duffle full of clothes.

The remainder of the day was all processing. Typical military, but with little "hurry
up and wait." No one wasted any time and the recruits were processed fast. They were
fed, escorted back to the barracks and bedded down.

The next morning, Carpender was an utterly different human being, if that was the
term. He entered the bay shouting, kicking and throwing things. If asked, Kendra would
have admitted she'd never dreamed such language would be used in a civilized nation's
military.

"Dry those sticky fingers and hit the fucking decks, you worthless worms! Three
fucking seconds! I want you outside in three fucking seconds! Did I say grab any clothes?
Move your saggy, no-load asses! Don't talk! Don't think! When I want any shit out of you
I'll vip off your head and scoop it out!"”

Shocked senseless, Kendra swarmed outside with the others. Few wore more than
the shirt and underwear she did, some were naked. It was cold outside. She wrapped her
arms around herself and wondered what the hell was going on.

Suddenly, he was in front of her. "Where the fuck are you from, loser?"

"Minneapolis . . . on Earth, sir."

"I can't hear you! one would think with a chest like that there'd be lungs underneath
somewhere . . . Well?"

Unbelievable! Sexual innuendoes? Kendra decided she would not be the first to
complain. But Rob's warning seemed shallow in comparison to the reality. Carpender
was about to bellow again, so she inhaled and shouted, "Yes, sir!"”

" 'Yes, sir," what??"

"I have lungs, sir!"

"Glad to hear it," he said and began pacing. "Because they are crucial to surviving
recruit training and you will exercise them regularly. Do you all understand?"

There was a ragged chorus of "Yes, sir."

"Bullshit! I want to hear balls and titties shaking when you answer! The commander
is getting a little deaf, and can't hear you over there in his insulated office. If he can't
hear you, he thinks I'm not doing my job. So you will sound off loud enough to reassure
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him and keep me gainfully employed shattering your wills. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir!" came the bellowed reply.

"Work on it," he advised, and strode back to Kendra.

"Don't they have cold in mini-no-place?" he bellowed, nose almost touching hers.

"Yes, sir!" she replied, loud enough to hurt her throat.

"Then suck it up and take it, princess, because it is going to get colder and hotter than
you can imagine!"”

"Yes, sir!" she shouted.

He addressed the whole formation again. "There are footprints painted on the
ground. Put your feet on them. Knees relaxed, backs straight. Arms straight down,
thumbs along where your pants seams would be if you had any. This is the position of
'attention,' and it draws excess blood away from the brain, enabling miserable, vomitous,
slimy little shitballs like yourselves to listen more clearly.

"I am Senior Sergeant Recruit Instructor Joseph P. Carpender, and you are worthless
maggots. You will refer to anyone higher in rank than yourselves, which is anyone, by
their rank and rating. Since you are all clearly too stupid to memorize 'Senior Sergeant
Recruit Instructor Carpender' and since the war would be lost before you could say it . . .
I'm not laughing, why are you, maggot? . . . You will address me as 'sir." Can anyone
spell 'sir?" "

"S-I-R?" someone replied.

Without looking, he demanded, "You will state your name when answering and
address me properly. Try it again, assmunch!"

"Asher Denson, Sir! Sir is spelled 's-i-r," sir!"

He strode over and looked down at the recruit, who was in the younger-than-average
category. "Your first name is 'recruit,’ maggot! Maybe someday you Will get a manly pair
of balls and be allowed the honor of changing it to 'soldier!" Make your corrections."

"Recruit Denson, sir! I'm sorry for the error, sir!"

"You're sorry, all right. Now apologize. Shut up!" he bellowed contradictorily as the
kid tried to reply. He turned and paced again. "For your information, 'sir' is spelled 'g-o-
d.'I am god, and you will learn from me or be struck down."

He was clearly reciting from rote as he continued, "This is without a doubt the
sorriest bunch of limp-dicked, banana-tittied, ass-breathed, masturbating, runny-nosed,
slack-jawed, potbellied, macaroni-muscled, shit-sucking, gutless little trolls I have ever
had the misfortune to have assigned to me! I do believe the commander is pissed off at
me for being too gentle! Therefore, I will be harder! In the past, I have crushed the souls
of some genuine ladies and men with my thespian talents. I feel my skills will be wasted
reducing such a sorry bunch of nail-biting, pud-pounding, pussy-stretching, panty-
wetting, jabbering yokels to tears and soggy pants!

"But it is my duty, and I will do it.

"You do not have to, and will not, enjoy anything that happens here for the next
eighty-six days. You will ache, you will cry, you will be humiliated and degraded, you
will bleed. All this will do one of two things: either send you back to mama with your
eyes bloodshot and teary or qualify you to become a proud member of the freehold
military forces—the meanest, baddest, most brutal bunch of professional KILLERS who
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ever struck the fear of the god and goddess into an enemy ten times their size.

"Learn now the first lesson," he said as he came to attention and faced them.
"anything you do can get you killed. Doing nothing will get you killed. You have all
taken those psych tests where there are no wrong answers. This is a test with no right
answers. War does not determine who is right. War determines who is left.

"None of you are dressed as prescribed in the recruit Training Manual. Since you
have not yet been read the relevant section, and since your literacy is questionable, I will
be lenient. You should each be wearing nine articles of clothing minimum on this and
every day of your existences from now on. You will each count how many articles you are
wearing, subtract it from nine, multiply the result by twenty. That is how many pushups
you will do as a reminder. Don't even think of fucking with me by trying to do less. You
are not paid to think, and I can and will multiple track you. Now drop and pump!"

A hundred and forty pushups?? Kendra thought to herself as she threw herself at the
ground. In this gravity?? But Carpender was counting and she tried grimly to keep up
with the count. Then she fell behind. She kept her own count as they progressed, until she
collapsed at forty-three. She hadn't thought she could do that many.

"Problem, princess?" Carpender snapped from above, almost gently.

"My arms won't support me, sir," she grunted.

"Your arms will do anything your brain and guts want them to. Get with it," he said,
then moved through the ranks to haze others. She forced her muscles to respond and
shook through twelve more. The ranks were thinning as some finished and headed inside,
but Kendra had plenty of miserable companions to keep her company.

Carpender came back. "That's ninety, isn't it, princess?"

"I have only finished fifty-five, sir!" she half howled, half whimpered.

"Well, there's no rest for the honest. You will stay here, with your tits freezing to the
ground, until such time as you finish," he advised. "So suck it up and pump 'em out." He
hoisted her aloft by her shirt collar, the fabric biting into her neck, and let go. She fell
painfully down, banging her chin. "Take that one as a freebie," he said, walking off, "just
for being honest."

Kendra was last to finish and struggled inside. Her arms were blessedly numb and
most of her body was, also. She fumbled, shivering, into a uniform and back outside into
formation.

Carpender flicked his eyes at her, but said nothing as she filled in the last slot.
"Walk this way," he ordered.

They straggled along, not quite in step, and were passed by several platoons of more
advanced trainees. Insulting cadences and jeers rang out, most of them familiar to
Kendra, if blunter and ruder. She smiled inwardly. More roots she could recognize.

"Recruit, recruit, don't feel blue
My recruiter fucked me too."”

And
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"Ain't no sense in looking down,
Ain't no discharge on the ground . . ."

They walked until they reached the issue depot again. Inside, they were tossed more
gear, this time suspension vests and packs, body armor, tools, canteens . . . and rifles.
They were issued their rifles once and expected to keep them for life. That shocked
Kendra at first, but upon consideration, it made sense. A soldier who was honorably
discharged was no different a person the next day, and no less trustworthy. Here, as in the
UN, all veterans could be recalled to duty if needed. It did seem reasonable that they have
their gear with them, rather than needing a reissue that would take days at best.

Back outside, Carpender went through excruciating detail on how to wear every
item. "If you survive to become a soldier," he said, "you can wear it any way you wish.
That is the privilege of the soldier. But as filthy little maggots, you will wear it in the
fashion prescribed by the book. This is so the cadre can tell you haven't conveniently lost
any items to try to wimp out on us.

"You will be armed at all times, on and off base, with at least a sidearm. It will be
your duty to the Freehold to protect the Freehold and you cannot properly protect it
unarmed."

He led them down several roads and into tall grass that had been beaten down by
use.

"When soldiers walk, it is called marching. Before you can learn to walk, however,
you must learn to crawl. We will spend the rest of the day learning to crawl. On your
hands and knees."

They dropped quickly and gratefully. Then they realized that the gear was heavy and
crawling hard work, especially when you weren't allowed to contact the ground with your
torso.

Kendra was forced to her elbows, her arms not having enough strength to keep her
upright. It had been a miserable morning, a boring lunch of field rations and an
excruciating afternoon. The heat hit before noon and continued until well past the break
for dinner. Sweat and grime mingled in a greasy film on everything.

After dinner, they walked back to the barracks and grounded all gear except rifles.
They fell in outside again and Carpender took his usual position. "No-load," he said,
using the moniker he'd attached to one recruit.

"Yes, sir!"

"Front and center. And Icebitch." After a few moments, he added, "That's you,
Pacelli. Are you waiting for an engraved fucking invitation? Did you decide this morning
you were going to fuck up my schedule and my life?"

"No, sir, no sir, and here, sir!" she shouted as she hit the line in front of him.

"Well, that's funny," he said as titters ran through the ranks. "Ever consider
comedy?"

"No, sir!" she replied.

"Good. You'd starve. If you have energy for jokes, you have energy to give me
twenty. So does anyone who laughed. And anyone who groaned can make it thirty! And

you, and you, and you, who don't have the integrity to admit to laughing can make it
fifty!"
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Several segs later, they resumed. Kendra and No-load were back at attention in front
of Carpender. "About, hace!" he ordered. Kendra swiveled on her heel.

"These two have prior service," he explained. "Not what anyone competent would
properly call military service, but at least they learned how to march. At least, I Zope you
two know how to march, with your records," he said viciously, breathing over Kendra's
shoulder, "because if you embarrass me, it will not bode well for the next eighty-six
days."

"Split into three squads, here and here," he waved his hands to indicate. "Icebitch,
take the left, No-load, take the right. I'll take the middle. If they can walk and turn corners
without tripping before a div has passed, you won't have to give me fifty more."

Kendra waited a moment to see what Carpender did. He waved his group into a
circle, so she followed suit.

She began the process of showing them attention again, facing movements, forward
march, column right and left and left and right wheel. Then was the laborious time of
getting a handful of people to learn left from right and remember that forward march
commenced on the left foot. In exasperation, she handed several of them rocks to hold in
their left hands. It actually did work.

A div later, Carpender came over and snapped orders. "Squad, by my command,
Aten shut! Left hace! About, hace! Right, hace! About, hace! Forward, harch! Column
left, harch! Column right, harch! Squad, halt! Adequate. At least they don't trip over
their feet. You will be squad leader, and march them every night until they are competent.
Say, 'Yes, sir.'"

"Yes, sir!"

"Shower, Shave, Shit and Sleep. Look for your names on the watch roster.
Dismissed." He strode inside.

Kendra had never been more exhausted in her life. She couldn't lift her arms above
mid-chest and could barely stand in the shower. It didn't help that the water was now
cold; the heat had been turned off. She dried as best she could manage, drew on a shirt
and underwear against the growing cold and straightened her bay area. She was too
shocked by the day to lie down, so sat on her chair for a while. Open bay barracks,
shaved scalps, screaming profanity and exercise as punishment. It was like something out
of the Middle Ages. Rob had warned her that it would be harder than her UN training, but
the magnitude of the difference was staggering. She ran a hand over her stubbly bald
head again, and breathed deeply to avoid crying. She could hear occasional sobs and
restless movement from some of the younger recruits. Some were barely sixteen Earth
years. How would they survive this?

Feeling cold, she finally dragged her aching body into bed. Her head bristled on the
pillow and someone was snoring to do justice to a shuttle landing. She began griping in
her head and was asleep before she could frame three words.

As soon as she closed her eyes, it seemed, Carpender was roaring for them to get up.
She snatched on her pants, stuffed her feet into her boots and dragged the rest of it with
her. The result of her efforts was a mere fifty pushups for not being dressed properly.
Those who lacked clothing items did thirty per item and fifty more. She decided to sleep
dressed from now on. Quickly finishing, her arms feeling bruised from the abuse of the
last two days, she waited for orders. After a run that made her almost vomit, they hit an
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obstacle course. She hated climbing up and down the two artificial cliffs, even with the

provided ropes. She gritted her teeth as she clambered up a cargo net into twenty meters
of free space, then back down. She slipped on a swinging rope and was soaked in frigid
water, then soaked again crossing a log bridge. They didn't change, but went straight to

breakfast.

She choked down food to keep her strength up, and started to drink a bottle of liquid
loaded with protein and muscle-building nanos. These were issued to all the women and
some of the smaller men. The physical standards of the FMF were very high and were not
adjusted for gender or disability as the UNPF's were. There were few women recruits, she
noted, only about fifteen percent, and most of them on the tall and rangy side, and even
then they needed the extra muscle builders to keep up with the men. It had seemed
degrading, but Carpender's quick, pointed comment about the difference between men's
and women's Olympic records drove the point home. Men average bigger and stronger
than women, and the FMF took only the best physical specimens. Women and small men
started with a physical disadvantage and had to work that much harder to meet the
standards.

The glop was slimy and cold and she slurped it with distaste. Finishing, she dismally
followed the others. As they were marched out to one of the many huge open fields, she
pondered the next three years, drinking protein goo and working out at the gym daily to
meet standards. It kept her morose as she stood in formation and waited. The usual
confusing orders did little to shift her thoughts.

"Today, we begin unarmed combat training," Carpender said in his near-bellow.
Kendra and her platoon mates stared across the grass at a more advanced class. They had
disconcerting leers and grimaces on their faces. She shifted imperceptibly and
uncomfortably. She was standing in what was called "horse riding stance," legs wide,
body squatting low, until her thighs and calves burned with exertion. In seconds,
Carpender was in front of her. "What's the matter, Pacelli? Too hot for you?"

"Weather is fine today, sir!" she shouted back. If "fine" was identified as somewhere
north of 30 degrees, calm and dry at 3.5 divs, Io still with half the morning to rise and get
hotter. The weather here in the Dragontooth Mountains was bizarre, frigid one day,
scorching the next. The thinner atmosphere probably had something to do with it, but
understanding it didn't make it enjoyable. Her clothes had dried from the morning run
through a stream and the "confidence" course and were itching. Her breakfast was a
greasy weight in her stomach.

Carpender turned and continued, "You will learn how to strike with hands and feet,
how to grapple, how to avoid blows.

"Fingers locked behind your heads. Tense your abdominal muscles. Harder." Kendra
stiffened as he ordered. "This is the basic position from which you will learn the first
lesson today and every day.

"That lesson is how to fake blows. Platoon two-seven-one-three, advance and
strike."

With whoops and cheers, the other class charged them. One short kid who'd had his
eye on Kendra the entire time closed and drew back. He punched her hard in the midriff.

The air wooshed out of her and she bent double. His second blow landed his
knuckles in her ribs, the third squashed her right breast. Three more blows buffeted her
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shoulder, her jaw and her temple. As he retreated, she stood, fuming, stinging and
gasping for breath. That was uncalled for and she intended to take it back with interest.

Then she recovered and steadied herself. It wasn't the kid's fault; he was just taking
orders. Perhaps a bit too zealously, but anger wouldn't help the situation. Carpender's
voice interrupted her thoughts.

"Do you feel that? Do you? Good! Controlled anger can be a useful tool.
Uncontrolled anger will get you killed. So let us learn control. Attack again!"

Twice more she got thumped by upper students. The minor bruises on her face
stung, but the blows to the guts and ribs were definitely debilitating. Just as she thought
this, Carpender said, "Body blows cause injury. Face wounds are ugly and can be a
psychological advantage, but body blows will take them out. Remember that." She made
note of that. That phrase was hint they would see it on a test.

The first week was spent as a target for upper students' pent-up resentfulness. They
began learning to block the second day and had great incentive to learn to block well. She
learned to block inside or outside with either hand, then her legs and gradually, to twist
her body around the blows without losing her balance.

They added punches to their daily drill, then kicks. Sweeps, parries, counters,
grapples, throws, headbutts and gymnastic contortions that bent an opponent's attack back
on himself. They practiced with restrictions: hands only, feet only, blindfolded, shackled,
doused with incapacitating agents, then combinations thereof. The drills increased her
respect for Rob's and Marta's skill. She was beginning to realize how tremendously
learned they were.

When it came their time to initiate recruits, Kendra had no trouble doing so. They
needed incentive to learn and it was her duty to do it well. She hit them hard and reliably.
The murderous glares in response only made her smile. She'd pulled her punches enough
to avoid actual injury, but her victims looked at her with hatred.

Four weeks in, they began adding weapons. So-called "unarmed" combat made use
of everything in the soldier's inventory except projectiles, from boots, sticks, entrenching
tools and wire, to climbing spikes, helmets and even the rifle as a club. The simulators
and dummies were revolting. Blood splashed, jaws and limbs separated, guts spilled and
horrible screams brought home just how deadly a human can be when properly trained.
More important than the physical skills, Kendra learned, was that it encouraged a
willingness to engage the enemy and an attitude of capability. It required closing with an
opponent and getting hurt and in that regard, she agreed it made for better troops than
those who trained in sterile rooms with electronic aids. She slept poorly, bothered by the
violence involved, but realized that it could be necessary to save her life. The sparring
with dummy weapons was painful in blows taken and she could mark her progress in
bruises from fresh bloodred to stale yellow. She had a tooth regenerated after one
vigorous bout with a man twice her mass, all muscle. The lesson she learned from that
was to never try to outbrute a larger, stronger opponent. Stealth and careful grappling
were the tools of the small against the large, sheer force only for use against a smaller
opponent.

They spent time on the weapons range every day, with their rifle/grenade launcher
combination weapons and the school's machineguns, mortars, rockets and other ranged
weapons. They practiced stripping and rebuilding weapons in the dark, while restrained
and even behind their backs. She learned to separate actual components from bogus parts
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tossed in to confuse her and even to separate parts from unnamed weapons out, and
assemble all the pieces into their appropriate forms. She could identify a weapon, strip it,
clean it, assemble it, shoot it and clear malfunctions, whether it was Freeholder, UN,
Ramadanian, Caledonian or from one of the smaller colonies.

The M-5 Weapon, Personal, Rifle/Grenade Launcher Combination, was a nasty
piece of hardware. At five kilos plus, it wasn't very light, but it did everything. It fed the
rifle from a solid clip of fifty rounds of ammunition, breaking off individual rounds at
stressed seams. The cartridge was consumed in use for excellent thermal efficiency,
leaving no empty case. It was suppressed to a loud coughing noise and had a two-stage
trigger. Squeezing the trigger changed it to fire single shots, gripping the trigger back
fired the weapon automatically. The grenade launcher fed from its own fifteen-round clip
and the charges were programmable for proximity, impact, delay or delay-on-impact
fusing. The optical sight could see in infrared, low light, adjust for different gravity and
instantaneous wind conditions and had a graduated reticle for range. The construction
was solid and easy to maintain. The fit and finish was flawless to Kendra's eyes. She
knew good machine work when she saw it.

They trained with the heavier support weapons, vehicles and comm gear. Everyone
was given at least a passing familiarity with every ground combat weapon and most
vehicle- and aircraft-mounted support weapons. The files of the training manual's text
were in the tens of megabytes. She hadn't realized there was that much involved with
basic military training.

Military training indeed. She now knew how woefully inadequate UN training was.
The UN forces trained to oppress unarmed insurgents and civilians. The Freehold forces
trained to fight any enemy, known or not, no matter how well armed. She was surprised
when an alert was called on base and the instructors armed them with live ammunition,
placed them in positions, then prepared themselves to engage an intruder. It was merely
an exercise and over in segs, but they treated every one as if it were real, every time.

Orienteering, battlefield first aid, field sanitation, nutrition, military law and the laws
of war, dealing with prisoners, riot control, firefighting, reconnaissance for unexploded
ordnance, building emplacements and fighting positions, laying traps and explosives,
more shooting—one hundred rounds a day, every day—swimming, climbing. The list
went on. They rose with lo, started at "can," ate field rations, worked through twilight
and stopped at "can't."

They had lessons in "space physics," the workings of the human body when away
from gravity, the oxygen cycle and respiration and all the other text details of survival in
space. Carpender and the others hammered into them that any mistakes in this block of
instruction would cause them to wind up dead. They paid strict attention. Ship profiles
and internal maps were provided for the twelve hull types and twenty-four variants
currently in use in the Freehold, and various foreign military vessels they would be likely
to encounter. Daily quizzes and drills were thrown at them and Kendra struggled to
absorb the reams of data. She fell asleep at night to a mantra of "fleet carrier, cruiser,
destroyer, stealth cruiser, gunboat, assault boat, factory ship, logistics ship, fighter,
ELINT boat, missile frigate, rescue cutter, shuttle, ASP, ASP carrier, drop pod, satellite
boat, fuel boat, yard boat, mine boat, intercept boat, cargo boat, jump point station,
orbital intercept station, command and control station . . ."

The morning of the fifty-first day, they lined up to board a shuttle. Kendra had



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

assumed they'd go to the starport for space training, but there was a strip at the base. They
did a rough-field launch and were bound for orbit. The gees pressed them back into their
cushions as the sky changed from brilliant blue to purple, then to black.

They would be in microgravity for nine days, with no breaks. As soon as they
docked, they were rushed into the training ship, a cruiser. They were crammed into
wartime troop quarters, six people bunked in a small cube, with three shifts on rotation.
Their meager gear was stowed and they were immediately ordered to suit up for EVA.

There was a knot of total confusion at the airlock. Few of them had spaced, fewer
been exposed to microgravity for any length of time. Some were sick. Kendra was
thankful to not be bothered by it. Once outside, they snapped long tethers to the side of
the ship and flopped around like fish, attempting to learn how to control their movements.
The instructors let them play to acclimate for half a div, then shoved them into a
formation and showed them the basics. They stayed out for another two divs, rehearsing
basic maneuvers, eating and drinking from their helmet rations and getting exhausted.

Kendra would never have thought of microgravity as tiring, but it required constant
attention to every muscle in the body, with no gravity to reference to. She swam in
afterward feeling somewhat competent and decided she'd shower and sleep as soon as
possible. She had a slight headache from excess blood flow to the brain and reminded
herself to drink, even though she didn't feel thirsty.

No luck getting a shower. They stowed their gear after performing field maintenance
on them, then ate a cold snack. They were given antiseptic wipes to help kill surface
bacteria and wipe away grime, but no showers were available to them.

They rose early and were back outside practicing small arms in vacuum. They
worked with basic shipboard repair gear, started learning first aid for vacuum, rescue
procedures and survival. They spent all day practicing again. Suit maintenance again. No
shower, again.

Day three, they began learning "boarder repel." She thought it most unlikely that
anyone would actually board a modern ship, rather than just blasting it to shreds, but she
learned what they taught her. Unarmed combat was very different with no gravity,
requiring awareness of the surroundings to use as leverage. Weapons use called for
pinpoint accuracy and the necessity of a suit and helmet, which made aiming awkward,
despite the vid sights attached to the weapons. There was a minor casualty as someone
misaimed and one kid screamed into his mike. The instructors cut away a section of his
skintight suit, slapped a bandage over the wound and rushed him to the infirmary. He was
back the next day, looking bedraggled and doped on painkillers, but working earnestly.

They started practice operations, swarming through and over the vessel, responding
to an "attack" by instructors. They lost. They attacked the instructors. They lost again.
They had no time to rest, but went straight to shipboard basic skills training after each
drill. Some of them would be assigned shipboard duty immediately, the rest would almost
certainly wind up in a habitat at some point. "As important as ground infantry tactics,"
the instructors insisted and ran them through more drills. Kendra got a quick shower on
the fifth day. She was assigned to suit repair and was last in, so she was alone for four
whole segs. Unbelievable luxury!

The sixtieth training day, they stayed aboard at tasks until dinnertime, when they
were herded back into the shuttle as an abandon ship exercise and dropped to the surface.
Trucks met them as the pods landed, rolled them across the base and delivered them back
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to their barracks, which had been kept manicured by lower recruits. They gratefully took
cold showers and dropped back into their bunks, only to be awakened for a late-night
exercise.

That morning, survival training, groundside. Very early, short of sleep, groggy. A
heavy transport lifter, a VC-6 Bison, waited on the field. They boarded, along with three
recruits recycled from failed exams, strapped in and were whisked north to the tundra of
the Hinterlands district. Howling wind and snow awaited them and they clung together
for three long days in tiny shelters, two people per for body heat. They built windbreaks
of snow reinforced with tough grass, tried with little success to light fires and dug bugs,
moss and small rodent analogs out of the matted surface. Kendra felt queasy at the
thought of eating any of it, but did so. There was nothing else provided and the cold
burned calories at an alarming rate.

The lifter returned, they boarded and were dropped on rafts into the East Sea, right
at the iceberg line. They scavenged water from bergs at the instructor's direction,
choosing the older and glacial ice that was low in salt, and managed to snag a few slimy
fish to eat, raw. The moss from the tundra hit them then, causing screaming diarrhea. The
little water they had went to prevent dehydration. Teeth chattering behind cracked lips,
Kendra swore under her breath, keeping herself going with thoughts of what she'd like to
do to the instructors, who had a heated, roofed raft-shelter to work from. The students
weren't allowed within five hundred meters of it.

They gratefully scrambled aboard the vertol again two days later and flew southwest
across the continent. They landed again, at 25 degrees latitude, in the middle of the
Saltpan Desert. The temperature was over 35 degrees and the wind was their enemy once
more. After the rafts, most of them were barely able to walk. They scavenged bitter alkali
water from cacti and scrub in their solar stills, wrapped cloth around their faces to
minimize the dust, and munched that dust with the meager rations they were issued,
supplemented by a few more rodents dried in the scorching heat or cooked on stones that
were hot enough to fry. They huddled in the shade of a few rocks and dozed fitfully in the
heat.

Once again they were lifted and dragged farther south. Trucks met them at a rough
forward base and drove them into the deep jungle. It was fascinating; a riot of green,
yellow and orange hues, with multiple canopies and thick growth. Water was readily
available, of course, bitter and slimy after decontamination with nanos, and she had no
trouble shooting a bird-analog for food. The diarrhea persisted, but at least one could
wash in a warm jungle. Biting flies were Freehold pests, not Terran, but the chemistry
wasn't precisely compatible. Every bite raised a huge, hard welt that would sting for days.

Once trucked back aboard the lifters after that ordeal, the instructors handed out
mugs of hot stew, chocolate and candy. Kendra hadn't thought she could be so hungry.
She wolfed down everything offered, then was airsick, as were quite a few others. She
wondered if the sadistic bastards planned that, too.

Then they underwent prisoner training, being stripped and searched, herded into
cages, screamed at and prodded in a fashion that made their treatment so far seem
positively pedestrian. They were blindfolded with stifling hoods for three days, denied
food and given little water. They each had a code word the cadre tried to force them to
reveal, with the promise of dire consequences if they did. No permanently injurious
tactics were allowed, but they were exercised to collapse, forced to sleep on cold, damp
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floors with no blankets and glaring lights overhead, then woken before they could
properly rest. The second day of it, Kendra was made to hold two buckets of sand at
arm's length, muscles screaming, being rewarded with a stinging riot prod when her arms
slipped. She'd heard rumors of the version of this used by Special Warfare troops, and
shuddered. It could be worse, and that terrified her into dealing with it. She gritted her
teeth, swore silently and stood it out.

Mercifully, the showers at the barracks were warm when they returned. They were
allowed to sleep an extra half div the next morning, also. Once awake, they were told to
pack their gear for their final exam. Eight days to go, then two days of processing. It was
a tantalizing promise.

Kendra could tell a VC-6 by the sound of its engines, now. They were hauled back
past the woods and landed in open, bumpy, rolling scrub. She was handed a compass and
a map with destinations marked.

"Listen up!" Carpender bellowed. "This is a solo test until you reach your
destination. Any maggot attempting to help or get help from another recruit will be
recycled to the beginning of survival training." That announcement was greeted with
silence.

"You will each take an emergency transponder and flare with you. Do not open the
packets unless necessary, because there are no 'accidents.' You trigger it, you get pulled.
You can also call on your comm. No 'accidents.' We hear your voice, you get pulled.

"Is there any maggot here who feels ill or otherwise unable to take this test?"

Silence.

"When next we meet, those of you who succeed will be soldiers." Kendra felt a thrill
at that, even though she knew it was all part of the mind game.

"Go." He turned away.

She bunched up with the others and leaned forward into her load. Despite the "solo"
nature of it, the first leg was a route march, a brisk walk with all basic gear, of fifteen
kilometers. They had one div to finish. Eleven minutes per kilometer might sound
generous, but she knew better. There were blazes along the trail, but all she had to do was
follow the pack. Her long legs lent her an advantage in walking speed, her background
shackled her with a handicap in endurance. She kept a steady pace throughout, gasping
and remembering to keep her water level up.

It was tiring, and she was soon panting for breath, her legs knotting into cramps
before blissfully going numb from the pounding beat. Her thighs burned above her
tingling, throbbing knees and her shoulders began to ache from the load. She wondered
how far they had come, and sighted a blaze up ahead. She read it as the figures became
visible and groaned. Four klicks. Damn. She checked the time on her comm, groaned
again and increased her pace.

Stride stride stride stride . . . She slipped on a pebble, recovered and kept moving. It
was unbelievable how far away that halfway point was. Fifteen klicks! In heavy clothes,
on a rough road, with a basic combat load of more than twenty kilos. She took another
swallow of water, which went down the wrong way. A coughing jag started and she
staggered a few steps before recovering. When she fought her way upright again, she
could see the halfway point ahead of her. An intermittent breeze was catching her. It felt
revitalizing, but slowed her progress. She was sweaty and sticky in her uniform and
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wondered how much grungier she would get.

The platoon was strung out along several hundred meters by this point and she was
surprised to find herself near the front of the main group. A quick glance behind showed
several people having problems at the far back. She turned and slogged on. Endorphins
were flooding her brain and she felt a bit dizzy. More water. Her galloping heart and
rasping breath kept time as she walked and walked and walked. Another gust blew grit
into her face and she snarled. Trying not to rub her eyes, she let them tear, flushing out
most of the dust. A few persistent grains drove her nerves to distraction.

She could see people gathering up ahead of her and felt another blast of air. It cooled
her heaving, sweating chest slightly, then chilled her ears, but it also slowed her pace
further. She cursed, stretched out her stride and pumped out paces. Eyes on the ground in
front, arms swinging for balance.

"Pacelli! Stop! You're done!" A voice called. She stumbled three more steps before
she could turn around and look back. She was past the line. "Your time was point nine
two, five nine," the evaluator informed her. She nodded and leaned forward, hands on her
knees for balance. Breath sandpapered in her throat and she waved a hand at the medic
nearby. The woman trotted over.

"What's wrong, recruit?" she asked.

"Dust . . . eyes," she hissed.

The medic sat her down and proceeded to flush them with water. She was better in
seconds and had to reassure her friends that she was okay. The water ran down her back,
mingling with sweat and cooling her. Then it oozed into her underwear.

She stood back up, her strength returning despite the loud drumming of her heart in
her ears. She looked toward the evaluator, who was just clocking the last member of the
platoon. It was little recruit Marissa Welker, not quite seventeen Earth years and barely
150 centimeters. She might mass fifty kilos, soaking wet in a snowsuit. "C'mon, Welker!"
she shouted, adding encouragement to the other voices.

The girl stumbled across the mark and sprawled flat on her face. She dragged herself
to her knees and threw up. Choking and gasping, she sucked down some water and
looked up at the evaluator with scared eyes. He looked down at her and said, "point nine
nine, nine two. You made it." There was a cheer all around. Hands helped her to her feet
and over to a log to sit.

"Leg One, listen up!" the evaluator shouted. Kendra was part of Leg One. She
turned and listened to the instructions. "You now will follow individual routes to the final
rendezvous point. There will be tests given en route and you have four days from. . .
right now. Move out, no talking and good luck."

Kendra flipped open the paper map and pulled up the compass. Her first point was . .
. that way. Into the damned hills. 10,165 meters. She sighed and paced off, grabbing a
string of black plastic beads to keep count. The grass was waist high, the ground full of
dips, depressions and holes, and short, stunted trees blocked her every few steps. She'd
taken a rough sight on a peak and simply headed toward it, figuring to calculate back
azimuths once close. If there were no landmarks one would normally use satellite
positioning. Only if it wasn't available was it necessary to use dead reckoning and, under
those circumstances, she'd expect to be dead. That would indicate a lifeless desert or
plain with no commo support.
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The hill was bluff-covered and fairly steep and the trees got larger as she rose.
Carefully guiding around them, she tried to calculate the distance off each pace that
deviated from straight line while still keeping a bearing on her destination. Nine
thousand. Not much longer. She scrambled up one of the bluffs in her way, slipping in
the loose dirt that had fallen from it and looked back, estimating the horizontal distance
involved. She made notes, flipped her beads and kept walking.

There was a clearing ahead, quite broad, and she entered it. A small tent was pitched
and an evaluator sat in front of it, quite relaxed, heating chocolate over a field stove. He
stood and nodded as she approached. "What's the drill, Evaluator?" she asked.

"I can't answer that until you find your mark," he replied.

She looked at him. Find my mark? She thought for a moment. This was the spot and
the tent was right there . . . unless the tent was nof on the exact mark and thereby giving
away its location. She nodded and reached for her compass and what might have been a
smile crossed his face. She found the mark on the map, sighted three peaks to orient to,
and decided she should be farther west. Another fifty-three paces, then twelve south. And
there was a metal disc set into the ground, invisible under the grass. She wrote down the
number on it and came back to the tent. He signed off her arrival and time on his comm
and hers and said, "Now you can test. Actually, as bad as this one seems, you'll probably
thank me later for being first. You need to reduce your gear by six kilos."

Six kilos! That would make her walk lighter, but there wasn't much excess in her
ruck. She sat and began fumbling. Ammo could be lightened a bit. . . and she could get
rid of the spare uniform, as long as she could stay dry . . . better keep it . . . dammit!
Nothing came to mind.

She pondered for a moment. Then asked, "From my total mass or from my gear?"
Was this a transport mass question or just a weight question?

The evaluator recited again, "You need to reduce your gear by six kilos."

Only from her gear. She nodded and showed him a full canteen and a ration. "I'm
going to eat and drink those. That's one point five," she explained and started munching
while she sorted. She pulled spoons and other accessories from her remaining rations, and
a few bulky components that didn't pack the calories of some others. He dropped the
items on a scale and kept track. By carefully stuffing remaining ration components into as
few packages as possible, along with excess ammo packaging and a few other items, she
brought her total to 3.2. A good start, but not enough.

She dropped one magazine and a grenade, added her spare uniform and poured out
another liter of water. She could refill it from a stream and save that bottle for
emergencies. 5.2. She lost her spare undershirt and added the shoulder pads from her
ruck. Socks could double as shoulder pads, but not vice versa. 5.9. Too bloated to drink
more, she sloshed a bit of water out and he nodded. She finished the rations and because
she was suspicious, asked, "Now that I've lightened it, can I pick the gear up again?"

"Only what you can swallow," he grinned. "But points for asking. I'll note that. You
can go."

She thanked him and turned, comparing her map. Then she remembered that the
mark was sixty meters away. He gave her a thumbs-up as she headed that way.

Her next mark was down a ravine and across a stream. Luckily, there was a downed
log to keep her dry. When she was halfway across, a startling bang!/, flash and whistle in
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front of her told her it had been boobytrapped. Shit. Since she was dead, she finished the
crawl and stopped at the far side. "I flunked, right?" she said aloud, assuming the
evaluator was nearby.

The evaluator dropped out of a tree a few meters away. "Yes, you did. The easy way
is usually suspect," she said. She was a wiry, mean-looking woman with a hawk nose and
gray eyes. She fished out another boobytrap from her gear and got to work setting it.
"That's all for this one."

Kendra nodded and resumed looking for her mark. It was impossible to see
landmarks inside the woods and she fought down panic. Pace count couldn't possibly
work in terrain like this, so she must be missing something. There was the stream on the
map . . . and she needed one other reference point . . . got it! She sighted lo through the
trees, as well as she could, pulled up an ephemeris on her comm and compared the time.
It should be . . . about there, and the stream was there, so the mark must be that way.

And there it was, at the base of a tree. She logged it and had the evaluator, already
finished setting her next trap, sign off.

The water was getting to her and she hurried off to find a tree in private. That done,
she stomped deeper into the woods for her third mark. It was as tough as the previous
one, as it was 1003 meters from a large outcropping clearly marked on the map and the
only landmark nearby, but in trees deep enough to hide it. She very carefully measured
her paces, chose her route to intersect as few trees as possible, and stopped. It should be
in an arc along here.

She looked up, startled, as another recruit tromped into view. She didn't recognize
him, but there were at least three platoons on the course. "Hi," he said.

"Hi."

"I'm hopelessly lost," he said, cheerful and frustrated. "I think it's off to the left, but I
can't see the outcropping and—"

"I can't help you," she warned him.

"Well, I know, but this one's a real virgin," he persisted. "If you—"

"I said I can't help you. Now please move away before you get us both disqualified."
She was getting angry with this idiot.

"No prob, you pass," he said. "I'm the evaluator." He grinned at her.

Barely believing, she said, "That's nice. Now, where do I meet you, after I find the
mark?"

"Right here," he laughed, realizing she wasn't going to trust him.

She walked along the arc her calculations suggested and then back. She had it
narrowed down to a fifty- meter stretch, but for some reason she wasn't finding it. She
was sure of the distance and checked the direction again, and again. The evaluator, if he
was, was still in her way in the same spot he'd last been in. Then she figured it out.

"Please move your right foot," she asked him.

He stepped back laughing. "Damn! I get about nine out of ten." He signed off and
made another positive note in her favor on his log.

She angled back toward the plain. Io was low when she got there and she realized
she'd covered thirty-five kilometers, at a near run, in rough terrain and without stopping.
No wonder her feet suddenly felt as if they were squeezing out of her boots. Well, she'd
camp on the plain. She had four days and had covered three marks today, which left three
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days for seventeen others.

Which was an average of five a day, or almost six a day for the remaining days.
She'd figured on four each of the next three days, but that left her five short. She'd failed
one and could fail two more. Four was not an option.

So, rest now and rush later? But she knew that if she stopped now, exhaustion would
claim her. Push on tonight, rest later. Assuming the evaluators were there. If not, she'd
camp out on the mark.

Glad she hadn't dumped her torch to save mass, she flicked it on to get a better view
of her map in the fading dusk. Next one was almost eight more kilometers, across the
plain to the north. Well then, slog on.

Bats and bat analogs fluttered by, spooking her. Not good. She was reminded again
that nights on Grainne were really dark. Gealach was down and there were no city lights
glowing anywhere on the horizon. It was creepy. Beautiful, but creepy. The stars were
incredible, when she stopped to catch her breath. Then she flopped her goggles down and
dialed up the enhancement. She had to see where she was going. Every few meters, she
turned to look around, realizing it was illogical, but scared of the wilderness.

She dragged out her cloak to keep warm and fastened it down to her waist, leaving
the bottom open for easier walking. When her breath started to mist she pulled her hood
up. Keep your head warm to maintain body heat, she'd been drilled again and again.

Night vision enhancement was a tricky beast. It showed shadows, depressions and
bottomless holes as dark areas. One had to either be very sure of the terrain or very
careful or both to avoid injury. Her rate slowed considerably. She hadn't considered that,
either.

Well, there was an evaluator's tent. Now to find the mark. She used the same trick as
earlier, finding Vega and Sirius and referring to the ephemeris. Now, for some kind of
landmark. The peaks were all but invisible, whether enhanced or not. Infrared showed
little, as the mountains cooled quickly.

There was a fast, faint light to the west. Quickly turning, she confirmed it was a
shuttle launch and zeroed the direction. Not exact, but close and you take luck when you
find it. The city of Andrews was . . . there.

She found the mark in a few segs. It showed quite obviously on her goggles and she
wrote the number down then approached the tent. The evaluator nodded and signed off.
"What's to stop someone from waiting for another recruit and tracking them?" she asked.

"Me," he smiled. "Why, did you?"

"No!" she protested.

"I'm kidding," he assured her.

She finally noticed the other form hunched near the tent. "Breaktime?" she asked.

"If you like," he agreed. "Just don't talk any details."

The figure resolved up close as Welker. "Hey, how's it going?" She asked the girl.
Well, legally woman, but seventeen Earth years would always be "gir]l" to Kendra.

"Flunking," was the reply, and the poor kid was straining to avoid crying.

"I thought so too, but you can make it," she said.

"I found two and failed both," Welker almost sobbed, cloak hugged around her
skinny shoulders. "Then I got told I can't score this one, just because I arrived at it as
another recruit did. If I hadn't had so much trouble getting close, I would have scored . . .
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but e says it was 'unintentional assistance.' I have to do seventeen more and not miss
any."

Kendra whistled inside. That was tough. "Hey, you can do it!" she insisted. "Look at
me. I didn't handle a weapon until I was seventeen, here. I come from lower gravity and
thicker air." Leaning closer, she whispered loud enough the evaluator could be sure she
wasn't cheating, "And this terrain, with no signs of civilization at all, is scaring the piss
out of me."

Welker snickered softly. Kendra continued, "Rest up, sleep if you need to. Then go
at it again." She stood and adjusted her ruck. "I'll see you at the rendezvous. I'm going out
to wet my pants."

She strode off and could hear the evaluator chuckling and Welker giggling over her
sobs.

The evening of the fourth day, Kendra felt pretty good. She'd forgotten that they had
all night and early morning the next day to finish. She'd been tricked into thinking in
day/night, rather than elapsed time. So she'd taken a full night's rest, along with her
occasional naps, and had only two marks left, one of which was the rendezvous.

The tests had been grueling, but she'd passed so far, missing only the one the first
day and one today. One mark was set into the side of a cliff, requiring one to either climb
a nearby tree and swing close, scale the cliff or hang far over the ledge. Several courses
of fire were graded and there were no limits on rounds used. The trick was that many
recruits tossed ammo to save weight at the first station she'd hit. Recruits had to make
every shot count, hoard rounds and not waste ammo on targets one couldn't hit—some
were beyond effective range or so hidden as to be beyond the accuracy specification of
the weapon. But it was necessary to pass as many as possible and hope to fail only one
for lack of ammo. By her calculations, if one kept every round, dropping food instead,
and made every shot count, it was just possible to pass every course.

She had five rounds of ammo. That made her load lighter, but she would fail another
range test. She figured that poor Welker would fail because of that, but she was sure the
kid would bravely go through survival training again and do it one more time.

And she was out of food. Had she saved ammo insted of food, she'd be worse than
hungry by now. "Not who is right, but who is left," she remembered Carpender bawling
at them. There were no right answers on this test.

Her second to last mark should be just ahead. She took a back azimuth from a peak
and measured lo and Gealach both. Right about here.

There were two discs in the ground, about a meter apart. She swore. Looking
around, she found another one. Then three others. Everyone was getting a different one,
but all in proximity.

It was too late to trudge back and try dead reckoning. She sat and thought, then
decided she could miss this if she had to; the odds were good against another range fire.
She took very careful measurements of lo as it set and shot Gealach again. She measured
two peaks. All three lines converged and became a blob on the screen of her comm. If
there wasn't enough detail there, there certainly wouldn't be on the paper map. She swore
again and tried it one more time with just the last sliver of lo and Gealach. They were as
close to point references as she'd get and far easier to measure than terrain features. She
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double-checked, sighed and moved over a few meters. There were three discs around her
in a rough triangle.

Checking Gealach once more and using a peak in lieu of the now vanished lo, she
narrowed it down to two. One seemed marginally closer, so she wrote it down.

The evaluator was almost two hundred meters away. She trudged over, handed him
her log and he said, "Are you sure of this? You can't pick another one."

"Yes," she replied firmly, while inside, her brain said "no."

He signed off. "You made it."

"That was the test here, right?" she asked, gratefully exhaling a held breath.

"Mostly," he agreed. "You turn in your comm here and do the last leg on paper."

She opened her mouth then closed it. "I want a receipt,” she said automatically, old
habit from the UNPF, as she handed it over.

He raised his eyebrows. "Well. You're the first recruit to ask for one, this cycle." He
turned, scrawled the serial number on a slip and handed it over. He had a pad of them
ready to write. "Your mark will have directions to the rendezvous. Good luck."

Sighing, she looked at the directions and walked off.

% sk ok

Two divs later, she was groggy from lack of sleep, cold and hunger. The dark was
slowing her down and spooking her again. Every time a critter made a sound or stopped
making one, her pulse hammered and adrenaline flooded her body. It was damn tiring.

The mark should be about here. Gealach gave her enough light to measure from one
snow-capped peak and she figured her direction and distance as close. Now to find the
mark.

There it was! And all alone, not surrounded by fifty others. Relief washed over her
and she bent over to find directions. There were none.

There was a board where they would have been clipped, but nothing there. She
growled and shouted in exasperation. Great. Should she wait for some bozo to figure it
out and run back? Call for help and hope they wouldn't recycle her? Wait for others to
arrive and figure it out?

While she pondered, the sounds of a vehicle became audible. There was the bare
buzz of a silenced engine, the bumps of suspension and occasional squeaks. A GUV
rolled up nearby, and an evaluator hopped out. "Looking for this?" she asked.

"Yes, thank you," she said, relaxing several orders of magnitude.

"No prob. One very tired recruit thought it was his personally and dragged it with
him. I'll stay nearby so it doesn't happen again," she explained.

Kendra read the directions, grinned and took off. The rendezvous was due north
three thousand meters. The training site happened to be at five mils magnetic, so this
would be easy.

She stopped in less than a seg, realized that it was five mils the other way and tried
to backtrack.

The evaluator had moved. Then she realized she had run back without measuring.
Fatigue. But excuses wouldn't do it. She'd run less than two hundred meters, so figure the
five degrees and that would be close. The rendezvous couldn't be that small. It was just
one last lesson she'd remember.
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There were seven shelters pitched in the hollow that was the rendezvous. She made
it eight, pitched her bag and crawled in, after reporting to the evaluator huddled next to a
small fire. She was asleep almost before she could fasten the door.

* %k 3k

She woke to voices and reluctantly crawled out, still short of sleep. There were over
forty shelters now, and more people arriving on foot every few segs. Someone threw her
a sealed ration pack that she dug into gratefully. She stowed her gear, and tried to work
the kinks out of her legs. She had a huge blister, too, but it would have to wait. There was
cheerful chat all around, realizing that the personal test aspect was over. The next four
days of combat simulation would be sheer hell, but hard for an individual recruit to fail. It
was experience for them, a test for the student NCOs and officers who would be running
it.

Only segs before deadline, Welker limped over the edge, grinning hugely. Her ankle
was bound for support, but she stumped forward and leaped up in triumph.

"I shot a perfect score!" she crowed.

"I knew you could do it!" Kendra lied as she drew near. A medic shoved them aside
and pulled out a kit. "Now we can do a proper job on that," he told her. They would have
to immobilize, inject fast-working nanos and do some therapy on the swelling and other
tissue damage, but she'd be ready for the combat sim.

Two more recruits arrived in the last few moments and one dragged up the rear, past
the deadline by less than ten seconds. He looked ready to kill when told he'd have to
repeat from survival training forward. Kendra was transported out before the last
stragglers arrived.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Chapter 16

"Both sides think they are about to lose. They are both correct."
—OId military proverb

The combat sim was more confusing than anything else. They had no time to
recover, but went straight back to the field. They huddled on the flightline for most of a
div, broiling between lo and fused surface until they were finally picked up by trucks.
The trucks drove them along rutted tracks deep into the brush of a training range, where
one truck was "killed" by a boobytrap. All aboard were pulled off, put onto an evaluator's
truck and driven back to be re-inserted into the battle elsewhere.

Kendra was assigned to assist a mortar and dug a position while the gunner laid the
weapon. At least she had a real shovel, rather than an entrenching tool. She was mostly
done when a student from the NCO Leadership course came over and ordered her to get
aboard another vehicle. This one dragged her to an artificial clearing, cut in the trees with
explosives, where a lifter waited. The lifter took them over a cluster of buildings, dropped
quickly at one edge and banged to the ground.

She bailed out with the others, took cover and advanced leapfrog. Fire lashed out
from the compound and her helmet flashed and beeped. She was "dead."

After an interminable wait, during which it began to rain, she was herded into an
open truck with other "casualties," and driven back to an entry point. Another squad
leader took her and had her support an ambush on a convoy of supplies, still in the rain.

She crewed a vertol door gun, drove a truck, guarded combat engineers laying a
bridge, shot, was shot at, acted as a training aid for the medics by screaming as if
suffering pain and stress while trying to beat them senseless. That was fun until one of
them slugged her to make her hold still, then trussed her to the stretcher. She was briefly
pulled out and dressed in ill-fitting civilian clothes to storm the gate with a "protest
group," then pulled back in and sent to support an ordnance disposal team. Then she
guarded prisoners.

It came to her, halfway through a cold, miserable second day, with only one meal
and her water running out, that she had no idea which side she was on, if she had been on
the same side all along, how many sides there were or what the war was supposed to be
about. Live artillery roared overhead on its way to an impact area that simulated a village
somewhere in this madhouse. Aircraft buzzed, howled, roared or screamed, depending on
type and conditions. They would drop flares at night, to illuminate various targets with



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

assorted frequencies, and to blind others. While she mused she was grabbed again and
sent to run a target designator, painting incoming attack vertols with a laser.

The third one reacted by dodging and firing. Her helmet flashed again. Sighing, she
dropped the designator and lay still, waiting for the medics to come for her body. She fell
asleep.

Four days passed fairly quickly. Kendra was lucky, in that her time had been
eventful if confusing. Some had been assigned to guard facilities or entry control points,
had as little idea what was going on as she did and were bored stiff. She was hoarse, cold,
aching, bruised, blistered, hungry and tired to the point of hallucinations, but felt good.
They were done!

The "war" continued as they left. It ran all day, all night, all year, with new troops
taking over as their classes rotated through. The "front" would gradually shift across the
training range, allowing construction, maintenance and time for the poor abused plant life
to recover.

"Soldiers! Listen up for assignments!" Carpender shouted. He read from his comm.
"Aawil, Second Legion. Abel, Gate Control Command. Ago, FMS Bolivar, Cruiser.
Abhern, Orbital Defense Command. Aires, Third Battalion, Seventh Brigade . . ." Kendra
tuned it out as she pondered events. She felt far more military now than she ever had in
the UNPF. She wondered what the future held. "Pacelli, Third Mobile Assault
Regiment," she heard, snapping alert and grabbing the thrown datachip. That was Rob's
unit! Had he arranged it? And Marta's. And Drew's. Well, that didn't sound too bad. She
read the departure orders . . .

Which ordered her to stay here for forty-five more training days! She sighed in
exasperation. Freeholders never relaxed.

% sk ok

The next morning everyone was cheerful. Graduation! At long last. They checked
each other's uniforms for lint even more carefully than for inspection, waited nervously
for a div and a half then formed up to march. Their cadences were elevating in the warm
morning air. It was promising to be a gentle day.

The sense of accomplishment was very real. All that sweating, bleeding and training
was an ordeal that most people could not handle, she realized. As they marched past the
reviewing stand and turned eyes right, accepting salutes from the military people in the
crowd, she felt a stir that made her graduation from UNPF service school pale. That had
been a summer camp by comparison. There were cheers for her friends and photos taken.
Welker and Denson insisted on having her in their photographs and contact codes were
swapped all around. Carpender came by and was polite and gentle while he displayed a
remarkable sense of humor. It was an eventful morning. The afternoon would be spent in
packing.

% sk ok

Most of the platoon was boisterously stuffing gear into bags and departing, with
occasional teary eyes or jokes, hugs and shoves. She shoved her kilos of property into
two heavy duffels and prepared to lug it across the base to Mobile Assault Training
Depot. The bright spot was that Denson had orders for 1st Mobile, so she'd at least have
some company. A quick call to Rob and Marta had gotten her congrats and assurance that
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they'd fly out to meet her when she got a day free, which they told her wasn't likely to be
until the Equinox holiday, twenty-three days away.

She waited a few segs for Denson to get packed then they shouldered their gear and
started hiking. At least they didn't have to do any formal marching and they both were in
civvies. But it was still a hot day and not a short walk with eighty kilos of gear on backs,
shoulders and towed behind.

"You have friends in Third, Pacelli?" he asked. They'd been bunked near each other
the entire time and frequently assigned as buddies.

"Uh. .. call me Kendra. Please. I'd like to have a real first name other than
Teebitch,' 'Dumbshit,' or 'Recruit.' Yes. A sort-of manfriend, a sort-of ladyfriend and a
friend."

"Oh," he replied. "Call me Asher. Two relationships?" he asked. "Or a tri?"

"Sort-of tri," she said, grinning. "My life is very sort-of right now." She shifted her
second duffel, which was carried across the top of the one she wore.

He grinned back. "My brother got out of First about a year ago. I hope I don't have
to meet some expectation."

"You will," she promised.

"Thanks. You're all friend," he replied in mock disgust. They walked in silence.

Kendra asked, "Do you have any idea what all we have to do for assault training?"

He whistled. "Um, amphibious planetside assault, ship and habitat, space, parachute
and air and some miscellaneous stuff. We'll be busy."

"So much for unwinding," she complained. "I have to go to logistics intro course,
then report in two days after I graduate, back where I fucking left from." It was getting
easier to swear after practice. She shifted the damned bag again. It wouldn't stay in a
comfortable spot.

"Well, we do have tonight free," he said cautiously. "I could spot you dinner . . ."

She turned her head. "Are you offering to spot me dinner?" she asked, "Or buy me
dinner?" She glinted at him. He was embarrassed! This was sort-of fun.

"Uh, buy, I guess. If you don't mind," he sputtered. "Steak? And beer?"

Steak? From a cow? Yeah, what the hell. And an actual date, under local customs?
Yeah, what the hell. They'd be busy enough and far enough apart it couldn't get too
complex. And she did like the idea of some attention.

"Sure," she agreed. "Am I that hard to ask? Because of my age?" He was barely
eighteen earth years, compared to her twenty-seven. It probably was a bit intimidating.
"Or because I'm from Earth?"

"Um . .. some of each," he admitted. "I don't have much experience with women.
And none in picking people up. And, well . . ."

"People from Earth are supposed to be prudes?" she supplied.

"Well, a lot of people say so," he defended.

"We do have sex on Earth," she smiled across at him. "And my ladyfriend is one of
the highest paid escorts in the system. I know a few tricks."

That caused him to flush scarlet under his tan and she laughed silently. This was
going to be fun.

% %k ok
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The steak had been good, Kendra thought, and it hadn't bothered her too much that it
was animal. And she'd been glad to get it. The depot had decided that they were prime
candidates for cleaning and other chores. She'd finally had a few polite words with the
duty corporal and explained that it didn't seem fair to get stuck with the duty when
everyone transporting in or with family visiting was arriving in the morning. They'd both
made plans to stay off-base, so why should the corporal be stuck camping there if he
didn't have to be? He'd agreed that his own apartment or billeting would be more
comfortable, and grinned a knowing grin as they left and he locked the door.

The beer was good, too and she'd had a bit more than she planned. Asher was
definitely in for a shock if he was expecting her to be prudish. She smiled again. "Shall
we walk dinner off?" she suggested.

Rockeliff was a beautiful town, with an utterly breathtaking view of the Dragontooth
range and Mirror Lake. They walked along the second ring road, unconsciously fast from
their daily training. The hotel was several blocks away; they'd found the restaurant by
simply walking until they found one. She'd thought that very romantic and old-fashioned,
even though she knew it wasn't uncommon here. The building was of rough stone,
looking like a seventeenth century European factory and had real wooden beams inside. It
did feel odd carrying a rifle each. But regulations insisted that military personnel be
armed at all times and neither of them had a sidearm.

Asher had thoughtfully but needlessly spent some extra creds for a room that looked
across the city to the lake. Well, thoughtfulness deserved a reward. She reached out and
scritched the small of his back.

He squirmed, snapped, "Hey!" and dug back at her. They smiled a truce, moved
alongside each other again and she poked for his ribs.

He turned and grabbed, missed her shoulder and got a handful of her left breast.
"Really?" she said and stopped fighting. He looked as if he were about to apologize, even
though his hand was still there. She saved him the embarrassment by leaning forward and
kissing him.

She could feel his pulse and respiration go through the roof. She took his hand and
said, "Let's go upstairs."

% sk ok

Kendra looked over at Asher, sleeping at last. Well, she couldn't complain.
Endurance, creativity, strength and decent looks. Although she hadn't admitted it, it was
her first date based purely on lust. And it hadn't been bad.

She'd had to be a bit demanding. He was very gentle and attentive, but she wasn't in
the mood for gentle. She'd taken control and was surprised at her own energy. She
realized she hadn't had time to even think about sex for the last ninety days. That must be
it.

He'd commented once that she could be a professional and she'd had to remind
herself that it was a compliment. She thanked him, said that it wasn't her thing, and he'd
taken the hint.

Damn. They both had to be awake in about a div if they were to be on time. She
called the desk for a wake-up call—a nice old-fashioned touch, she thought, as she
arranged for it to be ten segs early. Perhaps a quickie before they left.
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Chapter 17

"Parachute's not deployed

And ground's getting depressingly near.
Life, I love you so much

But you don't care for me, old bitch!"

—"Life, I Love You," a Russian skydivers' folk song

Assault training was run differently from recruit training. The instructors were no
less forgiving, no less demanding, but they didn't act as condescendingly. They did
require just as much effort.

Kendra signed in, comm chips and gear were thrown at her, a bunk assigned and a
schedule laid out. A few segs later, they were boarding a shuttle for orbit again. They
docked at a habitat and were stuffed into cubes, as before.

The training involved the specialized weapons and loads for fighting within a
habitat. They learned to breach airlocks, override controls and to maneuver quickly in
tight quarters. Emphasis was placed again on unarmed combat, since they were more
likely in such confines to wind up in the midst of enemy forces. They ran exercises all
day long and much of several nights. Then it was outside to rehearse assaults.

They trained with small assault pods for approaching and grappling quickly, pre-
packaged explosive charges and plasma torches for cutting hulls, and learned to
recognize and disable antennas and sensors. They used heavier weapons for those
purposes and drilled again and again for precision and accuracy.

After nine days, they crammed rapidly into an assault pod and dropped through the
atmosphere. They landed hard and deployed for attack. The instructors came around and
berated them for sloppiness. After seeing the video of it, Kendra could agree. They took a
ride into the stratosphere on a converted civilian ballistic craft and dropped again. Then
again. They interspersed that with standard landings and "hot unloads" from the cargo
bays, where they slid out the back on ACV's and parachute-retarded wheeled vehicles.
Several vehicles took spills and there were minor casualties. They were reminded that in
warfare those "minor" casualties would all be dead.

Anyone casualtied missed lunch the next day, regardless of whose fault it was. The
purpose was to reinforce the risks involved and encourage attention to detail. It became a
running joke about the "crash diet" they were all on. It lasted eleven more days, because
the long flights into low orbit or the stratosphere made for tedious waiting for flights and
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flight-time. Kendra was only too glad to be done with it. She'd bruised all over from the
impacts and decided that was not the most personnel-friendly way to fight.

That night, she took a few moments to call home. Rob answered and assured her he
and Marta would be there the next evening. She asked if he needed directions and
blushed when he replied with a smile, "I'm familiar with the base." Of course he was. She
disconnected before she could say anything sappy. That could wait until they met. It felt
odd to be talking to them. Unlike the UNPF, Freehold military training enforced
separation from friends and family. She realized it had been some weeks since they'd last
spoken.

Day twenty-one. They woke, were trotted to a hangar and drilled again through the
basics of parachuting. They did several rehearsals on the ground before departing for the
airfac. The traditional VC-6s were waiting and prepared to lift.

Instead of boarding, they shrugged into harnesses and clipped themselves to racks
on the outside, reporting readiness through their helmet mikes. Kendra gulped in fear.
She hated heights, and this was not the way she wanted to experience them. Before she
could steady her nerves, the pilot lifted, straight up and fast.

She clung to her webbing and tried to lean back against the side of the craft as it
jostled her. Breathe, she reminded herself as she gasped in a lungful of cold, fresh air. It
helped. The ground expanded beneath them, features retreating as they drifted over the
adjoining drop zone at five hundred meters. She listened to the pilot and instructor
coordinating the drop and tried to unclench her knuckles. She had a dizzying view down
through a cloud and looked quickly at the horizon as she'd been taught. It didn't help
much.

"Stand by," her helmet advised. She prayed silently and closed her eyes briefly.
Before she could finish, the voice said, "Go."

The snaps popped free and she dropped like the proverbial rock. As it registered, her
stomach rose into her throat. Then she was yanked by the static line and gravity pulled
her into the harness. "One," she counted, suddenly reminded of the procedure for
emergencies, but the gear functioned flawlessly and the backup automatic system was
unnecessary, as were the procedures she'd learned in the morning's drills. She counted
two, twisted her head to check the canopy for inflation, then stared at it for emotional
support. those few kilos of fabric were keeping her from slamming into the ground. The
count should have taken through five and she'd screwed it up, but at least her gear was
working.

She grabbed her toggles and steered toward the target, watching for others. She was
experiencing a rush and decided she could get used to this in time. Some were far more
enthusiastic and two who had prior experience with parachutes were pulling stunts. She
hoped they were soundly punished for the crime of enjoying themselves. Then she began
to enjoy it herself. o was shining, the sky was clear and the temperature was comfortably
warm inside her jumpsuit. She kept looking up at her canopy for reassurance and back
down at the closing ground.

She touched down near the target and rolled as she'd been taught. With the oversize,
overstable gear the students were issued, it was unnecessary, but good practice. One
should always get low in combat, she recalled.

They went up again immediately. Then a third time, jumping through a troop door in
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the side, then once more off the ramp at the rear. They were all aching from the harnesses
tugging at them when they broke for the day.

They had the evening and next day free for Equinox and Kendra looked eagerly
forward to Marta and Rob visiting. They were due about seven. She waited in the
dayroom, not wanting to miss them by trying to anticipate their arrival at the gate.

"Bay, ten-shut!" someone bellowed and Kendra snapped to with the others. "Officer
in the bay!" the speaker continued.

"As you were," a voice replied. She recognized it. Rob's. What the hell?

She turned to see him and Marta in undress greens. Marta looked as stunning as ever
and Rob was wearing lieutenant's pips.

From habit, she snapped to attention again. "When did that happen, sir?" She asked,
half joking.

"Geez, dear, relax," he laughed. "You don't have to call me 'sir,' my parents were
married. I'm only dressed for dinner. Okura retired right on schedule and Bimi left for
command school. That left a slot open, I'm ranking pilot, instructor qualified and have
combat time, so I got Second Flight." He took a breath and added, "You look great."

She doubted that, with short hair and a uniform, but it was really good to see him.
Marta turned slightly and gestured. "Are you ready, love?"

"Uh, let me get my rifle," she said. "And I invited Asher to come with us." She
indicated him with her left hand. "Asher, Rob and Marta," she introduced awkwardly as
she hurried to her bunk, self-consciously avoiding them.

Asher stood nearly at attention, trying to look relaxed, and greeted them, "Sir,
Sergeant."

They were almost small-talking when she returned with her rifle. Asher was already
armed, and they left. Rob told the recruit on guard not to call the bay to attention and they
departed without fanfare, although Kendra could still feel numerous eyes staring in their
direction, mostly at Marta.

They climbed into a rented aircar and strapped down. Marta promptly grabbed her
and planted an eager kiss on her. She kissed back until oxygen deprivation cut in. Then it
was Rob's turn.

While she recovered from the attention, Rob lifted and turned the car
simultaneously. "Now that you've had some air time, I can fly like a real pilot," he joked
as he rammed the throttle home. There were gasps and a giggle from Marta as gees
shoved them into the seat. "Rob's a Hatchet pilot," she advised Asher over her shoulder.

Marta was next to him and added, "Yeah. And he got the CfC on Mtali. If his flying
bothers you, just do what he does," she said as setup.

"What's that?" Asher asked, unsure and staring wide-eyed out the window.

"I close my eyes!" Rob shouted, laughing.

He slowed down and dropped into the local traffic pattern and in a few segs landed
and roaded. "This the place you meant?" he asked Kendra.

"Yes. Asher brought me here two weeks ago." Was that all it was? It seemed years.
They walked across the road and into the hewn-stone building. There was a line
waiting for service, but the Freehold operated differently from Earth. As soon as the staff
saw the combat medals on Rob and Marta, they were ushered in and not a word of protest
was spoken behind them. The manager personally delivered a bottle of wine, announcing
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it was with his compliments for anyone with a Citation for Courage. "Who do I have to
kill for champagne?" Rob joked, then thanked him graciously.

The food was really good and Marta split her attention three ways with surprising
ease. Then Kendra realized it shouldn't be surprising. Rob was polite and friendly with
Asher and gave Marta occasional touches and conversation, but most of his attention was
on Kendra. She reciprocated. She wondered how the evening was going to be, but Marta
clearly had it under control and Kendra trusted her to handle it. She dug into her lemon-
pepper roasted chicken and was dizzy-headed on wine in short order. It didn't take much.

"The short hair suits you," Marta said. She reached up and brushed the thick blond
strands, now almost five centimeters long.

"Uh, sure," Kendra replied sarcastically. "You might have warned me about that."

"Why? Don't they do that in the UN?" Marta looked as surprised as Kendra had been
when she got shorn.

Another gulf. She let the topic drop and got back into the conversation. "I think the
second jump was scarier than the first," she said.

Asher nodded. "I wasn't going to admit it, but yes," he said.

"Was for me, too," Rob agreed. "The first one is an unknown. You'll learn to enjoy
them."

"I do already," she purred and stroked his thigh. He laughed.

"Wait until you try free fall," Marta said. "The most fun you can have with your
clothes on," she snickered.

After eating and drinking and chatting for a while, they stood and wandered out.
Rob left a generous tip and thanked the manager. The service had been unobtrusively
excellent.

Rob took her hand against slight resistance and commented, "This whole decorum
thing in uniform takes some getting used to. You need to relax a little." She tried to do so
and moved closer. On the other side, Marta undecorously mashed up against her and held
out her other arm for Asher, who was looking a bit out of place. He brightened and took
it.

The hotel Marta had booked was pricier than the one Asher had sprung for. She
would have to let him know that Marta was loaded with cash and liked spending so he
wouldn't feel too put upon.

The elevator was on the small side and they shifted to fit. It wound up with Rob and
Kendra standing together, Marta and Asher behind them. They walked down the hall that
way and were still two couples when they entered the room.

Kendra pulled Rob against her inside the door and he grinned as he met her lips. He
kissed along her chin and down her throat, making her arch in response. His hands on her
hips and his weight against her were long-missed thrills.

Then Marta elbowed her way in. "Don't be greedy!" She smiled at Rob. Then she
attacked with a ferocity Kendra had never felt before. Finally breaking, Kendra slumped
against the wall, lust and alcohol making her giddy.

"I think you and Rob should burn off your mindless lust and we can play later.
Meanwhile, Ash here can keep me entertained," Marta said. Asher had been feeling left
out and looked it. He flushed red as Marta eyed him, clearly enjoying the idea.

After long, sweaty segs in a variety of positions, they broke apart. Rob sprawled
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back, gasping, and Kendra leaned to stretch out kinks. Mar ran questing fingers up her
neck and began to massage the knots. She much preferred Rob's attention, but she had
missed Marta just as much. She drew Mar into an embrace and let her hands and mouth
drift across the flawless olive skin.

If it wasn't for her current heavy exercise program, she figured she'd have collapsed
from exhaustion by now. Marta had been as energetic and demanding as always. She was
about to beg for a break, but when she sat, catching her breath for a second, she saw the
look in Ash's eyes. She pulled him close and spread atop him, feeling him inside her,
aroused again and ready. He kissed her eagerly and she delighted in it.

She opened her eyes to find Mar kissing her and the men asleep. "Feeling okay?"
Mar asked.

"Sure. Did I black out?" she asked.

"Not as such. You mumbled a few words about being ruined for regular sex, then
fell asleep."

"Oh," she replied wittily.

"Speaking of which," Marta added as she began caressing her again. Kendra
wondered if she was going to be allowed to sleep any more.

They spent the next day on a six-meter sailboat on Mirror Lake. She gratefully
stripped naked and sunbathed as soon as the temperature permitted. It had been so long
since she'd been outside without clothes that she felt odd about it again. She declined to
join Marta in a dip over the side, however. The young woman resurfaced dripping and
howling, her nipples crinkled from the cold and her lips taking on a blue cast for a few
segs.

Rob pulled the tiller taut against the breeze, tacking them. He was experienced with
sailing vessels too, and Kendra wondered again just how many skills were in his
repertoire. She lazed on the deck while Marta teased Ash again. They munched a picnic
lunch and headed back in the afternoon as Io began to bake them. There were hundreds of
boats out by then, and Rob steered carefully. Kendra nodded at appreciative stares, still
not used to them. Marta played to the audience and had a great time.

Mar was definitely amused by Asher. She was kissing and caressing him as they sat
relaxing in the room. "You realize how lucky you are, I hope," Kendra grinned. "What
would last night have cost him?" she asked Marta.

Considering, Marta said, "Sex with some variations, voyeurism, extended oral, about
two divs worth . . . two thousand credits would cover it."

Asher looked suitably impressed. "Wow," he said. "Kendra said you were high
priced, but wow."

"You don't think I'm worth it?" Marta asked with a cruel grin.

"Uh, yes!" he agreed quickly. Despite his minimal experience, he knew Marta was
incredibly skilled and he'd be pondering the differences between her and Kendra, while
trying hard not to rate them against each other. It was amusing, but Kendra was glad they
weren't involved more than casually. It could get very confused and ugly if they were.

Marta dropped them at the barracks the next morning with twenty segs to spare.
They changed and were ready for free-fall training, Kendra still a bit stiff from athletic
seX.
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After the daily exercise and shooting, they listened to the lecture again and ran
through rehearsals one-on-one with the staff. Satisfied, they were herded back aboard the
vertols, Kendra feeling well rested, and confident. There was just a twinge of nervousness
inside and she looked around at the others. Some wore grins like Ash's and she wondered
how many others had been trysting. She doubted any had had as athletic a time as she'd
had.

They were quickly at altitude and Kendra was motioned to be first. Her stomach
flopped, but she stepped forward. There was an interminable wait, then the ramp
dropped, then there was more waiting as the landscape glided by. They were doing barely
150 kilometers, but it seemed faster. The jumpmaster walked casually out to the edge of
the ramp and looked down while Kendra swallowed. He motioned her forward.

She stepped gingerly to the edge and stood there, buffeted by the slipstream as the
instructor pointed down. "There's your target," he shouted over the roar. She could hear it
live and in her headset in odd stereo.

She glanced down, nodding, not really seeing.

"No, lean over. Down there!" he repeated. She leaned, gripping the stanchion, and
saw what might be a painted target. "Ready," he told her. She put her toes against the
edge, waiting in the disconnected state she'd learned to associate with sensory or mental
overload.

She heard a bellowed, "Go!"

Swallowing again, she dove off the edge and dropped, spread to catch the roaring
wind. The air and gravity ripped at her, pulled her, tumbled her from headfirst to belly-
down as she took a stiff "Arch!" while shouting instructions to remind and time herself.
"Look!" she yelled and sighted her release handle near her right side. At "Reach!" she
pulled her arms in toward her torso as she'd been taught and yanked the release while
bellowing "Pull!"

It was supposed to be a five-second count. It had taken her barely one. But the gear
worked as advertised and the canopy rippled and billowed over her. She checked it and
could see other students deploying overhead. Adrenaline coursed through her and she
whooped in delight. This was a rush.

The next trip was a ten-second delay from a faster craft, face-first in a rush toward
the ground, rolling in the gale to a stable position. They did twenty seconds. They could
go no further than thirty without oxygen and stopped there. Kendra would vividly
remember that jump forever.

She leapt headfirst out the back, feet against her buttocks, arms extended to let the
buffeting winds catch her. She flattened out in the sudden silence and heard the steadily
increasing roar of the air past her ears. Occasional side-gusts caught her and there came a
whuffing sound as she dropped through a wisp of cloud. Full gravity returned as she
reached terminal velocity.

The world curved away from her in a vast panorama and she leaned sideways to turn
for a full view. It was exhilarating and she grinned beneath her goggles. Remembering to
check her altimeter, she was surprised to find it was only 185 meters and about five
seconds into her flight. She had plenty of time. She turned back to the view.

She kept a steady eye on her altimeter. After a long time that was meditative and
restful, she popped the canopy at five hundred meters as ordered. She found a rising
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thermal and managed extra hang time, in violation of regs. It should cost to have this
much fun, she thought. She landed and reported in for dinner. They resumed afterward,
doing a static jump and a free fall in darkness with night-vision gear.

The rest of the instruction block passed at a blur. They began jumping with gear and
did more night jumps, into water, into thick woods with armor to prevent injury, then into
mock urban settings. They practiced malfunctions, including releasing a "damaged" main
and deploying the reserve. They used oxygen to go as high as seven thousand meters and
practiced steering for their targets.

They were more than halfway through already. After Recruit Training, as busy as it
had been, the breakneck pace here was staggering.

Up before Io again. Exercise, shooting range, classroom. They devoured the lecture
and were driven to another training area. They jogged up stairs to the top of a one-
hundred-meter training tower and donned harnesses.

Kendra snapped the rope through the links as taught and the instructor tugged it to
inspect. "Okay," she said. "You can't fall as long as you grip the rope against your hip,"
she reiterated the lecture. "Try to hang on in front, you'll slip. Now, back to the edge."
Kendra nodded, shuffled to the edge of the tower and leaned back. She felt fine so far.

She slipped one foot over, then the other, and gingerly edged down, feet against the
building, slipping the rope through her fingers and snugging it against her hip. "Faster,"
she was ordered. "We don't have all day."

She quickened her pace, looking at the wall and not down and was quickly done.
She was surprised at how easy it had been. She'd expected to be scared of the height.
Free-fall training had put a stop to that.

She went up twice more for practice and prepared for the real training after lunch.

That was a different experience. She faced forward, standing at the edge. It looked
like a long way down now. "Over you go," she was reminded.

She squatted and stepped over with her left, then her right. She stared straight down
the tower to the packed ground below and paused. It was disorienting, and her hindbrain
waited to plummet to her death. Gingerly, she stood out from the side, holding the rope
taut in front of her. She stepped, then again, jerkily, shifting against the tower and
hissing. Her adrenaline level was up again. If this continued, she'd be addicted to the
stuff.

She continued jerking down the side. It was easier this way, once she was used to it.
She could see where she was going and it was easier to control the rope. By evening, she
was proficient and comfortable with the basics. They did one in darkness, then bedded
down and rose early again.

They spent the day rappelling from vertols, finally leaping out the side and dropping
fifty meters in five seconds using a friction lock to slow the descent at an increasing rate.
They started in free fall down the rope, gravity building as they dropped and hitting the
ground just hard enough to sting the feet a little. The friction heat could be felt right
through the gloves.

By the end of it, she could drop, maneuver during descent, fire a weapon to clear a
window and land inside it or hit a roof on the fly. She could reconnect to a trailing rope
and lift, spreading to stay steady in the wind. She could drop from a moving craft, timing
her descent to match the pendulum swing of the rope and land stationary at a selected
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position. They spent more effort on rappelling and roping than on any other task. Current
doctrine held that this was the most useful technique for assault. It was a lot of fun to
bounce across the landscape, once trained. Better than any amusement park ride she'd
ever tried.

They spent what seemed now to be a very brief span on beach assault and additional
land techniques. It was unlikely they'd ever be assaulting from water, but it was possible
for a drop pod to land off-beacon. They practiced wading, swimming and using small
boats. The two days were dawn to dusk affairs, but flew by quickly, although cold, wet
and itchy. The last day of the block was spent frontally assaulting prepared positions.
Kendra was reflective afterward. It finally hit her at gut level that she was learning to kill
or be killed. A frontal assault would be suicide for most involved.

The final exercise was quick, brutally hard and messy. The students lined up at the
beginning of the course, psyched and ready to graduate. From here, technical training for
most, direct assignment to their new unit for others . . . and for some poor unfortunates,
follow-up with Blazer training and perhaps Black Operations after that. Kendra
shuddered to think about what could be worse than this.

She waited anxiously, a bit concerned about the test. She understood exactly what
was involved, but the waiting was still unnerving. She approached the front of the line
and killed time watching those ahead of her.

Her turn. "Pacelli, Kendra A." she recited to the evaluator.

"You ready, Private?" he asked her.

"Yes, Sergeant!" she replied. Hell, no!

"Go!"

She ran three steps and jumped into the trench, landing chest deep in frigid mud.
Floating in it was assorted trash, refuse and rotten garbage. She held her breath and bent
forward, slime rising over her face and into her ears and hair as she grasped the two
sunken ammo cans left for her and grabbed the handles. As she stood, filth oozed down
over her and into her clothes. She longed to wipe her face, but that would mean dropping
one of the boxes, which would mean another dunking.

She waded forward, as close to a run as she could manage under the circumstances,
feeling her boots squelching underneath as the mud forced its way in. The two cases, full
of ammo and mud, were already heavy and dragged her arms behind her as she slogged
onward.

She reached the end of the two-hundred-meter ditch exhausted, cold and aching. The
handles had cut into her hands and she'd banged both shins, her knees and thighs with the
sharp corners several times, front and back. She was only too happy to drop them. She
wasn't happy with the high-pressure fire hose used to clean her off with even colder
water, the spray blasting up her nose, into her mouth when she yelped and pouring liters
of water into her clothes and down. The dousing added the burden of additional weight
and she sprinted away as soon as she was clean. The hose chased her for a few seconds.
Once out of range she coughed water out of her burning lungs and resumed at a slow
pace.

There wasn't much point to the soaking, she thought, since she immediately had to
dive face-first for cover in wet, limy sand that burned to the touch. The small arms fire
blazing overhead was live, and while it was being held high enough to avoid injury, so
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she'd been told, it still made cracking sounds as it ripped by. She dragged herself along,
cringing at the occasional low round. It actually was possible to flatten to half one's
thickness, she decided, but the sand grains were a bit small for real concealment. She
stretched her arms out again, scrabbled with her fingers, dug in her toes and crept under
the first strands of razor wire.

She got snagged eventually and had to carefully snip the wire with her shears. The
springy metal twanged along its length and bounced over, catching another trainee. He
snapped, "Watch it, dickwad!" as an instructor poured a burst right over her head. Kendra
flinched, and wasn't sure if the warm wetness she felt was lime and water or if she'd peed
her pants. That had been close. Another bounding wire cut by someone else sliced across
her hand. The sand rubbed in to create a fiery pain. She decided she could deal with it
until she was clear, and crawled faster.

Once clear, it took her a few seconds to rinse the wound and spray sealer on it, then
she ran for the target range. She found an open lane, punched her ID into the touchpad
and unshouldered her weapon. She banged the grit from it, raised it and commenced fire
at the pop-up targets. Once done, she slung it again and hit the track.

Unarmed combat test, and for evaluation, they meant unarmed. Someone could get
killed from a clubbed rifle or shovel. The student was required to attack, and she took
short steps toward her opponent. The man was smaller than she and her hunched posture
caused him to misjudge her size. She straightened, raised her foot a full meter farther
away than he expected, pivoted and kicked his ankle. He hopped back, changed stance
and threw a fist toward her face. She rolled it aside with her right, circled her left hand
down the other way to slow the parallel punch into her guts and tangled her left foot past
his leading leg to kick the ankle she'd already abused. She grunted from the thump to her
belly that he snuck in and breathed deeply and openmouthed as her diaphragm protested.
Shoving his weight back onto the injured leg, she twisted her torso and he fell to his
knees. She dropped her knee into the small of his back, stuck her extended left fingers
into his throat and said, "Dead."

"Fine, get going," he said, clearly embarrassed by being taken down.

She stood and ran. Next was the cargo net, all thirty vertical meters of it. It no longer
scared her, but her weapon tangled in the webbing and she was upside down by the time
she unhooked it. She scrambled aright and finished the climb and descent.

There were twenty-two more obstacles, all sandy or muddy or wet or filthy or some
combination of all of them. Her eyes were red and weeping from incapacitance gas
before she was through, her lungs a frothy, syrupy burning mess. Once done with the
ground test, she ran across a field-expedient airfac and boarded a vertol. As soon as it was
full, the pilot lifted. They were taken to altitude and dropped, the target illuminated by
laser and showing on their visors. Silently, they formed into squads and attacked a nearby
position. From there, the orienteering course required precision navigation over short
distances. Once graded on that, they boarded a shuttle.

Straight into orbit, they deployed in suits they donned en route and attacked a
destroyer, cutting and blasting their way through the hull and seizing control. From there,
they dropped in pods back into the combat sim for four more days of fun. It was raining
again, and Kendra wondered if it was going to rain every time she went into the field. She
was beyond exhausted from the level of activity and hadn't thought it possible to eat so
much and not gain weight.
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As Mobile Assault troops, she'd thought they'd see a higher complexity of battle.
The local commanders, with absolute disregard for training, tossed them in anywhere
they had shortages. It was a bit discouraging.

They cleaned up, slept and marched through another graduation, Rob and Marta in
the stands, their own qualification badges proudly worn. She was dismissed, and went to
spend the day with them. Ash had left, but said goodbye and kissed her and Mar as he
departed. Then Rob had to make a contract appointment, leaving the two women alone.
They went shopping, looking for exotic minerals and wood crafts, a love they shared.
Kendra bought a green marble kitchen knife rack for Marta and had it shipped
clandestinely. She had a bit of money now, which felt reassuring. She wasn't obsessed
with the stuff, but it was impossible to live without, and a cushion let her sleep more
easily.

Her hair had grown out to collar length, which made her less self-conscious in
public. She also gradually became aware that she was totally unworried by any threat of
crime. She knew she could instantly become a human chainsaw if attacked. She also no
longer felt odd carrying a weapon. They were just tools to be used. It was a change in
temperament she reflected on as they walked the cool, bright streets.

"One more stop," Marta insisted, and flew them a few kilometers to the outskirts of
town. They stopped in front of a blocky building, thirty or so meters removed from its
neighbors. A simple painted sign outside proclaimed Cardiff Cutlery. They went inside.

Rustic was perhaps the word. The back of the building, visible through an opening,
was equipped with bay doors for loading equipment and material. Inside, it resembled an
archaic smithy crossed with a machine shop. The front contained racks and displays of
exotic cutlery. She'd never imagined so many varieties of edged weapons.

Mike Cardiff was about Marta's height, stripped to the waist and showing knotty
biceps He had a short, graying beard and mustache and a shaven head. "Well! Marta!" he
said brightly in a resonant voice that belonged to a man twice his size. He grinned evilly
and reached out his grimy hands.

She was still in uniform and squealed, "Don't even think it! Or I'll never kiss you
again."

He wiped his hands off and held them at his sides while she leaned to kiss him
chastely. "Who's your friend?" he asked as he leaned back. "Is she taken?" He leered
comically at Kendra.

"Yes, by me and Rob. Mike, Kendra Pacelli. Kendra, Mike Cardiff," she introduced.
Kendra took his hands and shook. He gave her a glance from head to toe that boosted her
ego. His thoughts were obvious.

"You ladies look at the hardware, I have to check on one in the oven," he said and
walked into the back again.

Kendra stared at the work. It was amazing. Some of the blades had grains and
patterns like burled wood. She'd heard of pattern-welded and Damascus steel, but had
only seen one small piece of Rob's. This was incredible.

Looking to Marta for assent, she lifted one from the rack. It was a standard kataghan
pattern, chisel pointed, slightly S-curved, with a grip of nuggetwood set with silver pins.
One nearby she didn't recognize by shape had a handle of malachite. She whistled in
respect.
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Cardiff returned with clean hands, wiping them on a rag and asked, "Any
questions?"

"Not yet, but [ am impressed," Kendra said. Marta was scrutinizing a small knife.

"Your accent is familiar. You're from Earth?" he asked.

"Yes," she agreed. "Minneapolis."

"Oho! Do I have a piece for you!" he said, guiding her by her elbow to another rack.
He drew the blade from its slot and handed it over. She took it from him, curious, and
stopped suddenly. The balance was amazing. It floated in her hand, seemingly ready to
swing in any direction she willed without physical effort. She raised it and marveled at
the artistry of it.

It was a wakizashi, she recognized. The blade was about fifty centimeters, patterned
with interlocking curls of the constituent metal writhing like a snake along the length of
it, treated with some chemical to reveal it in shades of gold and tan. It seemed to have a
depth, hypnotizing the eye into staring into it. The sides curved slightly into an edge so
fine there was no glint of reflected light. Just back from the edge, there was what she
knew was a temper line. It was wavy, crisp near the edge and clouding into nothingness
toward the back. The guard was a circle of carved black iron with gold hammered into it
in the shape of a rosebud. The hilt behind it was a golden-hued wood that was tiger-stripe
grained and had a depth of its own that shifted with the angle of the light. The scabbard
Cardiff held was carved of the same wood.

"What is that wood? I've never seen it before," she asked, stunned by its beauty.

"That's actually quilted maple from Earth, salvaged from an old piece of furniture. I
forged the blade from two damaged pieces. One was an old family blade that was too
trashed to reuse as was. The other was an absolutely archaic Damascus shotgun barrel,
also worthless in the condition it was in. You'll see the weld pattern change from Persian
twist to waterfall along the shinogi, which is this line here, where the bevel starts." He
indicated the break and she could see a faint line where the two patterns met. "So all the
materials are from Earth. The surface is treated with titanium nitride for the gold tones,"
he finished.

Kendra wanted it. No, she lusted after it. She didn't dare look at the price tag. This
was an entirely handcrafted work of art. She nodded and thanked Cardiff, putting it back
on the rack. She turned to see Marta buying a small dagger, the grain of the blade twisted
back on itself, hilted in Grainne amber and silver.

"Not getting it?" Marta asked.

"I want to, but I don't dare spend the money," she admitted.

"You need a sword for formal wear," Mar chided.

"But—"

"And it should be distinctive," she added.

"But—"

"And you'll never see that one again. Mike's stuff is magic that way. You come in
and wait for one to call to you," she insisted.

"Marta, sto—"

"And you just finished your training, which calls for a special gift to yourself," she
reasonably pointed out.

"Dammit, [—"
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"And you want it," she finished.

Cardiff brought the sword over again and held out the tag. Sighing, she took it and
read it. It listed the materials, the date finished and gave the name of the piece as "The
Warbride." Below that was the price. Cr3500. It was more than reasonable for the work
involved, but she flinched anyway. Even with the bonuses she received for hazardous
duty, that was almost two months' pay. But she did want it. And another one like it would
never exist.

She hesitated a moment longer until Cardiff said, "If you're a friend of Marta's and
just graduated, then let's say three even. And I owe Rob."

"Let me guess, he saved your life on Mtali," she said. It was becoming a running
joke.

"Nooo! I'm a civilian, thank you very much," he protested. "I just make the hardware
for them. But he's referred a lot of people and does research for me."

She sighed and handed over her card. He scanned it and let the machine transact
while he wiped the blade with a cloth and gave her a hardsheet of instructions. "Thank
you!" she said, thrilled.

They left and Marta begged to handle it once. Kendra relented. She loved watching
the light coruscate from the surfaces. She said so.

"That's all?" Marta replied. "It makes me wet to look at it."

"Everything makes you wet, dear," Kendra replied, laughing.

"Sure does. You want to?" Mar asked, running fingers down her shoulder.

"Umm . . . after lunch, you could probably talk me into it," Kendra agreed.

They parked at a downtown ramp and walked to a café. The sword thrust through
Kendra's sash drew as many stares as the two women themselves did. It was a good
afternoon.
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Chapter 18

"My logisticians are a humorless lot . . . they know if my campaign fails,
they are the first ones I will slay."

—Alexander of Macedonia

Logistics training was a forty-two-day course, but Kendra only had to attend the first
week, since she'd tested proficient in all the software, accounting and technical matters.
She was glad. These people never stopped training. So one more week would do it, then
she'd finally be serving in the military again.

The first week was the combat logistics course. She wasn't sure what to expect. The
barracks she was assigned to had small rooms of four trainees rather than bays, so she
hoped it would be less intense than the previous courses. The hope didn't last, and she
found the first day very confusing.

She and seven other "pipeline" trainees met outside, she wearing corporal's hashes
and holding a sign with their class number. Two older students who were crosstraining
came over, one a sergeant, who nodded but let her keep authority for now. They
cautiously introduced themselves, wondering also at the new environment. Kendra had
learned that that was a fact of military life and quickly identified with the crosstrainees.
The other recruits weren't familiar to her or each other at all, and formed their own clique.
Well, it meant she was fitting in, she hoped.

A woman almost as tall as Kendra, with a heavier, lanky build as opposed to her
angular one approached. She wore senior sergeant stripes and was as immaculately made
up as all instructors. Without preamble, she read their names off her comm and made
notes. "I'm Senior Sergeant Logistics Instructor Joly. Senior Joly is sufficient. We'll get
introduced as we go. We will leave for the firing range in ten segs, so grab everything
you need and let's go. I'll wait here," she told them.

Kendra grabbed her 