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"Welcome back, Bain," Ganfer said, and chuckled. The ship-brain's voice echoed through the entire ship, following the boy as he ran up the slope from Sunsinger's modified cargo hold to the bridge.
Bain was out of breath when he reached the round bridge of the Free Trader ship. He grinned at the sensor dome in the ceiling and leaned back against the hatch frame until his legs lost their wobbles.
"You see? I told you I would see you again," the ship-brain continued. "You'll need that link collar quite a bit from now on."
"How soon until we launch again?" Bain asked, once he had caught his breath. He raked dark, sweaty hair out of his eyes. He pushed off the wall and walked over to his cubicle -- his again! -- and slung his bag onto the mattress.
"Not for two more days, at least. We have new sensors to install -- replacements and upgrades. The authorities are giving Lin anything she wants, to keep her cooperative."
"She growls a lot, doesn't she?" Bain asked, laughing.
"It works, and she enjoys it."
"Did I hear my name taken in vain?" Captain Lin Fieran asked as she appeared in the open hatch. She pretended to scowl at the boy. The expression didn't last very long, and it made her grin seem brighter when it appeared a moment later. She mimed wiping sweat off her forehead and onto her green-on-blue striped sleeveless tunic. "That was a close call, Bain. Sourpuss Malloy doesn't exactly like me, and if he knew how much I really wanted you to ship out with me ... " Lin shook her head.
"You really do want me on Sunsinger?" Bain asked. His voice cracked.
"Enough to eat dinner with that nasty old credit-pincher, if that was part of the bargain." She slid into her seat at the control panel in the middle of the bridge and pressed a few buttons to check the status of the ship's repairs.
"Is that a lot?" the boy nearly whispered.
"Bain," Ganfer said, "Commander Malloy dislikes Lin very much because she refuses to eat with him. He asks her every time he sees her."
"He smells awful," Lin muttered. She winked at Bain, and in minutes they were red-faced with laughter.
Chapter Two
Lin took Bain to the marketplace outside Refuge's spaceport that evening for dinner. She claimed she had to get away from Sunsinger while repairs were being made, because strangers working on her ship made her nervous. She would worry less if she didn't watch. Bain suspected that this was just part of Lin's growling. He decided the technicians did a better job because of Lin's growling. It might be handy to learn her trick -- especially if they were going to have another hold full of children on the trip back.
The marketplace was everything Bain had dreamed a market on another world could be. All the color and noise and smells as described in the story cubes -- and better. Lenga was too new, too far from the regular space lanes, for its port to have a proper marketplace. Bain suspected that even if Lenga did have one, the orphans would not have been allowed within two hundred meters of it.
From across the port, through the clatter and fuss of the repairs, he heard the sounds of the marketplace. Voices rose in laughter, song and shouts advertising whatever was for sale. Music rang out, with so many different tunes and instruments that it all blended into a clash like a harsh version of space music.
Maybe that was what the people there tried to recreate.
The smells confused him. He caught whiffs of mouth-watering aromas -- spicy stew and fruit pies, sweets and cakes and chocolate, blended into an aroma that made him feel like he was starving. Then a breath later Bain caught the bitter, burned stink of dirty lamp oil and filthy animals, the salty, metallic smell of people who had not washed in months, the rotten, overwhelming, gagging aroma of waste and garbage. Then the next moment, spices and perfumes washed the bad smells out of his nose and memory: cinnamon and roses, musk and lemons. Somewhere, someone had captured the fresh, clean scent of dew on a spring morning.
Lin and Bain walked from the spaceport, and reached the marketplace as dusk fell. Lights burned in a few open-air stalls, and more joined them every few minutes. The light came from electric lights and lamps, torches, candles, glow rods and tall tubes of something that looked like glowing green fish in yellowish water. He almost stopped a few times as he and Lin approached the outskirts of the bustling, bee hive-busy market, just so he could stare, his mouth hanging open. Each time his feet slowed, he saw Lin get a step ahead of him, and he hurried to keep up. Bain imagined how much trouble he could get in if he lost sight of Lin.
Not trouble from Lin, but the trouble he would face trying to find her again. He didn't want to make her regret taking him on as her return flight crew. Not for one minute.
Despite the sounds and smells of chaos and the press of people all around him, Bain felt no danger. Once or twice someone stepped between him and Lin, but he always caught sight of her again before he could panic. The people all around him smiled and laughed and talked with excitement sparkling in their eyes. No one hurried or looked worried or angry. They were at the market to have a good time.
Bain stopped in front of a stall that sold harps and mini-lutes and other stringed instruments. His mother had owned a harp, which his father had inherited from his grandmother and gave to her when they married. She had started teaching Bain to play it before the shuttle crashed, because his fingers were finally long enough to span the strings. The harp had been made of wood and had burned in the shuttle crash.
"Bain?" Lin stopped five steps away from the stall and looked back for him. She came back and stood next to him for a few seconds, waiting.
The harp that caught his attention was small, no more than two octaves. The strings were metal, fine as hair, each a different color like a rainbow, moving up with the pitch. Carved roses decorated the sound box, with pale green vines painted along the column.
"It's pretty, isn't it?" the woman tending the stall asked. She stepped out of the shadows, smiling, and nodded to Lin. Her hair was nearly all silver, cut into a short cap of curls, and her wide, sparkling eyes were a silvery-gray as well. She was swathed in silver and blue -- robe, scarves, beads.
"Branda, it's good to see you." Lin made a slight bow, touching her heart in a salute.
"And you. A new student?" Branda asked, gesturing at Bain.
"Better. My apprentice." She rested her hand on Bain's shoulder and shook him a little. "He's learning too fast for my taste. Soon, he'll be ready for a ship of his own."
"Fi'in bless you, boy," the woman said, giving him a nod in greeting.
Bain nodded back, trying not to grin like an idiot. Was Lin only being polite, making him look good in front of her friend? Or did she really mean he was that good, that quick a learner? It was more than enough for him that Lin called him her apprentice in public.
"He was looking at that harp in particular." Lin pointed at the rose harp. "Your grandsire made it?"
"The original design, yes." Branda reached the harp down from its hook on the support pole of the stall. She sat on a bench and rested the harp on her knee and lightly ran her fingers across the strings. Even through the loud, happy, pulsing chaos of the market, the pure, sweet notes of the harp sang clear.
"Like my mother's harp," Bain said. His fingers itched to hold the harp. He wanted to pluck the strings and listen to them sing. He wanted to close his eyes and remember his mother teaching him to play.
"Your mother has a harp like this?" Branda asked. Something in her voice, a note of surprise, brought Bain's attention back to her. "No one makes harps like this, exactly like this. It's part of our family crest." She stepped closer to Bain and turned it so he could see the undercut petals of the rose. "Are you sure, boy?"
"Exactly alike," Bain said, his words slow. "There was a dewdrop on the bottom petal, I remember, on the sound box." He gestured, like he would turn the harp around if Branda would let him touch it. "It was my father's harp, but he gave it to her for a wedding present," Bain added. He had a feeling that detail was important.
Branda turned the harp, showing the rose with the dewdrop on the bottom petal. The woman met Lin's eyes, a slight smile growing on her face.
"My grandsire made three harps on this pattern and gave them to his sons and daughter as presents when each married." Branda put the harp back into its place. "I'd like to meet your father and mother."
"They're dead," Bain said.
"His parents had a shuttle, ferrying supplies on Lenga. It crashed," Lin supplied.
"Lenga?" Branda nodded, both eyebrows rising. "What were their names?"
"His grandparents were Eliza and Dan Kern," Lin said, before Bain could open his mouth.
"Ah hah!" The woman clapped her hands three times. "We could be kin. My grandsire's name was Kern. Yes, I do believe we are kin," she said, voice softer, as she looked Lin in the eyes. Branda nodded, and a moment later Lin nodded, too. Some special message passed between the two women, but Bain couldn't catch it.
"I'd like to buy a harp for Bain," Lin said. "For the voyage back to Lenga."
"Is that the only reason you brought him here?" Branda asked with a grin. Lin shook her head, chuckling.
"But -- " Bain couldn't speak for a second. Lin and Branda only looked at him and waited. "It's awfully expensive. I don't even know if I could play it right."
"If you're kin of mine, you'll be able to play." Branda nodded decisively, as if her word settled the matter. "The talent runs true in our bloodline, like the gifts that make you a Spacer. He is a born Spacer, isn't he?" she demanded of Lin.
"Of course." Lin brushed at her mouth. For a second, Bain thought she pressed her index finger against her lips in a hushing gesture. That didn't make sense, though. "How much for a good beginner's harp?"
"Everything -- and nothing." The woman stood and bowed to Bain, then plucked up a harp from behind the counter. "This one is seasoned just right -- tuned it this morning, just waiting for someone to buy." Branda handed it to Bain and laughed when he just stood there, staring. "Take it, boy! Don't make me drop it."
He snatched at it, horrified at the thought of the harp falling to the dirty stones of the pavement between the stalls. It was smaller than the rose harp, made of golden white wood, with stars etched into the wood. He clutched it against his chest, feeling the almost silent humming of its higher strings. Bain's face began to burn as both women chuckled.
"Seriously, Branda -- " Lin began, and dug into her pocket to pull out her credit chips.
"I am serious. It's a gift for a kinsman. On condition that next time you come here, you tell me the whole story of how you two are together. All of it," Branda added, giving Lin a fierce, challenging look. "And you make sure he plays a decent, recognizable tune for me, too."
"I'll try. I promise. My mother was teaching me before she died -- I think I can remember something," Bain hurried to say.
"Promises made are always kept by our bloodline," Branda said. She held out her hand to Bain.
He hesitated a moment, then gave his hand to her. They shook, sealing the promise. He liked the feeling of her hand -- thin, lined with muscle, the tendons like wires -- yet delicate, sensitive. He knew she could pluck beautiful music out of the instruments she made with her own hands.
Branda gave him a padded carrying case with a long strap, so Bain could carry the harp over his shoulder. Then two men dressed in dark blue robes with the infinity sign of the Order of Kilvordi stepped up to the stall. Lin rested a hand on Bain's shoulder and guided him away, nodding farewell to Branda. The woman smiled and nodded, and winked at Bain before turning to her new customers.
"You think she was right?" Bain said. He half-shouted to be heard as a noisy group of laughing, yelling, bearded men in long robes and turbans wove their way through the crowd right next to them. Bain wrinkled up his nose, smelling spilled beer and unwashed clothes that floated in a cloud around the men.
"Right about what?" Lin turned to look at the flow of traffic and nudged his shoulder to get him to cross to the other side of the row of stalls while the crowd was thin.
"That we could be relatives."
"I know she is. That harp was a telling point." She tugged on the hem of her tunic and adjusted the metal bands on her arms. They showed to everyone who looked that she was a Spacer captain. It gave Lin protection in the crowded marketplace, because no one wanted to make Spacers angry and lose their services to navigate the Knaught Points. Without Spacers, traveling between planets would take generations, not months.
"Did you bring me here to meet Branda?" Bain asked before he really thought about the question.
"Why, Bain... what makes you think that?" Lin grinned at him and pointed at a stall just a few meters ahead of them. "Hungry?"
He nodded and grinned back.
The stall sold skewers of meat and peppers and onions, cooked over an open flame. Lin ordered three skewers each for them and showed Bain how to hold the dripping food, messy with spicy sauces, and eat without getting grease and bright red sauce on his clothes. He would have enjoyed the food more -- spices burning his tongue, hot meat stinging his lips, juices flooding his mouth, and the wonderful sensation of hot food filling his stomach -- if he hadn't worried about his harp.
It hung down his back and he flinched every time someone bumped into him. He was torn between enjoying the market – all the sights and sounds and smells, the lights that grew brighter as night closed in around them – and asking if they could go back to the ship so that he could put the harp away in a safe place.
"Two stops, and then we can go back," Lin said, when they had walked another ten minutes and finished eating. She laughed at Bain's look of pure relief. "It's a bit overwhelming your first time, isn't it? Imagine how I felt, nineteen Standard years old, entering a market like this for the first time, after years of no company but Ganfer."
"Were you scared?" he asked, raising his voice above the din around them.
"I was too excited and stupid to be scared."
"But you got back to civilization without anybody's help except Ganfer's. You couldn't be stupid," he protested.
"Well, there are different kinds of being smart," Lin said with a chuckle. "I knew everything there was to know about making a ship run without the right parts, but I knew nothing about being around hundreds of strangers and shopping for things I hadn't had in years. If I hadn't met Branda that first day ... " She grinned, but it was crooked, like she tried not to cry at the same time.
"How did you know Branda might be a relative?" Bain asked.
"Oh ... I've heard things, that's all." She shrugged. "Family is important, isn't it, Bain?"
"More important than anything."
"You always have people you belong to, if you have family. Doesn't matter if you hardly ever see them, you still belong with them. And they'll do anything they can to help you out. Remember that."
Bain nodded, even though he wasn't quite sure what Lin meant. He suspected there were many things she was trying not to say. Then Lin gestured down an aisle of stalls to their left.
"That's the place we want. Lesson disks."
"Lessons?"
"We have a whole library to find for you, Bain. I promised that interfering twit, Malloy, you wouldn't fall behind in your education. With the right lessons, you'll enjoy learning, and get ahead of your year-mates."
"What do you mean, the right lessons?" Bain hurried to match his pace to Lin's.
He was glad when she took hold of his arm to guide him through the maze of people. This aisle of stalls had twice as many people as anywhere else in the market -- all buying and selling lesson disks, if he had heard her right.
He had heard her right. Lin stopped at five different stalls, each run by someone who knew her on sight, who congratulated her on finally getting an apprentice. Three of the five asked if Bain was her son. He started studying Lin, trying to see the resemblance between them.
Tanned, yes. Dark, curly hair, yes. Dark eyes, yes. He deliberately copied her strong, long-legged stride, the way she moved with her shoulders back and head held high, but that wouldn't make people think they were related, would it? Bain sighed, letting himself wish - just for a moment – that Lin was a relative. It would be fun. It would give him the right to live on Sunsinger for the rest of his life, not just for this next trip.
Lin asked for books and authors and lessons and entertainment cubes Bain never heard of before. History and science and math and literature and adventures. Poetry and plays and classical music. Harp lessons -- he grinned when Lin made sure to get disks featuring that instrument.
"You'll see," Lin said, as they finally left that section of the market.
She carried a canvas bag sagging with lesson disks. Bain had never thought there were that many different disks in the whole universe, just to teach one child. Lin barely bought a fraction of what was available.
"The more you enjoy your lessons," she said, "the more time you'll spend learning. You'll learn faster, and you'll be a better person for it, too."
"Couldn't I just learn from Ganfer the same way you did?" he finally dared to ask.
"I learned the hard way." Lin shook her head. That sad, remembering look came into her eyes. "Ganfer taught me how to make repairs, how to navigate. I didn't learn the why until much later. Half his non-essential memory banks and about a quarter of the essential ones were destroyed in the accident that killed my parents. We wiped my school programs to recreate necessary ship-board function programs. They weren't necessary for our survival." She hefted the bag and forced her lips back into a grin. "I borrow others' lesson disks when I can, to catch up on what I missed. I'll be reading over your shoulder, you know. You didn't think I bought all this just to make you smart, did you?"
Bain laughed. He couldn't help it. The whole idea of Lin not knowing something struck him as ridiculous.
Yet he felt a hurt deep inside, feeling sorry for her. Life as a Spacer wasn't glamorous at all -- not when she had missed out on so much that he took for granted.
"Here's our last stop," she said, and led him down an aisle filled with clothing stalls.
Everything displayed was as bright as Lin's clothes. Patchwork vests and skirts in clashing colors with long fringes; long scarves with forest scenes painted on them; stripes of every possible color and combination; leather belts and boots and hats with gilded decorations; silk dresses and billowy pants; snowy white blouses with sleeves slit so that brightly colored inner shirts could show through. Bain stared at the rainbows displayed all around him, at the merchants dressed as bright as flowers and birds, rivaling the clothes they sold.
"It gets dull sometimes in space. Our ships are built for speed and safety, first. It's up to us to make them comfortable and beautiful," Lin said, stopping at the edge of a stall. She gestured for him to look around. "If I'm going to look at you for another trip to Lenga and back, you have to get better clothes," she said, her voice taking a scolding tone. Lin stepped back and looked Bain up and down.
For the first time, he felt self-conscious about his dull brown, threadbare pants and shirt and dirty gray boots. He felt like a mud-hen surrounded by peacocks. Bain knew Lin was teasing him, and he realized, slowly, that she wanted to get him new clothes.
It hurt. He thought about the pretty clothes his mother used to make; maybe not as bright and brilliant as clothes Spacers wore, but beautiful to him. He thought about his favorite jacket, made of patches of green and blue and purple. It had burned in the shuttle. Before he really thought about it, he knew he wanted to find a jacket just like it.
He was still looking half an hour later, after Lin had chosen and bought a blue-flowered white shirt for herself; pants in black and white stripes, solid blue and golden brown, and shirts in leaf-green, pale blue and scarlet for him. Bain felt a little desperate, knowing Lin was probably tired and wanted to head back to the ship. He wondered if he was selfish, wanting that particular jacket again. After Lin bought him lesson disks and Branda gave him the harp, did he dare ask for more that night?
"What are you looking for, Bain?" Lin asked. "I can tell there's something you really want."
When he told her, Lin smiled, a little tired, a little sad. She looked around for a moment, and then her smile got wider.
"Like that one?" she asked, pointing.
Bain turned, and there was the jacket. Not the same shades of blue and green and purple, but close enough. It had a white collar and cuffs, and the material gleamed in the light from torches lighting that particular stall. Bain stared for a few seconds, his mouth dropping open. His mouth dropped open more when Lin walked over to the stall. In the noise of the crowd, he couldn't hear her speak to the merchant, but her gestures were clear. The man who tended the stall took the jacket down off its rack, and Lin beckoned for Bain to come over and try it on.
It fit. Lin told him not to take it off. She bargained with the man, and Bain scarcely heard their conversation. His heart thudded in his ears, and he closed his eyes, imagining that this was the jacket his mother had made for him. His eyes felt hot and wet, and he opened them again quickly, to keep from crying.
Why did he feel like crying when he felt so happy?
The jacket was warm against the slight chill of the evening. Bain hunched his shoulders to feel the material against his neck, the pressure of it against his back as they walked out of the market.
"Now you look like a real Spacer," Lin said.
"I'll earn it, I promise." His throat hurt from all the words he wanted to say, to thank her.
"You don't have to earn it, Bain. Being a Spacer is your right and your inheritance. The clothes are for my pride and Sunsinger's appearance, and because I want to give them to you. Friendship is something that's given freely, but it has to be guarded very carefully."
"Friendship." He grinned. "I wish we were back in space right now. I want to do cartwheels and bounce off the ceiling a couple thousand times."
Lin laughed. "So do I."
Chapter Four
The next two days went by quickly, full of hard, physical work and jammed with lessons about the internal workings of Sunsinger. Bain sometimes got up from crouching over an access panel and found he couldn't stand up straight. His back and legs wanted to stay bent, and protested with cramps when he tried to straighten his muscles. Tendons and his bones creaked like he was over two hundred years old.
He laughed at the pain. There were more than just the aches in his back and legs. He had burns and cuts on his hands from residue power in wires and crystal connections that sparked and spat shocks at him when he disconnected them. While Lin and Refuge's spaceport workers installed new equipment and repaired the outer skin of the ship, Bain checked every single connector and relay in the entire ship. For two days. That equaled hours of opening panels, unplugging and tightening and plugging in hundreds of kilometers of wires and crystal connectors and plugs and boards. The boards had to be cleaned with a tiny, hand-held vacuum canister. The crystals sometimes had sharp edges that cut his fingers in hair-fine lines. It didn't help when Lin saw his cuts that first night and scolded him for not asking for gloves to protect his hands.
"How are you going to learn if you don't ask?" Lin had said with a sigh, then a tired, lopsided grin. "I was the same way, you know. Ganfer kept silent whenever I did something stupid, just to teach me the hard way."
"But what if you did something really dangerous?" Bain protested. He took the gloves she handed him and tucked them into the pocket of his new blue pants.
"Ganfer wouldn't let me do anything to damage the ship, but he did let me hurt myself -- up to a point -- so I'd learn to ask questions and examine every situation before I acted on it."
After that, whenever Bain faced something inside Sunsinger that wasn't specifically covered by Lin's instructions or the diagrams Ganfer printed for him on thin, transparent plastic sheets, he asked. Usually, he asked Ganfer because Lin was outside the ship or in the port master's office. Ganfer didn't seem to mind, and sometimes after he answered a question, Bain could talk him into telling a story or explaining something he didn't quite understand about shipboard mechanics.
****
Sunsinger left Refuge late at night on the second day. Bain had been afraid he would be too tired to stay awake and help monitor the screens and gauges, but launching was just as exciting the second time around. This time, he knew what to expect. He sat back in his seat with his safety belts securely in place and thought of that panicked dash from the cargo hold to the bridge.
"What's that grin for?" Lin asked, when she glanced away from the control panel for a moment. A sudden burst of thrusters pushed her back against her seat. She grinned and rolled her eyes and relaxed into the increased gravity pulling at their bodies.
"Remembering -- the last time."
"Oh." Her grin got wider. "Remind me to thank Toly and Ronny for that someday, all right?"
"All right." Bain laughed. It felt odd, like the pressure of launching tried to keep the sound inside his chest.
He couldn't imagine Toly Gaber's reaction if he ever went to the orphanage bully and thanked him for scaring Ronny so that the little boy threw up in the only empty stasis seat. As a result, Bain had had to run to the bridge when Sunsinger launched from Lenga. If that hadn't happened, Bain might never have become Lin's crew now.
Toly, Bain decided, would probably think he was crazy. Bain thought he might just do it for that reason alone. What could the big bully do to him?
Then Bain wondered where he would go after this voyage with Lin was over. Would he have to go to the orphanage on Refuge and start all over, making new friends and trying to stay away from more bullies? Or would this voyage be enough training to make him an apprentice on another ship, like Lin had promised?
What he wanted, more than anything, was to stay on Sunsinger and be Lin's crew for the rest of his life.
But Lin hadn't said anything about that, had she? Bain told himself to be glad for what he did have, and not ask questions that would only ruin the fun.
****
"What's wrong?" Bain asked the morning of their second day away from Refuge.
He was lying on his back, reading his first lesson disk: mathematics, to help him plot courses through the slowly shifting star fields and solar systems that made up the Commonwealth. Bain had been studying for nearly an hour when he suddenly realized how quiet the ship was. Usually, Lin and Ganfer were chatting about something or other; friends they had seen on their last stop, something unusual on the sensors, or ideas for improving the performance of a piece of equipment. At the very least, Bain expected to hear Lin complain about the new equipment that had been installed on Refuge to replace their singed sensors -- but she was silent.
"Wrong?" Lin shook her head and turned in her chair at the control panel in the middle of the bridge to look at him.
The sleeping cubicles were along one side of the curving wall of the bridge. Lin had the one closest to the galley, with two empty ones between hers and Bain's. He always went to his cubicle to do his studying, though he could have studied while sitting at the control panel. Lin wanted him to separate studying from crew work. He could have gone to the empty cargo hold-turned-dormitory if he wanted real privacy -- but he didn't. Bain kept the curtain of his cubicle open so that he could see everything Lin was doing.
"You look mad about something," Bain said, when Lin didn't seem to understand what he had said.
"Not mad, really." She brushed a strand of dark, silver-streaked hair out of her face, and grimaced. "You'd think after all these years, I'd either cut my hair short or remember to braid it when we're in free-fall. It keeps floating into my face at the worst possible time."
"Lin," Ganfer said, breaking his hours-long silence. "You might as well tell him. He won't give up until you do."
"Or you won't give up," Lin muttered. She scowled at the sensor dome in the middle of the ceiling.
Ganfer really wasn't 'there' in the dome -- he was everywhere in the ship. The link collars Lin and Bain both wore had little green blinking lights that flashed in time with Ganfer's words, and helped the ship-brain monitor their physical condition and provide closer communication.
"It's those plague samples we brought back from Lenga," Lin said.
"Lin -- " Ganfer tried to interrupt.
"The plague samples," she repeated, a growl in her voice. "I'm angry that the scientists couldn't find anything before we left. Find a cure, I mean."
"But there wasn't time," Bain said. He unhooked his sleeping net and floated up a little until he stopped himself. He turned so he faced her. "We were only on Refuge a few days. Doesn't it take scientists a long time to study a new disease and find out what makes it work, so they can find out what'll kill it?"
"The boy has more sense than you do," Ganfer said.
"Thank you very much, O Bucket of Bolts," Lin grumbled. She shrugged and tried to smile at Bain. "I know that -- in my head. My heart is still angry."
"That's not all," the ship-brain said.
"That's all the explanation either of you is going to get," she retorted. "You go back to looking for signs of those slip-streams, and you -- " she pointed at Bain, "get back to your lessons."
"Slip-streams?" Bain asked.
"They're like Knaught Points, but they help us go faster," Ganfer explained. "They're really only fables. Like stories of using black holes to travel backwards in time."
"But we've run into some odd occurrences out here that make me think they might be real after all," Lin said.
She got up and floated over to the galley. Bain watched her, hoping she would put hot chocolate in the heater and offer him some. She only got herself a sipper bottle of water.
"If we can prove they're real, we'll get a nice big finder's fee and our names in the scientific history books, and we'll speed up rescue operations even more."
"If," Ganfer said with a sigh.
"I never heard about slip-streams before," Bain said. Maybe if he got Lin talking, he wouldn't have to study his math lessons for a little while longer.
"That's because it's one of those stories from pre-Commonwealth days -- from the Downfall -- and people don't want to remember what the universe was like before the Commonwealth."
"Bad?" He turned off his reading screen and took the lesson disk out.
"Before the Commonwealth, all civilization was governed from one central world. Supposedly Vidan."
"Every planet was a colony of the central world. There were no independent planets and no Conclave," Ganfer interrupted in a pompous tone.
"Yes, the Conclave." Lin rolled her eyes and sighed and grinned at Bain. "Don't you dare think this is going to cancel your math lessons for the day, Chobainian Kern."
Bain flinched and put the lesson disk back into the slot. He didn't turn on the screen, though.
"Back before the organization of the Commonwealth, Vidan was pretty much in chaos. Lots of petty chieftains and minor kingdoms that were always fighting. People didn't even have powered ground vehicles. They walked or rode boats or used gliders in the air currents, or rode horses."
"You make it sound like Humans jumped from horses to spaceships in a generation," Ganfer said.
"All right, so history isn't my strong suit. The point is, Bain, Vidan was in chaos. Before that chaos, there was a star-spanning civilization a lot like the Commonwealth, but it fell apart. There are so few historical records, we're not really sure Vidan was the central world back then. We only know that it survived when most colony worlds were destroyed in the fighting or disintegrated without technical support or food supplies. The worlds that make up the Conclave today are the remnants of those lost colony worlds. The technology was a little different. How do we know?" Lin said, holding up a hand to stop Bain from asking the question ready to burst from his lips. "Because every once in a while we find bits and pieces on deserted worlds. It works like what we have now, but not quite the same ... And we think that the fairy-tales of slipstreams were either their version of Knaught Points, or something they generated with their own ships to go faster between star systems. Or, a naturally occurring space-time warping that they learned how to use."
"And Spacers want to find it before anyone else?" Bain guessed.
"Of course. It's a matter of pride." She sat up straight and tilted her head back in a haughty pose, her mouth turned down in a scowl like Sourpuss Malloy had worn. Then Lin grew somber. "It would help if we could go faster between Knaught Points, just to help all the people who need help while they need it. Even with Knaught Points and bigger and faster ships, we still get there just a little too late."
"We're doing the best we can, aren't we?"
"Of course we are." Lin managed a sad, tired little smile. "Fi'in asks nothing less than our best."
Chapter Five
That night, Bain woke from a sound sleep to hear Lin and Ganfer arguing.
Not really arguing like he thought of arguing -- voices raised and nasty words spilling out and bouncing around the room, with sharp edges to cut everyone who heard them. But they were still arguing.
Still half-asleep, Bain only knew Ganfer wanted Lin to do something and she refused.
"You're afraid of Chief Malloy," the ship-brain accused quietly. Ganfer sounded like he whispered.
Bain woke up a little more and realized Ganfer was only talking through the link around Lin's neck. Now he knew they were talking about something that had to concern him. Ganfer only talked through collar links when the conversation was either private or could cause trouble. The rest of the time he spoke through the speaker in the sensor dome in the middle of the ceiling.
Bain crept underneath his bed netting toward the curtain of his cubicle and slid it open just enough for one eye to see out. Lin sat at the control panel. She hadn't changed for bed yet. She wore that unhappy, almost-angry frown Bain had noticed that morning.
"Afraid of that stiff-necked, egotistical -- " Lin choked, like she wanted to say something else, something particularly nasty, and stopped herself in time. She shook her head and swung her legs up onto the edge of the control panel. Her feet bounced a little and she brought them down hard. She winced when her heels hit the edge a little too hard.
"You're afraid," Ganfer repeated.
"Not afraid of him." She shook her head again. "Afraid of what he'll do if he finds out."
"The boy has the right to know."
"The boy has more important things to worry about. And my job is to worry about what's good for him."
"Knowing you're -- "
"The rules are, I don't say anything to him for the entire voyage, and if things still look good, and the data searches reveal no other leads, and he doesn't want to go onto another ship -- "
"You'd cut your own arm off to keep him from feeling pressured when he chooses."
"There are a lot of choices I never had a chance to make when I was his age." Lin's voice sounded ready to crack. Whether with tears or anger, Bain couldn't tell. "I want him free to choose what's best for him."
"What about what's best for you?"
"I've managed all these years without a crew. I'm sure I can get used to living without anybody but you for company, Bucket of Bolts."
"You want him to stay, don't you?"
"What I want doesn't -- "
"You can't lie to me, Lin." Ganfer's voice grew soft. "I can measure your heart rate and your breathing and your temperature. You're lying to me, and you're trying to lie to yourself. You want the boy to stay. What you want matters to me, you know."
"I know." Lin released her safety strap and pushed off out of her chair. She darted across the bridge to the opening of her cubicle. "What the boy wants is more important. If he'd rather serve with another captain on a bigger ship, he should have the freedom to choose without feeling guilty about leaving us behind."
"Even if it breaks your heart?"
"The scuttle around most spaceports is, I'm too old and dried up to have a heart."
"They don't know what they're talking about."
"Maybe. Good-night, Bucket of Bolts." Lin jerked the curtain closed.
"Good-night, Lin," Ganfer whispered, his voice coming through the sensor dome again. The lights in the bridge dimmed to night-watch level.
Bain tugged his curtain closed, rolled over and crept back to his pillow underneath the bed net. His heart thumped so fast and loud, he feared Lin would hear and come to his cubicle to find out what all the noise was when he should have been sleeping.
Lin did want him to stay!
But what was she not supposed to tell him? It had to be something important, Bain knew. Something Ganfer believed he should know. Something Sourpuss Malloy didn't want him to know.
Bain shivered, thinking about the nasty spaceport official and how much power he had to keep Bain from staying with Lin. Why was the man so angry with Lin, so nasty? It couldn't be just because Lin refused to eat with him, could it?
Whatever it was, the secret was something that would make Bain decide to stay with Lin forever.
His eyes felt hot and wet, and Bain realized he was nearly crying. It felt so strange, realizing Lin liked him so much that she would let him leave if that would make him happy.
What was that secret? If he asked Ganfer, would the ship-brain tell him? Somehow, Bain didn't think so. If the ship-brain was willing to break the rule and go around Lin's decision, he could have easily turned on Bain's collar link and told him right there.
What was the secret?
****
Bain decided Lin was right. After only three days, even the thrill of being back on Sunsinger, learning the duties and chores and life of a Spacer became routine.
Not boring. It could never be that. But there was a certain predictability to their schedules and duties that disappointed Bain.
He tried to blame it on his lessons. Lin made sure he spent four hours every day working on his studies. He spent so much time studying in his cubicle that it felt small and cramped. He remembered what Lin said when he first moved in, how it would feel small after a long voyage.
Bain tried to be excited about studying. He was allowed to go at his own pace. The right type of lesson plans made learning fun, made him eager to learn. But four hours a day soon grew to be too much. He wanted to be at the control panel, studying the ship with Lin, learning to pilot and interpret every bit of information the screens gave him. He wanted to climb up to the dome and close his eyes and listen to the music of space. He wanted to learn to fix everything in the ship, to know the ship so well that every sound, every shift in rhythm, meant something to him. Lin called it a special language between Sunsinger and herself, and Bain still felt like an alien.
Lin let him sit at the control panel with her three hours a day, the time carefully monitored so he didn't spend a moment more or a moment less. She explained everything she did whenever she used a command or sequence of buttons or technique he hadn't seen before. Lin only explained these things once, in full detail. Then Bain had to remember. Lin only helped him if he asked, and only if he had tried everything else to jog his memory. Bain learned to make notes and keep his little data screen with him at all times.
He took his frustrations out on the exercise wheel. His enthusiasm for exercise became a joke between them because he always darted down the access tube to the hold, and always came floating back up dripping with sweat, gasping for breath, muscles aching. Bain enjoyed working himself dizzy and sleepy -- it kept him from complaining too much, even if only in his thoughts. Every time he remembered how much it hurt to stand up under full gravity after spending weeks in free-fall, he had even more motivation to exercise his muscles and stay in shape.
Lin waited until the routine began to settle in, then she opened her store of entertainment cubes. Dramas and adventures played on a little screen in the wall in the galley every other night before she sent him to bed. They curled up in the galley with chocolate and crackers or dried fruit and tea, and let their imaginations take them to other worlds and times.
Looking forward to that treat helped Bain endure the routine and keep his mouth shut instead of voicing his complaints.
The nights between the video cubes, Lin pulled out her flute and practiced in her cubicle. Bain studied his harp lesson disks and practiced in his cubicle. When he had mastered the basics, the plan was to work up a duet to play for Branda when they returned to Refuge. He looked forward to that just as much as verifying that he and Branda were really relatives.
It felt strange to think that he had family again, no matter how distant the ties. After so many months thinking he had no one at all in the universe, Bain liked the idea of belonging to someone.
Branda was one of those Spacer folk who spent more time planetside selling merchandise than she did in her ship. But at least she had a ship. She could go to other worlds, buy merchandise at unusual markets and see new places that Bain once only dreamed about. It might be fun to travel with her, but Bain already knew he would rather spend his time in space, making deliveries, helping people, escaping danger by his wits and skills. Like Lin.
Chapter Six
Three days before they reached Lenga, Bain finally got up his courage to try something he had dreamed about for weeks. He borrowed a recorder and a storage disk from the stack Lin gave him, and made sure the recorder had a full power charge in its battery.
That night after Lin went to sleep, Bain lay awake, listening and waiting. He watched the timepiece in the wall over his pillow as it counted off the minutes, then hours. Finally, after Lin had been quiet for nearly two hours, Bain got up. He held the recorder under one arm and floated over to the door and the ladder to the observation dome.
It was cold up there. The chill seeped through the air, wrapping around his toes and fingers. Bain imagined if he sat still long enough, he could see a faint mist from his breath wreathe through the air. He wished he had thought to put shoes on and maybe a jacket, before he came up here. Too late now, though. He had to do this now, or he might never get a chance.
The stars were brighter than usual; hot spots of white ice, sharp and clear; none of the twinkling and hazing that he saw when planetside. The black of space rippled behind the stars. Bain thought if he reached out, his hand would pass through the dome and he could touch the fabric of space. Literal fabric, like soft, ancient, thick velvet. It would be warm, not icy. He chuckled softly at his imagination and got to work.
Bain settled down in his usual acceleration couch and tucked one leg through the safety strap to anchor himself in place. He pulled out the recorder and wrapped the end of the safety strap through the handle. The battery had enough of a charge for four hours of recording -- more than enough energy and time for what he wanted to do.
He closed his eyes and relaxed and waited. Bain could only hear his breathing -- a little faster than usual because of excitement -- and the thudding of his heart in his ears. He frowned, impatient, but knew negative emotions would only get in the way. Bain took deep, slow breaths, trying to relax without working at it. He counted his heartbeats, waiting, trying to will comfort and relaxation into his body, from his fingertips to his toes.
Please, Fi'in, he thought. I want to stay on Sunsinger and be a spacer with Lin. She wants me to stay. Something is wrong. I think she's afraid I won't want to stay. This is where I want to be for the rest of my life. Please.
Bain felt warm pressure in his eyes, like he would start crying. That wouldn't help anything. Crying and feeling sorry for himself wasn't what he planned when he came up to the dome.
Please, Fi'in, help me to be happy with what I have and where I go, no matter what happens. Help me to be grateful. Most kids my age wouldn't get to do this at all. Help me be glad, please.
Bain forced his mind to remember all the good times, the danger and excitement and the learning of the past few weeks.
After a while, he didn't have to force himself. Memories made him smile. The aching in his heart faded.
A shimmering chime reached through the dome, delicate, like the first tendril of ice on the chill, black surface of a pond at the beginning of winter. Bain heard the sound, high and fine and hesitant, and he smiled. He welcomed it, and mouthed a silent prayer of thanks, as Lin had taught him. After all, Fi'in had made the music of space, too.
The shimmer turned into a tapping sound, like tiny claws of dancing mice on the pond ice. Bain clenched his fists, trying not to breathe, trying not to lose the tenuous music. It was still too delicate, too far from his reach. He had to let it get stronger, had to be sure it was really there, around the ship, and not just dancing through his imagination.
The tapping turned to a deeper sound, like a pulsing or the thrumming of a bow on a stringed instrument. The instrument grew bigger, the strings thicker, as the sound deepened and went lower on the scale. It turned into the moaning, sighing, windy sound that he had heard that first time. Bain felt it vibrate into his bones, soothing, energizing.
Carefully, moving slowly as if the music were a wild animal that could be frightened away, he reached out his hand. Then one finger. Then he touched the control pad of the recorder. He barely heard the hum as the mechanism worked, recording every sound, with its sensitivity setting pushed up to the highest limits.
Bain let the music of space carry him away. Let it paint pictures inside his mind, telling him stories of far-away places and people more fantastic and yet more real than all the characters and images in Lin's drama cubes.
The click of the recorder shutting off startled him. Bain opened his eyes and looked down with a gasp before he could think or stop himself. The recorder had come to the end of the disk capacity. But how? He had only turned it on a few minutes before.
"Does weird things to your mind," he whispered. His voice echoed dully off the dome.
The music had vanished. He knew it would be hard to get it to return. Bain had yet to learn what Lin told him would come naturally in time -- the ability to relax and listen and hear the music instantly. He supposed it had a lot to do with praying, like Lin said, but he still couldn't make the connection.
Bain climbed down the ladder head-first to look out for Lin, to make sure she didn't discover he had left his cubicle. She was as strict about him getting enough sleep every night, as she was strict about his lesson time and standing watch and his exercise.
****
In the morning, Lin didn't say anything when he dawdled over his breakfast. She gave him a list of safety checks to complete when he finished his lessons, and then headed down into the hold. For 'housekeeping', she told him with a grin. Bain knew that meant spraying the hold with an herbal disinfectant strong enough to kill any germ or bacteria the renovation crews might have missed. Lin had to do it now, to give the air time to clear and most of the smell to dissipate before they landed on Lenga.
Bain dove into his cubicle the moment Lin vanished down the access tube. He tugged the curtain shut and pulled the recorder out of its hiding place.
It was foolish, he knew, to hide something. Lin wouldn't invade anyone's privacy. Old habits from his miserable months at the orphanage still clung strongly to him, though. Bain sometimes woke up thinking Toly stood over his bunk, ready to drop some slimy night creeper on his face, or a bucket of water, or something else that would get him messy and in trouble with the guide parents.
The disk slid into the recorder. Bain pushed the 'play' button and held his breath, waiting to hear the music that had mesmerized him the night before.
Tiny popping, tapping sounds came out of the recorder. Nothing else.
He turned up the volume. A heavy, rasping sound met his ears, warping and crackling with distortion. He had the volume up to maximum. What was that sound?
Bain sighed -- then stiffened. He had his answer, but he didn't like it.
The sound was his own breathing. Nothing else. He turned down the volume before he heard any more gasping, whistling sounds.
What had happened? He moved the recording far ahead and played it again. Still nothing. Maybe that sighing sound was a hint of the music -- or just something passing by the ship.
He was sure he had heard the music. He hadn't been hallucinating, because Lin heard the music too.
Or had he only heard it the first time, and dreamed it the other times?
But it was different every time. He knew it. Lin said a person's emotions and how they felt physically, as well as the speed of the ship and a thousand other variables affected the music, so it was always different. So he couldn't have just remembered the first time, and then thought he heard the music again.
Or could he? Bain thought about that possibility until he thought he would be dizzy.
The fact remained that though the recorder had caught every sound in the dome the night before, all it played back now was his own breathing.
Bain fought the temptation to fling the recorder against the wall. He put it away and pulled out his reading screen and slid the first lesson tape into the slot. Maybe he could drown his problems and questions in calculus lessons.
Disappointment and the feeling he had done something wrong and stupid did not help him at all.
He knew he was in a bad mood or distracted most of the day. Lin said nothing. Bain wondered why. Did she know, or was she just too busy to notice? He hoped so. He dreaded the idea of Lin demanding an answer and then getting angry over what he had done – or, worse yet, laughing at him.
She gave him a test during his time at the control panel that afternoon. Bain's fingers didn't want to work right. They twisted into knots every time he tried to press more than two buttons at the same time, or work a panel of switches in two different directions. Bain had to fight the urge to push out of his chair and storm out of the bridge. That wouldn't help anything. First, pushing would only bounce him around the bridge. Second, there was no way he could stomp or storm without ultimately hurting himself. Sometimes, gravity did come in handy.
Lin didn't lecture him, and she didn't ask what bothered him. She just waited until he put the panel back into the starting configuration and gave him his instructions again. Bain wished she would yell at him. Her patience was as frustrating as the questions that kept floating at the back of his mind.
****
"Everybody does it," Lin said after she took her first sip of tea at dinner.
"Does what?" Bain tried to make himself feel hungry, looking at the hot mass of noodles and gravy and spiced meat in his bowl. The steam puddled around the bowl, so he had to push it upwards, to his nose, if he wanted to smell it. The first time this had happened Bain had thought it funny. Now he thought it was stupid.
"Try to record the music." Lin gave him a sad little smile when he gaped at her. "I wasn't spying on you."
"Wasn't going to ask," he mumbled. Bain forked up a huge mouthful of noodles, almost hoping he would burn his mouth. The truth was, he was about to ask if she watched him all the time.
"You got caught in the security cameras on your way to the dome. They record anything that happens, in case there's an emergency, and we need to analyze it later." Lin leaned against the back of the bench and sipped at her cup again. "I was a little worried, the way you were glooming around this morning, and then you were so distracted during your test ... I asked Ganfer if you had a bad night, or if you were getting sick. He analyzed the tapes and found that."
"Pretty stupid, huh?" he mumbled around a mouthful that stung his tongue, hot enough to make the roots of his teeth itch.
"No. I said, everybody tries it."
"Did you?"
"Oh, yes. Several times. And tried to hide it from Ganfer, too. Don't try again, Bain. It just gets more frustrating as time goes on."
"Why won't it record? The music is real, isn't it?" he pleaded. Bain didn't care what he sounded like right then. He needed to know.
"Oh, yes, it's real," she whispered. "Maybe it won't record because it's too real. It's part of Creation, the magic and mystery that Humans aren't strong enough to handle yet. I think Fi'in puts up a wall, sometimes, to protect us from things we just aren't smart enough to understand. Sometimes we get glimpses -- like when we hear the music in the dome. But they're just bits and pieces. Like hearing one track of a twenty-track recording of a symphony orchestra." She stopped and chuckled. "Does that make any sense?"
Bain nodded. He was surprised to realize he really did understand Lin's lopsided explanation.
"So it's something the tape can't handle, either? Maybe Fi'in said machines can't record the music?" he ventured.
"Oh, I don't know about that. You see, I have this theory. Of course, I'm no theologian or philosopher, but the way I see it, machines are locked into the physical side of things. Humans are physical, but they're also spiritual. Maybe the music is ..." Lin sipped at her tea for a few seconds. She shook her head. "The music touches our souls, and we think we hear it with our ears. That's my theory, anyway."
Bain nodded. It made sense. More sense than believing he was going crazy. He liked the idea that there was proof of something beyond the touchable, seeable, hearable, taste-able, smell-able world.
"How many times did you try to record it?" he asked after a long silence, broken only by the sounds of eating.
"Eight." Lin snorted, and the sound turned into a chuckle.
Chapter Seven
When Lenga appeared on the long-distance sensors, Bain breathed a sigh of relief. At every Knaught Point along the way, he had held his breath and waited for a Mashrami ship to show up and chase them. But there had been nothing. Either they had been frightened off when Lin spewed stellar dust at them and ignited it, or it had been a total accident that Sunsinger had run across the Mashrami ship at the Knaught Point in the first place.
Governor Cowrun came to the spaceport when they signaled for permission to land. He was waiting when Sunsinger landed at nearly midnight, Lenga time.
"We're ready to go," Lin called, trotting down the extended ramp at the back of the cargo hold. "Have your technicians give us the once-over, load us with supplies and the children, and we can lift. Four hours at the most." She stopped, hands on hips, and looked around the nearly empty spaceport.
Beyond the glaring lights spilling over Sunsinger, Bain couldn't see anything. He stayed in the cargo hold-turned-dormitory, giving one last check to the fastenings for the new bed nets. Beyond the pings and groans as Sunsinger's outer shell cooled from the super-heating of re-entry into the atmosphere, he couldn't hear anything. Not the wind moaning, not the rumble of other ship engines, not the rattle of supply trucks and carts nor the voices of people at work.
"The last ship left three hours ago," Governor Cowrun said. His voice came clear through the background sounds. "Every last orphan and non-essential civilian is gone. We're down to a skeleton crew to support the military, and they're on the other side of the planet, setting up defenses where they think the Mashrami will hit us first."
"Where's the next planet in their path?" Lin said without hesitating.
Bain felt his heart skip a beat. He hadn't considered there were other planets that needed to be evacuated, to protect the people from the Mashrami invaders.
It felt odd, knowing that all the farms, all the villages and isolated settlements on Lenga were abandoned, empty. No one moved on the entire planet except the Fleet soldiers, who would try to protect the planet when the Mashrami finally reached the atmosphere. Would the aliens use more plague bombs? Would they hurl space debris or use electronic jamming, or did they have other weapons nobody knew about yet, to destroy all life on Lenga?
"Dogray. It's four times more populated than Lenga was, and the people are more spread out. They'll appreciate all the help they can get. The last communication I received said the settlers don't believe the Mashrami are heading this way."
"Putting up a fight, huh?" Lin's voice sounded strained, thick, like she wanted to laugh, but knew if she did she would start crying instead.
"Not fighting, just hiding. Idiots. If I hadn't seen what the plague bombs did, I'd say they deserve what happens to them." Cowrun coughed.
For a moment, Bain wondered if the governor was sick. Had any more plague bombs landed after Sunsinger left?
"Any answer from Refuge?" the governor continued.
"Nothing. They're still analyzing and growing cultures and seeing if it mutates," Lin growled.
Bain crept to the edge of the cargo hatch, to look out. Lin and the governor stood in the lights at the bottom of the ramp. There were no other people in sight, no movements, no ships. Even the buildings looked half-real at the edge of the lights on the far side of the spaceport. Bain remembered the life bustling around the spaceport on Refuge, the marketplace where he had met Branda. He could almost believe that he and Lin and the governor were the only people on the whole planet.
It scared him.
"It's bad, Lin. More than half the people hit with the plagues died of them. The good news is that if you don't die within the first two days, you'll recover."
"I'll remember that if I get sick, thanks," Lin snapped. She managed a thin smile for the governor, and he smiled back.
Bain remembered how the governor and Lin had argued that first day he met Lin, and how much they seemed to enjoy the verbal battle. Watching and listening to this only made him sad.
"We sent more samples and data and bodies back with the other evacuation ships. That answer has to come soon -- if not for Lenga's sake, then for other colonies the Mashrami hit."
"It will." Lin rested a hand on the governor's shoulder and squeezed. "Fi'in won't let us suffer forever. There's an answer out there, and someone will find it. Then we'll all be safe."
"Sometimes it's hard to believe that, Lin."
"That's what faith is for."
Bain tried to ignore Lin and the governor standing in the bright lights of the empty spaceport, talking. He tried to ignore the worried look on the governor's face, the new lines that hadn't been there before, the dark shadows under his eyes, the frown that bent his usually smiling mouth. Bain tried not to see the frown that took over Lin's face, the way she narrowed her eyes and just nodded. He wanted to see her fuss and fume and growl at the governor. That would mean everything was all right, or that it would become all right, eventually.
"Who's that in there?" the governor said, pointing up into the cargo hold through the open hatch.
Bain froze, embarrassed that he had been caught listening.
"My apprentice." Lin raised a hand and gestured for Bain to come down the ramp.
He knew it was no use to run away or pretend he didn't see. Bain jammed his hands into his pockets and scurried down the ramp.
"Is that -- " Governor Cowrun started to chuckle. "I'm surprised at you, Lin Fieran."
"For what?" Her voice grew tight with a touch of growl in it, and that made Bain smile.
Lin had told him at the beginning of their first voyage together, if she growled enough she never had to bite. He was glad to hear Lin growling, especially when he knew she was just teasing the governor.
"Making this boy suffer -- "
"No, sir!" Bain nearly choked. Who did he think he was, interrupting the governor? But he had started, and he couldn't back down now. "Captain Fieran is teaching me to be a Spacer. The Commonwealth needs all the trained Spacers we can get, sir."
"I could only get permission for Bain to come with me on this trip," Lin said.
She rested a hand on Bain's shoulder, squeezing a little, and she winked at him. The boy relaxed and knew he hadn't mis-spoken. This time, at least.
"Just for this trip? Lin, if I remember correctly, when you first walked into my office last trip, you were looking for -- "
"I was looking for records of my kin who might have settled on Lenga. Right. You saddled me with a shipload of children and turned Sunsinger's insides into a nursery. The only saving grace was that I met Bain, and he proved to be as good a crew as I could have prayed for. If I had thought to pray for a crew," Lin added with a snort of laughter. "When we reached Refuge, I asked the authorities if Bain could come back with me, and they granted permission for one more trip. We'll see what happens when this trip is over."
"One trip, eh? That's not very kind." Cowrun shook his head. He actually looked sad.
"I'm glad, sir. Captain Fieran says she'll teach me all I need to know to be a Spacer, so every captain will want me to crew with them," Bain hastened to assure the governor.
"He's a fast learner, and he knows how to listen and obey. His parents trained him well before he got thrown to those bullies in the orphanage."
"Yes, well, I have to apologize about that one, Bain," the man said, nodding to the boy.
"Apologize?" Bain was sure he hadn't heard right. An adult, the governor of his planet, was apologizing to him? For what?
"Director Chandly told us which boys were to be kept separated during the evacuation flights. She had a notation that Toly Gaber and some of his friends were not to be put on the same ships with the boys they liked to pick on. One of my assistants read the list after Sunsinger launched, when we couldn't do anything about the problem."
"That's all right, sir," he mumbled. Bain felt his face getting hot. "It worked out all right."
"Toly ended up punishing himself with his own stupidity," Lin said. "Bain is too good a Spacer to be hurt by young idiots like that."
"Well, whatever you're doing, for whatever reasons, it's helping all of us, Bain," Governor Cowrun said. "Your parents would be proud of you."
Bain looked first at Lin, then the governor. Both looked serious, and pleased. He swallowed hard, knowing he had to say something, but he felt so awkward.
"I like working on Sunsinger, sir. And I'm a Spacer. It's in my blood." Bain tried to think of something else to say -- something that sounded at least halfway intelligent.
"Indeed it is. Blood will prove itself. Well, I'm glad the two of you found each other. Why don't you come over to Control and get something to eat and get a rest while the crews work on your ship? The change will do you good. Especially with that flight to Dogray ahead of you."
"That sounds good. Ganfer, can you take care of things without us for a while?" Lin said, touching her collar link to the ship-brain.
"I always do. Go indulge and sleep."
"Indulge, my foot," Lin muttered. She winked at Bain and shifted her hand to his other shoulder. Nodding at the governor to lead the way, she nudged Bain to follow.
On the short walk through the darkness to the low building that housed Spaceport Control, Bain finally realized what he had been hearing. There was no one on Lenga now but the people who would stay to defend it and fight the Mashrami. Maybe if the planet looked deserted, the aliens wouldn't attack. Maybe not. Bain knew he should be glad that there were no children, no families to be hurt now, but he felt a little upset that Sunsinger had come all this way for nothing.
Bain thought about what Lin had said that first day they met, when they talked in the cemetery. He thought about the Mashrami getting past planetary defenses and destroying this planet that had been his home. He understood a little now what Lin had been feeling. He was a Spacer now. A ship was his home - Sunsinger now, and some other ship in the future. But Lenga, where he had been born and his parents were buried, was home to his heart.
****
Sunsinger launched ten hours later. Bain watched the screen that showed a rear view from the ship, as it lifted from the spaceport field. He refused to blink, refused to lose even a fraction of a second of the view. The port shrank behind the ship, until he could see the buildings for administration and defense, and then houses and open fields, and then the processing plants, all shadowed in the early morning light. Bain hardly felt the press of gravity, trying to pull them back down to the surface of the planet.
When his vision blurred, he finally let himself blink. He stared at the teardrops that spattered the screen in front of him. Bain glanced up at Lin, to make sure she hadn't seen.
She didn't see his tears, because her eyes were brimming with tears of her own. She worked the controls in front of her with flying fingers, and let the tears fall, ignoring the wet, shiny spots on the board.
"Do you think we'll ever come back here?" he whispered.
"Oh, yes. We certainly will." Lin's voice cracked a little. "Cowrun gave us another load of freezer boxes; more samples of the plague and what it does to people and animals and plants. That plague is worse than anyone here can handle. He sent samples with us, so the scientists at Refuge can start on a cure. I'm determined Sunsinger is going to bring that cure back."
She finally turned to face him. Lin forced a crooked smile onto her lips and wiped the tears off one cheek with the heel of her hand. She reached over and did the same for Bain, her hand shaking from the pull of the gravity Sunsinger still fought. Bain sniffed and wiped at his face with his sleeve.
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