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Аннотация
The author of our vibrant cover story has recently published a new novel, American Woman (Forge), and a collection of short stories, The Moon Maid and Other Fantastic Adventures. Several of the tales in this collection were first published in Asimov�s�including: �Gypsy Trade� (November 1992), �The Other Magpie� (April 1993), and �Werewolves of Luna� (December 1994).
In his latest story of star crashes, space pirates, bug-eyed monsters, sword fights, scantily clad hunks and hologram femmes fatales, Mr. Garcia has truly pcovided us with another fantastic and rewarding adventure.
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Belt City Blues

A holo walks into a bar� Heard it before? But this is no joke. The bar is real, aboard an orbiting habitat, Belt City, in Orion 3645A, the G-type, A-half of a no-hope Outback double system. All one hundred percent real�even if the holo is not. Or rather, they were real. Bar, habitat, and double system all fell victim to a cosmic mishap. So don�t do a search for them in any updated Systems Guide.
But during the bar�s last months in business, a holo did come in. Not just any holo either, a virtual angel on a mercy mission off a ship named Nightingale. She had long silvery hair, a honey-sweet voice, caring eyes, and a cheerful absent smile. Being a holo, she did not drink, smoke, kiss, or pet. She had just come to Belt City a bit ahead of herself, to see and to be seen. Hoping to get picked up. Judge for yourself how she did.
Outside, people rioted. Belt City was already doomed, bringing civic functions to a halt. Somehow slidewalks ran and air got recycled, but little else got done. Anyone with a gram of sense�anyone who planned for their future�fought like hell to get aboard a ship headed outsystem.
Bypassing the jammed starport, the holo beamed straight to the Danse Macabre, on the Belt�s high-g level, timing her signal so that she stepped casually out of the wall. Less vulgar than flickering into being in some stranger�s face. And this holo hated being vulgar. She had serious things to do.
The upcoming end of the world had exploded the bar scene. If you�re doomed, don�t waste it. Worried about health or credit? That was for folks with hope. The whole double system had no future to fear or look forward to. People packed the Danse Macabre, so desperate for pleasure that even a holo could turn heads. In fact, being an offworlder was a plus. A ticket outsystem had become the ultimate aphrodisiac. Which was one reason why she projected herself wearing ship�s clothes, the sort of loose tasteful outfit supplied to passengers. With the Nightingale�s starbird-in-flight logo at her throat, she just had to stand and survey the scene to get immediate attention.
�Hey, you�re looking awfully adequate.�
The holo turned slowly. The guy accosting her was flesh-and-blood, and looking pretty adequate as well, with dark eyes, biosculpted cheekbones, and long insolent lashes. He wore a torso-suit of clinging chrome fabric, leaving no room for imagination. �New to the Belt?� he asked. �I�m called Anton.�
Speed-of-light delay made her take her time answering�as if she were overly thoughtful, or not too swift. Nightingale was still over a light-second out. �Tiffany,� she told him. �Tiffany Panic.�
Anton grinned. �Great name.�
She thanked him gravely. �My parents� idea.�
�So, are you slow-witted? Or just somewhere far away?�
Tiffany gave a lazy shrug. �You know what they say about blondes.� She liked his boldness. Anton looked good, even from half a million klicks. But Tiffany had not come looking for the usual you-show-me-I�ll-show-you virtual date.
�Incoming or outgoing?�
�Incoming.�
�Headed where?� Anton looked her over, trying to gauge how much of what he saw was real. Hard to tell with a holo. �Maybe I can get you there.�
�Maybe you could.� Tiffany very much needed someone to get her where she had to go. Anton might be that someone�he sure acted like he was. Her sensors agreed. Heartbeat, voice modulation, GSR, and pupil dilation all told her Anton was more than willing, thoroughly interested in her. Ready to take risks.
�You name it, I�ve been there. From Belt City to the edge of the Beyond.�
�It�s not technically insystem,� Tiffany admitted.
�Oh?� He raised an eyebrow. �Where is it?�
�Floreal.�
Anton�s face fell. Indicators tumbled. He glanced at the packed bar beyond her, unconsciously searching for something better. Turning back to Tiffany, his smile had shrunk several centimeters. �So, how about your berth outsys-tem?� Clearly she would not be needing it.
�Only if you get me to Floreal.�
Anton took his act elsewhere. Tiffany attracted more attention, but interest faded whenever she mentioned Floreal. The better they looked, the faster the brush-off. She started feeling like damaged goods, too deranged even for a dying system.
The Danse Macabre lived up to its name. Distracted dancers jerked listlessly, like broken toys, mimicking offworld steps light years out-of-date, all to local lyrics. �Got no feeling, got no future, got no where to go�� No outrage, no remorse, just old news.
Tiffany watched a couple dancing in place. The boy was a Choctaw, in leather and body paint, head half-shaved, hair pulled to the side. His gaze stayed hard, casing the bar over his girlfriend�s bare shoulder, keeping his thigh moving between her legs. His girl was young, a slinky-haired waif, looking wise and woebegone, growing up ahead of her time. Matching her boyfriend�s indifferent movements, she molded to his body, laying her head on his shoulder, wrapping a leg around his calf. Losing herself in him. Knowing her odds against getting to adulthood were just shy of astronomical.
Tiffany�s heart went out to her. She had been to hardluck systems before, but she could not look at that sad-eyed girl without desperately hoping to even the odds. Even holos could feel. Sometimes.
�No luck, honey?�
Tiffany turned again. She faced a woman this time, very much in the flesh, with a wild mane of red hair and fine worry lines around her eyes. Maybe twice as old as she looked, she wore a v-shaped jacket with a plunging neckline, held in place by enhanced anatomy. Her half-boots had steel toes. Glitter pants looked sprayed on.
Tiffany nodded slowly. No sense denying the obvious.
�I can get you to where you want to go.� The redhead said it like she meant it. Sensors agreed.
�Floreal?�
�Sure. If that is where you aim to be.� Fancy pants did not think much of that destination. Nobody did. She flicked open a silver compact with a lacquered nail, extracting a mildly narcotic cigarette. Snapping the compact shut, she shoved it into a big purse matching her jacket. �No sweat.�
�How?� Tiffany felt cautious optimism. Sensors said the top-heavy redhead in a plunging jacket and sprayed-on pants was telling the truth. Or at least believed that she was.
�I�ve got a friend.� She tapped the cigarette against the bar and it lit itself. She took a long drag, then blew sweet opiated smoke through Tiffany. �Call me Faith.�
�Tiffany. Tiffany Panic.�
�So I hear. Where you beamed from?�
�Rescue ship Nightingale. Inbound for Belt City, half a million klicks out. ETA 01:53:20 tomorrow A.M.�
�Glad to meet you.� Sensors said that was the truth. Faith was delighted to have found Tiffany. She nodded at the door. �Let�s go.�
Tiffany followed her out. Faith hopped a slow slidewalk headed spinward, and set off in the direction of motion, using long thigh-showing strides. Tiffany followed in her wake, until the moving strip got too crowded, forcing Faith to hold up.
A trio of topknotted Jutes, two boys and a girl, blocked further progress, sitting atop a pile of cartons, mostly stolen holocams and headsets. Farther down the slidewalk a family had set up housekeeping. Belt City was full to bursting with newcomers fleeing the smaller habitats. Gray tubeway slid slowly past, broken by bar fronts and holo arcades. People got on and off.
One of the Jutes called out, �What will you give for a super-V synthesizer?�
�Never been used,� his buddy boasted.
�Newly boosted,� the girl added hopefully.
Faith took a disinterested drag, shifting her purse to the far side of her body. Turning toward Tiffany, she kept watch on the Jutes out the corner of her eye. No wonder she had worry lines. The disaster overtaking the double system was not even Faith�s most pressing problem. A lot of folks would never live to see doomsday.
Both boys got up and sauntered over, leaving the girl to watch their loot. She was leashed to the slidewalk by a chrome chain. Faith�s free hand slid inside her purse.
�You could have fun with a top of the line synthesizer,� the first Jute suggested. He wore broad black and green vertical body stripes, matching his half-tights and black leather codpiece.
�We could all have fun,� his buddy added. He passed a hand through Tiffany and both of them laughed. �Your friend can watch.�
Tiffany felt helpless. All she could do was watch. She was a trained diplomat, but appealing to their better natures seemed pointless, especially when she talked like a half-wit. Distance and speed-of-light lag made her reactions impossibly slow. Like living in slow mode, with the signal of f-sync. Looking about, she saw the slidewalk rapidly empty�aside from the huddled family, who clearly had nowhere to go. Kids peeked out from behind their elders, staring wide-eyed at what was about to happen. Police protection had become wildly intermittent. Faith had to field this on her own.
The Jutes edged in. �Look, if you are saving yourself for someone better�don�t bother.�
�It�s now or never.� His buddy patted a spitshined codpiece. Belt City had gone way beyond being a waking nightmare, becoming the adolescent dream come true�no jobs, no cops, no future, school out for good, and everything free for the taking.
A black-green hand seized Faith�s sleeve, �Let�s see what�s holding up that jacket.�
Faith sighed, took a last drag on her dopestick, then flicked the butt in the nearest Jute�s face. He staggered back. Her hand came out of her purse holding a professional-strength repellent can. Thumbing the nozzle to wide-angle spray, she doused them both.
Instantly they doubled up, gagging and writhing, eyes clinched in blind agony. Two steel-toed kicks sent them sprawling. Limbs spasming, they flopped about doing dry heaves, weeping and coughing on the slidewalk. Holding a hand over his face, one struggled to his knees, waving her off. �Shit, lady. It was just a suggestion.�
�Then take that as a no.� Faith kept the can between her and them. The girl left with their goods laughed out loud. Except for the leash, and a ring in her navel, she dressed just like the boys who owned her�minus the codpiece. Pert young nipples showed through her paint.
Tiffany whistled softly, �Well done.� Unsure how she would have handled the two thugs, she felt frightened at what she was getting into. Diplomatic training made her too diffident. Too willing to see the other side. It was not too late to back out. She was still only a holo.
Faith shrugged. �I�m trying not to make a career of it.�
They got off at the first spoke. A lift took them to the Belt�s low-g hub. The insystem side of the hub seemed deserted, especially compared to the packed starport. Faith thumbed a rental locker. The door sprang open, and she exchanged her purse for a vacuum suit. Suiting up, she told a nearby lock to cycle.
Tiffany entered the lock as is. Being a holo, she was not concerned about lack of oxygen, or drops in pressure. The lock cycled, and Faith stepped out onto the outside of the hub, telling her boots to grip.
So far Tiffany had seen and heard through sensors built into the fabric of Belt Cit�the same holocams and readouts that projected her moving image. Beyond the lock lay empty space. She could still hear through Faith�s suit comlink, but cams were few and far between. Her image flickered out as soon as Faith left the lock.
Fortunately, the vast empty void outside never changed much. Even from aboard the Nightingale, a light-second away, Tiffany knew what Faith was seeing. She saw it herself. Orion 3645A sat at the ragged edge of a dense star cluster. Suns blazed down from all directions, backlit by the Orion Nebula, great neon fingers of gas stretching across the light years. Inside them, yet more stars were being born.
Upsun from the hub hung the lesser half of the double system, Orion 3645B, a red dwarf. The biggest star in the sky was a white giant, Orion 4673, rushing insystem at phenomenal speed. In less than two standard years, this speeding giant would slam through the double system, tearing it apart. Projections showed that the white giant would strip away Orion 3645A�s planets and companion. Giant and red companion would spin off in one direction, forming a new double system, Orion 4673AB. Orion 3645 would ricochet away at a right angle, becoming a lone G-type star.
By then, Belt City and every other habitable part of the double system would be torn to pieces by tidal forces. Anyone who could not get away would be spaced or fried.
Faith strapped herself into a chemical scooter sitting by the lock. Plugging her suit connections into the seat back, she engaged the gyros, adjusted engine attitude, then fired the thrusters. The scooter surged off toward the sea of stars.
�Following me?� Faith asked.
�Five-by-five.� Tiffany did not have to project a holo image to keep track of the scooter.
Down orbit from the hub lay a ship graveyard�everything from gutted hulks to perfectly good low-boost ships, abandoned because they could not get outsystem ahead of the maelstrom. The stellar deviation that doomed the double system had been discovered long ago. But when doomsday was centuries off, few had cared. Only when it was decades away did people start to panic. By then it was clear there would never be enough ship-space to evacuate everyone. Even with death hanging over their heads, people reproduced faster than ships could be built.
The scooter passed ship after ship, huge mass-drivers, little one-seat fliers, spider-like landers, spherical cargo ships, and orbital shuttles. Anything with a hope of making it outsystem was long gone. Faith decelerated. Drawing even with a fancy low-boost orbital yacht, she gave a last tap with her thrusters, bringing the scooter to a stop. Archangel was stenciled on the sleek hull.
�Turn on the sensors,� Faith signaled. �We�ve got a guest.� She docked the scooter, and entered, Tiffany�s holo image materializing beside her in the lock. The inner door opened.
Opulence was Tiffany�s first impression. The Archangers saloon-galley had the look and smell of tooled leather, reflected in infinite depth by deck-to-ceiling mirrors. Picasso pen-and-inks were spaced around the upholstered bulkheads�strong simple line drawings of women and bulls. Not prints or holos, but originals brought across a thousand light years, preserved under glass since the late pre-Atomic.
Beneath one of them sat a small black-haired young woman, with her back to the leather covered bulkhead. She had an alert look in her dark lively eyes. Leaping up as they entered, she laughed and asked, �Who�s the holo?�
Faith unsealed her suit. �Her name is Panic. Tiffany Panic. She�s not as slow as she seems�just a ways off.�
Tiffany gave an apologetic shrug. Being a holo was harder than it looked. Stripping off her v-suit, Faith grinned, �Tiffany, meet Miko.� She gave the suit to Miko, getting a kiss in return.
Miko had a round smiling face, long black hair hanging down to her hips, and white soft-looking skin. Barefoot and nearly naked, she wore broad stretch fabric bands at the breasts and hips, dark material that moved with her, molding to her tiny body. A body so small she had to stand on tiptoes to reach Faith�s lips. She hung the v-suit in the empty lock.
�Well, what do you think of her?� Faith asked.
�Do you mean the ship?� For a moment Tiffany had thought Faith meant Miko.
Faith and Miko nodded together, waiting for her answer.
�I�m amazed,� Tiffany admitted, dazzled by the Archangers Aladdin�s Cave interior. As plush as the saloon looked, it was still a working part of the spacecraft. It abutted the main air lock, and an auto-galley and wine cellarette stood at the far end, waiting to serve. But the adjacent stateroom was pure living quarters, decked with a shaggy green carpet of dwarf bluegrass. Smelling like spring.
�Right,� Faith agreed. �But beneath the glitter, she�s just an insystem yacht, with a simple fusion-reaction drive. She�ll get you to Floreal�in style�but she hasn�t got the legs to go outsystem.� Which was why she had been abandoned, along with her priceless Picassos.
Miko looked confused, then stricken. Falling silent, she stared down at her toes, her excitement punctured. Tiffany watched her go from being a bouncy young woman, happy to show off her ship, to looking like a criminal facing capital sentence.
A lot was happening beneath the surface, and Tiffany could not entirely trust the ship�s sensors to separate truth from fiction. Heartbeat, GSR, and voice modulation could be faked, given the proper programming. She had to gamble on her own judgment. �And what do you want in return?�
�Your ticket outsystem.� Faith said it lightly, but she might well have asked for keys to the galaxy. It was what everyone wanted. That much was very believable.
Tiffany turned to Miko. �And what about you?�
The small woman shrugged. �I go with the ship.� Her hangdog look said that she was hardly likely to be lying.
�She�s the pilot,� Faith explained. �I inherited this ship from a friend. A good friend. But when you are done�when she�s taken you to Floreal�I want Miko to have the ship. She deserves it.� Faith was one of those people who found friends in all the right places. Friends that were about to send her outsystem.
�And that�s all right with you?� Tiffany wanted to hear Miko say it. Floreal was a sealed-off habitat in the lesser half of the double system, 3645B. A cosmic dead end, orbiting a nameless red dwarf in a system set to be demolished. Going there would take time, time that would be far better spent trying to get outsystem. Whatever Miko�s chances were of surviving, going to Floreal made them a lot slimmer. Ship or no ship. In a similar situation, Anton and a dozen like him had shrugged, turned, and not looked back.
Miko glanced from Tiffany to Faith, then back at her bare toes, her anguished look too awfully real to be an act. �Of course. I can take you to Floreal.� She looked up at Tiffany, forcing on a smile. �Sure, good-looking. Whatever you say. If you are hollow-headed enough to want to go, then I�m the girl to get you there.� Miko meant it.
Tiffany liked her already, even trusted her some, though they were meeting under trying circumstances. Miko had a no nonsense �do the right thing� attitude�even if it cost her. Also a touch of gallows humor, always a plus on a kamikaze mission. But did Tiffany dare make life and death decisions based on like, or trust? Well, it wasn�t as if she were being deluged with counter offers. Miko was the only one not to take one look and walk. Tiffany had yet to set foot in this screwed-over system, and already she had to stake everything on hope and intuition.
She turned back to Faith. �You�re in luck. All I�ve got to offer is my return berth on the Nightingale, leaving as soon as she can load.� To keep a starship insystem a second longer than necessary would incite mayhem.

Looters and Wreckers

Next time was for real. No longer a holo, Tiffany dressed for trouble, pulling sturdy ship�s coveralls on over her clothes, stuffing gas filters up her nose. Halfway through the midwatch, Nightingale docked on the starport side of the hub. Pandemonium erupted. The rescue ship could take only a tiny fraction of the people screaming to get aboard.
The mob at the embarkation gate fell back before tangle-foot bullets and volleys of gas grenades, trampling one another in retreat. But as soon as the gas thinned, the crowd rebounded, rushing the gate with renewed fury. Insane to get aboard an outbound ship. A tight wedge of riot cops and roboguards beat a path through the howling mass with electro-shock truncheons, taking Tiffany with them.
She had a ship�s bag on her shoulder, holding three changes of outfit, plus personal effects, and a non-lethal plastic stinger�as much for moral support as self-defense. If she ended up having to fight, Tiffany didn�t much like her chances.
Jutes and Choctaws had taken over the starport. All outsystem lounges, staff areas, and stopover suites were in their hands. They ran baggage claim and the security kiosks. But their main concern was shaking down anyone lucky enough to be headed outsystem. Pay or stay. They killed, maimed, and assaulted in the course of doing business. Or to mark turf, or to maintain their image. Or for the malicious satisfaction of thwarting the more fortunate.
Luckily, Tiffany was headed insystem, something so unheard of it took everyone by surprise. Insystem lounges were no-man�s-land. Incoming slide-walks were barely worth blocking. Faith was the one who had to run the gauntlet of Jutes, Choctaws, freelance footpads, and families begging tickets. Tiffany wished her luck.
Her robo-cop escort hustled Tiffany past crying babies and disbelieving parents, desperate to get where she was coming from. The starport lacked Belt City�s chaotic charm. Floor-to-ceiling energy fences snaked through packed lobbies, past people sleeping sitting up. Garbage had not been collected for months. Stuffy, unrecycled air reeked of urine and excrement. Attempting to use a public toilet had become an act of suicidal bravado.
She exited through a Choctaw checkpoint, a gap in an energy fence festooned with shock wire and anti-bomb mesh. Overarmed boys in leather pants and war paint looked through her bag, laughing at her little non-lethal stinger. One of them pocketed it. Their leader scratched his head with the business end of an assault pistol, trying to figure out what to make of her. �You have business in the Belt?�
�Just passing through.�
He grinned boyishly, �Ain�t we all. Where to?�
�Floreal.� That got a good laugh.
Tiffany stared into his mirror shades. �It�s true.�
The young gunman looked back at her, amazed, puzzled, then saddened, seeing something lovely going to waste. Lowering his recoilless pistol, he turned to the riot cops. �Crazy lady can pass. You can�t.�
None of the riot cops wanted to pass. They had all been promised outsystem berths. The robo-guards were programmed not to leave the starport.
Turning back to her, the Choctaw�s voice softened. �If you change your mind and come back this way�it will cost you.� He said it half as a warning, half as an invite. If she wanted to straighten out and submit, he was the boy to see.
Tiffany nodded. �I know.�
They painted her face to show she was Choctaw property, then passed her through. Pulling the filter plugs from her nose, she was on her own, one more anonymous inmate in a system careening toward disaster.
Faith had programmed the lock and scooter to take Tiffany�s thumb and voice print, and the v-suit was an adult woman�s adjustable. Exiting the lock on the insystem side, Tiffany attached her suit to the scooter seat. Belt City�s high-g section arched across the void overhead, backed by neon fingers of gas. The angry white eye of Orion 4673 dominated the crowded starscape, hurtling toward the doomed system. Firing up the thrusters, she coasted through the orbital graveyard, hoping she had picked the right ship, and the right pilot.
Parking her scooter in orbit, she told the Archangel�s lock to cycle her though. Miko laughed at the Choctaw paint. �Going native?� Living under a death sentence had not stifled her sense of fun. She had on something colorful and Japanese-looking, a sort of ship�s kimono that came only to the knees. �Stow your stuff in the port stateroom. I�ll get us hopping.�
The port stateroom had the bluegrass carpet. Holographic effects turned the interior into a forest clearing amid tall trees draped with strangler vine. Birds sang in the green canopy. Sunlight splashed down onto the bed and sideboard. Tossing her bag on the bed, Tiffany took a moment to strip off her coveralls, and wash the paint off her face in a rock basin waterfall. Her new digs made the four-star cabin aboard the Nightingale seem like a prison cubicle. But beneath all the finery, Archangel was still a slowboat, using 3V effects to fight boredom and claustrophobia.
Tiffany stepped back into the leather-lined saloon, with its auto-bar and Picasso pen-and-inks. Tiny gold robot insects with crystal wings and jeweled eyes flitted about the light panels. The comforts of home, and then some. Right now, Faith was sharing Tiffany�s four-star cabin with two families of refugees. Some comedown. Not that Faith could complain. Everyone crammed aboard the Nightingale was in a holiday mood.
The command cabin was more Spartan, like the cab of a luxury ATV. Simple instruments, soft command couches, plus an attached washroom, mini-galley, and sleeping quarters. The crew could live and stand watches without intruding on passenger country.
Archangel�s sole crew member grinned as Tiffany entered. �Glad to see you.�
Sensors said it was true. Now that they were face-to-face, Tiffany read Miko five-by-five. Heartbeat, GSR, pupil dilation and voice modulation were all analyzed by microsensors grafted onto Tiffany�s skull. So long as she paid close attention, no one could hide their feelings from her. Not that Miko tried.
�Not too late to change your mind,� Miko reminded her.
Tiffany shook her head. It was way too late. By now the Nightingale was boosting outsystem, accelerating toward light speed. Nightingale might at best make one last round trip, but heaven knows what she would return to. Belt City was in bad shape already.
Miko did not see it that way. Bad as Belt City was, Floreal figured to be worse. The whole B system had long been written off. Always the lesser half of the double system, 3645B had fewer people and slimmer prospects. 3645A might actually emerge from the coming catastrophe in fair shape. Belt City would be a memory, but there were schemes to recolonize the emerging G-type system, even using some of the same people. No one had any such plans for 3645B. It would be pulled into the white giant�s incandescent zone, never to escape. Whatever circled that tiny red sun would be burned clean, torn apart, or vaporized. Maybe all three. Tiffany was dragging Miko into the eye of the storm.
�What�s in Floreal anyway?� Miko genuinely wanted to know.
Tiffany shrugged. �That�s what I am going to find out.�
�Hell of a time to get curious.�
�I have reasons. Why did you agree to take me?� Tiffany felt oddly protective toward the smaller woman, not wanting to see her hurt more. Miko could still back out, letting Tiffany pilot the ship.
Miko shrugged. �It�s not like I�m going anywhere.�
�You might have angled for the ticket out.� Faith�s claim to Archangel sounded dubious, even by Belt City standards. And Miko was the one getting Tiffany where she had to go.
Miko gave her head a swift shake that said drop the subject. Interfacing with the ship�s computer, she set up a course for Floreal. �You are an odd one.�
�Me?� If anything, Tiffany considered herself way too simple. Her mission left no room for complications.
�You act more concerned with me than with your own survival. You are not a holo anymore, remember?�
�But I am a volunteer.�
�Just what confuses me.� Miko punched the go code. They were off. Tiffany relaxed into the tedium of space travel. Dullest form of transportation this side of a submarine�with no feeling of movement, and only microscopic changes in scenery. Belt City shrank behind them. The B system got bigger ahead.
To pass time, she reshaped her stateroom, dumping the jungle motif that meant nothing to her, turning her living quarters into a grass-floored chalet in the Aesir Alps. Green meadows sloped down on all sides, dotted with bear grass and columbines. The Quartz Peaks shone in the background. She did it from memory, since her home world, Aesir III, was not in the Archangel�s files. Few things felt more satisfying than having your surroundings fit you perfectly. In the end, she got the bluegrass to blend so neatly into the meadow she had to show it off, and went looking for Miko.
Miko�s stateroom was a beach house on Kikku, Chi Draconis IV�so Tiffany traveled better than a thousand light years just by crossing the saloon. The beach house was floored with fresh green-smelling tatami. Miko was out in the 3V area, on a long curving beach, splashing in the surf beneath china-blue skies.
Tiffany called out. Miko had to be only a few paces off; virtual effects made it look like a hundred meters. Someone was with her, playing naked in the waves. Tiffany shaded her eyes to see. Bright as the light seemed, it had been toned down. Chi Draconis was an F7 sub-giant, and romping in the surf at noon would knock you dead. She could not make out the second woman�s face, but her hair and figure were unmistakable. It was Faith.
Suddenly, Miko appeared naked in front of her, dripping salt water on the tatami. Telescoped distance took Tiffany by surprise. She turned away, saying, �Sorry, I didn�t mean��
�Don�t be.� Miko reached for a towel. �I�ve got no secrets.� A mild reproof�she was not the one hiding things. A minute later, Miko sat beside her on the alpine meadow, still wrapped in her towel, hands clasped across her knees, smelling like the sea. �Utterly stupendous,� she declared. �So this is your home world?�
Tiffany nodded. �From time to time, I miss her.�
�What made you leave?�
�Wanderlust. My training�s in offplanet diplomacy. Figured it had to take me somewhere.�
�Diplomacy? You mean the Peace Corps?�
�Yep.� No harm in admitting that.
�A diplomat. Does it mean you�re wired for lie detection?�
�I�m reading you right now. Hope you don�t mind.� Tiffany could turn it off. �Why should I?� Miko had nothing to hide. Nothing she said ever registered remotely like a lie. Tiffany liked that. �What�s a diplomat doing headed for Floreal? Shouldn�t you be teaching Jutes and Choctaws to love their neighbors?�
Tiffany deftly switched the subject. �I don�t suppose you come from Kikku.�
Miko shook her head. �Born in a habitat. Never been outsystem. Never breathed open air.�
�Might happen,� Tiffany told her.
Miko gave her a long look. �Not the way we�re headed.�
�There�s time.� Tiffany felt awkward talking about the future, especially since there might not be one. She switched subjects again. �Are you in love with her?� If so, it explained a lot.
Miko stared out at the shining peaks. �Who wouldn�t be?�
Tiffany shook her head decisively. �Not my type.� She admired Faith�s determination, but not her methods.
�I suppose you�d prefer a man?� Miko said it casually, still studying the mountains.
�Depends on the man.� Tiffany meant it.
Miko shrugged. �Never saw the need myself.�
�Really?� Tiffany felt natural curiosity starting to get the better of her.
�Sure.� Miko looked her over. �You�re cute enough to get whatever you want from guys. Blonde hair, big caring eyes, that willing smile�bet they can�t wait to get their pants down.�
�Thanks. But I try to aim a bit higher in my social life.�
�I�ll bet.� Miko stared off again. �Me, I�m a hopeless romantic. Never wanted to have some guy grunting on top of me, whenever he was in the mood. I always wanted it all. The soft caress and tender kiss. Warm embrace, giving and getting. Smooth curves sliding with each other, faster and harder when the time is right. Loving that lasts. And not just in bed.�
Tiffany shook her head. �At the moment, I�ve given up anything that doesn�t get me where I�m headed.�
�What a strange, obstinate obsession.� Miko turned to rest her head on her knees, studying Tiffany intently. �Why won�t you tell me what you�re looking for in Floreal?�
�I will if you come with me.� Tiffany meant that too.
�I�ll think about it,� Miko promised. Sensors put her down as undecided. But naturally curious.
Truth was, Tiffany wanted someone to share her troubles with, and Miko would be just about perfect, sharp, resilient, and caring. It was the sexual edge that scared her. Too bad Miko was not a man, with maybe Anton�s body. Or looking like that young Choctaw at the starport.
With nothing to do but enjoy yourself, billions of klicks went quickly. They drank rare wines from lacquer cups, and picnicked off antique porcelain from Old Earth. Internal fields supplied various different gravities�ship standard, Aesir III normal, Kikku standard, low-g recreational, or whatever you felt like putting up with that morning. Archangel worked hard to take the sting out of space travel.
Entering B system, they began burning fuel to reduce speed, matching velocities with Floreal, orbiting close to the tiny nameless red sun. Orion 3645B had always been a backwater. Now it was a nearly empty one. The only people left were those who could not get out, and the looters and wreckers preying on them.
At a hundred million klicks out, they picked up a bogie, a high boost starship dropping downsun, rapidly closing the range. Miko called it to Tiffany�s attention. Tiffany stared at the stereo imaging. �Have you tried contacting them?�
�Sure. Got a bunch of bullshit back.�
�What sort of bullshit?�
�They are rushing to render assistance. Claim they have space to take people outsystem, and want to know how many they have to accommodate. Just jerking us off. Trying to find out who is aboard.�
The notion of some random starship roaming a doomed backwater, offering priceless berths outsystem, was an insulting absurdity. The Choctaws at the starport had been more honest. Name and registration were given as the Hiryu, out of Azha system, Eta Eridani, a K-type star in the Far Eridani, 135 light years from Old Earth�sufficiently distant that there was no chance of confirming the registration within anyone�s conceivable lifetime. The ship�s spokesperson was a concerned female face and torso, so bland that she had to be synthesized. It did not take lie detection to know the starship�s crew was laughing up their sleeves. Tiffany guessed the Hiryu was dangling hope in front of her victim, just to see what had been caught. �Can we make Floreal before they match velocities?�
�Barely,� Miko decided.
It was an odd sort of chase. Both ships were slowing down, Archangel to match orbits with Floreal, and the Hiryu to match with them. The starship was catching up because it could slow down faster. Though not much faster. A gravity drive starship�s big advantage was the ability to accelerate continuously over interstellar distances. This deep in a gravity well they had to operate at normal speeds just to stay insystem.
�Bullshit them back,� Tiffany decided. �Thank them. Tell them who�s aboard�but don�t mention me being Peace Corps. Agree to rendezvous at Floreal. Ask if they have room for the Picassos too.� Miko grimaced.
�If you don�t want to, let me do it,� Tiffany offered. �I�m the diplomat. It�s not well known, but Floreal has a docking port. If we stall them off, we might be able to slip in before they know what�s happening.�
�No. I�ll do it.� Miko meant to be the pilot, for as long as it lasted.
They arrived ahead of the starship, which was in no particular hurry to run them down. Floreal was an old, old style habitat, a brown ashcan-shaped cylinder 80 klicks long and 20 klicks in diameter, rolling between the tiny ill-fated red sun and the fiery backdrop of the Orion Nebula. No superstructure or solar panels showed on her pitted surface. Belt City�s spoke and hoop construction looked incredibly modern by comparison.
�Where is this docking port?� Miko sounded skeptical. Incommunicado for ages, Floreal had long been left to her fate.
�It should be at the upsun end of the cylinder. A chance search in electronic archives on Vanir came up with the entry codes, along with the original specs for Floreal.�
�What were they doing there?�
�They were downloaded from files aboard the outward-bound survey ship Sacajawea when it called at Vanir II.�
�Why would a survey ship have obscure data on an already settled system?�
�Good question. We signaled an immediate query to the Sacajawea, but she is currently on assignment deep in the Orion Spur of the Cygnus Carina Arm. Should take about forty centuries to get an answer.�
No one had that sort of time. Miko maneuvered to put them into position to beam a tight coded signal at the docking port. Tiffany took over the computer and started signaling.
No response.
She ran through variations on the signal, emergency alternatives, then close random combinations and fanciful permutations, assuming Floreal�s programming had deteriorated over time. She might as well have been beaming to a rock.
Tiffany was still bombarding the port lock with entry codes when she felt Miko�s hand on her shoulder. �They�ve matched velocities. And are going to dock.�
After coming trillions of klicks, through hazards aplenty, Tiffany had come up short, right at the brink of where she needed to be. And she had dragged Miko down with her. She shot her an anguished look, softly saying, �I�m sorry.� Miko gave an I-was-dead-anyway shrug, paining her even more. Tiffany did not like being the last bit of bad luck Miko had to swallow.
Grapples hit the hull. Hiryu had seized hold of Archangel. There was nothing to do but see what came through the air lock. Tiffany got up, occupying herself by changing into a loose black silk gi. Stylish, comfortable, yet fit for close combat. Way more, fit than she felt. She had nothing vaguely like a weapon. Her silly little stinger was the property of some young Choctaw.
Tiffany heard the click of adhesive boots on the hull. The lock cycled. Her breathing stopped, as if some huge weight suddenly pressed on her diaphragm. This was it.
What came through was worse than expected. She had hoped for something at least half human. Instead she got a beast in a vacuum suit and body armor. The v-suit was unsealed, with the helmet thrown back, letting her see a tawny chest, a brainy fur-covered head, and two long saber-shaped canines curving down from beneath cat�s eyes. The most chilling bit of bio-engineering Tiffany had ever confronted. A SuperCat, Homo smilodon, bred centuries back from human and big-cat DNA, mainly as mercs and bodyguards, or for any task that needed inhuman ferocity and intimidation. Jutes and Choctaws were truant school kids compared to this lab-bred killer.
A second SuperCat followed the first one in. They took up stations on either side of the lock, leveling 20mm machine-cannons. Tiffany�s belly tightened. With effort, she made herself exhale. Black holes at the ends of the recoilless cannon barrels looked big enough to stick a fist into.
She wanted to tell them to point the muzzles somewhere else, but knew the SuperCats would not obey. They were meant to scare her, and succeeded admirably. There was no sign of the solicitous young woman who had signaled them. She had been a polite bit of digital fakery.
Next came a man, alert and good-humored, with black tousled hair and attentive eyes. His v-suit, open to the navel, revealed a tattooed chest. A dragon inked into his left breast stared back at Tiffany. Whistling happily, he surveyed the saloon, mixing frank curiosity with open admiration. Then he bowed slightly, presenting himself, �Commander Hesse of the Hiryu at your ladies� service. Pleased to render assistance.�
Sensors said he was giving his real name and rank. Why not? But Tiffany detected a mental hesitation at Hiryu, as he searched for the name his ship went by. The rest was pure formality.
�We don�t want assistance,� Miko retorted. It did not take sensors to tell she was angry, and frightened. Tiffany felt for her. Miko had every reason to be terrified.
Hesse smiled, �Don�t you know this system is about to be ripped apart? Your ship has no hope of escaping on her own.�
�We�ll take our chances,� Tiffany told him. Better a cosmic collision than the courtly Commander Hesse.
His attention wandered, admiring the pictures spaced around the saloon. �I have never seen a real Picasso before�only 3V. Amazing what the ancients could do with crude hand tools. All our technology cannot hope to match it.� Hesse turned back to them with a grin. �Clearly the man knew women and bulls.�
Neither woman responded. Miko was still furious. Tiffany felt sickened. She had important things to do, and would not let herself be played with. Hesse sighed. �Well, I suppose you see them every day. To business then. What are you doing in this forsaken system?�
Miko had no good answer for that. But Tiffany did. �I am doing what you should be doing.�
Hesse raised an eyebrow. �Which is?�
�Helping people escape.� At the moment she was doing no great job of it, but the thought counted. �You have a high boost vessel. You could be taking ship-loads of people to safety.�
�Oh, but you�re wrong,� Hesse assured her. �We are taking people outsystem. Cooperate, and you can come with us.�
The first part rang true. The rest was a lie. Hesse was giving no guarantees. The dragon tattoo marked him as an Eridani slaver. Hiryu meant �Flying Dragon� in a dead language; that and the Eta Eridani registry made an archaic pun. Hesse was scouring the B system for anything, or anyone, worth taking�knowing the coming catastrophe would cover any crime. And here he had a truly lucky find, a rich ship, stuffed with fine wines and works of art, crewed by two marketable women. Hesse was simply savoring his catch. Cooperate meant submit. Do what he wanted, when he wanted it, and they might be taken outsystem.
Hesse unhooked the larger of two pressure suits hanging in the lock, saying, �So, will you come with us?�
Tiffany shook her head. She had not come trillions of klicks to end up in the hold of an Eridani slaver. �Take the paintings. Take anything what you want. But leave us be.�
�Why?� Hesse was genuinely puzzled.
�I am going to Floreal.�
He laughed. �Floreal is not taking customers. It is us or nothing.�
�In that case, nothing.� Saying it made her gut go hollow.
Hesse cocked his head. �You are a odd one. And pretty to boot. But right now women are plentiful, and I am not in the mood to pamper. Will you go, or not?�
�I don�t want to go.� Tiffany found she had to force the words out, telling herself she had no real choice.
�Too bad. I could force you. But I won�t.� This had to be a boring business for a freebooter, like hunting house pets with a line-of-sight laser. He tossed the v-suit at her feet. �Suit up. It�s cold outside.�
Tiffany stared at the crumpled suit. She had always pictured being set adrift in a v-suit as a particularly terrible way to die. Hesse must have thought so too, hoping that that might make her see reason. In the old days, you died in hours from hypoxia. But modern recyclers meant that your oxygen lasted days, even weeks. Death came slowly as body heat and wastes overwhelmed the recycler. Like being buried alive in vacuum.
�Put it on,� he told her. �Or you have my word you will go out the lock without it.�
Tiffany silently pulled on the suit. She would have had a better chance appealing to the SuperCats. Sealing the v-suit up to the neck, she looked over at Miko, forcing on a smile, trying to give Miko a free choice. �I am sorry I got you here. Do what you must. You have been nothing but good to me.�
Miko nodded, standing alone in the middle of the saloon, arms folded inside her short cut kimono, looking scared, angry, and horribly sad. Mirrored bulkheads reflected her into steadily shrinking infinity.
Hesse made an �after you� bow, and Tiffany sat herself down in the open air lock. Hesse reached in and took Miko�s v-suit, then closed the inner door. The lock started to cycle.
Tiffany sealed her suit, telling herself she had no true choice. At absolute best, she would end her days as a concubine to Hesse, or someone like him. Giving up whatever gave life meaning�her hopes, ambitions, and any trace of dignity. Life at the lowest possible level. Maybe. If she was lucky.
Slavers operated with huge bounties on their heads. Every civilized world strove to shut them down; less civilized ones killed them out of hand. So victims never went free to testify.
And bad as slavers were, their customers were worse. Way worse. The utter scum of creation. In an age of 3V thrills, no one risked life and liberty buying from slavers�unless their tastes went beyond virtual rape and torment. The life Hesse offered could be lived in some obscene collector�s harem, or in a locked brothel with her speech and memory centers erased. Not tempting.
But the alternative was death in a truly horrible manner. And Tiffany desperately needed to live. Listening to the air hiss away made the knot in her gut tighter. Horror welled up. She had been so close. Now she would die for nothing. Unless�
The lock stopped cycling. Then reversed itself. Was Hesse going to give her one last chance? Tiffany steeled herself. Just say no.
The inner door opened. Miko came in wearing her vacuum suit, the helmet unsealed and tipped back. Without saying a word, she sat down opposite Tiffany. The lock closed behind her. Tears rolled down her cheeks.
Tiffany unsealed her right glove and held out a bare hand. Miko unsealed her glove and took it. Her hand felt small and fine-boned, her skin cool and comforting. She squeezed. Tiffany squeezed back.
The lock started to cycle again. Tiffany sealed up her suit, saying, �Grab an EVA pack.�
Miko looked at her like that was some last sick joke. But Tiffany picked out an EVA pack, along with the lock emergency kit. Miko grabbed a pack and sealed up.
The lock stopped cycling. The outer door sprang open. A residual puff of air propelled them out of the lock into the void beyond.

Heavenly Twins

�Don�t panic, Panic,� she told herself. A family slogan that she�d made into her emergency mantra. The cosmos spun about her. An alarming sensation. Fright battled with nausea. Trying to twist about and orient herself just made the stars spin faster.
�Quit batting vacuum.� Miko�s voice came from somewhere behind her left ear. �Lie still, spread your arms and legs.�
Tiffany obeyed, holding tight to the EVA pack and repair kit. It worked. Spreading out dissipated her angular momentum, like a skater coming out of a spin. The stars slowed.
Miko continued to talk her out of her tumbling. �Now tell your suit to counter the spin.�
Again she obeyed. Mini-thrusters at the hips and shoulders dampened her head over heels roll. The cosmos steadied. But the tiny thrusters had brought her to rest facing away from Miko.
�Now have your suit turn you around.�
She did it. Miko came slowly into sight, facing her but upside-down. That would have to do. Miko drifted toward her, reaching out, taking hold of Tiffany�s knees. She worked her way down Tiffany�s torso, until their helmets touched. �Hi, gorgeous.�
�Hi yourself.�
�Turn off your comlink,� Miko told her.
Tiffany did it, so Hesse could not listen in. Conduction carried their words from one helmet to the other.
Miko laughed. �You hang here often?�
�Only when I have to.� Tiffany felt her panic fading. It did seem absurd, standing head to head, feet resting on nothing. And she felt genuine hysterical relief at not having to stare down those 20mm muzzles. Bad as this was, Hesse and his merry mutants had had it in their power to make things worse. A whole lot worse. Which could still happen. Tiffany asked, �Can you see the ships?�
�Sure.�
�Turn me toward them.� She wanted to see if the slaver really meant to maroon them, or was still playing cat-and-mouse. Trying to soften them up with a scare. Miko turned her until she was looking straight at the ships. The starship had grappled onto Archangel nose to tail. They looked like unrelated insects�Archangel sleek and tapered, Hiryu big and bulbous�in the middle of some bizarre mating, backed by black starry void.
Hesse seemed good to his word. The ships did not hang around to see if she and Miko had second thoughts. They fell away at once, accelerating upsun at close to 1g. Falling together into infinite distance, they became a single point of light�no longer separable by the eye�losing themselves amid the sea of stars. Bon voyage.
Tiffany�s heart sank as she watched them dwindle. Terrible as Hesse was, it was still a come-down to find that you were totally expendable. Set adrift like living garbage, without so much as a parting gloat. Hesse had never even asked their names. Miko had been right. Tiffany was used to getting more out of guys than that. That young Choctaw at the Belt City starport probably still hoped she would show up again. Fat chance.
�Now turn me toward Floreal.�
Miko did it. The huge habitat hung just downsun from them, completely blocking out Orion 3645B, and half the nebula beyond. �How far away are we?�
�Forty klicks. We aren�t going to get there with orientation thrusters. Not anytime soon.�
Tiffany opened her EVA pack and got out the line gun. �I�m going to try and snag it.�
Miko laughed again. �Girl, you are obsessed. That gun has only got twenty kilometers of line.�
�That�s why I told you to grab a pack. There should be more line in the repair kit. If we splice it all together we�ve got more than enough.�
�Might work,� Miko admitted.
�You got something better in mind? My social calendar is godawful empty at the moment.�
�I said it was worth a try.�
They did the best job they could of splicing the lines together. �This will hold,� Miko decided. �But the gun is never going to reel it back in.�
�Won�t have to.� Tiffany had thought this through. She took aim and fired. Even at this range, the recoilless line gun was not going to miss a target twenty klicks tall and eighty klicks wide. The rocket propelled grapple took its time getting there, but at last the line went taut.
Holding tight to the gun, Tiffany let the habitat�s slow rotation reel them in. By the time their adhesive boots made contact, the line was wound twice around Floreal.
Leaving them hanging head-down from the barren surface of a sealed habitat in a doomed system�better than being adrift, but not by a lot. The pitted surface rolled slowly from frying to freezing, with no sign of life aboard. Tiffany fought the awful vertigo that came from standing on the outside of a spin gravity habitat, where every direction was down. She felt that if she so much as took a step, she would fall into a void thousands of light-years deep.
Miko touched helmets. �Welcome to Floreal.� She did not seem the least troubled by the starry chasm around them. �Now what?�
Tiffany gripped Miko�s shoulders to steady herself, swallowing the gorge rising in her throat. �According to the original specs, there should be a manual entrance lock nearby. A whole line of them actually. Spaced at intervals around the surface.�
�Where?�
�Anti-spinward. About half a klick. Can you guide me?�
�No sweat.� Miko acted totally at ease, aboard ship, in a v-suit, or hanging from a habitat. No wonder Faith found her useful. She led Tiffany over the rotating surface to the lock. There was no need for complex electronic entry codes. Miko undogged the hatch, pulled it open, and they were in.
There was no air in the narrow lock, and barely room for both of them. No light either, so they had to turn on their suit lamps. But it felt fantastic to be inside something, standing upright, no longer hanging over the awful gulf between the stars. Spin gravity seemed about .5g. Miko climbed up to the inner door, then came back down to touch helmets. �No pressure on the far side.�
Not a good sign. No air. No light. If the habitat was an empty hulk, Tiffany would have thrown away her life for not very much. She stifled that thought. �Let�s get going. There has to be pressure up there somewhere.�
They climbed up and undogged the inner door. Dark airless tunnel curved in two directions, leading along the circumference of the habitat. Tiffany touched helmets. �Let�s try spinward.�
They set out, passing through two more pointless pressure doors. Each time they carefully sealed the doors behind them, hoping the one ahead would be holding air. Then they came to a hatch in the tunnel roof. Tiffany hoisted Miko up to check it. In half a g, she felt amazingly light.
Miko dropped back down and touched helmets. �There�s air up there.�
Tiffany felt vindicated. �We�ve made it!�
�Maybe. Possibly. The hatch opens upward.� That meant tons of air pressure was holding it shut. They might as well try to lift a moon.
�Which is why I brought the repair kit.� Tiffany was amazed at her own foresight. �We can punch a hole in the hatch and equalize pressure.�
They first checked to see that the length of tunnel they were in was sealed at both ends, then they walked up the curved wall to huddle at the hatch, hanging by their boots. Miko took the anaerobic torch out of the repair kit and cut a crisp hole in the hatch. Air gushed through. When the pressure equalized, she flung open the hatch. They scrambled through, emerging in an even larger tunnel. Still dark, but filled with breathable air.
Triumph swept through Tiffany as she unsealed her suit and tipped back her helmet, taking deep gulping breaths. Miko did the same. Then she reached over, taking Tiffany�s cheeks in the flat of her slim little hands. Holding Tiffany�s head steady, she kissed her.
Miko let go. Tiffany stared at the smaller woman�s smiling face. �What was that for?�
Dark eyes danced with delight. Black hair lay plastered with sweat to her white cheek. �For being a beautiful blonde genius.�
Tiffany took it as a compliment. She had not been kissed on the lips in a long time�and hardly ever by a woman. She was shocked at how good it felt. Miko acted like it was all perfectly normal. �Let�s look for a shaft leading up,� Tiffany suggested.
�Sure.� Miko hefted the cutting torch. �Whatever turns you on.� They set off down the big curving tunnel.
Tiffany jacked up her sensors, half meaning to focus them on Miko�to find out exactly what her companion was thinking. But she never got the chance. All of a sudden her middle ear microamps were hearing footfalls, big ones. And not human.
She seized Miko�s shoulder, hissing, �Douse your suit lamps. Something�s coming.� They crouched together in darkness, listening. Tiffany�s augmented hearing had the advantage, she recognized the oncoming 1-4-5-8-2-3-6-7 eight-legged gait. Tightening her grip, she whispered, �Bugs.�
�Shit! Are they friendlies?�
�Wanna wait and ask?�
They turned and ran through the dark. Miko�s question was answered by the bark of assault rifles, and the sound of ricochets at their heels. Bugs could see in the dark, and there was no hope of outrunning them. Or reasoning with them.
Tiffany found the hatch they had come out of by dead reckoning. Throwing it open, she dropped through, dragging Miko with her. Then she slammed it and dogged it, shouting to Miko, �Weld this shut.�
Miko went to work immediately, fusing the lock mechanism into a useless lump. That would hold them, though not for long.
Tiffany tugged on Miko. �Let�s go!�
�Where to?� Miko whispered, thoroughly frightened. Tiffany�s sensors could hear her pulse pounding in darkness.
�The nearest access port is to spinward.� They sprinted off down the tunnel, suit lamps on low. Tiffany could hear hammering on the hatch. Then some enterprising Bug stuck a gun barrel through the hole they had made, firing blindly. A typical Bug solution.
Bugs�aka �Sculptorian Symbiots��were semi-intelligent xenos who had spread through much of the nearer spiral arm using a unique from of hive reproduction. Bug hives attached themselves to starfaring cultures (like humans) by producing an endless supply of bio-engineered servants, eager to perform any task, no matter how boring or dangerous, fighting battles and cleaning toxic dumps for bare upkeep. They were way cheaper than human labor, cheaper even than machines.
Normally, you had little to fear from them. A hive�s natural hostility was toward other Bug hives�a paranoid survival mechanism that propelled the species outward. But humans sometimes set them up as guards. Watchdogs with heavy weapons. If you didn�t know the proper signal or password, you had a far better chance trying to talk sense to a Doberman. Or a SuperCat.
A big blast behind her told Tiffany that the hatch had been blown. Reaching the nearest port lock, she skidded to a stop. �Seal up,� she shouted. The Bugs would be on them in seconds.
They sat shaking in the darkness as the lock slowly cycled. When there was pressure inside, Tiffany flung the inner door open. She told Miko, �Get in there and cut the safeties.�
Miko obeyed. Tiffany fumbled in darkness, using the repair kit and EVA pack to jam the inner door open. Miko signaled that the safeties had been cut.
Bugs poured down the tunnel, firing as they came. Tiffany dropped into the lock. As she did, a shell slammed into her, hitting her life-support pack, throwing her against the side of the lock. Instantly, her suit went dead, lamps, micro-thrusters, recycler, all out. Only her boots and comlink still worked.
Wedging herself into the narrow lock, she grabbed hold of Miko, yelling, �Hold on!� Then she told the lock to open.
Habitat pressure doors all opened into pressure, to keep them from being blown out in an emergency. But an outer lock door opened outward, so the lock could be purged under pressure. Safeties were supposed to keep it from opening if the inner door was not closed. But Miko had cut the safeties, and Tiffany had jammed the inner door open.
A hurricane of air swept through the lock, trying to tear them free and throw them out into the void. But Tiffany held tight, and Miko instinctively braced her boots against the lock sides, telling them to stick.
The rush subsided, leaving them in the absolute silence of vacuum. Tiffany�s head rang, and she fought to breathe, but all she had left was the air in her dead suit, fast going stale. A hot, stuffy, terrible sensation, like being trapped in a plastic sack on a blistering hot day.
Dark stifling numbness closed in on her. She tried to tell Miko what was happening, but she had hardly enough breath left to talk. Her head swam. She felt herself being borne upward, then blacked out.
Tiffany never expected to wake up. But she did, brought back by a cool rush of air, and a voice behind her ear, telling her to, �Breathe, girl. Breathe!�
She breathed, though she could not tell where the air was coming from. Miko sat holding her and coaxing her. Head slowly clearing, she sat up. Only then did she realize that she was tethered to Miko by an air hose. Miko had run the auxiliary line from her suit into Tiffany�s. They were both breathing the same air. Turned into a pair of Siamese twins.
Miko helped her to her feet. Dead Bugs filled the tunnel. Bugs were tough customers, doting on intense heat and pressure, hard to kill even with hand-cannons. But they were air-breathers, just like humans. Decompression did them in handily, spilling Bug guts out their gill slits. �We have to get going before more come,� Miko reminded her.
Right. Got to get going. That seemed to have become her only purpose in life. Soaked, stunned, dizzy, and sick. Tiffany felt like she had been flushed through a sanitary unit. She put an arm around Miko and they set off, still tethered to each other by the air hose.
Every so often, Miko would stoop to scavenge weapons from dead decompressed Bugs. Tucking an assault pistol into her suit belt, she added extra ammo, then slung a bandolier of grenades over her shoulder. Finally, she selected a big recoilless cannon to lean on. Shaken and gasping, Tiffany did well just to keep walking. Besides, she was a diplomat, not allowed to touch lethal weapons.
Once they were back under pressure, she directed Miko to a hatch leading up, one too small for Bugs to use. No longer tethered, they hoisted themselves up into a sloping tunnel. Greenish gold light filtered down from above.
They set out warily up the tunnel, suits unsealed, helmets thrown back. Miko lugged her plundered arsenal. Tiffany carried the kit and packs. The tunnel widened. Cool damp earth replaced fused rock. Huge roots ran underfoot and overhead, threatening to trip and clip them. Sunlight filtered through a big raw earth hole ahead. Beyond the hole, Tiffany saw colossal green plants, and bright white sky.

Floreal

At the top of the tunnel, Tiffany stood and stared at the world within. Stalks of elephant grass towered over her head. Stems of huge flowering plants rose even higher, filling the sky with broad leaves and brilliant blossoms. Day moths the size of condors flitted through white light filtering down from above. Somewhere up there, behind a hologram sky, a fusion tube supplied light and heat to the habitat. Bird calls echoed through the greenery.
Stripping off her battered and useless v-suit, she took deep breaths of flower-scented air. Her fashionable black silk gi was a filthy mess, plastered with sweat. But the changes of clothes she had brought with her were now the property of polite smirking Commander Hesse. Spaced by slavers, hunted by Bugs, hit by a cannon shell, then nearly suffocated, she dearly needed a bath, a nap, and a new outfit. And maybe a meal to go with it.
The first thing she did was to duck discreetly behind a big leaf�the most misnamed part of a v-suit being the �relief tube.� Water was all around her. Shadowy air felt hot and humid. Dew dripped down from giant leaves into big clear ponds on the garden floor.
Emerging from behind the leaf, Tiffany sat down on a patch of moss amid scattered EVA packs and spare ammo boxes. She stared longingly at the pools. Was it safe to relax? Miko laughed at her indecision. Setting down her gun collection, Miko stripped off her v-suit and cut-down kimono. Selecting a wide pool shaded by a colossal dripping leaf, she placed her machine pistol within easy reach, then slid eagerly into the water.
Tiffany envied Miko�s ease with her body, never shy or embarrassed. Nothing to hide. Diplomatic training made Tiffany too worried about appearances, about the image she presented. Half the time she still felt like a holo. She watched Miko roll lazily onto her back, calling out happily, �Come on in, blondie. Water�s wonderful.�
Her sweat-soaked gi felt heavy and confining, while Miko�s free and easy nudity cast a compelling spell. Smooth curving limbs, small cupped breasts, swelling hips, and the dark cleft between her buttocks, all looked clean and graceful buoyed by the clear water. Tiffany always secretly enjoyed women�s bodies, telling herself she was responding not to sex, but to aesthetics.
Standing up, she untied her gi, discarding the jacket, then kicking off the pants. Tiffany could no longer count the times in the last few hours when she had thought herself dead. But here she was alive and whole�and they had made it to Floreal. The odds against that had been merely astronomical. She had every right to live a bit.
The pool�s cool caress felt wonderful. Water slid over every centimeter of her skin washing away sweat and worry. Miko paddled over to be beside her. Tiffany reached out and took her hand, saying solemnly, �You saved my life.�
Miko looked surprised. �When?�
�When I was suffocating in that suit. It was ghastly. I was sure I was dead, but I woke up tethered to you.�
She laughed. �Girl, that was nothing. Standard survival procedure. You are the one who got us here.�
Tiffany shook her head. �I�m going to make it up to you,� she promised.
�Really?� Miko raised an eyebrow. Reaching out, she took Tiffany�s other hand. Their fingers interlaced. They half-floated, half-sat, hands locked.
Tiffany no longer needed her sensors to feel the pulse pounding in Miko�s palms. �I have a secret to tell. Something I could not say until now.�
Miko�s dark eyes danced. �I�ve a secret to tell too.�
�What�s that?� She meant for Miko to have the first say.
�This is how you can make it up to me.� Miko leaned forward and kissed her. Not a polite peck on the lips, but a long hungry kiss. Some secret. Having guessed what was coming, Tiffany opened her mouth to take it. The kiss felt fresh and exciting. All the tension of the trip flowed out of her. She had earned the right to get whatever she wanted out of her new life. Even if what she wanted was Miko.
Their lips parted. Tiffany told her, �Time for my secret. Floreal is a ship. A starship.�
Miko�s eyes widened. She looked about her, at the pool, the patches of elephant grass, the great green stalks soaring upward, supporting jewel-like flowers. �Oh, no. That�s impossible!�
�It�s in the specs off the Sacajawea. Floreal was a colony ship, the Arcadia, sent to settle the Orion Cluster ages ago.�
�Can it take us outsystem?�
�I sure hope so.� Otherwise this whole trip would be a colossal waste.
�You�re amazing.� Miko kissed her again, even harder. When their tongues untwisted, she demanded, �Why didn�t you tell me?�
�I�m sorry.� Tiffany felt terrible about that. �But I had to see what sort of shape this place was in. And I could not risk the secret getting out. Imagine what would happen if the Jutes and Choctaws found out. Or Hesse and his happy slavers.�
Miko stared at her, eyes aglow. �You are amazing. You risked your life coming here. And now you�ve saved me, and maybe half the system as well!�
�Not yet,� Tiffany reminded her. �We can�t be sure.�
�I�m sure.� Miko slid closer, kissing her even more fiercely. �Look what you�ve done already�unbelievable!� Tiffany had thought that by holding Miko�s hands she might keep things under control. But Miko proved to be more adept than she imagined. Clamping her legs around Tiffany�s thigh, she drew their bodies together. �Aesthetics� was getting out of hand.
Tiffany looked at her sternly. �I hope you are not falling in love again.� Sensors told her it was already too late.
Miko laughed. �Try and stop me.� Her knee slid expertly between Tiffany�s legs, and a calf curled around to rub her buttock underwater. Tiffany relaxed, letting Miko slide in closer, clamping her between calf and thigh. Miko started to rock. Which Tiffany found pretty exciting. Thrilling actually.
The thrill did not last. Tilting back, Tiffany froze.
�What�s the matter?� Miko whispered. �Am I going too fast?�
�That�s for sure,� Tiffany whispered. �And there is a man watching.�
Miko stopped rocking. Pulse racing, she let go of Tiffany�s left hand, reaching up onto the bank. Her fingers closing around the butt of the recoilless pistol.
Tiffany kept her gaze fixed on the man. He was a dozen meters above the pool, in the crotch of a flowering tree, sitting on the back of a big feathered creature. Either a roc or hippogriff. It was hard to tell through the leaves and blossoms. The man himself was tan and handsome, with blond hair and broad shoulders. Seemingly nude, he had one of those firm, anatomically correct bodies that let you count every rippling muscle. He gripped a light slender lance, and a hand-forged long sword hung at his hip.
Miko rolled slowly off of Tiffany, turning the pistol toward him.
Smiling, he gave a jaunty wave. Seeming not to know or care what a pistol was, he called down in passable Universal, �Please, my ladies, don�t mind me. I can wait until you are done.�
�That�s all right,� Tiffany called back. Sitting up, she reached over to make sure Miko did not shoot. �We were just finishing here.�
�Good. I would hate to disturb something so important.� Voice modulation told Tiffany that he would have been perfectly happy to wait and watch. Lifting a leg, he swung easily off his half-hidden mount, then slid down the tree, landing on his feet. Through the leaves, he had looked like he had nothing on but the baldric supporting his sword. Closer up, Tiffany could see he wore tooled leather boots, a bright woven belt, and a magnificently stuffed codpiece.
Setting down his lance, he bowed, right hand obediently tugging his forelock. �Ja-lan of Apex, at your ladyship�s service.� Sensors said that was true.
Miko hissed in sotto voice, �Tell Sir Jolly of Pecs we do not need to be serviced.�
Tiffany shushed her, diplomatic training taking over. �We could use help in finding our way. And some food as well.� Their v-suits only held emergency rations, vitamin-glucose pills, and full meal tabs.
He straightened up. �But of course.� Producing a bone whistle from his belt, he blew two sharp notes. Leaves rustled and a hulking troop of Super-Chimps stepped into the clearing around the pond. Silently they began picking up EVA packs, grenades, clothes, discarded v-suits and ammo boxes.
�That�s our stuff,� Miko protested. �Cut it out.�
Tiffany shushed her again, seeing no percentage in putting up a fight. None of the chimps were armed, but there were at least a dozen of them, all big males, massing 200 kilos apiece. Pan troglodytes supreme was a chimp-human cross, bioengineered back in the early post-atomic. Grunts and pant hoots did not make them stupid. Their DNA differed from her�s by a trifling 2 percent, and they could be dangerous when needed.
Besides, who knew what else hid in the greenery. A minute ago, Tiffany thought she and Miko had utter privacy. Now it turned out they had performed for an all-male audience. A chimp handed Ja-lan the big recoilless cannon, which he slung easily over his shoulder, giving the chimp his lance to carry. Perhaps he was not as innocent about guns as he pretended. No one made a move to take away Miko�s pistol.
Miko insisted on having their clothes back, and they dressed with as much grace as they could muster. Ja-lan asked their names, smiling in appreciation when he heard Tiffany�s. She liked that. Tiffany felt totally comfortable being called Panic�proud even. Never quite trusting guys who pretended her name was nothing special.
�Come, your ladyships.� Ja-lan of Apex made a polite �after you� bow. �You will want to see the Flower Princess.�
Sensors said he really believed that. What Tiffany wanted to see was the habitat�s command deck�but she had to be careful not to make demands that might tip her hand, especially with no certainty of being fulfilled. Instead, Tiffany asked, �Who is the Flower Princess? And why would we want to see her?�
Ja-lan replied with a puzzled look. �You are indeed from far away. The Flower Princess is the Sacred Queen�s daughter. She can best help you. I am, after all, merely a man.�
Merely a man. How completely helpless. This came from two meters of tanned savage, with a long sword at his hip, and a recoilless cannon slung over his shoulder! Yet sensors said he meant it. Tiffany felt like she was getting a lesson in polite open diplomacy.
They set out into the tall green tangle with Ja-lan leading. Vines snaked overhead, palm fronds brushed Tiffany�s hips and shoulders, roots tripped at her feet. Huge swift insects hummed and darted about, barely visible through the canopy. Twice they had to stop for giant centipede-like creatures, multi-legged horrors the size of a house who were placidly eating their way through the landscape. Finally, they came to a clearing choked with elephant grass. Beyond the grasstops, Tiffany could see the green sides of the habitat curving up into cloudy hologram sky. They seemed to be at the bottom of a jungle valley, surrounded by misty heights�standard for a hollow spin-habitat where every direction was up.
Ja-lan�s feathered mount flew down to join them. He was a hippogriff�half bird, half mammal�a semi-intelligent, bioengineered beaked quadruped, designed to be a flying mount and pack animal for low-g worlds and habitats. SuperChimps set down their burdens and melted into the tall grass, returning with fruit; pears, mangos, and mutant papayas.
As they sat eating, Tiffany�s microamps picked up the whap-whap-whap of jet-powered rotors. A sleek tilt-rotored twin-tailed VTOL came in low over the canopy, hovered for a second like a silver insect, then descended into the clearing, flattening the tall grass with its propwash. Between its stubby wings sat an open cabin with a curved windscreen. Chimps piled the packs and ammo aboard, and Ja-lan walked his hippogriff into the enclosed cargo hold beneath the cabin, then turned to them. �Come, please. The Flower Princess will be delighted.�
Miko looked at her, as if to say, �Now what?�
Tiffany shrugged��We go.� The last man among mutants who had offered her a ride had ended up stuffing her out an airlock into orbit. But Ja-lan of Apex had Commander Hesse beat by a parsec. Instead of smirking and threatening, he got her and Miko to do whatever he wanted just by being winsome yet manly. Had Ja-lan been in command of the slavers, she and Miko would be in the bowels of the Hiryu, whisked politely off to who-knows-where.
Miko shook her head. �Okay, boss lady. But if things turn out badly, remember my impulse was to plug him.�
�I�ll keep it in mind.�
They trooped aboard, leaving the Chimps in the clearing, and the silver VTOL lifted off. There was no crew, and the flight must have been preprogrammed. Ja-lan spent the whole trip pointing out sights and peeling their mangoes.
Halfway up the cloud-wracked valley a gleaming aerostat hove into sight, a floating gold pyramid of ultralight construction, topped by the slender towers of a temple-palace. Ja-lan grinned proudly. �Welcome to Apex.�
The VTOL set herself down on a hanger pad at the edge of the floating city. From there, moving stairs took them past narrow walk-streets and hanging gardens. People packed the rooftops and terraced patios�naked children sat atop garden walls�all watching in awed silence, even the kids. �We don�t have visitors very often,� Ja-lan explained.
Tiffany could believe it, considering what she had come through to get there. �When did you last see someone from outside?�
�None of us can remember,� Ja-lan admitted. �Perhaps the Flower Princess knows.�
Flowers climbed the walls and towers of the temple-palace. The princess herself waited for them at the top of the moving stairs, wearing a bell-shaped skirt, embroidered jacket, and a blood-ruby necklace, her black serpent tresses held in place by a diamond comb. Beside her stood a nude serving girl with flowers in her hair, gravely holding a gold cup of welcome.
Ja-lan stopped at the head of the stairs, saying men could come no farther. �But my good wishes go with you.�
Tiffany took the cup to her lips. The wine was fresh and fruity. Sensor readings showed the Flower Princess was as serene as she seemed�totally at ease on her palace porch. In the midst of her floating city. Surrounded by a sealed habitat guarded by maniacal gun-toting Bugs, orbiting in an abandoned system.
All Tiffany got was that greeting cup. There was no question of hearing their business until they had been groomed, fed, and rested. Women and girls took them to a tiled pool, for their second dip of the day, toweling them dry afterward. Long flowing skirts and bright embroidered blouses waited for them on the tiles. Their own clothes were whisked away, along with Miko�s recoilless pistol.
Having been washed, dressed, and disarmed, they were lodged in an airy tower room, trimmed with polished aromatic wood and decorated by rows of tiles glazed in astonishing hues. There they were fed figs, flatbread, humus, honey cakes, and black olives off crystal platters. Seeing there was no rushing these people, Tiffany ate and slept.
She was awakened by an eager brown-skinned serving girl called Dee-vi, who climbed up to sit cross-legged on the bed, saying, �The Flower Princess will see you now.�
Her highness turned out to be a hard sell. Tiffany�s sensors showed the Flower Princess was concerned but unconvinced. �We must protect ourselves,� she explained. �The outside is a dangerous place.�
Tiffany agreed, but pointed out that the outside universe would soon come crashing into Floreal.
�So you say. We know more about the outside than you might imagine. For instance we know that a dozen hours ago a slaver ship rendezvoused with another vessel, then dropped off two passengers. Shortly afterward, you appeared.�
Tiffany admitted that they were those two. Her ensuing story about being summarily tossed out the airlock by Commander Hesse sounded fairly hollow, even to her.
�What if I told you that slaver ship has returned, matching orbits with us? �
Tiffany believed it. Hesse must have come back to see if a dozen hours in a v-suit had made her and Miko more manageable.
�Luckily, it is not up to me to decide,� the Flower Princess declared. �The Sacred Queen will want to interview you, and make her own decision.�
�When will that be?� Tiffany had much to do, and not much time to do it in.
�When she wills it.�
The audience was at an end. Dee-vi, their grinning serving girl, waited at the door of the chamber, anxious to see to their needs. Wanting to get her bearings, Tiffany asked for a tour of the aerostat. Dee-vi happily obliged, taking them from the highest tower to the city edge, where winged young people sat perched on railings like gargoyles, gossiping and flirting, then soaring out over the misty green riot below.
Unlike the Flower Princess, Dee-vi had an insatiable interest in anything they had to say, asking wide-eyed questions about the world outside. Accepting whatever answers she got as gospel, Dee-vi was ecstatic to discover that Floreal was a starship. She could see the universe without leaving home�a child�s dream come true. But Tiffany discovered that even a sanitized version of their trip showed how unreal the outside sounded�ships crisscrossing vast empty voids inhabited by Jutes, Choctaws, and giant white stars run amok. Dee-vi had trouble comprehending what it was that slavers did.
�It�s not as bad as Tiffany makes it out,� Miko told her.
�There are lots of peaceful, pleasant parts to the universe. They are just impossibly far away. So far off, I�ve certainly never seen them. Which is why this habitat needs to be headed outsystem. And soon.� Especially since this chaotic little corner of the cosmos was doomed.
�That is up to the Sacred Queen,� Dee-vi gravely informed them. The child had complete faith in the Queen�s decisions.
�So we need to put our case to her,� Tiffany explained. The sooner the better.
�You will,� Dee-vi assured her. �She plans for everything.�
�Can�t we just go see her?� By now Tiffany knew they had no virtual conferencing. Not even a voice comlink. Talking to Dee-vi had given her a better grip on how Floreal worked. What first seemed like a matriarchy was something more complex. Instead of outright female rule, Floreal had separate spheres. She and Miko were a women�s problem, because they were women. If Commander Hesse had come knocking at the habitat door he would have gotten a different reception. Men would have dealt with him, as they saw fit. Women would have stayed out unless needed. Weird but workable. And not without its advantages.
�Of course you can see the Queen.� Dee-vi told them. �Any woman can. She holds durbar in her High Court at the Cliffs of World�s End. You can take your ship and go there.�
Tiffany had to explain that all the wondrous ships she had ridden in were no longer available.
�Then you must find someone who has one.�
�The only person we know outside of the palace is a man named Ja-lan.�
�Everyone knows Ja-lan.� Dee-vi�s eyes brightened. �Three times fencing champion. Tall, fearless, always friendly and happy to talk. He says �Hi� when he sees me.�
�Can you tell him we need a ship?�
�Gladly.� Serving two mysterious outworlders was becoming more of a lark than she imagined. At dusk Dee-vi guided them back to the tower, then disappeared in search of Ja-lan. It seemed way too easy.
Their clothes were washed and folded, lying atop their other possessions. Only the weapons and ammo boxes were missing. No one had told them they could not have them, or tried to take them away. They were just gone. Miko mentioned the absence, and got the stock response�take it up with the Queen.
Apex had no sun, but nightfall was still a spectacle. Clouds shredded into sunset colors, making their enameled tower room glow like the interior of a Faberge egg. The hologram sky purpled, darkening to match the eternal night outside, streaked by neon gas clouds and studded with stars. Tiffany knew that less than twenty klicks overhead hung the inner surface of the habitat, covered by dark flowering canopy. You could smell the jasmine and sweet honeysuckle. Yet the feeling of depth was uncanny. Swift moving moonlets sent drifting patches of light through the tower windows.
Romantic and then some. Relief, recent peril, and impending doom made the moment utterly special. Tiffany sat propped across from Miko in their high tower window, their legs and lower bodies braced together, holding each other in. Astonished by the beauty of the place, they laughed and joked, basking in their survival. Talking about the absolute need to save this world. And themselves with it.
Maintaining the right attitude took effort. Tiffany had come a long way, and still she was not there. As friendly as Apex seemed to be, these people were strangers. Somehow she had to make them see the danger they faced. But now she had someone to share her feelings with, someone she could trust with the truth. She felt a flood of affection for Miko. It was very much the two of them, against all odds. She studied her newfound friend. Long black hair hung down over small pale shoulders. Slim limbs bent just so helped hold Tiffany in the window. Her laugh was bold and happy.
Then it was time for bed. Tiffany sat watching Miko strip in a pool of moonlight. A whole new world, and now this. Very much a night to remember. Standing up, she let her skirt drop, then slipped between the satin sheet and silk coverlet without taking off her blouse. Miko was a warm presence, weighing down her side of the bed.
�Worried?� Miko asked.
�No.� She shook her head. �Just shy.�
�You don�t have to be.� Miko laughed. �It�s only me.�
Right. Tiffany reached out and stroked Miko�s delicate shoulder, marveling at how it felt both smooth and solid at the same time. Miko lay on her side, smiling, one hand resting between them, the other at her side. She shifted slightly, and her in-between hand touched Tiffany�s breast, feeling her nipple through the fabric. Her fingers were slim, their tips tiny, but Tiffany could not believe how good it felt. Her worries dissolved. She let her own fingers follow Miko�s arm down to where her hand rested on her hip.
As much as this might feel right�as sure as Tiffany was of what she would find�she still had that first-time sense of awe and anticipation. The feeling that tonight was indeed special. Maybe Miko was what she had always been looking for.
A shadow appeared, silhouetted in the window. Tiffany saw a long shining line of steel. Someone hissed, �Your ladyships, I am here.�
�What?� Miko rolled swiftly over.
�Dee-vi said you wanted me,� the shadow explained.
Tiffany saw Ja-lan crouching in the window they had vacated. He must have climbed the vines twining around the tower. Without much trouble apparently; he was not even breathing hard.
Miko groaned aloud.
�Please, we must be quiet,� Ja-lan begged. �I am not supposed to be here.� �That�s for sure,� Miko snorted, refusing to be silenced.
�Dee-vi said you needed a ship. To see the Sacred Queen.�
�Can�t it wait?� Tiffany suggested. �In the morning maybe.�
Ja-lan shook his head. �It must be now, otherwise I would never have risked the climb. This is a woman�s tower.� Was a woman�s tower. �If I could have waited, I would have. It is a banishing offense just to be here.�
Tiffany sat up, putting her hand on Miko�s shoulder. �We really need a ship.�
Miko groaned again, lying back, hands over her eyes. �Just promise me he is not going to make a career of this.�
�Of course not.� Tiffany leaned over and kissed her. �I promise, once we get this done we�ll find a place to be alone.�
�With a lock on the door?�
Tiffany promised, then kissed her again. �Let�s get going before someone sounds the alarm.� She got into her gi, not wanting to go climbing about in a long skirt.
Miko pulled on her short kimono. �Can�t we use the lift?�
Ja-lan shook his head. �Someone might see. And we need to cross the roof below to get into the hanger.�
Low-g and moonlight made the climb down a breeze. Tiffany dropped the last ten meters to the rooftop. Light and voices filtered up from below. Ja-lan led them on a zig-zagging course across flat roofs, up and down narrow stairs, and through a garden court inhabited by a flock of peacocks. Suddenly, he stopped, holding out his hand.
Tiffany peered down. A silver shape protruded out onto a dark landing pad. She realized she was seeing a small semi-rigid airship from above. Crouched beside her, Ja-lan whispered, �This is our ship. Lower yourselves lightly onto the upper deck. Side ladders lead into the cabin below. But be as quiet as you can.�
�Why so much secrecy?� she whispered back.
�Because we are borrowing her.�
�Without permission?� Miko suggested.
�Exactly.� Ja-lan grinned. He was obviously having a time of it, breaking into a women�s tower, stealing an airship, making off with female outworlders. Tiffany guessed that Floreal did not offer a champion swordsman many chances for high adventure.
She did as he said, lowering herself to the silver back of the ship, then climbing down a curved ladder to the cabin below. Where Dee-vi waited. Their serving girl helped her and Miko through the cabin window. Ja-lan swung in behind them, going straight to the cabin controls. He started up the engine, then released the landing grapples. They were off.
The airship sailed swiftly through the perfumed night beneath artificial stars. Tiffany spotted another aerostat to starboard, a soft pyramid of gleaming rooftops and lamp-lit windows. Dee-vi told her, �That is Eyrie, where my mother�s cousins live.�
Pursuit soon caught up with them. Just as they reached topless moonlit cliffs, Tiffany�s audio sensors picked up the whap-whap of rotors. She spotted a flier�s running lights, coming up fast. Ten times as swift as the airship, the VTOL swooped down to grapple them from above, like a white spider falling on its prey.
The two ships hung there, beside dark towering cliffs that were really one end of the habitat. The High Court�s landing stage lay less than a kilometer away, but the VTOL�s jet rotors kept them from moving so much as a micron.
Tiffany heard footsteps on the upper deck, then on the ladders leading down to the cabin. Moments later, swordsmen came swinging in the cabin windows, blades drawn. Ja-lan leaped to meet them in the middle of the cabin, keeping the women at his back. His blade flashed in the cabin light, disarming one intruder, then pinking another in the shoulder, drawing first blood.
Ja-lan was in his element, eager to show off his swordsmanship. His opponents were not so pleased. Tiffany�s sensors showed they were hesitant. Not happy to be dragged out of their beds in the middle of the night, then forced to face the local fencing champion in a narrow cabin, where only two of them could come at him at once.
She yelled, �Stop at once, by order of the Queen.�
Slowly the men lowered their swords. Accustomed since birth to taking commands from women, they looked warily at Tiffany. Stepping past Ja-lan, she put herself between him and the boarding party. �We are here to see the Sacred Queen. And travel under her protection.� That last part was diplomatic license, but who could contradict her?
�We are here to get this ship back.� The man who spoke was the one holding his shoulder. Blood oozed between his fingers, giving him the most right to complain.
�You shall have it,� Tiffany told them. �But we all want to be let off at the High Court landing stage. You have no right to keep us from seeing the Queen.�
Apex�s loose personalized relations played to her advantage. The boarding party had to decide among themselves what to do, there being no way to send back for orders. They could return in triumph with the ship they were sent to get. Or they could get cut to ribbons by a master swordsman, attempting to forcibly prevent three women from seeing the Queen. None of them wanted to risk his skin getting drawn into something that would ultimately be decided by females. Better to bring the ship back empty than to return with disgruntled women aboard. Who knew what story they would tell the Flower Princess?
So they were set down on the moonlit landing stage. Topless cliffs towered out of sight above them. Kilometers above, at the zero-g level of the habitat, up and down reversed themselves, and the cliffs extended on to meet the jungle floor again. No wonder they called it World�s End.
Tall Bug warriors stood on the steps leading up to the High Court, looking like giant Hindu war gods, each clutching four huge shining scimitars in its four upper limbs. Ja-lan bowed to Tiffany, saying, �I can come no farther.�
�You have done more than enough,� she assured him.
�Way more,� Miko added.
The smiling swordsman straightened up, saluting them with a sweep of his blade. �Happy to be of service.�
They left him on the landing stage at the base of the steps. What went on inside was women�s business. Some laws and decisions applied to everyone, like the silent ban on firearms. But enforcement was by gender. Women had to pass on her and Miko, before their case went to the men. Ja-lan was jumping the gun a bit, but only at Dee-vi�s request.
Their serving-girl-cum-guide bounded up the stairs, ignoring the towering Bug warriors, anxious to show them the High Court. Nothing so far prepared Tiffany for what she saw inside. The Queen�s court had a giant-sized audience chamber, partly to accommodate the Bugs. A Hive Queen half-filled the chamber, something few humans saw in the flesh. A titanic thirty-two-legged monster, she lifted her forward segments in the air, looking them over as they entered. Eight-legged workers scurried about regurgitating food and water for her, and carrying off egg cysts.
Between them and the Bugs stood a crowd of women, mostly older women in great belled dresses, with a few younger ones sprinkled among them. But none of them were real. Tiffany�s sensors told her these were all holos, giving off no brain waves or skin response. Dee-vi had told her the memories and personalities of dying queens were downloaded to advise the living one�appearing as holos when needed.
This ghostly court flanked a raised dais supporting an empty throne. A cushioned stool actually, low and backless, Roman-style with carved ivory legs, and the same ancient simplicity as the Archangel�s Picassos. But empty nonetheless. Tiffany surveyed the hall, looking for someone to sit in it. All she saw were holos and xenos. Aside from her and Miko there was only one flesh-and-blood female in the room�
Dee-vi bounded gleefully up the dais steps, then turned toward them, seating herself triumphantly on the throne. She laughed at their surprise, like a mischievous kid sitting in her elder�s seat. Only this was for real. The Flower Princess was the Sacred Queen�s daughter only in a metaphorical sense.
�Do you have anything to add?� Dee-vi asked. �Any more proof to offer?� It was plain that their interview with the Sacred Queen had been going on throughout their stay at Apex.
Tiffany stood at the foot of the dais, digesting this diplomatic surprise, shocked at how easily she had been fooled. She had run her sensors over Dee-vi repeatedly; all she had seen was a happy headstrong kid, eager to learn and utterly open. She had never thought to ask Dee-vi if she were the Sacred Queen.
She shook her head. �Why did we have to go through the motions of stealing a ship?� That seemed an unneeded hazard.
�You said you were a diplomat. I wanted to see.� Dee-vi said it the way a child would. She had been half testing Tiffany, and half just wanting to see for herself.
Tiffany surveyed the chamber, looking for anything that might bolster her case. Her gaze fixed on the Hive Queen, rearing over the humans and holos like some titanic centipede. �Ask the Bugs.�
�Ask them what?� Now Dee-vi looked surprised.
�They can chart the course of that white giant I told you about, Orion 4673.� Humans might turn inward, trying to seal themselves off from the cosmos�but not Bugs. Bugs were great celestial navigators. (But bad shipbuilders.) In fact, it was probably the Bugs who kept the Flower Princess informed of the Hiryu�s movements.
�It will be done,� Dee-vi nodded gravely. �But we have already seen enough to make our decision. What would you have us do?�
Tiffany felt triumphant, seeing success at last. �What we do depends on what you have got. Miko�s the pilot. She needs to check out your drive. The specs also showed you having a hangar full of low-boost insystem ships. Is that true?�
Dee-vi nodded. �We have ships. In what condition I would not know, we never use them.�
�Great. I would like to see them.� Tiffany was already making plans that went beyond Floreal�thinking of that woebegone Choctaw girl in the Danse Macabre.
It was some time before she got to see the hangar�which did indeed have a row of insystem ships, sleek old-fashioned cargo lighters that looked good as new. By then Miko had passed on the habitat�s gravity drive. Floreal could be moved. And not just Floreal. If these ships worked as well, they could take everyone left in the B system with them. But that meant opening up the habitat to strangers, which would require still more diplomacy.
Ja-lan had joined them�there being no women�s mysteries on the hanger deck�happily looking over the line of ships. Tiffany could tell he liked the turn of events. Apex must have seemed pretty small to a man of his talents. Now Floreal herself was looking outward. Who knew what the future held?
Miko cautioned everyone not to get carried away. �We have to see if they will fly.� She cycled the lock on the nearest lighter. It worked. Miko nodded to Tiffany. �Want to check it with me?�
Sure. Her future plans depended on these ships. They cycled through. As soon as they were alone, Miko pulled her face down and kissed her.
Surprised, Tiffany managed to respond, then asked, �What was that for?�
�For everything. For giving us all a chance.� Miko leaned back against the bulkhead, her hand on the lock lever, keeping it from cycling. She nodded at the closed hatch. �You like him, don�t you?�
�You mean Ja-lan? Sure.� He was sharp, and sweet, and hung like a hippogriff. �What�s not to like?�
Miko hooked her finger into the waist of Tiffany�s gi, pulling her closer. �I mean, you really go for that �Ah shucks, I�m just a guy� stuff?�
Tiffany looked puzzled. �Well, who wouldn�t?�
Miko rolled her eyes.
Tiffany braced her arms against the bulkhead, framing the smaller woman�s shoulders. �Look at me.�
�Gladly.� Miko smirked. They were only centimeters apart and in love. What else was there to see?
�I�m trying to save not just Floreal, but this whole forsaken system,� Tiffany told her. �Maybe even the overflow from Belt City. Which means holding off looters and wreckers, while convincing these people to risk everything for the sake of others. In the meantime, I have been beset by Jutes, Choctaws, Eridani slavers, and Bugs gone berserk. And I am in the middle of a relationship with another woman�something I have never, never done before. So am I really going to start up with some guy, just because he happens to be sweet, brave, and available? Who do you think I am? Superwoman?�
�Sometimes.� Miko rose on her toes and kissed her again.
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The author of our vibrant cover story has recently
published a new novel, American Woman (Forge), and a
collection of short stories, The Moon Maid and Other
Fantastic Adventures. Several of the tales in this collection
were first published in Asimov’s —including: “Gypsy.
Trade” (November 1992), “The Other Magpie” (Apil
1993), and “Werewolves of Luna’” (December 1994)

In his lofest story of star crashes, space pirates, bug-eyed
monsters, sword fights, scantily clad hunks and hologram
femmes fatales, Mr. Garcia has truly provided us with

another fantastic and rewarding adventure.






