THE REMORAS
ROBERT REED

QUEE LEESAPARTMENT covered severa hectares within one of the human districts, some thousand
kilometers beneeth the ship's hull. It wasn't aluxury unit by any measure. Truly wedthy people owned as
much as a cubic kilometer for themsaves and their entourages. But it had been her home since she had
come on board, for more centuries than she could count, its hallways and large rooms as comfortable to
her as her own body.

The garden room was afavorite. She was enjoying its charms one afternoon, lying nude benegth a
false sky and sun, eyes closed and nothing to hear but the splash of fountains and the prattle of little birds.
Suddenly her apartment interrupted the peace, announcing avisitor. "He has come for Perri, miss. He
camsit'smogt urgent.”

"Perri isn't here," shereplied, soft gray eyes opening. "Unless he's hiding from both of us, | suppose.”

"No, miss. Heisnot." A brief pause, then the voice said, "1 have explained thisto the man, but he
refusesto leave. Hisnameis Orleans. He claimsthat Perri owes him a considerable sum of money.”

What had her husband done now? Quee Lee could guess, halfway smiling as she sat upright. Oh,
Perri ....won'tyoulean. ... ?Shewould haveto dismissthis Orleans fellow hersdlf, spooking him
with agood hard stare. She rose and dressed in an emerald sarong, then walked the length of her
gpartment, never hurrying, commanding the front door to open at the last moment but leaving the security
screen intact. And she was ready for someone odd. Even someone sordid, knowing Peru. Yet she didn't
expect to see ashiny lifesuit more than two meterstal and nearly half as wide, and she had never
imagined such aface gazing down at her with mismatched eyes. It took her dong moment to redizethis
was aRemora An authentic Remorawas standing in the public walkway, his vivid round face watching
her. The flesh was orange with diffuse black blotches that might or might not be cancers, and alipless,
toothless mouth seemed to flow into agrin. What would bring a Remora here? They never, never came
down here. . .!

"I'm Orleans." The voice was sudden and deep, dightly muted by the security screen. It camefrom a
Spesker hidden somewhere on the thick neck, telling her, "I need help, miss. I'm sorry to disturb you.. . .
but you see, I'm desperate. | don't know where elseto turn.”

Quee Lee knew about Remoras. She had seen them and even spoken to afew, athough those
conversations were eons ago and she couldn't remember their substance. Such strange creatures.
Stranger than most diens, even if they possessed human souls. . . .

"Miss?'

Quee Leethought of hersdlf asbeing agood person. Y et she couldn't help but fed repelled, the floor
rolling beneath her and her breath stopping short. Orleans was a human being, one of her own species.
True, his genetics had been transformed by hard radiations. And yes, he normally lived apart from
ordinary peoplelike her. But ingde him was a human mind, tough and potentialy immortd. QueeLee
blinked and remembered that she had compassion aswell as charity for everyone, even diens. . . and
she managed to sputter, "Comein." Shesaid, "If youwish, pleasedo," and with that invitation, her
gpartment deactivated the invisible screen.

"Thank you, miss." The Remorawaked dowly, dmost dumsly, hislifesuit making aharsh grinding
noisein the knees and hips. That wasn't normal, she redlized. Orleans should be graceful, his suit
powerful, serving him as an elaborate exoskel eton.

"Would you like anything?' she asked foolishly. Out of habit.

"No, thank you," he replied, his voice nothing but pleasant.

Of course. Remoras ate and drank only self-made concoctions. They were permanently sealed insgde
their lifesuits, functioning as perfectly self-contained organisms. Food was synthesized, water recycled,
and they possessed areligious sense of purity and independence.



"l don't wish to bother you, miss. I'll be brief.”

His politenesswas aminor surprise. Remorastypicaly were distant, even arrogant. But Orleans
continued to smile, watching her. One eye was amuscular pit filled with thick black hairs, and she
assumed those hairs were light sensitive. Like an insect's compound eye, each one might build part of an
image. By contras, its mate was ordinary, white and fishy with afoggy black center. Mutations could do
agtonishing things. An accelerated, partly controlled evolution was occurring insde that suit, even while
Orleans stood before her, boots ssomping on the stone floor, asingle spark arcing toward her. Orleans
sad, "l know thisisembarrassng for you --"

"No, no," she offered.

"-- and it makes me uncomfortable too. | wouldn't have come down hereiif it wasn't necessary.”

"Perri'sgone,” sherepeated, "and | don't know when helll be back. I'm sorry."

"Actudly," said Orleans, "I was hoping he would be gone."

"Didyou?'

"Though I'd have come either way."

Quee Lees agpartment, loya and watchful, wouldn't allow anything nasty to happen to her. She took
astep forward, closing some of the distance. "Thisis about money being owed? Isthat right?"

"Yes miss”

"For what, if | might ask?"

Orleansdidn't explainin clear terms. "Think of it asan old gambling debt." More wasinvolved, he
implied. "A very old debt, I'm afraid, and Perri's refused me a thousand times.”

She could imagineit. Her husband had his share of failings, incompetence and a self-serving attitude
among them. She loved Perri in acontrolled way, but hisflawvswere obvious. "I'm sorry,” shereplied,
"but I'm not responsible for his debts.” She made herself sound hard, knowing it was best. "1 hope you
didn't comedl thisway because you heard he was married." Married to awoman of some means, she
thought to hersdlf. In secret.

"No, no, no!" The grotesque face seemed injured. Both eyes became larger, and athin tongue, white
asice, licked a the lipless edge of the mouth. "Honestly, we don't follow the news about passengers. |
just assumed Perri was living with someone. | know him, you see. . . my hope was to come and make
my case to whomever | found, winning acomrade. An aly. Someone who might become my advocate.”
A hopeful pause, then he said, "When Perri does come here, will you explain to him what's right and what
isnot? Can you, please?' Another pause, then he added, "Even alowly Remora knows the difference
between right and wrong miss.”

That wasn't fair, caling himself lowly. And he seemed to be painting her as someflavor of bigot,
which she wasn't. Shedidn't look a him aslowly, and morality wasn't her private possesson. Both of
them were human, after al. Their soulswerelinked by acharming and handsome, manipulative user . . .
by her darling husband . . . and Quee L ee felt asudden anger directed at Perri, dmost shuddering in front
of thisgranger.

"Miss?'

"How much?" she asked. "How much does he owe you, and how soon will you need it?"

Orleans answered the second question firg, lifting an arm with asickly whine coming from his
shoulder. "Can you hear it?" he asked. Asif shewere deaf. "My seals need to be replaced, or at least
refurbished. Y esterday, if possible.” The arm bent, and the ebow whined. "I dready spent my savings
rebuilding my reector.”

Quee Lee knew enough about lifesuits to appreciate his circumstances. Remoras worked on the
ship'shull, standing in the open for hours and days at atime. A broken sed wasadisaster. Any tiny
opening would kill most of hisbody, and his suffering mind would fal into a protective coma Left
exposed and vulnerable, Orleans would be at the mercy of radiation storms and comet showers. Yes,
she understood. A balky suit was an unacceptable hazard on top of lesser hazards, and what could she
sy?

Shefdt adeep empathy for the man.

Orleans seemed to take a breath, then he said, " Perri owes mefifty-two thousand credits, miss.”



"l see" She swalowed and said, "My nameis Quee Lee."

"QueeLeg" herepeated. "Yes, miss.

"As soon as Perri comes home, I'll discussthiswith him. | promise you.”

"I would be grateful if you did."

“Iwill."

The ugly mouth opened, and she saw blotches of green and gray-blue against amilky throat. Those
were cancers or perhaps strange new organs. She couldn't believe she wasin the company of a
Remora:- the strangest sort of human — yet despite every myth, despite tales of courage and even
recklessness, Orleans appeared dmost fragile. He even looked scared, she redlized. That wet orange
face shook asif in despair, then came the awful grinding noise as he turned away, telling her, "Thank you,
Quee Lee. For your time and patience, and for everything."

Fifty-two thousand credits!

She could have screamed. She would scream when she was aone, she promised herself. Perri had
done this man agreat disservice, and he'd hear about it when he graced her with his company again. A
patient person, yes, and she could tolerate most of hisflaws. But not now. Fifty thousand credits was no
fortune, and it would alow Orleansto refurbish hislifesuit, making him whole and hedlthy again. Perhaps
she could get in touch with Perri first, speeding up the process. . . ?

Orleans was through her front door, turning to say good-bye. Fal se sunshine made his suit shine, and
his faceplate darkened to where she couldn't see hisfeatures anymore. He might have any face, and what
did aface mean? Waving back at him, sick to her somach, she ca culated what fifty-two thousand
credits meant in concrete terms, to her . . . .

...wonderingif sheshould. ..?

But no, she decided. She just lacked the required compassion. She was a particle short, if that,
ordering the security screen to engage again, hel ping to mute that horrid grinding of joints asthe Remora
shuffled off for home.

The ship had many names, many designations, but to itslong-term passengers and crew it was
referred to as the ship. No other starship could be confused for it. Not in volume, nor in history.

The ship was old by every measure. A vanished humanoid race had built it, probably before life
arose on Earth, then abandoned it for no obvious reason. Experts claimed it had begun as a sunless
world, one of the countlessjupiters that sprinkled the cosmos. The builders had used the world's own
hydrogen to fuel enormous engines, accderating it over millions of years while stripping away its gaseous
exterior. Today's ship was the leftover core, much modified by its builders and humans. Its metal and
rock interior was laced with passageways and seded environments, fuel tanks and various ports. There
was room enough for hundreds of billions of passengers, though there were only afraction that number
now. And its hull was aspecid armor made from hyperfibers, kilometers thick and tough enough to
withstand most high-velocity impacts.

The ship had come from outside the gal axy, passing into human space long ago. It was clamed as
salvage, explored by various means, then refurbished to the best of its new owners abilities. A
corporation was formed; a promotion was born. The ancient engines were coaxed to life, changing the
ship's course. Then tickets were sold, both to humans and dien species. Novelty and adventure were the
lures. One circuit around the Milky Way; a haf-million-year voyage touring the star-rich spiral arms. It
was along span, even for immortal humans. But people like Quee L ee had enough money and patience.
That's why she purchased her gpartment with aportion of her savings. Thisvoyage wouldn't remain novel
for long, she knew. Three or four circuits at most, and then what? People would want something else
new and glancingly dangerous. Wasn't that the way it dwayswas?

Quee Lee had no naturd lifespan. Her ancestors had improved themsalves in a thousand ways,
erasing the aging process. Fragile DNAs were replaced with better genetic machinery. Tailoring alowed
awide-range of useful proteins and enzymes and powerful repair mechanisms. Immune sysemswere
nearly perfect; diseases were extinct. Normal life couldn't damage a person in any measurable way. And
even atragic accident wouldn't need to be fatal, Quee Lee's body and mind able to withstand frightening
amounts of abuse.



But Remoras, despite those same gifts, did not live ordinary lives. They worked on the open hulll,
each of them encased in alifesuit. The suits afforded extra protection and a standard environment, each
one possessing asmal fusion plant and redundant recycling systems. Hull life was dangerousin the best
times. The ship's shidds and laser watchdogs couldn't stop every bit of interstellar grit. And every large
impact meant someone had to make repairs. The ship's builders had used sophisticated robots, but they
proved too tired after severd billions of years on the job. It was better to promote--or demote --
members of the human crew. The origind scheme wasto sharethe job, brief stintsfairly dispersed. Even
the captains were to don the lifesuits, stepping into the open when it was safest, patching craterswith
fresh-made hyperfibers. . . .

Fairnessdidn't last. A kind of subculture arose, and the first Remoras took the hull astheir province.
Those early Remoras |earned how to survive the huge radiation loads. They trained themselves and their
offspring to control their damaged bodies. Tough genetics mutated, and they embraced their mutations. If
an eye was struck blind, perhaps by some queer cancer, then agood Remorawould evolve anew eye.
Perhaps a hair was light-sengitive, and its owner, purdly by force of will, would culture that hair and
interface it with the surviving optic nerve, producing an eye more durable than the oneit replaced. Or so
Quee Lee had heard, in passing, from people who acted asiif they knew about such things.

Remoras, she had been told, were happy to look grotesque. In their culture, strange faces and novel
organs were the measures of success. And since disaster could happen anytime, without warning, it was
unusud for any Remorato livelong. At least in her sense of long. Orleans could be afourth or fifth
generation Remora, for al she knew. A child barely fifty centuries old. For al she knew. Which was
amost nothing, sheredized, returning to her garden room and undressing lying down with her eyes
closed and the light baking her. Remoras were important, even essential people, yet shefet wholly
ignorant. And ignorance was wrong, she knew. Not aswrong as owing one of them money, but ill . . . .

Thislife of hers seemed so ordinary, set next to Orleans life. Comfortable and ordinary, and she
amod felt ashamed.

PERRI FAILED to come home that next day, and the next. Then it was ten days, Quee Lee having sent
messages to hisusua haunts and no reply. She had been careful not to explain why she wanted him. And
thiswas nothing too unusua, Perri probably wandering somewhere new and Quee Lee skilled a waiting
her days accented with visits from friends and parties thrown for any small reason. It was her normd life,
never anything but pleasant; yet she found hersef thinking about Orleans, imagining him walking on the
open hull with his seals bresking, his strange body starting to boil away . . . that poor man . . . !

Taking the money to Orleans was an easy decision. Quee Lee had more than enough. It didn't seem
like alarge sum until she had it converted into black-and-white chips. But wasn' it better to have Perri
owing her instead of owing a Remora? She wasin a better place to recoup the debt; and besides, she
doubted that her husband could raise that money now. Knowing him, he probably had a number of
debts, to humans and diens both; and for the nth time, she wondered how she'd ever let Perri charm her.
What was shethinking, agreeing to this crazy union?

Quee Leewas old even by immortal measures. She was so old she could barely remember her
youth, her tough neurons unable to embrace her entire life. Maybe that's why Perri had seemed like a
blessing. He wasridiculoudy young and wore his youth well, gladly sharing his enthusasms and energies.
Hewas agood, untaxing lover; he could listen when it wasimportant; and he had never tried milking
Quee Lee of her money. Besides, he was a challenge. No doubt about it. Maybe her friends didn't
approve of him-- afew close ones were openly critica -- but to awoman of her vintage, in the middle of
afive thousand century voyage, Perri was something fresh and new and remark. able. And Quee Lee's
old friends, quite suddenly, seemed alittle fossilized by comparison.

"I lovetotrave," Perri had explained, his gently handsome face capable of endless amiles. "'l was
born on the ship, did you know? Just weeks after my parents came on board. They wereriding only as
far asacolony world, but | stayed behind. My choice.” He had laughed, eyes gazing into the false sky of
her celling. "Do you know what | want to do? | want to see the entire ship, wak every halway and
cavern. | want to explore every body of water, meet every sort of alien --"



"Redly?'

"-- and even vigt thar quarters. Their homes." Another laugh and that infectious amile. "'l just came
back from alow-gravity digtrict, Sx thousand kilometers below. Theresakind of spidery creature down
there. Y ou should seethem, lovel | can't do them justice by telling you they're graceful, and seeing holes
isn't much better."

She had been impressed. Who e se did she know who could tolerate aiens, what with their strange
odors and their impenetrable minds? Perri was remarkable, no doubt about it. Even her mogt critical
friends admitted that much, and despite their grumbles, they'd want to hear the latest Perri adventure as
told by hiswife.

"I'll stay on board forever, if | can manageit.”

She had laughed, asking, "Can you afford it?'

"Badly," he had admitted. "But I'm paid up through this circuit, at least. Minus day-by-day expenses,
but that'sal right. Believe me, when you've got millions of wedlthy soulsin one place, therésdwaysa
meansof making aliving.”

"Legd means?"

"Glancingly s0." He had arogue's humor, al right. Y et later, in amore sober mood, he had admitted,
"I do have enemies, my love. I'm warning you. Like anyone, I've made my share of mistakes-- my
youthful indiscretions--but at least I'm honest about them.”

Indiscretions, perhaps. Y et he had done nothing to earn her animosity.

"We should marry,” Perri had proposed. “"Why not? We like each other's company, yet we seem to
wegther our time gpart too. What do you think? Frankly, | don't think you need a partner who shadows
you day and night. Do you, Quee Lee?"

She didn't. True enough.

"A smadll tidy marriage, complete with rules," he had assured her. "'l get ahome base, and you have
your privacy, plus my considerable entertainment value." A big long laugh, then he had added, "I promise.
Youll bethefirst to hear my latest tles. And I'll never be any kind of leech, darling. With you, | will be
the perfect gentleman.”

Quee Lee carried the credit chipsin asecret pouch, traveling to the tube-car station and riding one of
the vertical tubestoward the hull. She had looked up the name Orleansin the crew listings. The only
Orleanslived at Port Beta, no mention of him being aRemoraor not. The ports were vast facilities where
taxi craft docked with the ship, bringing new passengers from nearby dien worlds. It was easier to
accelerate and decedlerate those kilometer-long needles. The ship's own engines did nothing but make the
occasiona course correction, avoiding dust clouds while keeping them on their circular course.

It had been forever since Quee Lee had visited a port. And today there wasn't even ataxi to be seen,
al of them off hunting for more paying customers. The nonRemoracrew -- the captains, mates and so on
-- had little work at the moment, apparently hiding from her. She stood at the bottom of the port—allofty
cylinder capped with akilometer-thick hatch of top-grade hyperfibers. The only other touristswere
diens, some kind of fishy species encased in bubbles of liquid water or ammonia The bubblesrolled past
her. It waslike standing in aschool of smal tuna, their sharp chatter audible and Quee Lee unable to
decipher any of it. Were they mocking her? She had no clue, and it made her al the more frustrated.
They could be making terrible fun of her. Shefdt lost and more than alittle homesick dl at once.

By contradt, the first Remora seemed norma. Walking without any grinding sounds, it covered
ground at an amazing pace. Quee Lee had to run to catch it. To catch her. Something about the lifesuit
was feminine, and afemal e voice responded to Quee L eg's shouts.

"What what what?' asked the Remora. "I'm busy!"

Gasping, Quee Lee asked, "Do you know Orleans?’

"Orleans?’

"I need to find him. It's quite important.” Then she wondered if something terrible had happened, her
arriving too late --

"I do know someone named Orleans, yes." The face had comma-shaped eyes, huge and black and
bulging, and the mouth blended into adlit-like nose. Her skin was silvery, odd bunched fibers running



beneath the surface. Black hair showed dong the top of the faceplate, except at second glance it wasn't
hair. 1t looked more like ropes soaked in ail, the strands wagging with adow stately pace.

The mouth smiled. The norma-sounding voice said, "Actualy, Orleansis one of my closest friendsl”

True? Or was she making ajoke?

"| redlly haveto find him," Quee Lee confessed.

"Canyou help me?' "Can | help you?" The strange mouth smiled, gray pseudoteeth looking big as
thumbnails, the gums as silver as her skin. "I'll take you to him. Doesthat congtitute help?* And Quee Lee
found hersdf following, walking onto alifting disk without railing, the Remora standing in the center and
waving to the old woman. "Come closer. Orleansis up there.” A skyward gesture.

"A good long way, and | don't think you'd want to try it done. Would you?"'

"Relax," Orleansadvised.

She thought she was rel axed, except then she found hersalf nodding, breathing deeply and fedling a
tension asit evaporated. The ascent had taken ages, it seemed. Save for the rush of air moving past her
ears, it had been soundless. Thedisk had no sides at al -- aclear violation of safety regulations—and
Quee Lee had grasped one of the Remoras shiny arms, needing a handhold, surprised to fed rough
gpotsin the hyperfiber. Minuscule impacts had left craterstoo tiny to see. Remoras, she had redlized,
were very much like the ship itsdlf -- enclosed biospheres taking abuse as they streaked through space.

"Better?' asked Orleans.

"Yes. Better." A thirty kilometer ride through the port, holding tight to aRemora. And now this. She
and Orleans were ingde some tiny room not five hundred meters from the vacuum. Did Orleanslive
here? She nearly asked, looking at the bare walls and stubby furniture, deciding it was too spare, too
ascetic to be anyone's home. Even his. Instead she asked him, "How are you?"

"Tired. Fresh off my shift, and devastated.”

The face had changed. The orange pigments were softer now, and both eyes were the same
sckening hair-filled pits. How clear was hisvison? How did he transplant cellsfrom one eyeto the
other? There had to be mechanisms, reiabletricks. . . and shefound hersdf feding ignorant and glad of
it....

"What do you want, Quee Lee?'

She swdlowed. "Perri came home, and | brought what he owesyou."

Orleans|ooked surprised, then the cool voice said, "Good. Wonderful!"

She produced the chips, his shiny palm accepting them. The elbow gave a harsh growl, and she said,
"l hopethishdps.”

"My mood aready isimproved,” he promised.

What €lse? She wasn't sure what to say now.

Then Orleanstold her, "1 should thank you somehow. Can | give you something for your trouble?
How about atour?' One eye actudly winked at her, hairs contracting into their pit and nothing left visble
but atiny red pore. "A tour," he repeated. "A walk outsde? Well find you alifesuit. We keep them here
in case acaptain comesfor an ingpection.” A big deep laugh, then he added, " Once every thousand
years, they do! Whether we need it or not!"

What was he saying? She had heard him, and she hadn't.

A smile and another wink, and he said, "I'm serious. Would you liketo go for alittle stroll?"

"I'venever ...l don'tknow...!"

"Safe as safe can be" Whatever that meant. "Listen, thisisthe safest place for ajaunt. Were behind
the leading face, which meansimpacts are nearly impossible. But we're not close to the engines and their
radiations either.” Another laugh, and he added, "Oh, you'll get adose of radiation, but nothing important.
Y ou're tough, Quee Lee. Does your fancy apartment have an autodoc?!

"Of course

"Wel, then."

She wasn't scared, at least in any direct way. What Quee Leefet was excitement and fear born of
excitement, nothing in her experience to compare with what was happening. She was a creature of habits,
rigorous and ancient habits, and she had no way to know how she'd respond out there. No habit had



prepared her for this moment.

"Here," sad her gracious hot. "Comein here"

No excuse occurred to her. They werein adeep closet full of lifesuits—thiswas somekind of locker
room, apparently -- and shelet Orleans select one and dismantle it with his growling joints. "It opens and
closes, unlikeming," he explained. "It doesn't have dl the redundant systems either. Otherwise, it'sthe
same”

On went the legs, the torso and arms and helmet; she banged the hdlmet againgt the low celling, then
gtruck thewall with her first step.

"Follow me," Orleans advised, "and keep it dow."

Wisewords. They entered some sort of tunnel that zigzagged toward space, ancient stairs fashioned
for anearly human gait. Each bend had an invisblefield that held back the ship's thinning atmosphere,
They began speaking by radio, voices close, and she noticed how she could fed through the suit, its
pseudoneurons interfacing with her own. Here gravity was stronger than earth-standard, yet despite her
added bulk she moved with ease, limbs humming, her helmet siriking the ceiling as she climbed. Thump,
and thump. She couldn't help hersdlf.

Orleanslaughed pleasantly, the sound close and intimate. ™Y ou're doing fine, Quee Lee. Relax.”

Hearing her name gave her adilute courage.

"Remember," he said, "your servomotors are potent. Lifesuits make motionslarge. Don't overcontrol,
and don't act cocky."

She wanted to succeed. More than anything in recent memory, she wanted everything as closeto
perfect aspossible.

"Concentrate,”" he said.

Then hetold her, "That's better, yes."

They cameto afind turn, then ahatch, Orleans pausing and turning, his syrupy mouth making a
preposterous smile. "Here we are. Well go outside for just alittle while, okay?" A pause, then he added,
"When you go home, tdll your husband what you've done. Amaze him!"

"1 will," shewhispered.

And he opened the hatch with an arm -- the abrasive sounds audible across the radio, but distant--
and abright colored glow washed over them. "Beautiful,” the Remora observed. "lan't it beautiful, Quee
Les?

Perri didn't return home for severa more weeks, and when he arrived -"1 was rafting Cloud Canyon,
love and didn't get your messages!”-- Quee Lee redlized that she wasn't going to tell him about her
adventure. Nor about the money. She'd wait for a better time, aweak moment, when Perri's guard was
down. "What's so important, love? Y ou sounded urgent.” Shetold him it was nothing, that shed missed
him and been worried. How was the rafting? Who went with him? Perri told her, "Tweewits. Big hulking
baboons, in essence.” He smiled until she smiled too. He looked thin and tired; but that night, with
minima prompting, he found the energy to make loveto her twice. And the second time was specia
enough that she was left wondering how she could so willingly live without sex for long periods. It could
be the most amazing pleasure.

Perri dept, dreaming of artificid riversroaring through artificial canyons; and Quee Lee sat up in bed,
in the dark, whispering for her gpartment to show her the view above Port Beta. She had it projected
into her ceiling, twenty meters overhead, the shimmering aurora changing colors asforce fiel ds wrestled
with every kind of spaceborn hazard.

"What do you think, Quee Lee?'

Orleans had asked the question, and she answered it again, in asoft awed voice. "Lovey." She shut
her eyes, remembering how the hull itself had stretched off into the distance, flat and gray, bland yet
somehow serene. "ltislovely.”

"And even better up front, on the prow," her companion had maintained. "The fields there are thicker,
stronger. And the big lasers keep hitting the comets tens of millions of kilometers from us, softening them
up for us"" He had given alittle laugh, teling her, ™Y ou can dmost fed the ship moving when you look up
from the prow. Honest."



She had shivered inside her lifesuit, more out of pleasure than fear. Few passengers ever came out on
the hull. They were breaking rules, no doubt. Even insdethetaxi ships, you were protected by ahull. But
not up there. Up there she'd felt exposed, practicaly naked. And maybe Orleans had measured her
mood, watching her face with the flickering pulses, findly asking her, "Do you know the story of the first
Remora?!

Did she? Shewasn't certain.

Hetold it, hisvoice smooth and quiet. "Her name was Wune," he began. "On Earth, it'srumored, she
wasacrimind, aregistered habitua criminal. Signing on asacrew mate helped her escape adtint of
psychologica redignment -- "

"What crimes?'

"Do they matter?' A shake of the round head. "Bad ones, and that's too much said. The point isthat
Wune came here without rank, glad for the opportunity, and like any good mate, she took her turns out
on the hull." Quee Lee had nodded, staring off at the far horizon.

"She was pretty, like you. Between shifts, she did typica typicas. She explored the ship and had
affairs of the heart and grieved the affairs that went badly. Like you, Quee Lee, she was smart. And after
just afew centuries on board, Wune could see the trends. She saw how the captains were avoiding their
shiftson the hull. And how certain people, guilty of smal offenses, were pushed into double-shiftsin their
stead. All so that our captains didn't have to accept thetiniest, fairest risks.”

Status. Rank. Privilege. She could understand these things, probably too well.

"Wunerebdled," Orleans had said, pridein the voice. "But instead of overthrowing the system, she
conquered by embracing it. By transforming what she embraced.” A soft laugh. "Thislifesuit of mine? She
built its prototype with its semi-forever seals and the hyperefficient recyke systems. She made a suit that
shed never haveto leave, then she began to live on the hull, in the open, sometimes alone for yearsat a
time"

"Alone?"

"A prophet's contemplative life" A fond glance at the smooth gray terrain. " She stopped having her
body purged of cancers and other damage. She et her face -- her beautiful face -- become speckled
with dead tissues. Then she taught hersdf to manage her mutations, with discipline and strength.
Eventually she picked afew friends without status, teaching them her tricks and explaining the peace and
purpose she had found while living up here, contemplating the universe without obstructions.™

Without obstructions indeed!

"A few hundred became the First Generation. Attrition convinced our greet captainsto alow
children, and the Second Generation numbered in the thousands. By the Third, we were officialy
responsible for the ship's exterior and the deadliest pans of its engines. We had achieved aquiet conquest
of aworld-sized realm, and today we number in the low milliong"

She remembered sighing, asking, "What happened to Wune?'

"An heroic death," he had replied. "A comet swarm was gpproaching.

A repair team was caught on the prow, their shuttle dead and useless --"

"Why werethey thereif a swann was coming?'

"Patching acrater, of course. Remember. The prow can withstand amost any likely blow, but if
comets were to strike on top of one another, unlikely asthat sounds --"

"A disagter," she muttered.

"For the passengers below, yes™" A srange dow smile. "Wune died trying to bring them afresh
shuttle. She was vaporized under achunk of ice and rock, in an ingtant.”

"I'm sorry." Whispered.

"Wune was my great-great-grandmother,” the man had added. "And no, she didn't name us
Remoras. That origindly was an insult, some captain responsible. Remoras are ugly fish that cling to
sharks. Not apleasing image, but Wune embraced the word. To usit means spiritud fulfillment,
independence and a powerful sense of saf. Do you know what | am, Quee Lee? I'm agod insde this suit
of mine. | rolein waysyou can't gopreciate. Y ou can't imagine how it is, having utter control over my

body, my seif ... 1"



She had stared at him, unable to speak.

A shiny hand had lifted, thick fingers againgt hisfaceplate. "My eyes?

Y ou're fascinated by my eyes, aren't you?"'

A tiny nod. "Yes"

"Do you know how | sculpted them?'

"No."

"Tell me, Quee Lee. How do you close your hand?'

Shehad made afig, asif to show him how.

"But which neurons fire? Which muscles contract?' A mild, patient laugh, then he had added, "How
can you manage something that you can't describein full?"

Shehad said, "It'shabit, | guess. ... "

"Exactly!" A larger laugh. "I have habitstoo. For instance, | can willfully spread mutations using
metastasized cdlls. | persondly have thousands of years of practice, plusdl those ussful mechanismsthat
| inherited from Wune and the others. It's as natural as your making the fist.”

"But my hand doesn't changeitsrea shape," she had countered.

"Transformation ismy habit, and it'swhy my lifeis so much richer than yours" He had given her a
wink just then, saying, "I can't count the times I've re-evolved my eyes.”

Quee Leelooked up at her bedroom celling now, at acurtain of blue glows dissolving into pink. In
her mind, she replayed the moment.

"You think Remoras are vile, ugly mongters,” Orleans had said. "Now don't deny it. | won't let you
deny it."

She hadn't made a sound.

"When you saw me standing at your door? When you saw that a Remora had come to your home?
All of that ordinary blood of yours drained out of your face. Y ou looked so terribly pale and weak, Quee
Lee. Horrified!" She couldn't deny it. Not then or now.

"Which of us hastherichest life, Quee Lee? And be objective. Isit you or isit me?’

She pulled her bedsheets over hersdlf, shaking alittle bit.

"You or me?'

"Me," shewhispered, but in that word was doubt. Just the flavor of it. Then Perri stirred, rolling
toward her with hisface trying to waken. Quee Lee had alast glance at the projected sky, then had it
quelched. Then Perri was grinning, blinking and reaching for her, asking:

"Can't you deep, love?'

"No," she admitted. Then she said, "Come here, darling.”

"Wdl, wel," helaughed. "Aren't you in amood?"

Absolutely. A feverish mood, her mind legping from subject to subject, without order, every thought
intense and sudden, Perri on top of her and her old-fashioned eyes gazing up at the darkened ceiling, till
seeing the powerful surges of changing colors that obscured the bright dusting of stars.

THEY TOOK asecond honeymaoon, Quee Leestreat. They traveled hafway around the ship, visiting a
famous resort beside asmall tropical sea; and for several months, they enjoyed the scenery and beaches,
bone-white sands dropping into azure waters where fancy corals and fancier fisheslived. Every night
brought adifferent sky, the ship supplying stored images of nebulas and strange suns; and they made love
in the oddest places, in odd ways, strangers sometimes coming upon them and pausing to watch.

Y et she felt detached somehow, hovering overhead like an observer. Did Remoras have sex? she
wondered. And if so, how? And how did they make their children? One day, Perri strapped on agill and
swam aoneto the reef, leaving Quee L ee free to do research. Remoran sex, if it could be caled that,
was managed with dectrica stimulation through the suits themselves. Reproduction was something el se,
children conceived in vitro, samples of their parents genetics married and grown inside a hyperfiber
envelope. The envelope was expanded as needed. Birth came with the first independent fusion plant.
What an incredible way to live, she redlized; but then again, there were many human societies that
seemed bizarre. Some refused immortality. Some had married computers or lived in anarcotic haze.



There were many, many spiritua splinter groups. . . only she couldn't learn much about the Remoran
fath. Wastheir faith secret? And if so, why had she been alowed a glimpse of their private world?

Perri remained pleasant and attentive.

"I know thisiswork for you," shetold him, "and you've been addight, darling. Old women
appreciate these attentions.”

"Oh, yourenot old!" A wink and smile, and he pulled her close. "And it's not work at al. Believe
ma"

They returned home soon afterward, and Quee L ee was disappointed with her apartment. It was just
as she remembered it, and the sameness was depressing. Even the garden room failed to brighten her
mood . . . and shefound hersaf wondering if sheld ever lived anywhere but here, the ssonewalls cold
and closnginon her.

Perri asked, "What's the matter, love?"

She sad nothing.

"Can| hdp, darling?’

"| forgot to tell you something,” she began. " A friend of yoursvisited. . . oh, it wasadmost ayear
The roguish charm surfaced, reliable and nonplussed. "Which friend?”

"Orleans”

Sind Perri didn't respond at first, hearing the name and not alowing his expression to change. He
stood motionless, not quite looking at her; and Quee Lee noticed aweaknessin the mouth and something
glassy about the smiling eyes. Shefdt uneasy, dmost asking him what was wrong. Then Perri said, "What
did Orleanswant?' His voice was too soft, dmost awhisper. A sideways glance, and he muttered,
"Orleans came here?' He couldn't quite believe what shewas saying. . . .

"Y ou owed him some money,” shereplied. Perri didn't speak, didn't seem to hear anything. "Perri?’

He swallowed and said, "Owed?!

"l pad him."

"But . . . but what happened . . . 7' Shetold him and she didn't. She mentioned the old sealsand
some other salient details, then in the middie of her explanation, al a once, something obvious and awful
occurred to her. What if there hadn't been a debt? She gasped, asking. "Y ou did owe him the money,
didn't you?' "How much did you say it was?' Shetold him again.

He nodded. He swallowed and straightened his back, then managed to say, "I'll pay you back . . . as
soon aspossible. ..."

"Isthere any hurry?' Shetook hishand, tdling him, "I haven't made noise until now, have1?' Dont
worry." A pause. "l just wonder how you could owe him so much?!

Perri shook hisheed. "I'll give you five thousand now, maybesix . . . and I'll raisetherest. Soon as|
can, | promise.”

Shesad, "Fine”

"I'm sorry,”" he muttered.

"How do you know a Remora?"

He seemed momentarily confused by the question. Then he managed to say, "'Y ou know me. A taste
for the exotic, and al that.”

"Y ou lost the money gambling? Isthat what happened?!

"I'd nearly forgotten, it was so long ago." He summoned a smile and some of the old charm. Y ou
should know, darling . . . those Remoras aren't anything like you and me. Be very careful with them,
please"

She didn't mention her jaunt on the hull. Everything was old news anyway, and why had she brought
it upinthefirst place? Perri kept promising to pay her back. He announced he was leaving tomorrow,
needing to find some namel ess people who owed him. The best he could manage was fifteen hundred
credits. "A weak down payment, | know." Quee Lee thought of reassuring him-- he seemed painfully
nervous-- but instead she smply told him, "Have a good trip, and come home soon.”

He was a darling man when vulnerable. "Soon," he promised, walking out the front door. And an



hour later, Quee Leel€ft too, tdling hersdf that she was going to the hull again to confront her husband's
old friend. What was this mysterious debt? Why did it bother him so much? But somewhere during the
long tube-car ride, before she reached Port Beta, she redlized that a confrontation would just further
embarrass Perri, and what cause would that serve?

"What now?" she whispered to herself.

Another walk on the hull, of course. If Orleanswould dlow it. If he had the time, she hoped, and the
indination.

Hisface had turned blue, and the eyes were larger. The pits werefilled with black hairsthat shonein
the light, something about them distinctly amused. "I guesswe could go for astroll,” said the cool voice.
They were sanding in the same locker room, or onejust likeit; Quee Lee was unsure about directions.
"We could,” said Orleans, "but if you want to bend the rules, why bend little ones? Why not pick the
hefty ones?'

She watched the mouth smile down at her, two little tusks showing inits corners. "What do you
mean?' she asked.

"Of courseitll taketime," hewarned. "A few months, maybeafew years. .. ."

She had centuries, if shewanted.

"I know you," said Orleans. ™Y ou've gotten curious about me, about us." Orleans moved an arm, not
s0 much as ahum coming from the refurbished joints. "WEéIl make you an honorary Remora, if you're
willing. Well borrow alifesuit, set you ingdeit, then transform you partway in ahurry-up fashion.”

"Y ou can? How?'

"Oh, amed doses of radiation. Pluswell give you some useful mutations. I'll wrap up some genes
insde smart cancers, and they'll migrate to the right spotsand grow ... . "

She was frightened and intrigued, her heart kicking harder.

"It won't happen overnight, of course. And it depends on how much you want done." A pause. "And
you should know that it's not strictly legd. The captains have this attitude about putting passengersalittle
bit a risk."

"How muchrisk isthere?"

Orleans said, "The transformation is easy enough, in principle. I'll call up our records, make sure of
thefine points.” A pause and anarrowing of the eyes. "Well keep you adeep throughout. Intravenous
feedings. That's best. You'll lie down with one body, then waken with anew one. A better one, I'd liketo
think. How much risk? Almost none, believe me.”

Shefdt numb. Small and weak and numb.

"Y ou won't be atrue Remora. Y our basic genetics won't be touched, | promise. But someone
looking at you will think you're genuine.

For an ingtant, with utter clarity, Quee Lee saw hersalf alone on the great gray hull, walking the path
of thefirs Remora

"Areyou interested?'

"Maybe. | am."

"Youll need alot of interest before we can sart,” he warned. "We have expensesto consider, and I'll
be putting my crew at risk. If the captainsfind out, it's a suspension without pay.” He paused, then said,
"Areyou ligening to me?"

"It'sgoing to cost money," she whispered.

Orleansgave afigure.

And Quee Leewas braced for alarger sum, two hundred thousand credits till large but not
unbearable. She wouldn't be able to take as many tripsto fancy resorts, true. Y et how could alazy,
prosaic resort compare with what she was being offered?

"Y ou've done thisbefore?" she asked.

He waited amoment, then said, "Not for along time, no."

She didn't ask what seemed quite obvious, thinking of Peru and secretly smiling to herself.

"Teketime," Orleans counsded. "Fed sure”

But she had aready decided.



"QueeLes?!

Shelooked a him, asking, "Can | have your eyes? Can you wrap them up in asmart cancer for me?"

"Certainly!" A greet fluid smile emerged, framed with tusks. "Pick and choose as you wish. Anything
youwigh."

"Theeyes," she muttered.

"They'reyours," he declared, giving alittle wink.

Arrangements had to be made, and what surprised her most -- what she enjoyed more than the
anticipation-- was the subterfuge, taking money from her savings and leaving no destination, telling her
gpartment that she would be gone for an indeterminate time. At least ayear, and perhagps much longer.
Orleans hadn't put acap on her stay with them, and what if she liked the Remoran life? Why not keep
her possibilities open?

"If Perri returns?' asked the apartment.

Hewasto have freereign of the place, naturaly. She thought shed made hersalf clear --

"No, miss," thevoiceinterrupted. "What do | tdll him, if anything?'

"Tdl him. . . tel himthat I've gone exploring.”

"Exploring?"

"Tdl himit'smy turnfor achange,” she declared; and she left without as much as a backward glance.

Orleansfound help from the same fema e Remora, the one who had taken Quee Leeto him twice
now. Her comma-shaped eyes hadn't changed, but the mouth was smaller and the gray teeth had turned
black as obsidian. Quee Leelay between them asthey worked, their faces smiling but the voicestight
and ghrill. Not for thefirst time, she redized she wasn't hearing their redl voices. The suitsthemselves
weretrandating their wet mutterings, which iswhy throats and mouths could change so much without
having any audible effect.

"Areyou comfortable?' asked the woman. But before Quee Lee could reply, she asked, "Any last
questions?’

Quee Lee was encased in the lifesuit, asudden panic taking hold of her.

"When | gohome. ..whenI'mdone...howfastcanl...?

"Canyou?"

"Return to my norma sdf.”

"Curethe damage, you mean.” The woman laughed gently, her expression changing from one
unreadable state to another. "I don't think theré's afirm answer, dear. Do you have an autodoc in your
gpartment? Good. L et it excise the bad and help you grow your own organs over again. Asif you'd
suffered abad accident . . . . "A brief pause. "It should take what, Orleans? Six months to be cured?”

The man said nothing busy with certain controlsinsde her suit's helmet. Quee Lee could just see his
face above and behind her.

"Six months and you can walk in public again.”

"I don't mean it that way," Quee Lee countered, swallowed now. A pressure was building against her
chest, panic becoming terror. She wanted nothing now but to be home again.

"Ligten," said Orleans, then he said nothing.

Finally Quee Lee whispered, "What?'

Heknet beside her, saying "Y ou'll befine. | promise.”

His old confidence was missing. Perhaps he hadn't believed she would go through with this
adventure. Perhaps the offer had been some kind of bluff, something no sane person would find
appedling and now he'd invent some excuse to stop everything --

-- but he said, "Sealstight and ready.”

"Tight and ready,” echoed the woman.

Smiles appeared on both faces, though neither inspired confidence. Then Orleans was explaining:
"Theresonly adight, dight chance that you won't return to normal. If you should get hit by too much
radiation, precipitating too many novel mutations. . . well, the strangeness can get buried too deeply.

A thousand autodocs couldn't root it al out of you."

"Vedigid organs,” the woman added. "Odd blemishesand thelike."



"It won't happen,” said Orleans.

"It won't," Quee Lee agreed.

A feeding nipple appeared before her mouth.

"Suck and deep,” Orleanstold her.

She swallowed some sort of chemica broth, and the woman was saying, "No, it would take ten or
fifteen centuriesto make lasting marks. Unless--"

Orleans said something, snapping & her.

Shelaughed with abitter sound, saying, "Oh, she'sadeep ... . I"

And Quee Lee was adeep. Shefound herself in adreamless, timelessvoid, her body being pricked
with needles-- little white pains marking every smart cancer-- and it was asif nothing ese existed in the
universe but Quee Leg, floating in that perfect blackness while she was remade.

"How long?'

"Not so long. Seven months, dmog.”

Seven months. Quee Leetried to blink and couldn't, couldn't shut the lids of her eyes. Then shetried
touching her face, lifting aheavy hand and setting the pam on her faceplate, findly remembering her suit.
"Isit done?' she muttered, her voice doppy and dow. "Am | done now?"

"Y ou're never done," Orleanslaughed. "Haven't you been paying attention?”

She saw afigure, blurred but familiar.

"How do you fed, Quee Lee?"

Strange. Through and through, she felt very strange.

"That'snorma enough,” the voice offered. "Another couple months, and you'll be perfect. Have
patience.”

She was a patient person, she remembered. And now her eyes seemed to shut of their own volition,
her mind deeping again. But thistime she dreamed, her and Perri and Orleansall at the beach together.
She saw them sunning on the bone-white sand, and she even fdlt the heat of thefalse sun, felt it baking
hot down to her rebuilt bones.

Shewoke, muttering, "Orleans? Orleans?’

"Herel am."

Her vison wasimproved now. She found hersdlf breathing normaly, her wrong-shaped mouth
struggling with each word and her suit managing an accurate trandation.

"How do | look?" she asked.

Orleanssmiled and said, "Lovely."

Hisface was blue-black, perhaps. When she sat up, looking at the plain gray locker room, she
redlized how the colors had shifted. Her new eyes perceived the world differently, senstive to the same
spectrum but in novel ways. She dowly climbed to her feet, then asked, "How long?"

"Nine months, fourteen days."

No, shewasn't finished. But the transformation had reached a stable point, she sensed, and it was
wonderful to be mobile again. She managed afew tentative steps. She made clumsy fistswith her
too-thick hands. Lifting thefists, she gazed at them, wondering how they would look benesth the
hyperfiber.

"Want to see yourself?' Orleans asked.

Now? Was she ready?

Her friend smiled, tusks glinting in the room's week light. He offered alarge mirror, and she bent to
put her face close enough . . . finding aremade face staring up at her, adoppy mouth full of
mirror-colored teeth and a pair of hairy pitsfor eyes. She managed a deep breath and shivered. Her skin
was lovely, golden or at least appearing golden to her. It was covered with hard white lumps, and her
nose was a dender beak. She wished she could touch hersdlf, hands stroking her faceplate. Only
Remoras could never touch their ownflesh. . ..

"If you fed strong enough,” he offered, "you can go with me. My crew and | are going on a patching
mission, out to the prow."

"When?'



"Now, actudly." He lowered the mirror. "The others are waiting in the shuttle. Stay here for acouple
more days, or come now."

"Now," shewhispered.

"Good." He nodded, telling her, "They want to meet you. They're curious what sort of person
becomes aRemora.”

A person who doesn't want to be locked up in abland gray room, she thought to herself, smiling now
with her mirrored teeth.

They had dl kinds of faces, dl unique, myriad eyes and twisting mouths and flesh of every color. She
counted fifteen Remoras, plus Orleans, and Quee Lee worked to learn names and get to know her new
friends. The shuttle ride was like a party, astrange informa party, and she had never known happier
people, listening to Remora jokes and how they teased one another, and how they sometimes teased her.
Infriendly ways, of course. They asked about her gpartment--how big, how fancy, how much--and
about her long life. Wasiit as boring as it sounded? Quee Lee laughed a herself while she nodded,
saying, "No, nothing changes very much. The centuries have their way of running together, sure.”

One Remora-- alarge masculine voice and a contorted blue face-- asked the others, "Why do
people pay fortunesto ride the ship, then do everything possible to hide deep insdeit? Why don't they
ever step outside and have alittle look at where were going?'

The cabin erupted in laughter, the observation an obvious favorite.

"Immortals are cowards," said the woman beside Quee Lee.

"Fooals," said a second woman, the one with commarshaped eyes. "Most of them, at least.”

Quee Leefdt uneasy, but just temporarily. She turned and looked through afilthy window, the
smooth changeless landscape below and the glowing sky as she remembered it. The view soothed her.
Eventudly she shut her eyes and dept, waking when Orleans shouted something about being closeto
their degtination. "Decderating now!" he caled from the cockpit.

They were dowing. Dropping. Looking at her friends, she saw avariety of smiles meant for her. The
Remoras beside her took her hands, everyone starting to pray. "No cometstoday,” they begged. "And
plenty tomorrow, because we want overtime.”

The shuttle dowed to nothing, then settled.

Orleans strode back to Quee Lee, hismood suddenly serious. "Stay close," he warned, "but don't
get in our way, ether.”

The hyperfiber was thickest here, on the prow, better than ten kilometers deep, and its surface had
been browned by the ceasdlessradiations. A soft dry dust clung to the lifesuits, and everything waslit up
by the aurora and flashes of laser light. Quee Leefollowed the others, listening to their chatter. She atea
little medl of Remoran soup -- her first conscious medl -- fegling the soup moving down her throat, trying
to map her new architecture. Her scomach seemed the same, but did she have two hearts? It seemed that
the beats were wrong. Two hearts nestled side by side. She found Orleans and approached him. "1 wish
| could pull off my suit, just once. Just for aminute.” Shetold him, "I keep wondering how dl of me
looks™

Orleans glanced at her, then away. He said, "No."

"No?'

"Remoras don't removether suits. Ever.”

There was anger in the voice and adeep chilling silence from the others. Quee Lee looked abot,
then swallowed. "I'm not aRemora," shefinaly said. "l don't understand.. .. . "

Silence perssted, quick looks exchanged.

"I'm going to climb out of this. . . eventudly . . . !"

"But don't say it now," Orleanswarned. A softer, more tempered voice informed her, "We have
taboos. Maybe we seem too rough to have them -- "

"No," she muitered.

"-- yet we do. Theselifesuits are as much apart of our bodies as our guts and eyes, and being a
Remora, atrue Remora, isasacred pledge that you take for your entirelife.”

The comma-eyed woman approached, saying, "It's an insult to remove your suit. A sacrilege.”



"Contemptible," said someone ese. "Or worse.”

Then Orleans, perhaps guessing Quee Lee's thoughts, made a show of touching her, and shefdt the
hand through her suit. "Not that you're anything but our guest, of course. Of course.” He paused, then
sad, "We have our bdiefs, that'sall.”

"ldedls" said the woman.

"And contempt for those we don't like. Do you understand?”

She couldn't, but she made understanding sounds just the same. Obvioudy she had found a sore
Soot.

Then came anew slence, and she found hersaf marching through the dust, wishing someone would
make angry sounds again. Silence was the worst kind of anger. From now on, she vowed, she would be
careful about everything she said. Every word.

THE CRATER was vast and rough and only partway patched. Previous crew had brought giant tanks
and the machinery used to make the paich. It was something of an artform, pouring the fresh liquid
hyperfiber and carefully curing it. Each shift added another hundred meters to the smooth crater floor.
Orleans stood with Quee Lee at the top, explaining the job. Thiswould be adouble shift, and she was
free to watch. "But not too closely,” he warned her again, the tone vaguely parental. " Stay out of our
way."

She promised. For that first half-day, she was happy to st on the crater's lip, on aridge of tortured
and usdless hyperfiber, imagining the comet that must have made this mess. Not large, sheknew. A large
onewould have blasted a crater too big to see at aglance, and forty crewswould be laboring here. But it
hadn't been asmall one, either. It must have dipped past the lasers, part of aswarm. She watched the
red beams cutting across the sky, their heat producing new colorsin the aurora. Her new eyes saw
amazing details. Shock waves as violet phosphorescence; swirls of orange and crimson and snowy white.
A beautiful deadly sky, wasn't it? Suddenly the lasersfired faster, a spiderweb of beams overhead, and
sheredlized that a swarm was ahead of the ship, pinpointed by the navigators somewhere below them . .
. tens of millions of kilometers ahead, mud and ice and rock closing fast . . . !

The lasersfired even faster, and she bowed her head.

Therewas an impact, a least one. She saw the flash and felt afaint rumble dampened by the hull, a
portion of those energies absorbed and converted into useful power. Impacts were fud, of asort. And
the residual gases would be concentrated and pumped inside, helping to replace the inevitable loss of
volatiles asthe ship continued on its grest trek.

The ship was an organism feeding on the g axy.

It wasafamiliar image, dmost cliche, yet suddenly it seemed quite fresh. Even profound. Quee Lee
laughed to hersdlf, looking out over the browning plain while turning her attentionsinward. She was
aware of her bresthing and the bump-bumping of wrong hearts, and she sensed changes with every little
motion. Her body had an odd indecipherable quality. She could fed every fiber in her muscles, every
twitch and every gtillness. She had never been so dive, so salf-aware, and she found herself laughing with
agiddy amazement.

If shewas atrue Remora, she thought, then she would be aworld unto herself. A world like the ship,
only smaler, its organic parts enclosed in armor and forever in flux. Like the passengers below, the cells
of her body were changing. She thought she could nearly fed hersdf evolving . . . and how did Orleans
control it? It would be astonishing if she could re-evolve sight, for instance. . . gaining eyes uniqueto
hersdf, never having existed before and never to exist again.. . . !

What if she stayed with these people?

The possibility suddenly occurred to her, taking her by surprise.

What if shetook whatever pledge was necessary, embracing al of their taboos and proving that she
belonged with them? Did such things happen? Did adventurous passengers try converting--?

The sky turned red, lasersfiring and every red line aimed at a point directly overhead. The silent
barrage was focused on some substantia chunk of ice and grit, vaporizing its surface and cracking its
heart. Then the beams separated, assaulting the bigger pieces and then the smaller ones. It wasan



enormous drama, her exhilaration married to terror . . . her watching the aurora brightening asforce fields
killed the momentum of the surviving grit and atomic dust. The sky was avivid orange, and sudden tiny
impacts kicked up the dusts around her. Something struck her leg, aflash of light followed by adim pain .
.. and she wondered if she was dead, then how badly she was wounded. Then she blinked and saw the
little crater etched above her knee. A blemigh, if that. And suddenly the meteor shower was finished.

Quee Leeroseto her feet, shaking with nervous energy.

She began picking her way down the crater dope. Orleans commands were forgotten; she needed
to spesk to him. She had ingghts and complimentsto share, nearly tripping with her excitement, finaly
reaching the worksite and gasping, her air stale from her exertions. She could taste hersdlf in her breaths,
the flavor unfamiliar, thick and alittle sveet.

"Orleang!" she cried out.

"Y ou're not supposed to be here," groused one woman.

The comma-eyed woman said, " Stay right there. Orleansis coming, and don't move!”

A lake of fresh hyperfiber was cooling and curing as she stood besideit. A thin skin had formed, the
surface utterly flat and slvery. Mirror-like. Quee Lee could see the sky reflected init, leaning forward
and knowing she shouldn't. Sherisked falling in order to see herself once again. The nearby Remoras
watched her, saying nothing. They smiled as she grabbed alump of old hyperfiber, positioning hersdlf,
and the lasers flashed again, making everything bright as day.

Shedidn't see her face.

Or rather, shedid. But it wasn't the face she expected, the face from Orleans convenient mirror.
Here wasthe old Quee L ee, mouth gjar, those pretty and ordinary eyes opened wide in amazement.

She gasped, knowing everything. A near-fortune paid, and nothing in return. Nothing here had been
real. Thiswas an enormous and crud sick joke; and now the Remoras were laughing, hands on their
untouchable bellies and their awful faces contorted, ready to rip apart from the sheer brutd joy of the
moment . . . !

YOUR MIRROR wasn't amirror, wasit? It synthesized that image, didn't it?" She kept asking questions,
not waiting for aresponse. "And you drugged me, didn't you? That's why everything till looks and feds
wrong."

Orleanssaid, "Exactly. Yes"

Quee Leeremained insde her lifesuit, just the two of them flying back to Port Beta. He would see
her on her way home. Therest of the crew was working, and Orleans would return and finish his shift.
After her discovery, everyone agreed there was no point in keeping her on the prow.

"Y ou owe me money," she managed.

Orleans face remained blue-black. Histusks framed acam icy smile. "Money? Whose money?'

"| paid you for aservice, and you never met the terms.”

"I don't know about any money,” he laughed.

"I'll report you," she snapped, trying to use dl of her venom. "I'll go to the captains-- "

" -- and embarrass yoursdlf further." He was confident, even cocky. "Our transaction would be
labeledillegd, not to mention disgusting. The captainswill be thoroughly disgusted, believe me." Another
laugh. "Besides, what can anyone prove? Y ou gave someone your money, but nobody will trace it to any
of us Believeme."

She had never felt more ashamed, crossing her arms and trying to wish hersdlf home again.

"The drug will wear off soon,” he promised. "Y oull fed like yoursdlf again. Don't worry."

Softly, in abreathlesslittle voice, she asked, "How long have | been gone?!

Slence

"It hasn't been months, hasit?"

"Morelikethreedays." A nod insdethe hemet. "The same drug distorts your sense of time, if you
get enough of it."

Shefdtill to her somach.

"You'll be back homein notime, Quee Lee."



She was shaking and holding hersdlf.

The Remoraglanced a her for along moment, something resembling remorsein hisexpression. Or
was she misreading the Sgns?

"You aren't spiritua people,” she snapped. It was the best insult she could manage, and she spoke
with certainty. "Y ou're crude, disgusting mongters. Y ou couldn't live below if you had the chance, and this
iswhereyou belong.”

Orleans said nothing, merely watching her.

Findly helooked ahead, gazing at the endless gray landscape. "Wetry to follow our founder's path.
Wetry to be spiritua.” A shrug. "Some of us do better than others, of course. Were only human.”

Shewhispered, "Why?'

Again helooked at her, asking, "Why what?'

"Why have you donethisto me?

Orleans seemed to breathe and hold the breath, findly exhding. "Oh, Quee Lee" he said, "you
haven't been paying attention, have you?'

What did he mean?

He grasped her helmet, pulling her face up next to hisface. She saw nothing but the eyes, each black
hair moving and name essfluids circulating through them, and she heard the voice saying. "This has never,
never been about you, Quee Lee. Not you. Not for one ingtant.”

And she understood -- perhaps she had always known -- struck mute and her skin going cold, and
findly, after everything, she found hersdlf starting to weep.

Perri was dready home, by chance.

"l wasworried about you," he confessed, sitting in the garden room with honest relief on hisface.
"The apartment said you were going to be gone for ayear or more. | was scaredfor you."

"Wdl," shesad, "I'm back."

Her husband tried not to appear suspicious, and he worked hard not to ask certain questions. She
could see him holding the questionsinsde himself. She watched him decide to try the old charm, smiling
now and saying, " So you went exploring?’

"Not redly.”

"Where?'

"Cloud Canyon," shelied. She had practiced the lie dl the way from Port Beta, yet it sounded false
now. Shewas hafway startled when her husband said:

"Didyou gointoit?'

"Partway, then | decided not to risk it. | rented a boat, but | couldn't make mysalf step on board.”

Perri grinned happily, unableto hide hisrdief. A deep breath was exhaed, then he said, "By the way,
I'veraised amost eight thousand credits dready. I've dready put them in your account.”

"Hine"

“I'll find the rest too."

"It can wait," she offered.

Rdief blended into confusion. "Areyou dl right, darling?"

"I'mtired,” shedlowed.

"You look tired."

"Let'sgo to bed, shdl we?'

Perri was compliant, making loveto her and faling into a deep deep, as exhausted as Quee Lee. But
sheingsted on staying awake, diding into her private bathroom and giving her autodoc adrop of Perri's
seed. "I want to know if thereés anything odd,” shetold it.

"Yes miss”

"And scan him, will you? Without waking him."

The machine set to work. Almost instantly, Quee Lee was being shown lists of abnorma genesand
vestigid organs. Shedidn't bother to read them. She closed her eyes, remembering what little Orleans
had told her after he had admitted that she wasn't anything more than an incidentd bystander. "' Perri was
born Remors, and he left us. A long time ago, by our count, and that's a huge taboo.”



"Leaving thefold?' shehad said.

"Every S0 often, one of usvidts hishome while he'sgone. Wedip alittle dust into our joints, making
them grind, and we do a pity-play to whomever wefind."

Her husband had lied to her from thefirgt, about everything.

"Sometimes well trick her into giving even more money," he had boasted. " Just like we've done with
you."
And she had asked, "Why?'

"Why do you think?' he had responded.

Vengeance, of asort. Of course.

"Eventudly,” Orleans had declared, "everyone's going to know about Perri. HEII run out of hiding
places, and money, and hell have to come back to us. We just don't want it to happen too soon, you
know?It'stoo much fun asitis”

Now she opened her eyes, gazing at the lists of abnormalities. It had to be work for him to appear
human, to cope with those weird Remora genetics. He wasn't merely someone who had lived on the hull
for afew years, no. He was a full-blooded Remora who had done the unthinkable, removing his suit and
living below, safe from the morta dangers of the universe. Quee Lee wasthe latest of hisignorant lovers,
and she knew precisaly why he had selected her. More than money, she had offered him auseful naivete
and asheltered ignorance. . . and wasn't she well within her rights to confront him, confront him and
demand that heleave at once. . . ?

"Erasethelids” shesad.

"Yes miss”

Shetold her gpartment, "Project the view from the prow, if you will. Put it on my bedroom ceiling,
please"

"Of course, miss" it replied.

She stepped out of the bathroom, lasers and exploding comets overhead. She fully expected to do
what Orleans anticipated, putting her mistakes behind her. She sat on the edge of her bed, on Perri's
gde, waiting for him to wake on his own. Hewould fed her gaze and open his eyes, seeing her framed
by aRemoransky . ...

... and she hegitated, taking a breath and holding it, glancing upwards, remembering that moment on
the crater'slip when she had felt aunion with her body. A perfection; an intoxicating sense of sdf. It was
induced by drugs and ignorance, yet till it had seemed true. It was a perception worth any cost, she
redlized; and sheimagined Perri's future, hounded by the Remoras, losing every human friend, left with no
choice but the hull and hisleft-behind life. . ..

Shelooked at him, the peaceful face dtirring.

Compassion. Pity. Not love, but there was something not far from love making her fed for thefalen
Remora.

"What if . . . ?" shewhispered, beginning to smile.

And Perri smiled in turn, eyes closed and him enjoying some lazy dream that in an instant he would
surely forget.



