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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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1

There was no one waiting for her.

Delanna stood at the bottom of the shuttle ramp shading her eyes against bright sunlight shimmering off the silvery ribbon of runway. At the other end, where the runway faded into blue-green grass, she could see a solitary shuttleport building, and an unimaginative blue rectangle that had to be the shuttleport warehouse. There was a dirt road that cut straight across the featureless landscape to a row of shiny parti-colored buildings of the town of Grassedge that seemed perched on the edge of the horizon. She pushed her hair back away from her face and turned her back to the sun. Nothing. Just a sea of grass stippled with dominolike dots that must be irrigated farm fields, and somewhere out there in the east were the mountains, so distant she couldn’t even see the snow-capped peaks she remembered.

“No one here to meet you?” the shuttle pilot said as he came down the ramp.

“A neighbor was supposed to come, but maybe he’s waiting at the terminal.”

“Not likely. People only use the terminal to camp in until we can shuttle them up to the ships.”

Delanna nodded, vaguely remembering snuggling up against her mother in a sleeping bag while they waited for the ship to come to take her to school. Then her mother had put her in the shuttle, and it wasn’t until the door closed between them that Delanna had realized her mother wasn’t coming along. She’d cried all the way into orbit, and hadn’t been mollified until someone had given her ice cream. She didn’t remember much else—riding in a solaris for what seemed like days and days, and seeing a brush fire—she had only been five years old. Grassedge and the plains around it looked only very vaguely familiar. The landscape was as barren as her mother had described it in her letters. “A sorry excuse for a planet,” she’d written of Keramos. “I hope you never have to come back here.”

And now she was back, but only for as long as it took to settle her mother’s estate.

“Maybe the neighbor boy is camped out at the terminal,” Delanna said hopefully to the pilot. “He couldn’t know exactly when the ship would arrive, could he?”

“Not exactly,” the pilot agreed. “But there wasn’t anyone camping there when I left at dawn.”

“Still, I’d better take a look.”

The pilot shrugged indifferently and gestured toward a half-mile-distant lump of green ceramic at the edge of the field. Even now she could make out the long shadow better than the terminal building itself. “Just follow the yellow line.”

“You mean walk?” Delanna said, staring at him. She knew services, even in Grassedge, the largest settlement on Keramos, were limited compared to Gay Paree, the tiny city on Rebe Prime where The Abbey was located. Her mother had told her Keramos was primitive, but this was ridiculous.

The shuttle pilot shrugged. “Gilby has already gone home,” he said. “Gilby’s usually here to look after passengers when we have any, but sometimes he doesn’t make it past the bars.”

“Surely there’s someone else.”

The pilot shook his head. “Just me and Gilby until the cash crops in the fall,” he said, then added thoughtfully, “For those that have cash crops.”

“What about you?”

“We try to please,” he said, in a tone that didn’t convince Delanna at all, “but I have to get the first load off the shuttle before sundown. The pallet is solar-powered, and as you can plainly see, it’s almost sundown.”

Delanna stared at the huge golden blob above the horizon, feeling, just for an instant, as lost and forlorn as she had been when she first went to Rebe Prime, five years old and in a strange school in a strange city on an even stranger planet. She had been all alone then and she was all alone now. Her friends were back in Gay Paree, her mother was in a grave somewhere near Milleflores Lanzye and had been for almost ten months. But she was no longer a little kid. She took a deep breath.

“I’m not walking in these,” Delanna said, pointing down at her ribbon-laced highups. Surely the pilot could see walking was out of the question.

“Well, I guess if you don’t mind riding on the pallet, I could take you on over to the cargo dock on it.”

Delanna eyed the pallet warily, and finally nodded. Anything would be better than walking.

The pilot ducked under the stubby wing of the shuttle and went to the cargo-bay door. Delanna watched him pull a lever and step out of the way as the first pallet descended. Like all pallets, it was sealed, but this one had Oxygen tanks attached, and a makeshift sign that said “Livestock! Protect from extreme temperatures.” She could hear muted honking. Wonderful. She would be sharing her ride with a crate of geese. She had shared taxis in Gay Paree with stranger companions, and some of them had sounded almost like this.

She perched on the metallic crate and clutched her travelwallet and carryit while the pilot walked alongside, guiding the pallet with a tether. When the pallet rolled off the runway, the ride became bumpy, and she had to hold on to the cranehook in the center of the crate.

She closed her eyes against the stream of sunlight and relaxed against the cranehook. The sunlight felt warm on her face, and the air smelled wonderful, full of dust and the scent of freshly mowed grass. She felt almost like a traitor enjoying it; her mother had hated everything about Keramos, had wanted more than anything to escape but hadn’t succeeded. I’d hate it, too, if I were stuck here, Delanna thought, but right now the fresh air and the warmth and the space felt wonderful after the stale-smelling, cramped ship.

Abruptly the sunlight disappeared, and she opened her eyes. The pilot had steered the pallet into the shadow of the warehouse. Its blue ceramic tile exterior was so dark that at first she didn’t notice the black gap of an open cargo door. Then two men stepped out of the shadows, and waved.

Delanna waved back. “Maybe that’s him,” she said eagerly. One man was older, white-haired with a brightly flowered shirt and a paunch hanging over his pants. The other was a handsome dark-haired man. She remembered the Tanner boy having been fair-haired when he was ten or eleven. He would have grown up by now, and his hair could have darkened.

The pilot was waving, too. “That’s the port veterinarian, Doc Lyle. The one with him is the prairie caravan captain, Jay Madog. The vet will be wanting blood samples from these geese, and Jay probably wants to check the bills of lading to see how much cargo space he needs for the next train east. I think he has some software licenses to sign for, too.”

“Oh,” Delanna said, disappointed.

They pulled up even with the men. “… see any Royal Mandarins last time you were up that way?” the vet was saying.

“Not a one,” the younger man said.

They both turned to look at the pallet.

“You have the geese in there?” the vet called as he reached around the edge of the black hole, apparently for a light switch, for the depth of darkness was suddenly flooded with light. Inside were a few crates, far too few to fill the vast recesses of the warehouse. “Where are their importation papers? I’d like to get home in time for dinner for a change.”

“I’ve got them here,” the pilot said. “You got anybody in there waiting for a passenger?”

“Nope.” The vet came forward to meet the pilot, who handed him a sheaf of papers without stopping. “Go ahead and uncrate them,” he said, already examining the papers. “I’ll be right in.”

The pilot stepped through the low doorway ahead of the pallet, ducking his head. Delanna realized that she’d never clear the overhang without getting scraped.

The younger man, Jay Madog, his dark hair falling rakishly over his forehead, stepped up to the moving pallet. “And who might you be?” he asked, holding his arms out to her.

Delanna hesitated, looking at the approaching door, then jumped down into his arms. Madog caught her around the waist and pulled her away from the pallet. He held her a moment too long once she was down, his wrists tight against her breasts. Then he let go, reached up to the top of the crate, and got her carryit and travelwallet. When he handed her wallet over, he asked again, “And what’s your name, little lady?”

“You’re missing paperwork,” the vet cut in. “There aren’t any importation papers on this pig.”

“It’s on the bottom,” the dark-haired man said, then returning to Delanna, added, “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Jay Madog. And this guy over here giving me a hard time with my paperwork is Doc Lyle.” His smile broadened, a very pleasant smile, Delanna decided.

She shook the hand he offered. His grip was firm, but not painful like some of the boys’ back on Rebe Prime. The boys had always been showing off. Somehow, she didn’t think Jay Madog ever needed to show off. “How do you do, Captain Madog,” she said in her best school manner.

“Everybody calls me Jay,” he said, leading her through the doorway into the warehouse, her carryit still in hand.

“Hrrrumph,” she heard the veterinarian say, and she turned to find him peering at her over the sheaf of papers. “He’s called Mad Dog, and with good reason.”

Jay still didn’t let go of her hand. “Don’t believe anything about me you haven’t seen with your own eyes,” he said. “I don’t,” the veterinarian replied, and returned to his papers.

“And don’t you,” Jay said to Delanna. She turned to look at him. He was smiling. “Lanzye folk gossip entirely too much, but you can’t hold it against them because there just isn’t anything else to do.”

“And I can just imagine that you love it,” Delanna said as she reached over, trying to take her carryit from him. She didn’t have time for the local Lothario, even if his friendliness was refreshing. And she didn’t want anyone else holding her carryit and what was in it.

Jay held on to the carryit and pointed to a bench near a livestock pen. “But what can I do?” he asked with exaggerated innocence.

“I’ll bet you could think of something if you tried,” Delanna said, following him over to the bench, “but from what I remember of Keramos, you’d be doing the entire population a disservice.”

Jay laughed. “A woman who understands me. And a beautiful redhead, to boot. Where have you been all my life? And now that I’ve found you, where are you staying?”

“I’m not,” she said, eyeing the carryit. “I’m leaving tomorrow afternoon.”

Jay glanced over at the pilot, who nodded. “It’s true. She’s reserved space to go back up to the Scoville tomorrow afternoon. Didn’t even bring a trunk down.”

Jay looked crestfallen. “But why would anyone come to Keramos for a day?” he asked.

“My business should only take a few hours,” Delanna explained. “But a better question would be, Why would anyone want to stay on Keramos for anything more than a day?”

The veterinarian, who had followed them in, harrumphed again.

“I only came here to see a lawyer,” Delanna said, reaching for the carryit again.

Jay stuck it behind his back. “Well, then, if there’s only the one night,” he said, leaning close to her, “we’ve got a duty to make the most of it.”

“Jay!” Doc Lyle said. “Stop pestering the tourists and go check your cargo. Or come help me with these geese.”

“We’ll go right to the lake for a picnic, Delanna,” Jay continued, ignoring the vet. “And maybe a midnight swim if it’s not too cold.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be on the midnight train?” Doc Lyle asked.

“An evening swim,” Jay amended. “Or we might build a bonfire and watch the stars.”

Delanna laughed and shook her head. “Sorry,” she told him. “I’ve got to be at the lawyer’s first thing in the morning,” and this time got the carryit away from him. She slung the strap over her head so he couldn’t grab it again, and went over to the vet and the pilot, who were opening the crate full of geese. They were honking in alarm.

Jay followed her. “Then I’ll take you to the hotel.”

“Not till you’ve checked that cargo,” the vet said. “I’m not staying around here all night. And don’t you have some software licenses you need signed before the shuttle takes off?”

“I want to get back, too,” the pilot put in.

“I’ll go get the licenses,” Jay said. “Till tonight,” he whispered to Delanna, winked, and went outside.

The pilot and vet had the crate open and were herding the honking geese into a pen.

“Someone was supposed to meet me here,” Delanna said.

“In a minute,” the vet told her, grabbing for a goose in the corner of the crate. He caught hold of it, and it honked like it was being slaughtered.

Delanna backed away from the flapping goose, found a bench near the pen, and sat down. She opened the carryit cautiously, looked inside, and then shut it again, watching the vet and the pilot. The goose had gotten loose again and was fluttering wildly around in the crate.

“There, there,” Doc Lyle said comfortingly, “I won’t hurt you.” He lunged and grabbed it by one leg. Its wings flapped against his face. He got one wing tucked under his arm, but the long-necked bird was struggling so frantically that it took both his hands to control it. “Give me a hand, here, will you, Wilbur?” he asked the pilot.

The pilot frowned and shook his head. “I tried to help you with that filly last month, and got kicked right in the—” He caught himself and glanced red-faced at Delanna.

“This isn’t a filly, it’s a goose,” the vet said, trying to pin the wings against the goose’s body. “Come help me.”

“I gotta go sign those licenses of Jay’s,” the pilot said, and scurried outside.

The vet looked up at Delanna. “You. Come here and help me.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.”

Delanna got up from the bench. She slid the strap of the carryit off and looked around for a place to put it.

“Now!” the vet said. Delanna tucked the carryit under the bench and came over to the pen. She let herself in and took the frantic goose from the vet, pinning its wing firmly with the crook of one arm while supporting its chest with her hand. She controlled the long neck and head with her other hand. “Hush now, you silly thing,” she said to the goose.

The vet straightened and took a vial out of his pocket. “Looks to me like you’ve done this before,” he said.

“I have,” she said. “Not for a long time, though.”

The vet brushed aside some feathers on the goose’s back, and stuck the vial against the skin.

I was supposed to meet someone here,” Delanna said, trying again. “Mr. Tanner. From Milleflores Lanzye. Do you know him?”

“These are his geese,” he said. He withdrew the vial from the goose feathers. “Hold on. I’ve got to do something else.” He reached in his pocket. “If it’s Sonny Tanner you’re waiting for, he’ll be here. He’s gotta pick up these geese.”

“This afternoon?”

Lyle pulled another vial, larger than the first one, from his pocket. “He’d better. These geese have got to be on that midnight train, too.” He pressed the vial against the bird’s neck. “Hold her. That’s good. Where’d you learn to handle geese?”

“My mother kept geese.” And Delanna had taken a class in animal husbandry at school, which her mother had had a fit about. “Don’t waste your time on classes like that,” she’d written Delanna. “I want you learning to live in a city, not on a farm.”

“Funny,” Doc Lyle said, pulling a long tube out of his pocket. “You don’t think about been-tos keeping geese.”

“Been-tos?”

“Off-planeters. Hand me her wing.”

“I’m not exactly a ‘been-to,’” Delanna said, readjusting the goose to free its wing. “I was born on Keramos.”

Doc Lyle took hold of the wing and held up the tube. “Vegetable dye,” he said, “so I know which ones I’ve done,” and sprayed the wingtip green.

The goose hadn’t struggled at all at the two vaccinations, but the dye sent her wild. She gave a hysterical honk and nearly got away from Delanna.

“Don’t,” Delanna said, trying to get a grip on the bird.

She finally got it quieted. “Put it in here,” Doc Lyle said, pulling a clean cage over. She poked it in, cornered another one in the crate and picked it up.

Doc Lyle was looking at her speculatively. “You’re meeting Sonny Tanner … your ma kept geese … You’re Serena Milleflores’ girl that went off to school, aren’t you?”

“You knew my mother?” Delanna asked.

“Back in the old days I knew everyone in the world,” he said. “Of course, there was only five hundred of us in the first landing. And I saw her quite a bit a few years back. There was a pair of nesting Royal Mandarins on Milleflores Lanzye then.” He smiled for the first time. “Beautiful pair. Beautiful lanzye, Milleflores. I don’t think your mother ever liked it much, though.”

That was putting it mildly.

He pulled out a vial. “So you’re here to take over Milleflores, you and Sonny?”

“I’m here to settle my mother’s estate,” Delanna said, pulling back the feathers so he could give the vaccination. “And then I’m going on to Carthage.”

“Ooh, the big city,” he said, giving the second vaccination. “That’s a pity. Keramos has got a lot to offer.”

“I can imagine.”

“You sure are your mother’s daughter,” he said, splaying out the wing. “Did you ever see a Royal Mandarin while you were at Milleflores?”

“I don’t remember,” Delanna said, bracing the goose for the dye. “I was only five when I left.”

“Beautiful birds,” he said. “All the colors of the rainbow. Hardly any left now, and most of those aren’t breeding pairs. There were thousands of them when I first came to Keramos.”

Delanna was still holding the wing out, but the vet had apparently forgotten all about spraying it in his enthusiasm over the Royal Mandarins.

“The dye,” Delanna said.

“Sorry,” he said, coming to himself. He sprayed the wing, took the goose from her, and shoved it in the cage. “It’s my job to protect the animals on Keramos, and I guess I get a little carried away when it’s a beautiful specimen like the Royal Mandarin. That’s what all these vaccinations are for, to keep imported animals from bringing any infections onto Keramos.”

“When do you think Mr. Tanner might get here?” Delanna asked, hoping it would be soon. The geese smelled terrible. Her mother’s birds and the ones in her husbandry class had smelled bad, but “loose as a goose” took on a whole new meaning when geese had been cooped up on a ship for two months.

“I expected Sonny before this,” Doc Lyle said. “Hand me that one over there.”

She obediently grabbed up the next goose and they went through the routine again, the vet talking the whole time about the Royal Mandarins, the dangers of off-planet infections, Milleflores. “It’s a beautiful lanzye. All those flowers.”

Good, Delanna thought, then I’ll get a good price for it.

“Pretty run-down, though, of course.”

Of course.

“I do believe your mother was the first one to hatch goose eggs on Keramos,” he said, vaccinating the last goose. “Toulouse geese, gray like these Junos.”

“I don’t know if they were first or not, but I remember them being huge. I had to feed them every day,” Delanna said. “I hated them.”

He fumbled the feathers apart. “The hatred doesn’t seem to have lasted.”

She wrinkled her nose. “As badly as these geese smell, it could return very quickly,” she said, but she held the goose snugly while the vet sprayed its wing.

When all thirteen geese had green swatches on their left wings and were safely stored in clean cages, Delanna followed the vet out of the pen. He picked up the sheaf of papers and started working on it, initialing each sheet.

Delanna went to the door of the warehouse and looked outside. There was no sign of anyone coming, or of Jay Madog and the pilot either. She went back inside, pulled out a sack of feed from the overhead on the goose crate, and took it over to give it to the caged birds. The food dispelled all pretense of shyness on their part. They clustered and honked and snatched the grains as they came out of the bag. Crouching, Delanna spread the feed as she remembered doing so many years ago, making a long trail of it along the edge of the cages so that all the geese could eat, not just the bigger ones.

“Good. You’re still here,” Jay Madog said. “And that friend of yours isn’t, which means I can give you a ride into town and”—he leaned over her—“then out to that lake I told you about.”

Doc Lyle looked up from his initialing. “I think you ought to know that that friend she’s waiting for is Sonny Tanner,” he said.

“Really?” Jay strode over to the bench, reached under it, and got Delanna’s carryit. “You know Sonny Tanner? He’s a good man.”

“I think you ought to also know that this is Delanna Milleflores,” Doc Lyle added.

“Delanna—” Jay said, clearly taken aback. “You’re Serena Milleflores’ daughter?” He looked surprised and something else Delanna couldn’t make out.

“Just thought you should know,” Doc Lyle said, sounding amused. “Before you took her off on that moonlight swim. Not that that’ll stop you.”

Delanna looked bewilderedly at them, wondering what this was all about.

“I thought you said you were only staying till tomorrow,” Jay said, holding the carryit out to her.

“I am,” she said, but before she could take the carryit from him, it let out a loud roar.

Jay almost dropped it. “What the devil do you have in there?” he said.

Delanna grabbed the carryit and hastily set it down to open it. It roared again.

“Yes, just what is in there?” Doc Lyle asked, stepping out from behind the crate.

“It’s okay,” Delanna assured them. “It’s just Cleopatra, my scarab. She’s getting hungry.”

Delanna pulled the scarab out and cuddled her close, the soft underside molding itself to her chest while the fuzzy muzzle rubbed against her chin. Cleopatra immediately started purring when she realized she was safe in Delanna’s arms.

“What is that?” Jay asked, standing well back. “Some kind of big bug?”

“It’s a scarab,” Doc Lyle said, putting the sheaf of papers on a corner of the crate and holding his hands out to Delanna. “I’ve never seen one up close before. It is a scarab, isn’t it?”

Delanna nodded and put her cheek against Cleopatra’s shoulder plate to pin her; Cleopatra had seen the veterinarian’s outstretched hands and didn’t want to go. “He won’t hurt you,” she whispered, and to Doc Lyle she said, “She’ll probably roar again.”

He took the scarab from her anyhow, his grip firm but gentle. Cleo ducked into her plates, but she didn’t roar. “You must spend a lot of time polishing these plates,” Doc Lyle said admiringly. “She looks like a basket of jewelry.”

“I didn’t have much else to do on the trip. Besides, Cleo’s plates have beautiful markings, don’t they?”

He nodded and stepped over to show the scarab to Jay Madog, who stood stiffly. “It’s not an insect at all,” Doc Lyle said, carefully turning Cleo over to expose her belly. “It’s a member of the genus Scaraeoptera. From Rebe Quarto. There aren’t any scaraeoptera on Keramos.” Toenails of all six feet stood out like needles and Cleopatra snarled to discourage the examination. But the veterinarian was unconcerned. He pulled at one of her feet, and being much stronger than the scarab, was able to extend it to the knee. “It should extend more,” Doc Lyle said, looking over at Delanna. Jay Madog stepped away, suddenly interested in the papers on the crate. “But it hinges, doesn’t it? I don’t want to hurt her.”

Delanna reached over to unhinge Cleopatra’s knee, and extended the fuzzy leg fully. “She’s waist-high when she stands up all the way, but Cleo’s lazy, and she’s never had anything higher than a curb to look over. She rarely extends. Skittering low to the ground is her normal gait.”

Cleo tucked the leg back in as soon as Delanna let go, but she poked her nose out. The compound eyes above the nostrils glittered like jewels, and upon recognizing Delanna, the nictating membranes on the fore-eyes also opened.

“Interesting specimen,” Doc Lyle said, looking at Delanna. “I’m afraid I’ll have to impound her.”

“Impound her!”

“No animals are allowed on Keramos except those certified as hatchlings, or birthed en route in sealed environments. We haven’t got the resources to do any other kind of disease control, and even less for pests that might ride in on a mature animal.”

“She doesn’t have pests,” Delanna protested, starting to fumble through her travelwallet. “I have her health certificate. She’s had all her vaccinations.”

Doc Lyle shook his head. “She’s a mature animal. I can’t allow her on Keramos.”

“But—can I send her back up on the shuttle, then?”

“It’s already left,” Jay said.

The vet looked at her. “Imported animals are a threat to the animals of Keramos.”

“Couldn’t I just keep her in the carryit?” Delanna asked, holding out her hands. Cleo extended her forelegs and roared softly. “It has a lock, and I promise I won’t let her out. She’ll sleep the whole time anyway. And I’ll keep her away from other animals.”

“Sorry. Rules are rules.” Lyle turned away, carrying the scarab.

“What are you going to do with her?” Delanna said, following him. “I didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to bring her down with me. Nobody on the ship said anything about it being against Keramos’s laws, and it never occurred to me …”

There was a row of cages alongside the wall. The vet opened one and set Cleo inside. The scarab tightened up until she looked like a jeweled ball in the middle of the cage. The vet snapped the lock in place, slipped the key in his pocket, and started toward a large metal box with a control panel on the front.

“It isn’t as if I’m trying to import her,” Delanna argued. “I’m only going to be here one day.”

Doc Lyle looked thoughtful. “You’re going back up on the shuttle tomorrow?”

“I thought you said this was Delanna Milleflores,” Jay put in.

“I am,” Delanna said. “But I’m just here to sign some papers. I won’t even be here a whole day. And Cleo doesn’t have any diseases or mites or anything. She’s been sterilized and everything. See, here’s her health certificate.” She thrust it at the vet.

He didn’t take it. He reached above the metal box to a cabinet, and pulled down a thick notebook. He began looking through it, turning pages intently.

“You said you didn’t have any scaraeoptera on Keramos,” Delanna went on urgently. “I learned in school that diseases aren’t cross-genus, so she can’t infect any of the animals.”

“I’d leave it be,” Jay said softly, taking her arm. “Arguments don’t count with Doc Lyle, only rules.”

I hope he finds a rule that lets Cleo stay then, Delanna thought.

Apparently he did. After a few minutes, he put his finger on a passage and said, “The animal isn’t considered to be officially imported until it’s been processed and left the shuttleport. Processing of the animal must be completed in twenty-four hours. Until then, the animal hasn’t been imported or denied import status.” He looked up. “You sure these papers you have to sign won’t take more than twenty-four hours?”

“I’m sure,” Delanna told him.

“Then so long as the animal stays here and isn’t processed, there’s nothing in the rules that says you can’t take it back up with you to the Scoville.” He took the key out of his pocket and unlocked Cleo’s cage.

“Oh, good,” Delanna said.

“I’m going to put her in an isolette, just in case,” Lyle explained, opening the cage. Cleo stayed in a tight little ball. “That way there won’t be any chance of her exposing anything else.” He carried her over to a clear-sided cage with a number of dials on the front and put her in.

“All right,” Delanna said, watching Cleo. She hated leaving her, but she didn’t want to press her luck, and with luck, she could meet with the lawyer first thing in the morning and be back before midday. She went over to the cage and put her hand up to the clear side to comfort the scarab. Cleo stuck one paw out of her carapace, then another, and eventually poked her head out, too. She reached for Delanna’s hand, felt the barrier, and ducked back in. Delanna sighed.

“Don’t worry,” Jay said, coming up behind her. She felt his hands on her shoulders. “It’ll be fine. Doc Lyle’ll take good care of it.”

But Delanna shook her head. “She’ll stay rolled up until I come back, poor thing. She’s frightened.” Sighing again, Delanna stood there a moment, hating to leave the scarab. “It’s just until tomorrow,” she said, giving the side of the cage a final pat. She started to turn around, but Jay’s hands were still on her shoulders.

“You ready for that ride into town now?” he said, giving her shoulders a final squeeze before letting go. When she turned, she found him standing with her carryit in his hands. She nodded and reached for it, but he held on to the bag.

“I’ll carry …”

“Yeoh!” came a shout from outside.

They all turned to see a man silhouetted in the doorway.

“Those my geese?” he said, sounding happy. He stepped into the warehouse lights, a tall, thin figure in baggy pants rolled up at the cuffs and an orange flowered shirt. He carried a suit jacket over his shoulder and wore a red cap on his head. “Did all twelve come through?” he asked, handing a sheaf of papers to the vet and hurrying to the pen, for he couldn’t help but know exactly where the geese were with all their honking. “Look at that,” he said after just a moment. “The bonus egg hatched, too! Thanks, Doc, for recommending Juno geese to me. Never would have believed all thirteen would make it.”

“That’s why it didn’t tally,” Jay said, shaking his head. “You only reserved room for six of them on the Mad Dog.”

“That’s all right,” the man said. “I can take all thirteen. I bought a new wagon, and I brought my solaris over from the lanzye. It’s over at Grayson’s having a motor fixed. I’ll carry the other seven in the wagon and we’ll put the rest of my freight in your rig.”

“You’re going to need seven more permits,” Doc Lyle said. “I can’t release these geese without importation permits, and you’ve only got six.”

And rules are rules, Delanna thought, even when it was just eggs.

“I’ll get them from Maggie when I go into town,” the man said, looking up. He saw Delanna, and his jaw dropped.

“Is this Mr. Tanner?” Delanna asked doubtfully. She hoped he wasn’t. He didn’t look anything like the fair-haired boy she remembered, and he was so grubby and brainless-looking. He was still gaping at her.

“It is, Delanna. Don’t you recognize your own—” Doc Lyle began.

The man cut him off. “You can’t be Delanna,” he said stupidly. “You’re over at the terminal.”

“Guess again,” Jay said. “She’s right here.”

“How do you do?” Delanna said in her best school manner. “I’m Delanna Milleflores. You must be Tarleton Tanner.”

“Tarleton?” Jay echoed, grinning.

“Everyone calls me Sonny,” he said, flushing slightly as he wiped his hand on his baggy pants and stuck it out. When Delanna hesitated, he wiped it on his pants again. “I haven’t touched the geese,” he said, apparently trying to understand why she wouldn’t shake his hand.

“I have,” Delanna said, grasping his hand firmly.

Sonny smiled shyly as he squeezed her hand—too hard! “Sorry!” he said quickly when he saw Delanna wince, and snatched his hand back like he’d been shocked. He shook his hand and flexed the fingers. “I didn’t mean … Whew! You were in with the geese, weren’t you?”

“I had a lot of time to kill,” she said coolly, “so I helped the vet.”

“Yeah,” Doc Lyle said, bringing over a sheaf of papers for Sonny to sign. “Good thing you showed up when you did. Jay Madog was about to make off with your—”

“I was just offering Delanna here a ride into town,” Jay cut in. “Where have you been?”

“I had to pick up the wagon before the dealer closed. I was going to go to the terminal to get Delanna just as soon as I was finished checking the geese, so we’ll save some time now because I won’t have to go to the terminal.”

“Right,” Delanna said, “because I’m right here, right?”

“Right!” he said, almost beaming.

Behind him, Jay was shaking with laughter.

Doc Lyle didn’t smile. “You ought to take Delanna into town now, Sonny,” he said, looking at the signed paperwork. “She’s had a long day and is probably tired. You can bring me the permits after you’ve got her settled at the hotel.”

“The hotel,” Sonny said, first nodding, then shaking his head. “Your letter said you wanted to see the lawyer first thing.” He looked confused.

“I assumed we’d see the lawyer first thing in the morning.”

“This evening,” Sonny said.

It took a moment for Delanna to realize he meant barrister access was available around the clock, just as it was on Rebe Prime. She had assumed all public vega terminal centers in Grassedge would shut down at sunset, like everything else did. Except the bars, she reminded herself, and the dance hall. But if the lawyer could see them tonight, so much the better. She could get back to the warehouse, and Cleo, sooner.

Finally Sonny spied the carryit in Jay’s hand. “This yours?” he said to Delanna, reaching for the bag.

“I could still take you over to the hotel,” Jay offered, resisting Sonny’s attempt to take the bag from his hand.

Delanna almost agreed, but then shook her head. “My business is with … Sonny,” she said, certain now after meeting him that she’d need every available minute to make sure this yokel understood that he needed to be at the lawyer’s, too.

Jay released the carryit. “Well then, until we meet again,” he said, clearly disappointed.

“That’s not likely to happen,” she said pleasantly.

“I’ll be in mourning for thirty days,” Jay said, his eyes sparkling.

“Thirty minutes, I’d wager,” she responded, with a laugh. Jay shrugged.

“Let’s go,” Sonny said, turning abruptly. He walked out of the building with short, quick steps, carrying her bag and pushing one of the goose cages out through the shadows into the sunlight. Delanna glanced longingly toward Cleo, who was still curled up in a tight little ball.

“Thanks for your help, young woman,” Doc Lyle said. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t worry about your scarab. I’ll take good care of her.”

“You’re sure you won’t change your mind about staying?” Jay asked, catching her hand in his. “We need more beautiful redheads around here.” She felt something pass from his palm to hers.

“I’m sure,” she told him. “Goodbye,” she said to both of them, and turned to follow Sonny, who was already out of sight.

She paused in the middle of the doorway to see what Jay had pressed into her hand. It was a business card, made of real paper, like the bills of lading.


JAY MADOG

CAPTAIN OF THE MAD DOG PRAIRIE CARAVAN

CALL 5373 DAY OR NIGHT IN GRASSEDGE

IF NO ANSWER, TRY FREQUENCY 139 ON THE HAM.



She hurried out the door.
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