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Prelude: Ceratius

The abyss should shut you up.

Sunlight hasn't touched these waters for amillion years. Atmospheres accumulate by the hundreds here,
the trenches could swallow a dozen Everests without burping. They say lifeitself got started in the deep
sea. Maybe. It can't have been an easy birth, judging by the life that remains—monstrous things, twisted
into nightmare shapes by lightless pressure and sheer chronic Sarvation.

Even here, indgde the hull, the abyss weighs on you like the vault of a cathedra. 1t'sno placefor trivia
loudmouth bullshit. If you speek at dl, you keep it down. But these touristsjust don't seem to give ashit.

Jod Kitas used to hearing a 'scaphe breathe around him, hearing it talk in clicks and hisses. Herelieson
those sounds; the readouts only confirm what the beast has already told him by the grumbling of its
somach. But Ceratius isalesure craft, fully insulated, packed with excess headroom and reclining
couches and little drink'n'drug dispensers set into the back of each seat. All he can hear today isthe
cargo, babbling.

He glances back over his shoulder. The tour guide, a mid-twenties Hindian with a zebra cut— Pretedla
someone— flasheshim abrief, rueful smile. She'saredlict, and she knowsit. She can't compete with the
onboard library, she doesn't come with 3-d animations or wraparound soundtrack. She'sjust a prop,
really. These people pay her salary not because she does anything useful, but because she doesnt.
What'sthe point of being rich if you only buy the essentids?

Thereare eight of them. One old guy in acodpiece, il closing on hisfirst century, fiddleswith his
camera controls. The others are plugged into headsets, running a program carefully designed to occupy
them through the descent without being so impressive that the actua detination isan anticlimax. It'sathin
line, these days. Smulations are dmost alway's better than redl life, and red life gets blamed for the poor
showing.

Jod wishesthis particular program was abit better at holding the cargo'sinterest; they might shut up if
they were paying more attention. They probably don't care whether Channer's sea monsters live up to the
hype anyway. These people aren't down here because the abyssisimpressive, they're here because it
costs so much.

He runs his eyes across the control board. Even that seems excessive; climate control and indive
entertainment take up agood haf of the panel. Bored, he picks one of the headset feeds at random and
tapsin, sending the sgnd to awindow on hismain display.

An elghteenth-century woodcut of a Kraken comesto life through the miracle of modern animation.
Cruddy-rendered tentacles wrap around the masts of agaleon, pull it beneath chunky carved waves. A
femae voice, designed to maximize attention from both sexes. "We have dways peopled the seawith
mongters—"

Jod tunes ouit.

Mr. Codpiece comes up behind him, laysafamiliar hand on his shoulder. Joel resststhe urgeto shrug it
off. That's another problem with these tour subs; no real cockpit, just aset of controls at the front end of
the passenger lounge. Y ou can't shut yourself away from the cargo.

"Quitealayout,” Mr. Codpiece says.
Jod remindshhimsdlf of his professona duties, and smiles,

"Been doing thisrun for long?' The whitecgp's skin glows with agolden tan of cultured xanthophylls.
Jod's smile grows alittle more brittle. He's heard dl about the benefits, of course; UV protection, higher



blood oxygen, more energy — they say it even cuts down on your food requirements, not that any of
these people have to worry about grocery money. Still, it'stoo bloody freakish for Jod's tastes. Implants
should be made out of mest, or at least plagtic. If people were meant to photosynthesize they'd have
leaves.

"l sad—"
Jodl nods. "Couple of years."
A grunt. "Didn't know Seabed Safaris was around that long.”

"I don't work for Seabed Safaris,” Joel says, as politely aspossible. "I fredlance.” The whitecap probably
doesn't know any better, comes from a generation when everyone pledged dlegiance to the same master
year after year. Nobody thought it was such abad thing back then.

"Good for you." Mr. Codpiece gives him afatherly pat on the shoulder.

Jod nudgesthe rudders abit to port. They've been cruising just off the southeastern shoulder of therift,
floodlights doused; sonar shows a featureless landscape of mud and boulders. Therift itsdlf isanother five
or ten minutes away. On the screen, the tourist program talks about giant squids attacking lifeboats during
the Second World War, offers up aparade of archival photos as evidence; human legs, puckered with
fist-sized conical wounds where horn-rimmed suckers cored out gobbets of flesh.

"Nasty. We going to be seeing any giant squids?*
Joel shakes his heed. "Different tour.”

The program launchesinto alitany of degpwater nasties; a piece of flesh washed up onto aFlorida
beach, hinting at the existence of octopus thirty meters across. Giant edl larvae. Hypothesized monsters
that might once have fed on the great whales, anonymoudy dying out for lack of food.

Jod figuresthat ninety percent of thisisbullshit, and the rest doesn't redlly count. Even giant squids don't
go down into the really deep sea; hardly anything does. No food. Joel's been rooting around down here
for years, and he's never seen any real mongers.

Except right here, of course. He touches acontrol; outside, a high-frequency speaker beginswhining at
the abyss.

"Hydrotherma vents bubble and boil along spreading zonesin dl of the world's oceans,” the program
chatters, "feeding crowds of giant clams and tubeworms over three meterslong." Stock footage of avent
community. "And yet, even at the spreading zones, it isonly the filter-feeders and muckrakers that
become giants. Thefish, vertebrates like ourselves, are few and far between— and only afew
centimeterslong.” An edlpout wriggles feebly acrossthe display, looking more like a dismembered finger
than afish.

"Except here," the program adds after adrameatic pause. "'For there is something specid about thistiny
part of the Juan de Fuca Ridge, something unexplained. Here there be dragons.”

Jod hitsanother control. External bait lights flash to life across the bioluminescent spectrum; the cabin
lights dim. To the denizens of therift, drawn in by the sonics, averitable school of food fish has suddenly
gppeared in their midst.

"We don't know the secret of the Channer Vent. We don't know how it createsits strange and
fascinaing giants." The program'svisua display goes dark. "We only know that here, on the shoulder of
the Axid Volcano, we havefindly tracked the mongtersto their lair.”

Something thumps against the outer hull. The acoustics of the passenger compartment make the sound
seem unnaturdly loud.

At last, the passengers shut up. Mr. Codpiece mutters something and heads back to his seat, agiant
chloroplast inahurry.



"This concludes our introduction. The external cameras are linked to your headsets and can be aimed
using normal head movements. Focus and record using the joystick on your right armrest. Y ou may aso
wish to enjoy the view directly, through any of the cabin viewports. If you require assistance our guide
and pilot are a your service. Seabed Safaris welcomes you to the Channer Vent, and hopes that you
enjoy theremainder of your tour.”

Two more thumps. A grey flash out the forward port; asinuous belly caught for amoment in the
headlight, aswirl of fin. On Joel's systems board, icons representing the outside cams dip and wiggle.

Superfluous Preted adidesinto the copilot's seet. "Regular feeding frenzy out there."
Jod lowershisvoice. "In here. Out there. What's the difference?’

She amiles, asafe, slent gesture of agreement. Shel's got agreat smile. Almost makes up for the striped
hair. Jod catches sight of something on the back of her left hand; looks like aref tattoo, but somehow he
doubtsthat it's authentic. Fashion statement, more likely.

"Y ou sure they can spare you?' he askswryly.

She looks back. The cargo's starting up again: Look at that. Hey, it broke its tooth on us. Christ
aren't they ugly—

"They'll manage," Pretedasays.

Something looms up on the other side of the viewport: mouth like asackful of needles, atendril hanging
from the lower jaw with aglowing bulb on the end. The jaw gapes wide enough to didocate, snaps shut.
Its teeth dide harmlesdy acrossthe viewport. A flat black eye glaresin at them.

"What'sthat?' Pretedlawantsto know.
"Yourethetour guide.”
"Never seen anything likeit before.”

"Menether." He sends atrickle of eectricity out through the hull. The monster, startled, flashes off into
the darkness. Intermittent impacts resonate through Ceratius, drawing renewed gasps from the cargo.

"How long until were actudly a Channer?”

Jod glances at tactical. "We're pretty much there dready. Medium-sized hot fissure about fifty metersto
theleft.”

"What'sthat?" A row of bright dots, evenly spaced, has just moved onto the screen.

"Surveyer's stakes." Another row marchesinto range behind thefirst. " For the geotherma program, you
know?'

"How about aquick drive-by? | bet those generators are pretty impressive.”
"| don't think the generators arein yet. They're just laying the foundations.”
"It'd still make anice addition to thetour.”

"We're supposed to steer clear. Wed catch royal shit if anyone's out there.”
"Wel?' That amile again, more caculated thistime. "Isthere?’

"Probably not," Joel admits. Construction's been on hold for acouple of weeks, afact which he finds
particularly irritating; he'sup for somefairly hefty contractsif the Grid Authority ever gets off its
corporate ass and finishes what they started.

Pretedlalooks at him expectantly. Jodl shrugs. "It's pretty unstable in there. Could get bumped around a
bit."
"Dangerous?’



"Depends on your definition. Probably not."
"Solet'sdoit.” Pretedalaysacongpiratoriad hand briefly on his shoulder.

Ceratius noses around to anew heading. Jod killsthe bait lights and cranks the sonics up for one
screeching, farewd | burst. The monsters outside — those that haven't dready retired gracefully, their tiny
fish brains having figured out that meta isinedible— run screaming into the night, laterd lines burning.
There'samoment of surprised silence from the cargo. Pretedla Someone steps smoothly into the gap.
"Folks, weretaking asmal detour to check out anew arrival on therift. If you tap into the sonar feed
you'll seethat were approaching a checkerboard of acoustic beacons. The Grid Authority haslaid these
out in the course of congtructing one of the new geothermal stations we've been hearing so much about.
Asyou may know, Smilar projects are underway at soreading zones dl the way from the Galapagosto
the Aleutians. When these go online, people will actudly beliving full-time here on the rift—"

Jod can't believeit. Pretedlas big chance to scoop the library and she ends up talking exactly likeit does.
He quietly aborts amidbrain fantasy he's been nurturing. Try to get into fantasy-Pretedas jumpsuit now
and she'd probably start reciting a cheery blow-by-blow.

He switches on the external floods. Mud. More mud. On sonar the grid crawlstowards them, a
monotonous congel lation.

Something catches Ceratius, dewsit around. The hull thermistor spikes briefly.
"Thermd, folks." Jod cdllsback over hisshoulder. "Nothing to worry about.”

A dim coppery sun resolvesto starboard. It'satorch on apole, basically, aterritorial marker beating
back the abyss with asodium bulb and a VLF heartbest. It'sthe Grid Authority, pissng on arock for dl
and sundry: Thisis our hellhole.

Theline of towers stretches away to port, each crowned by afloodlight. Intersecting it, another line
recedes directly ahead like streetlights on asmoggy night. They shine down on astrange unfinished
landscape of plagtic and metd. Great metd casings lie against the bottom like derailed boxcars. Teardrop
ROV s st dormant on flat plagtic puddles frozen harder than basalt. Sharp-edged conduits protrude from
those congedled surfaces like hollow bones sawn off below the joint.

Way up on one of the port towers, something dark and fleshy assaultsthe light.

Jodls checksthe cameraicons. al zoomed, pointing up and left. Pretedla, conserving O, hasretired her
patter while the whitecaps gape. Fine. They want more mindless piscine violence, give ‘em more mindless
piscineviolence. Ceratius angles up and to port.

It'san anglerfish. She bashes hersdlf repeatedly againgt the floodlight, obliviousto Ceratius' approach.
Her dorsd spinelashes; thelure a its end, a glowing worm-shaped thing, luminesces furioudy.

Pretedds back at his shoulder. "It'sredly doing anumber on thet light, isn't it?'

She'sright. Thetop of the transponder is shaking under the impact of the big fish's blows, which isodd;
these beasts are big, but they aren't very strong. And cometo think of it, the tower's shaking back and
forth even when the angler isn't touching it...

"Oh, shit." Jod grabsthe controls. Ceratius rears up like something living. Transponder glow drops off
the bottom of the viewport; total darkness dropsin from above, swallowing the view. Startled shouts
from the cargo. Joel ignoresthem.

Ondl sdes, the dull distant sound of something roaring.

Jod hitsthethrottle. Ceratius climbs. Something dapsfrom behind; the stern didesto port, pulling the
bow back after it. The blackness beyond the viewport boils sudden muddy brown against the cabin
lights

The hull thermister spikestwice, three times. Ambient temperature flipsfrom 47C to 280, then back



again. At lesser pressuresthe Ceratius would be dropping through live sleam. Hereit only spins,
skidding for traction againgt the superheated water.

Findly, it findssome. Ceratius ascends into welcome icewater. A fish skeleton pirouettes past the
viewport, adl teeth and spines, every vestige of flesh boiled away.

Joel looks back over his shoulder. Preteelds fingers are locked around the back of his seat, their
knuckles the same color as the dancing bones outside. The cargo are dead quiet.

"Another therma?' Pretedla saysin ashaky voice.

Jodl shakes his head. " Seabed cracked open. It'sredly thin around here." He manages a brief laugh.
"Told you things could get abit unstable.”

"Uh huh." She releases her grip on Jod's chair. Fingernail imprintslinger in the foam. Sheleansover,
whispers "Bring the cabin lights up a bit, will you? Sort of anice living-room leve—" and then she's
headed &ft, tending the cargo: "Well, that was exciting. But Jod assures usthat little blowupslikethis
happen al thetime. Nothing to be worried about, although they can catch you offguard.”

Jod raisesthe cabin lights. The cargo sit quietly, still ostriched into their headsets. Preteda bustles among
them, smoothing feathers. "And of course we still have the rest of our tour to look forward to..."

He upsthe gain on sonar, focusses aft. A luminous storm swirls acrossthe tactica display. Benegth it, a
fresh ridge of oozing rock disfiguresthe GA's congtruction grid.

Pretedaisback at hiselbow. "Jod ?'

"Yeeh"

"They say people are going to be living down there?”’
"Uhhuh."

"Wow. Who?'

Helooks at her. "Haven't you seen the PR threads? Only the best and the brightest. Holding back the
everlagting night to stoke the fires of civilization.”

"Serioudy, Jod. Who?"
He shrugs. "Fucked if | know."

Benthos



Duet

Constrictor

When the lights go out in Begbe Station, you can hear the metal groan.

Lenie Clarkelieson her bunk, listening. Overhead, past pipes and wires and eggshell plating, three
kilometers of black ocean try to crush her. Shefedsthe Rift underneath, tearing open the seabed with
strength enough to move a continent. Sheliestherein that fragile refuge and she hears Begbe's armor
shifting by microns, hearsits seams cresk not quite below the threshold of human hearing. God isasadist
on the Juan de FucaRift, and His name is Physics.

How did they talk me into this? shewonders. Why did | come down here? But she aready knowsthe
answer.

She hears Balard moving out in the corridor. Clarke envies Balard. Balard never screws up, dways
seemsto have her life under control. She dmost seems happy down here.

Clarkerolls off her bunk and fumblesfor aswitch. Her cubby floods with dismd light. Pipes and access
pands crowd the wall beside her; aesthetics run adistant second to functionality when you're three
thousand meters down. She turns and catches Sight of adick black amphibian in the bulkhead mirror.

It still happens, occasiondly. She can sometimes forget what they've done to her.

It takes aconscious effort to fed the machines lurking where her left lung used to be. She's so acclimated
to the chronic achein her chest, to that subtle inertia of plastic and metal as she moves, that she's scarcely
aware of them any more. She can il fed the memory of what it wasto be fully human, and mistake that
ghost for honest sensation.

Such respites never last. There are mirrors everywhere in Beebe; they're supposed to increase the
apparent size of one's personal space. Sometimes Clarke shuts her eyesto hide from the reflections
forever being thrown back at her. It doesn't help. She clenches her lids and feels the corned caps
beneath them, covering her eyeslike smooth white cataracts.

She climbs out of her cubby and moves dong the corridor to the lounge. Ballard iswaiting there, dressed
inadiveskin and the usud ar of confidence.

Bdlard stands up. "Ready to go?"
"You'rein charge" Clarke says.

"Only on paper.” Balard smiles. "No pecking order down here, Lenie. Asfar as|1'm concerned, we're
equals." After two dayson therift Clarkeis till surprised by the frequency with which Balard smiles.
Bdlard smiles at the dightest provocation. It doesn't aways seem redl.

Something hits Beebe from the outside.
Bdlard'ssmilefdters. They hear it again; awet, muffled thud through the station's titanium skin.
"It takesawhileto get used to,” Ballard says, "doesn't it?"



And agan.
"I mean, that sounds big—"

"Maybe we should turn the lights of f," Clarke suggests. She knows they won't. Beebe's exterior
floodlights burn around the clock, an eectric campfire pushing back the darkness. They can't seeit from
ins de—Beebe has no windows— but somehow they draw comfort from the knowledge of that unseen
fire—

Thud!

—mog of thetime.

"Remember back intraining?' Bdlard says over the sound, "When they told usthet the fish were usualy
o—amdl..."

Her voicetrails off. Beebe creaks dightly. They listen for awhile. There's no other sound.

"It must've gotten tired,” Balard says. "'Y ou'd think they'd figure it out.” She movesto the ladder and
climbsdowndairs.

Clarkefollows her, abit impatiently. There are soundsin Beebe that worry her far more than thefutile
attack of some misguided fish. Clarke can hear tired dloys negotiating surrender. She can fed the ocean
looking for away in. What if it finds one? The whole weight of the Pacific could drop down and turn her
into jely. Any time.

Better to face it outside, where she knows what's coming. All she can do in hereiswait for it to happen.

* % %

Going outsdeislike drowning, once aday.

Clarke stands facing Balard, diveskin sedled, in an airlock that barely holds both of them. She has
learned to tolerate the forced proximity; the glassy armor on her eyes helpsabit. Fuse seals, check
headlamp, test injector ; theritua takes her, step by reflexive step, to that horrible moment when she
awakens the machines degping within her, and changes.

When she catches her breath, and losesiit.

When avacuum opens, somewherein her chest, that swalowsthe air she holds. When her remaining
lung shrivelsinits cage, and her guts collapse; when myoelectric demonsflood her snusesand middle
ears with isotonic saline. When every pocket of internal gas disappearsin thetimeit takesto draw a
bregath.

It dwaysfedsthe same. The sudden, overwhelming nauses; the narrow confines of the airlock holding
her erect when shetriesto fall; seawater churning on al sides. Her face goes under; vision blurs, then
clears as her corneal caps adjust.

She collapses against the walls and wishes she could scream. The floor of the airlock drops away like a
gdlows. Lenie Clarke falswrithing into the abyss.

* % %

They come out of the freezing darkness, headlights blazing, into an oasis of sodium luminosity. Machines
grow everywhere at the Throat, like metal weeds. Cables and conduits spiderweb acrossthe seabed in a
dozen directions. The main pumps stand over twenty meters high, aregiment of submarine monoliths
fading from sght on either side. Overhead floodlights bathe the jumbled structuresin perpetud twilight.

They stop for amoment, hands resting on the line that guided them here.
"I'll never get used toit,” Balard gratesin a caricature of her usud voice.

Clarke glances at her wrist thermistor. "Thirty four Centigrade.” The words buzz, metallic, from her
larynx. It fedds so wrong to talk without breathing.



Bdlard lets go of the rope and launches hersdlf into the light. After amoment, breathless, Clarke follows.

There's o much power here, so much wasted strength. Here the continents themselves do ponderous
battle. Magma freezes, seawater boils; the very floor of the ocean isborn by painful centimeters each
year. Human machinery does not make energy, here a Dragon's Throat; it merely hangs on and steals
some inggnificant fraction of it back to the mainland.

Clarke flies through canyons of metal and rock, and knowswheat it isto be a parasite. She looks down.
Shellfish the size of boulders, crimson worms three meters long crowd the seabed between the machines.
Legions of bacteria, hungry for sulfur, lace the water with milky vells.

The water fillswith asudden terrible cry.

It doesn't sound like ascream. It sounds as though agreat harp string is vibrating in dow motion. But
Bdlard is screaming, through some reluctant interface of flesh and metd:

"LENIE—"
Clarketurnsin time to see her own arm disgppear into a mouth that seemsimpossibly huge.

Teeth like scimitars clamp down on her shoulder. Clarke staresinto a scaly black face half ameter
across. Sometiny dispassionate part of her searchesfor eyesin that monstrous fusion of spines and teeth
and gnarled flesh, and fails. How can it see me? she wonders.

Then the pain reaches her.

She fedls her arm being wrenched from its socket. The creature thrashes, shaking its head back and
forth, trying to tear her into chunks. Every tug sets her nerves screaming.

Shegoeslimp. Please get it over with if you're going to kill me just please God make it quick—
She fedsthe urge to vomit, but the 'skin over her mouth and her own collapsed insdeswon't let her.
She shuts out the pain. She's had plenty of practice. She pullsinside, aandoning her body to ravenous
vivisection; and from far away she feelsthetwisting of her attacker grow suddenly erratic. There's
another creature at her side, with arms and legs and aknife—you know, a knife, like the one you've
got strapped to your leg and completely forgot about—and suddenly the monster isgone, itsgrip
broken.

Clarketdlls her neck musclesto work. It's like operating amarionette. Her head turns. She sees Bdlard
locked in combat with something asbig as sheis. Only — Ballard istearing it to pieces, with her bare
hands. Itsicicle teeth splinter and snap. Dark icewater courses from its wounds, tracing mortal
convulsions with smoke-trails of suspended gore.

The creature spasms weakly. Bdlard pushesit awvay. A dozen smdler fish dart into the light and begin
tearing at the carcass. Photophores dong their sdesflash like frantic rainbows.

Clarke watches from the other side of theworld. The pain in her side keepsiits distance, a steady, pulsing
ache. Shelooks; her armis il there. She can even move her fingers without any trouble. 1've had worse
, shethinks.

Then: Why am | till alive?

Bdllard appears a her sde; her lens-covered eyes shine like photophores themsalves.

"Jesus Chrigt," Balard saysin adistorted whisper. "Lenie? Y ou okay?"

Clarke dwells on theinanity of the question for amoment. But surprisingly, shefedsintact. "Y esh.”

And if not, sheknows, it's her own damn fault. She just lay there. Shejust waited to die. Shewas asking
forit.

She'sdways asking for it.



Back in the airlock, the water recedes around them. And within them; Clarke's stolen breath, released at
lagt, races back dong viscera channds, reinflating lung and gut and spirit.

Bdlard splits the face seal on her 'skin and her words tumble into the wetroom. "Jesus. Jesus! | don't
believeit! My God, did you seethat thing! They get so huge around herel” She passes her hands across
her face; her corneal caps come off, milky hemispheres dropping from enormous hazd eyes. "And to
think they're usudly just afew centimetersiong...”

She artsto srip down, unzipping her 'skin dong the forearms, talking the wholetime. "And yet it was

amogt fragile, you know? Hit it hard enough and it just came gpart! Jesus" Bdlard dways removes her
uniform indoors. Clarke suspects she'd rip the recycler out of her own thorax if she could, throw itina

corner with the 'skin and the eyecaps until the next time it was needed.

Maybe she's got her other lung in her cabin, Clarke muses. Maybe she keepsit in a jar, and she
stuffsit back into her chest at night... Shefeelsabit dopey; probably just an aftereffect of the
neuroinhibitors her implants put out whenever she'soutside. Small price to pay to keep my brain from
shorting out—1 really shouldn't mind...

Balard pedls her 'skin down to the waist. Just under her |eft breast, the electrolyser intake pokes out
through her ribcage.

Clarke stares vagudly at that perforated disk in Ballard's flesh. The ocean goesinto us there, shethinks.
The old knowledge seems newly significant, somehow. We suck it into us and steal its oxygen and spit
it out again.

Prickly numbnessis spreading, leaking through her shoulder into her chest and neck. Clarke shakes her
head, once, to clear it.

She sags suddenly, against the hatchway.
Am | in shock? Am | fainting?

"I mean—" Ballard stops, looks at Clarke with an expression of sudden concern. "Jesus, Lenie. You
look terrible. Y ou shouldn't have told me you were okay if you weren't."

Thetingling reaches the base of Clarkes skull. "I'm — okay,” she says. "Nothing broke. I'm just
bruised.”

"Garbage. Take off your 'skin."
Clarke straightens, with effort. The numbnessrecedes abit. "It'snothing | can't take care of mysdf.”
Don't touch me. Please don't touch me.

Bdllard steps forward without aword and unseals the 'skin around Clarke's forearm. She pedls back the
material and exposes an ugly purple bruise. Shelooks at Clarke with one raised eyebrow.

"Just abruise,” Clarke says. "I'll take care of it, redly. Thanks anyway." She pulls her hand away from
Bdlard'sminigtrations.

Bdlard looks at her for amoment. She smilesever so dightly.
"Lenie," she says, "theré's no need to fed embarrassed.”
"About what?'

"Y ou know. Me having to rescue you. Y ou going to pieces when that thing attacked. It was perfectly
understandable. Most people have arough time adjusting. I'm just one of the lucky ones.”

Right. You've always been one of the lucky ones, haven't you? | know your kind, Ballard, you've
never failed at anything...

"You don't haveto fed ashamed about it," Ballard reassures her.



"l don't," Clarke says, honestly. She doesn't fed much of anything any more. Just thetingling. And the
tension. And avague sort of wonder that she'seven dive.

* % %

The bulkhead is swesting.

The deep sealaysicy hands on the meta and, inside, Clarke watches the humid atmosphere bead and
run down thewall. She sitsrigid on her bunk under dim fluorescent light, every wall of the cubby within
easy reach. The cealling istoo low. Theroom istoo narrow. She fedls the ocean compressing the station
around her.

And all | can do iswait...

The anabalic salve on her injuriesis warm and soothing. Clarke probes the purple flesh of her arm with
practiced fingers. The diagnogtic toolsin the Med cubby have vindicated her. She's lucky, thistime;
bones intact, epidermis unbroken. She sedls up her 'skin, hiding the damage.

She shiftson the palet, turnsto face theinsgde wall. Her reflection stares back at her through eyeslike
frosted glass. She watches the image, admiresits perfect mimicry of each movement. Flesh and phantom
move together, bodies masked, faces neutral.

That's me, shethinks. That's what | look like now. Shetriesto read what lies behind that glacial
facade. Am| bored, horny, upset? How to tell, with her eyes hidden behind those corneal opacities?
She sees no trace of the tension she dwaysfeds. | could be terrified. | could be pissing in my 'skin
and no one would know.

She leansforward. The reflection comesto meet her. They stare at each other, white to white, icetoice.
For amoment, they amost forget Beebe's ongoing war against pressure. For amoment, they don't mind
the claustrophobic solitude that grips them.

How many times, Clarke wonders, have | wanted eyes as dead as these?
* % %
Beebe's meta viscera crowd the corridor beyond her cubby. Clarke can barely stand erect. A few steps
bring her into the lounge.
Bdlard, back in shirtdeeves, isa one of the library terminds. "Rickets," she says.
"Wha?'

"Fish down here don't get enough trace elements. They're rotten with deficiency diseases. Doesn't matter
how fierce they are. They bite too hard, they break their teeth on us."

Clarke stabs buttons on the food processor; the machine grumbles at her touch. "I thought there was dll
sorts of food at therift. That'swhy things got so big.”

"Theresalot of food. Just not very good quality.”

A vaguely edible lozenge of dudge oozes from the processor onto Clarke's plate. She eyesit for a
moment. | can relate.

"You'regoing to et in your gear?' Ballard asks, as Clarke sits down at the lounge table.
Clarkeblinks at her. "Y eah. Why?'

"Oh, nothing. It would just be nice to talk to someone with pupilsin their eyes, you know?"
"Sorry. | can take them off if you—"

"No, it'sno big thing. | canlivewith it." Ballard turns off the library and sits down acrossfrom Clarke.
"S0, how do you like the place so far?"

Clarke shrugs and keeps edting.



"I'm glad we're only down here for ayear," Balard says. "This place could get to you after awhile.”
"It could beworse.”

"Oh, I'm not complaining. | waslooking for achdlenge, after dl. What about you?'

"Me?

"What brings you down here? What are you looking for?"

Clarke doesn't answer for amoment. *1 don't know, redly,” she says at last. "Privacy, | guess.”
Bdllard looks up. Clarke stares back, her face neutral.

"Wel, I'll leaveyou toiit, then,” Balard says pleasantly.

Clarke watches her disappear down the corridor. She hears the sound of a cubby hatch hissing shuit.
Giveit up, Ballard, shethinks. I'm not the sort of person you really want to know.

* % %

Almost art of the morning shift. Thefood processor disgorges Clarke's breskfast with its usual
reluctance. Balard, in Communications, isjust getting off the phone. A moment later she appearsin the
hatchway.

"Management says—" She stops. "Y ou've got blue eyes.”

Clarke smilesfaintly. "Y ou've seen them before.™

"I know. It'sjust kind of surprising, it's been awhile since I've seen you without your capsin.”
Clarke sts down with her bregkfast. "' So, what does Management say?'

"We're on schedule. Rest of the crew comes down in three weeks, we go onlinein four.” Ballard Sits
down acrossfrom Clarke. "1 wonder sometimes why we're not online right now."

"| guessthey just want to be sure everything works."

"Still, it seemslike along timefor adry run. And you'd think that — well, they'd want to get the
geotherma program up and running asfast as possible, after dl that's happened.”

After Lepreau and Winshire melted down, you mean.

"And theré's something else" Balard says. "I can't get through to Piccard.”

Clarke looks up. Piccard Station is anchored on the Galapagos Rift; it isnot a particularly stable
mooring.

"Y ou ever meet the couple there?' Balard asks. "Ken Lubin, Lana Cheung?'

Clarke shakes her head. "They went through before me. | never met any of the other Rifters except you."

"Nice people. | thought I'd call them up, see how things were going at Piccard, but nobody can get
through.”

"Linedown?'

"They say it's probably something like that. Nothing serious. They're sending a 'scaphe down to check it

Maybe the seabed opened up and swallowed them whole, Clarke thinks. Maybe the hull had a weak
plate—one's all it would take—

Something creaks, deep in Beebe's superstructure. Clarke looks around. The walls seem to have moved
closer while shewasn't looking.

"Sometimes," she says, "I wish we didn't keep Beebe at surface pressure. Sometimes | wish we were
pumped up to ambient. To take the strain off the hull." She knowsit's an impossible dream; most gases



kill outright when breethed at three hundred atmospheres. Even oxygen would do you iniif it got above
one or two percent.

Bdlard shiversdramaticaly. "If you want to risk breathing ninety-nine percent hydrogen, you're welcome
toit. I'm happy theway thingsare." She smiles. "Besides, you have any idea how long it would take to
decompress afterwards?”

In the Systems cubby, something bleats for attention.
"Saismic. Wonderful." Balard disappearsinto Comm. Clarke follows.

An amber lineiswrithing across one of the displays. It lookslike the EEG of someone caught ina
nightmare.

"Get your eyesback in," Balard says. "The Throat's acting up.”

* * %

They can hear it al the way to Beebe; amalign, dmost ectrica hissfrom the direction of the Throat.
Clarke follows Balard towardsit, one hand running lightly aong the guide rope. The distant smudge of
light that markstheir destination seemswrong, somehow. The color isdifferent. It ripples.

They swiminto its glowing nimbus and seewhy. The Throat ison fire.

Sapphire auroras dide flickering across the generators. At the far end of the array, dmost invisible with
distance, apillar of smoke swirls up into the darkness like a great tornado.

The sound it makesfills the abyss. Clarke closes her eyesfor amoment, and hears rattlesnakes.
"Jesud" Ballard shouts over the noise. "It's not supposed to do that!"

Clarke checks her thermistor. It won't settle; water temperature goes from four degreesto thirty eight
and back again, within seconds. A myriad ephemera currentstug at them asthey watch.

"Why thelight show?' Clarke cals back.
"I don't know!" Bdlard answers. "Bioluminescence, | guess! Heat-sensitive bacterial”
Without warning, the tumult dies.

The ocean empties of sound. Phosphorescent spiderwebs wriggle dimly on the metal and vanish. Inthe
distance, the tornado sighs and fragmentsinto afew transent dust devils.

A gentlerain of black soot beginsto fdl in the copper light.
"Smoker," Balard saysinto the sudden stillness. "A big one."

They swim to the place where the geyser erupted. There's afresh wound in the seabed, agash severd
meterslong, between two of the generators.

"Thiswasn't supposed to happen,” Ballard says. "That's why they built here, for crying out loud! It was
supposed to be stable!™

"Therift's never stable" Clarke replies. Not much point in being hereif it was.

Balard swims up through the fallout and pops an access plate on one of the generators. "Well, according
to thistherés no damage,” she calls down, after looking inside. "Hang on, let me switch channds here—"

Clarke touches one of the cylindrical sensors strapped to her waist, and staresinto the fissure. | should
be able to fit through there, she decides.

And does.

"Wewere lucky," Ballard is saying above her. "The other generators are okay too. Oh, wait a second;
number two has a clogged cooling duct, but it's not serious. Backups can handle it until—get out of
therel"



Clarke looks up, one hand on the sensor she's planting. Ballard stares down at her through a chimney of
fresh rock.

"Areyou crazy?' Bdlard shouts. "That's an active smoker!"

Clarke looks down again, deeper into the shaft. It twists out of sight in the mineral haze. "We need
temperature readings,”" she says, "from inside the mouth.”

"Get out of there! It could go off again and fry you!"

| supposeit could at that, Clarkethinks. "It already blew," she callsback. "1t take awhileto build up
afresh head." Shetwists aknob on the sensor; tiny explosive bolts blast into the rock, anchoring the
device.

"Get out of there, now!"

"Just asecond.” Clarke turns the sensor on and kicks up out of the seabed. Balard grabs her arm as she
emerges, sartsto drag her away from the smoker.

Clarke stiffensand pullsfree. " Don't—" touch me! She catches herself. "I'm out, okay? Y ou don't have
to—"

"Further." Balard kegps swimming. "Over here.”

They're near the edge of the light now, the floodlit Throat on one side, blackness on the other. Bdlard
faces Clarke. "Are you out of your mind? We could have gone back to Beebe for adrone! We could
have planted it on remote!”

Clarke doesn't answer. She sees something moving in the distance behind Ballard. "Watch your back,"
shesays.

Bdlard turns, and seesthe gulper diding toward them. It undulates through the water like brown smoke,
slent and endless; Clarke can't seethe creature'stail, dthough severd meters of serpentine flesh have
come out of the darkness.

Balard goesfor her knife. After amoment, Clarke doestoo.

The gulper's jaw drops open like a great jagged scoop.

Bdlard beginsto launch hersdlf at the thing, knife upraised.

Clarke puts her hand out. "Wait aminute. It'snot coming at us."

The front end of the gulper is about ten meters distant now. Itstail pullsfree of the murk.
"Areyou crazy?' Bdlard moves clear of Clarke's hand, gill watching the mongter.

"Maybeit isn't hungry,” Clarke says. She can seeitseyes, two tiny unwinking spots glaring at them from
thetip of the shout.

"They're always hungry. Did you deep through the briefings?*

The gulper closesits mouth and passes. It extends around them now, in agreat meandering arc. The
head turns back to look at them. It opensits mouth.

"Fuck this" Bdlard says, and charges.

Her first stroke opens ameter-long gash in the cresture's side. The gulper stares a Ballard for amoment,
asif astonished. Then, ponderoudy, it thrashes.

Clarke watches without moving. Why can't she just let it go? Why does she always have to prove
she's better than everything?

Bdlard gtrikes again; thistime she dashesinto agreat tumorous swelling that has to be the somach.
Shefreesthethingsinsde,



They spill out through the wound; two huge giganturids and some misshapen cresture Clarke doesn't
recognize. One of the giganturidsis till dive, and in afoul mood. It locksitsteeth around thefirst thing it
encounters.

Bdlard. From behind.

"Lenie!" Bdlard'sknife hand is swinging in staccato arcs. The giganturid beginsto come apart. Itsjaws
remain locked. The convulsing gulper crashesinto Balard and sends her spinning to the bottom.

Findly, Clarke beginsto move.

The gulper collideswith Balard again. Clarke movesin low, hugging the bottom, and pulls the other
woman clear.

Bdlard'sknife continuesto dip and twist. The giganturid isamutilated wreck behind the gills, but itsgrip
remains unbroken. Ballard can't twist around far enough to reach the skull. Clarke comesin from behind
and takes the creature's head in her hands.

It saresat her, maevolent and unthinking.

"Kill it!" Balard shouts. "Jesus, what are you waiting for?"

Clarke closes her eyes, and clenches. The skull in her hand splinters like cheap plastic.
Thereisasdlence.

After awhile, she opens her eyes. The gulper is gone, fled back into darknessto hed or die. But
Bdlard's il there, and Bdlard isangry.

"What's wrong with you?' she says.

Clarke unclenches her figts. Bits of bone and jellied flesh float about her fingers.

"Y ou're supposed to back me up! Why are you so damned — passive dl thetime?'

"Sorry." Sometimes it works.

Bdlard reaches behind her back. "I'm cold. | think it punctured my diveskin—"

Clarke swims behind her and looks. "A couple of holes. How are you otherwise? Anything fed broken?"

"It broke through the diveskin,” Ballard says, asif to hersdlf. "And when that gulper hit me, it could
have—" Sheturnsto Clarke and her voice, even distorted, carries a shocked uncertainty. "—I could
have been killed. | could have been killed!"

For an ingtant, it's as though Ballard's 'skin and eyes and self-assurance have dl been stripped away. For
the firgt time Clarke can see through to the weakness beneeth, growing like adelicate tracery of hairline
cracks.

You can screw up too, Ballard. It isn't all fun and games. You know that now.
It hurts, doesn't it?
Somewhere insde, the dightest touch of sympathy. "It'sokay,” Clarke says. " Jeanette, it's—"

"Youidiot!" Balard hisses. She sares a Clarke like some maign and sightless old woman. "Y ou just
floated there! Y ou just let it happen to me!™

Clarkefedsher guard sngp up again, just intime. Thisisn't just anger, sheredizes. Thisisn't just the
heat of the moment. She doesn't like me. She doesn't like me at all.

And then, dully surprised that she hasn't seen it before:
She never did.



A Niche

Beebe Station floats tethered above the seabed, a gunmeta-gray planet ringed by a belt of equatorid
floodlights. Theré'san airlock for divers at the south pole and a docking hatch for 'scaphes at the north.
In between there are girders and anchor lines, conduits and cables, meta armor and Lenie Clarke.

Shelsdoing aroutine visua check on the hull; standard procedure, once aweek. Bdlard isinsde, testing
some equipment in the communications cubby. Thisis not entirely within the spirit of the buddy system.
Clarke prefersit thisway. Relations have been civil over the past couple of days—Ballard even
resurrects her patented chumminess on occasion—»but the more time they spend together, the more
forced things get. Eventually, Clarke knows, something is going to bresk.

Besides, out here it seems only naturd to be done.

She's examining a cable clamp when arazormouth chargesinto thelight. It's about two meterslong, and
hungry. It ramsdirectly into the nearest of Beebe's floodlamps, mouth agape. Severa teeth shatter againgt
the crystd lens. The razormouth twists to one side, knocking the hull with itstail, and swims off until
barely visble against the dark.

Clarke watches, fascinated. The razormouth swims back and forth, back and forth, then charges again.

The flood weathers the impact easily, doing more damageto its attacker. Over and over again thefish
battersitsef againg the light. Findly, exhausted, it Snks twitching down to the muddy bottom.

"Lenie? Areyou okay?'

Clarke fedsthe words buzzing in her lower jaw. Shetripsthe sender in her diveskin: "I'm okay."
"I heard something out there,” Ballard says. "l just wanted to make sure you were—"

"I'mfine" Clarke says. "Just afish.”

"They never learn, do they?'

"No. | guessnot. Seeyou later.”

Clarke switches off her receiver.

Poor stupid fish. How many millenniadid it take for them to learn that bioluminescence equas food?
How long will Beebe haveto sit here before they learn that dectric light doesn't?

We could keep our headlights off. Maybe they'd leave us alone—

She stares out past Beebe's eectric halo. Thereis so much blacknessthere. It dmost hurtsto look at it.
Without lights, without sonar, how far could she go into that viscous shroud and till return?

Clarkekills her headlight. Night edges abit closer, but Beebe'slights keep it at bay. Clarke turns until
she'sface to face with the darkness. She crouches like aspider against Beebe's hull.

She pushes off.

The darkness embraces her. She swims, not looking back, until her legs grow tired. She doesn't know
how far she's come.

But it must be light-years. The ocean isfull of Sars.

Behind her, the gtation shines brightest, with coarse yellow rays. In the opposite direction, she can barely
make out the Throat, an inggnificant sunrise on the horizon.

Everywhere dse, living congtdlations punctuate the dark. Here, astring of pearlsblink sexud



advertisements at two-second intervals. Here, a sudden flash leaves diversionary afterimages swarming
across Clarke'sfidd of view; something flees under cover of her momentary blindness. There, a
counterfeit worm twists lazily in the current, invisibly tied to the roof of some predatory mouth.

There are SO many of them.

She fed'sa sudden surge in the water, asif something big has just passed very close. A deliciousthill
dances through her body.

It nearly touched me, shethinks. | wonder what it was. Therift isfull of monsterswho don't know
when to quit. It doesn't matter how much they eat. Their voracity is as much apart of them astheir dastic
bellies, their unhinging jaws. Ravenous dwarves attack giantstwice their own sze, and sometimeswin.
The abyssis adesert; no one can afford the luxury of waiting for better odds.

But even adesert has oases, and sometimes the deep hunters find them. They come upon the
malnourishing abundance of therift and gorge themsdves, their descendants grow huge and bloated over
such dedlicate bones—

My light was off, and it left me alone. | wonder—

Sheturnsit back on. Her vison cloudsin the sudden glare, then clears. The ocean revertsto unrdieved
black. No nightmares accost her. The beam lights empty water wherever she pointsit.

She switchesit off. There'samoment of absolute darkness while her eyecaps adjust to the reduced light.
Then the stars come out again.

They are so beautiful. Lenie Clarke rests on the bottom of the ocean and watches the abyss sparkle
around her. And she amost laughs as she redlizes, three thousand meters from the nearest sunlight, that
it'sonly dark when thelightsare on.

"What the hell iswrong with you?Y ou've been gonefor over three hours, did you know that? Why didn't
you answer me?'

Clarke bends over and removes her fins. "'l guess| turned my receiver off," she says. "l was—walit a
second, did you say—"

"You guess? Have you forgotten every safety reg they drilled into us? Y ou're supposed to have your
receiver on from the moment you leave Beebe until you get back!"

"Did you say three hours?'

"I couldn't even come out after you, | couldn't find you on sonar! | just had to sit here and hope you'd
show up!"

It only seems afew minutes since she pushed off into the darkness. Clarke climbs up into the lounge,
suddenly chilled.

"Where were you, Lenie?' Balard demands, coming up behind her. Clarke hearsthe dightest plaintive
tonein her voice.

"l—I must've been on the bottom,” Clarke says. "that's why sonar didn't get me. | didn't go far.”

Was | adeep? What was | doing for three hours?

"I was just — wandering around. | lost track of thetime. I'm sorry.”

"Not good enough. Don't do it again.”

Therésabrief slence. It's ended by the sudden, familiar impact of flesh on metd.

"Chrig!" Balard snaps. "I'm turning the externds off right now!"

Whatever it isgetsin two more hits by the time Ballard reaches Comm. Clarke hears her punch a couple



of buttons.

Bdlard comes back into the lounge. "There. Now wereinvishble."
Something hitsthem again. And again.

"Or maybe not," Clarke says.

Bdlard standsin the lounge, listening to the rhythm of the assault. " They don't show up on sonar,” she
says, dmost whispering. "Sometimes, when | hear them coming at us, | tune it down to extreme close
range. But it looks right through them.”

"No gas bladders. Nothing to bounce an echo off of."

"We show up just fine out there, most of the time. But not those things. Y ou can't find them, no matter
how high you turn the gain. They're like ghosts."

"They're not ghosts." Almost unconscioudy, Clarke has been counting the bests. eight — nine—
Bdlard turnsto face her. "They've shut down Piccard,” she says, and her voiceis small and tight.
"What?'

"The grid office saysit'sjust sometechnica problem. But I've got afriend in Personnd. | phoned him
when you were outside. He says Lanasin the hospital. And | get the feding—" Ballard shakes her head.
"It sounded like Ken Lubin did something down there. | think maybe he attacked her."

Three thumps from outside, in rapid succession. Clarke can fed Balard'seyeson her. The silence
Stretches.

"Or maybe not,” Balard says. "We got al those persondlity tests. If he was violent, they would've picked
it up before they sent him down."

Clarke watches her, ligensto the pounding of an intermittent fist.

"Or maybe— maybe therift changed him somehow. Maybe they migudged the pressurewed al be

under. So to speak.” Balard musters afeeble smile. "Not the physical danger so much asthe emotional
stress, you know? Everyday things. Just being outside could get to you after awhile. Seawater duicing
through your chest. Not breathing for hours at atime. It's like—living without a heartbeat—"

Shelooks up at the ceiling; the sounds from outside are a bit more erratic, now.

"Outsde's not so bad,” Clarke says. At least you're incompressible. At least you don't have to worry
about the plates giving in.

"I don't think you'd change suddenly. It would just sort of sneak up onyou, little by little. And then one
day you'd just wake up changed, you'd be different somehow, only you'd never have noticed the
trangtion. Like Ken Lubin."

Shelooks at Clarke, and her voice drops a bit.
"And you."

"Me." Clarketurns Bdlard'swords over in her mind, waits for the onset of somereaction. Shefeds
nothing but her own indifference. "I don't think you have much to worry about. I'm not the violent type.”

"I know. I'm not worried about my own safety, Lenie. I'm worried about yours."
Clarke looks at her from behind the impervious safety of her lenses, and doesn't answer.

"Y ou've changed since you came down here,” Ballard says. ™Y ou're withdrawing from me, you're
exposing yoursdlf to unnecessary risks. | don't know exactly what's happening to you. It'samost like
you'retrying tokill yoursdf."

"I'm not," Clarke says. Shetriesto change the subject. "Is Lana Cheung dl right?’



Bdlard studies her for amoment. She takesthe hint. "I don't know. | couldn't get any details.”
Clarke feds something knotting up inside her.

"l wonder what she did to set him off?' she murmurs.

Bdlard stares at her, openmouthed. "What she did? | can't believe you said that!"

"l only meant—"

"I know what you meant.”

The outside pounding has stopped. Ballard does not relax. She stands hunched over in those strange,
loose-fitting clothes that Drybacks wear, and stares at the celling as though she doesn't believein the
slence. Shelooks back at Clarke.

"Lenie, you know | don't liketo pull rank, but your attitude is putting both of usat risk. | think this place
isredlly getting to you. | hope you can get back online here, | really do. Otherwise | may haveto
recommend you for atransfer.”

Clarke watches Bdlard leave the lounge. You'relying, sheredlizes. You're scared to death, and it's not
just because I'm changing.

It's because you are.
* % %
Clarkefinds out five hours after the fact: something has changed on the ocean floor.

We sleep and the earth moves she thinks, studying the topographic display. And next time, or the time
after, maybe it'll move right out from under us.

| wonder if I'll have time to feel anything.

Sheturnsat asound behind her. Balard is standing in the lounge, swaying dightly. Her face seems
somehow disfigured by the concentric ringsin her eyes, by the dark hollows around them. Naked eyes
are beginning to look diento Clarke.

"The seabed shifted,” Clarke says. "There's anew outcropping about two hundred meters west of us.”
"That'sodd. | didn't fed anything."

"It happened about five hours ago. Y ou were adeep.”

Balard glances up sharply. Clarke studies the haggard lines of her face. On second thought...

"I — would've woken up,” Balard says. She squeezes past Clarke into the cubby and checks the
topographic display.
"Two meters high, twelvelong,” Clarke recites.

Bdlard doesn't answer. She punches some commands into a keyboard; the topographic image dissolves,
reformsinto a.column of numbers.

"Just as| thought,” she says. "No heavy seilsmic activity for over forty-two hours.”

"Sonar doen't lie" Clarke sayscamly.

"Neither does seismo,” Ballard answers.

Theresabrief silence. Theré'sastandard procedure for such things, and they both know what it is.
"We haveto check it out,” Clarke says.

But Ballard only nods. "Give me amoment to change.”

* % %

They cal it asquid; ajet-propelled cylinder about ameter long, with aheadlight at the front end and a



towbar at the back. Clarke, floating between Beebe and the seabed, checksit over with one hand. Her
other hand grips a sonar pistol. She pointsthe pistol into blackness; ultrasonic clicks sweep the night, give
her abearing.

"That way," she says, pointing.

Bdlard squeezes down on her own squid's towbar. The machine pulls her away. After amoment Clarke
follows. Bringing up the rear, athird squid carries an assortment of sensorsin anylon bag.

Bdlard'straveling a nearly full throttle. The lamps on her helmet and squid stab the water like twin
lighthouse beacons. Clarke, her own lights doused, catches up about halfway to their destination. They
cruise dong a couple of meters over the muddy substrate.

"Your lights," Balard says.

"We don't need them. Sonar worksin the dark.”
"Areyou bresking regs for the sheer thrill of it, now?"
"Thefish down here, they key on thingsthat glow—"
"Turnyour lightson. That'san order.”

Clarke doesn't answer. She watches the beams beside her, Ballard's squid shining steady and
unwavering, Balard's headlamp dicing the water in erratic arcs as she moves her head—

"l told you," Balard says, "turn your—Christ!"

It was just aglimpse, caught for amoment in the sweep of Balard's headlight. She jerks her head around
and it dides back out of sight. Then it looms up in the squid's beam, huge and terrible.

The abyssisgrinning a them, teeth bared.

A mouth stretches across the width of the beam, extends into darkness on either side. It is crammed with
conical teeth the size of human hands, and they do not look the least bit fragile.

Balard makes a strangled sound and divesinto the mud. The benthic ooze boils up around her ina
seething cloud; she disappearsin atorrent of planktonic corpses.

Lenie Clarke stops and waits, unmoving. She starestransfixed at that threatening smile. Her whole body
fedsdectrified, she's never been so explicitly aware of hersdlf. Every nerve firesand freezes a the same
time. Sheisterified.

But she's dso, somehow, completely in control of herself. Shereflects on this paradox as Ballard's
abandoned squid dows and stops itself, scant meters from that endless row of teeth. She wonders at her
own analytical clarity asthe third squid, with its burden of sensors, decelerates past and takes up position
beside Bdlard's.

Thereinthelight, the grin does not change.

Clarke raises her sonar pistol and fires. We're here, she redlizes, checking thereadout. That's the
outcropping.

She swims closer. The smile hangs there, enigmatic and enticing. Now she can see bits of bone at the
roots of the teeth, and tatters of decomposed flesh trailing from the gums.

She turns and backtracks. The cloud on the seabed is starting to settle.

"Balard," she saysin her synthetic voice.

Nobody answers.

Clarke reaches down through the mud, fedling blind, until she touches something warm and trembling.
The seabed explodesin her face.



Bdlard erupts from the substrate, trailing amuddy comet'stail. Her hand rises from that sudden cloud,
clasped around something glinting in the trangent light. Clarke seesthe knife, twists dmost too late; the
blade glances off her 'skin, igniting nerves dong her ribcage. Ballard lashes out again. Thistime Clarke
catches the knife-hand asit shoots past, twistsit, pushes. Balard tumbles away.

"Itsme!" Clarke shouts, the vocoder turns her voice into atinny vibrato.
Bdlard rises up again, white eyes unseeing, knife till in hand.
Clarke holds up her hands. "It's okay! There's nothing here! It's dead!”

Bdlard stops. She stares at Clarke. She looks over to the squids, to the smile they illuminate. She
diffens

"It'ssome kind of whale," Clarke says. "It's been dead along time.”
"A — awhae?' Bdlard ragps. She beginsto shake.

There's no need to feel embarrassed, Clarke amost says, but doesn't. Instead, she reaches out and
touches Balard lightly on thearm. Is this how you do it?, she wonders.

Ballard jerks back asif scalded.
| guess not—
"Um, Jeanette—" Clarke begins.

Bdlard raisesatrembling hand, cutting Clarke off. "I'm okay. | want to g— I think we should get back
now, don't you?"

"Okay," Clarke says. But she doesn't redly meaniit.

She could stay out here dl day.

* % %

Bdlardisat thelibrary again. Sheturns, passing acasua hand over the brightness control as Clarke
comes up behind her; the display darkens before Clarke can seewhat it is. Clarke glances a the
eyephones hanging from the terminal, puzzled. If Balard doesn't want her to see what she'sreading, she
could just usethose.

But then she wouldn't see me coming...

"| think maybeit wasaZiphiid," Ballard's saying. "A beaked whae. Except it had too many teeth. Very
rare. They don't dive this deep.”

Clarke ligtens, not redly interested.

"It must have died and rotted further up, and then sank.” Balard'svoiceisdightly raised. Shelooks
amost furtively at something on the other side of thelounge. "I wonder what the chances are of that

happening.”
"What?"

"I mean, in al the ocean, something that big just happening to drop out of the sky afew hundred meters
away. The odds of that must be pretty low."

"Yeah. | guesss0." Clarke reaches over and brightensthe display. One haf of the screen glows softly
with luminoustext. The other holds the rotating image of acomplex molecule.

"What'sthis?' Clarke asks.

Bdlard stedls another glance across the lounge. " Just an old biopsyche text the library had onfile. | was
browsing through it. Used to be an interest of mine.”

Clarke looksat her. "Uh huh." She bends over and studies the display. Some sort of technica chemistry.



The only thing she redly understands is the caption benegth the graphic.
Shereadsit doud: "True Happiness."

"Yeah. A tricyclic with four sde chains." Balard points at the screen. "Whenever you're happy, realy
happy, that'swhat doesit to you."

"When did they find that out?"
"] don't know. It's an old book."

Clarke gares at the revolving smulacrum. It disturbs her, somehow. It floats there over that smug stupid
caption, and it says something she doesn't want to hear.

You've been solved, it says. You're mechanical. Chemicals and electricity. Everything you are,
every dream, every action, it all comes down to a change of voltage somewhere, or a —what did
she say —a tricyclic with four side chains—

"It'swrong,” Clarke murmurs. Or they'd be able to fix us, when we broke down—
"Sorry?' Bdlard says.

"It's saying we're just these — soft computers. With faces.”

Bdlard shuts off thetermindl.

"That'sright,” she says. "And some of usmay even belosing those."

Thejiberegigters, but it doesn't hurt. Clarke straightens and moves towards the ladder.
"Where you going? Y ou going outsde again?' Ballard asks.

"The shift isn't over. | thought I'd clean out the duct on number two."

"It'sabit late to start on that, Lenie. The shift will be over before we're even half done.” Balard's eyes
dart away again. Thistime Clarke follows the glance to the full-length mirror on the far wall.

She sees nothing of particular interest there.
"I'll work late." Clarke grabsthe railing, swings her foot onto the top rung.

"Lenie" Balard says, and Clarke swears she hears atremor in that voice. She looks back, but the other
woman ismoving to Comm. "Well, I'm afraid | can't go with you," she'ssaying. "I'm in the middle of
debugging one of the telemetry routines.”

"That'sfine" Clarke says. She fedsthe tension arting to rise. Beebe is shrinking again. She starts down
the ladder.

"Areyou sure you're okay going out aone? Maybe you should wait until tomorrow."
"No. I'm okay."
"Wadl, remember to keep your receiver open. | don't want you getting lost on me again—"

Clarkeisin the wetroom. She climbsinto the airlock and runsthrough theritud. It no longer fedslike
drowning. It fedslike being born again.
* * %

She awakens into darkness, and the sound of weeping.

Sheliestherefor afew minutes, confused and uncertain. The sobs come from al sdes, soft but
omnipresent in Beebe's resonant shell. She hears nothing else except her own heartbest.

Shels afraid. She's not sure why. She wishes the sounds would go away.

Clarkerolls off her bunk and fumbles at the hatch. It opensinto asemi-darkened corridor; meager light
escapes from the lounge at one end. The sounds come from the other direction, from degpening



darkness. Shefollows them through an infestation of pipes and conduits.

Bdlard's quarters. The hatch is open. An emerad readout sparklesin the darkness, bestowing no detail
upon the hunched figure on the palet.

"Balard," Clarke says softly. She doesn't want to go in.

The shadow moves, seemsto look up at her. "Why won't you show it?" it says, its voice pleading.
Clarke frownsin the darkness. "' Show what?"

"Y ou know what! How — afraid you are!"

"Afrad?'

"Of being here, of being stuck at the bottom of this horrible dark ocean—"

"I don't understand,” Clarke whispers. Claustrophobia beginsto gtir in her, restless again.

Bdlard snorts, but the derison seemsforced. "Oh, you understand al right. Y ou think thisis some sort of
competition, you think if you can just keep it al insde you'll win somehow — but itisn't likethat at all,
Lenig, it isn't helping to keep it hidden like this, we've got to be able to trust each other down here or
werelost—"

She shifts dightly on the bunk. Clarke's eyes, enhanced by the caps, can pick out some details now;
rough edges embroider Balard's sillhouette, the folds and creases of normal clothing, unbuttoned to the
waist. Shethinks of acadaver, half-dissected, risng on the table to mourn its own mutilation.

"I don't know what you mean,” Clarke says.

"I'vetried to be friendly," Balard says. "I'vetried to get d ong with you, but you're so cold, you won't
even admit — | mean, you couldn't like it down here, nobody could, why can't you just admit—"

"But | don't, | — | hate it in here. It'slike Beebe's going to — to clench around me. And dl | cando is
wait for it to happen.”

Bdlard nodsin the darkness. "Y es, yes, | know what you mean." She seems somehow encouraged by
Clarkes admission. "And no matter how much you tell yoursaf—" She stops. "Y ou hateit in here?"

Did | say something wrong? Clarke wonders.

"Outsdeishardly any better, you know," Balard says. "Outsideis even worse! There's muddides and
smokers and giant fish trying to eat you dl the time, you can't possibly — but — you don't mind al that,
doyou?'

Somehow, her tone has turned accusing. Clarke shrugs.

"No, you don't," Balard is speaking dowly now. Her voice dropsto awhisper: "Y ou actudly like it out
there. Don't you?'

Reuctantly, Clarke nods. "Yeah. | guess 0."

"But it'sso— therift can kill you, Lenie. It cankill us. A hundred different ways. Doesn't that scare
you?'

"I don't know. | don't think about it much. | guessit does, sort of."
"Then why are you so happy out there?' Balard cries. "It doesn't make any sense...”

I'm not exactly 'happy’, Clarke thinks. "I don't know. It's not that weird, lots of people do dangerous
things. What about free-fallers? What about mountain climbers?*

But Ballard doesn't answer. Her silhouette has grown rigid on the bed. Suddenly, she reaches over and
turns on the cubby light.

Lenie Clarke blinks against the sudden brightness. Then the room dims as her eyecaps darken.



"Jesus Christ!" Ballard shouts at her. "Y ou deep in that fucking costume now?"
It's something €l se Clarke hasn't thought about. It just seems easier.

"All thistime I've been pouring my heart out to you and you've been wearing that machine's face! You
don't even have the decency to show me your goddamned eyes!"

Clarke steps back, startled. Balard rises from the bed and takes a single step forward. "To think you
could actudly passfor human before they gave you that suit! Why don't you go find something to play
with out in your fucking ocean!”

And damsthe hatch in Clarke'sface.

Lenie Clarke stares at the sealed bulkhead for afew moments. Her face, she knows, iscam. Her faceis
usudly calm. But she sands there, unmoving, until the cringing thing ingde of her unfolds alittle.

"Okay," shesaysat ladt, very softly. "I guess| will."

* % %

Bdlard iswaiting for her as she emergesfromthe airlock. "Lenig" she saysquietly, "we haveto tak. It's
important.”

Clarke bends over and removes her fins. "Go ahead.”

"Not here. In my cubby."

Clarkelooks at her.

"Please"

Clarke starts up the ladder.

"Aren't you going to take—" Ballard stops as Clarke looks down. "Never mind. It's okay."

They ascend into the lounge. Balard takes the lead. Clarke follows her down the corridor and into her
cabin. Ballard dogs the hatch and sits on her bunk, leaving room for Clarke.

Clarke looks around the cramped space. Ballard has curtained over the mirrored bulkhead with a spare
shest.

Bdlard patsthe bed beside her. "Come on, Lenie. Sit down.”
Reuctantly, Clarke sts. Balard's sudden kindness confuses her. Ballard hasn't acted thisway since...
...Snce she had the upper hand.

"—might not be easy for you to hear," Balard is saying, "but we haveto get you off therift. They
shouldn't have put you down herein thefirst place.”

Clarke doesn't reply.

"Remember the teststhey gave us?' Balard continues. "They measured our tolerance to stress,
confinement, prolonged isolation, chronic physica danger, that sort of thing.”

Clarkenodsdightly. "So?"

"S0," saysBdlard, "Did you think for amoment they'd test for those qualities without knowing what sort
of person would have them? Or how they got to be that way?"

Insde, Clarke goes very ill. Outside, nothing changes.

Bdlard leansforward a bit. "Remember what you said? About mountain climbers, and free-fallers, and
why people deliberately do dangerous things? I've been reading up, Lenie. Ever sincel got to know you
I've been reading up—"

Got to know me?



"—and do you know what thrillseekers have in common? They dl say that you haven't lived until you've
nearly died. They need the danger. It givesthem arush.”

You don't know me at all—

"Some of them are combat veterans, some were hostages for long periods, some just spent alot of time
in dead zones for one reason or another. And alot of the redly compulsive ones—"

Nobody knows me.

"—the ones who can't be happy unlessthey're on the edge, all the time— alot of them got started early,
Lenie. When they were just children. And you, | bet— you don't even like being touched—"

Go away. Go away.

Bdlard puts her hand on Clarke's shoulder. "How long were you abused, Lenie?' she asks gently. "How
many years?'

Clarke shrugs off the hand and does not answer. He didn't mean any harm. She shifts on the bunk,
turning away dightly.

"That'sit, isn't it? Y ou don't just have atolerance to trauma, Lenie. Y ou've got an addiction toit. Don't
you?'

It only takes Clarke a moment to recover. The 'skin, the eyecaps make it easier. Sheturns calmly back
to Balard. She even amilesalittle.

"Abused,” she says. "Now there€'s aquaint term. Thought it died out after the witch-hunts. Y ou some sort
of higtory buff, Jeanette?'

"Therésamechanism,” Balard tdls her. "I've been reading about it. Do you know how the brain handles
sress, Lenie? It dumpsdl sorts of addictive stimulants into the bloodstream. Beta-endorphins, opioids. If
it happens often enough, for long enough, you get hooked. Y ou can't help it.”

Clarkefedsasound in her throat, ajagged coughing noise abit like tearing metd. After amoment, she
recognizesit aslaughter.

"I'm not making it up!" Bdlard ingsts. ™Y ou can look it up yoursdf if you don't believe me! Don't you
know how many abused children spend their whole lives hooked on wife beaters or self-mutilation or
freefdl—"

"And it makesthem happy, isthat it?" Clarke says, ill smiling. "They enjoy getting raped, or punched
out, or—"

"No, of course you're not happy! But what you fed, that's probably the closest you've ever come. So
you confuse the two, you look for stress anywhere you can find it. It's physiological addiction, Lenie.
You ask for it. Y ou aways asked for it."

| ask for it. Ballard's been reading, and Ballard knows: Lifeis pure dectrochemistry. No use explaining
how it feels. No use explaining that there are far worse things than being beaten up. There are even
worse things than being held down and raped by your own father. There are the times between, when
nothing happens at dl. When he leaves you adone, and you don't know for how long. Y ou Sit acrossthe
table from him, forcing yoursdlf to eat while your bruised inddestry to knit themsaves back together; and
he pats you on the head and smiles at you, and you know the reprieve's dready lasted too long, he's
going to comefor you tonight, or tomorrow, or maybe the next day.

Of course | asked for it. How else could | get it over with?

"Ligten." Clarke shakes her head. "1—" But it's hard to talk, suddenly. She knows what she wantsto say;
Bdlard's not the only one who reads. Ballard can't seeit through alifetime of fulfilled expectations, but
there's nothing specia about what happened to Lenie Clarke. Baboons and lionskill their own young.
Male sticklebacks best up their mates. Even insects rape. It's not abuse, redly, it'sjust— biology.



But she can't say it doud, for some reason. Shetries, and shetries, but in the end all that comesoutisa
chdlenge that sounds dmogt childish:

"Don't you know anything?'

"Sure| do, Lenie. | know you're hooked on your own pain, and so you go out there and keep daring the
rift to kill you, and eventudly it will, don't you see? That's why you shouldn't be here. That'swhy we have
to get you back."

Clarke stands up. "I'm not going back.” She turnsto the hatch.
Balard reaches out toward her. "Listen, you've got to stay and hear me out. Theres more.”

Clarke looks down at her with complete indifference. "Thanks for your concern. But | don't have to stay.
| can leave any timel want to."

"Y ou go out there now and you'l give everything away, they're watching usl Haven't you figured it out
yet?' Balard'svoiceisrisng. "Ligten, they knew about you! They were looking for someone like you!
They've been testing us, they don't know yet what kind of person works out better down here, so they're
watching and waiting to see who cracksfirgt! Thiswhole program is till experimenta, can't you seethat?
Everyone they've sent down — you, me, Ken Lubin and Lana Cheung, it'sal part of some cold-blooded
test—"

"Andyourefailing it," Clarke says softly. "'l see.”
"They're using us, Lenie—don't go out there! ™

Bdlard'sfingers grasp at Clarke like the suckers of an octopus. Clarke pushes them away. She undogs
the hatch and pushesit open. She hears Ballard rising behind her.

"You'resick!" Balard screams. Something smashesinto the back of Clarke's head. She goes sprawling
out into the corridor. One arm smacks painfully againgt acluster of pipesas shefalls.

Sherollsto one side and raises her armsto protect herself. But Ballard just steps over her and stalksinto
thelounge.

I'mnot afraid, Clarke notes, getting to her feet. She hit me, and I'm not afraid. 1sn't that odd—
From somewhere nearby, the sound of shattering glass.
Bdlard's shouting in the lounge. "The experiment's over! Come on out, you fucking ghouls!™

Clarke followsthe corridor, steps out of it. Pieces of the lounge mirror hang like greet jagged staactites
inther frame. Splashes of glasslitter thefloor.

Onthewall, behind the broken mirror, afisheye lenstakesin every corner of the room.
Bdlardisgaringintoit. "Did you hear me?1'm not playing your stupid gamesany more! I'm through
performing!”

The quartzite lens stares back impassively.

So you were right, Clarke muses. She remembers the sheet in Ballard's cubby. You figured it out, you
found the pickupsin your own cubby, and Ballard, my dear friend, you didn't tell me.

How long have you known?

Balard looks around, sees Clarke. "Y ou've got her fooled, al right,” she snarls at the fisheye, "but she's
agoddamned basket case! She's not even sane! Your little tests don't impress me onefucking bit!"

Clarke steps toward her.
"Don't cal me abasket case" she says, her voice absolutely level.
"That'swhat you are!" Ballard shouts. "Y oure sick! That'swhy you're down here! They need you sick,



they depend on it, and you're so far gone you can't seeit! Y ou hide everything behind that — that mask
of yours, and you St there like some masochigtic jelyfish and just take anything anyone dishes out—you
ask for it—"

That used to be true, Clarke redlizes as her handsball into fists. That's the strange thing. Bdlard
beginsto back away; Clarke advances, step by step. It wasn't until | came down here that | learned
that | could fight back. That | could win. Therift taught me that, and now Ballard has too—

"Thank you," Clarkewhispers, and hits Ballard hard in the face.

Balard goes over backwards, collides with atable. Clarke camly stepsforward. She catches aglimpse
of hersdf inaglassicicle; her capped eyes seem dmost luminous.

"Oh Jesus" Balard whimpers. "Lenie, I'm sorry."

Clarke stands over her. "Don't be," she says. She sees herself as some sort of exploding schematic, each
piece neatly labeled. So much anger in here, shethinks. So much hate. So much to take out on
Someone.

She looks at Ballard, cowering on thefloor.
"l think," Clarke says, "I'll gart with you."

But her therapy ends before she can even get properly warmed up. A sudden noisefillsthe lounge, shrill,
periodic, vaguely familiar. It takesamoment for Clarke to remember what it is. She lowers her foot.
Over in the Communications cubby, the telephoneisringing.

* % %

Jeanette Ballard is going home today.

For haf an hour the 'scaphe has been dropping deeper into midnight. Now the Comm monitor showsiit
settling like agreat bloated tadpole onto Beebe's docking assembly. Sounds of mechanical copulation
reverberate and die. The overhead hatch drops open.

Bdlard's replacement climbs down, aready mostly 'skinned, staring impenetrably from eyes without
pupils. His gloves are off; his'skin is open up to the forearms. Clarke seesthe faint scars running along
hiswrigts, and smilesabit insde.

Was there another Ballard up there, waiting, shewonders, in case | had been the one who didn't
work out?

Out of sght down the corridor, a hatch hisses open. Bdlard appearsin shirtdeeves, one eye swollen
shut, carrying asingle suitcase. She seems about to say something, but stops when she seesthe
newcomer. Shelooks at him for amoment. She nods briefly. She climbsinto the belly of the 'scaphe
without aword.

Nobody calls down to them. There are no salutations, no morae-boosting small talk. Perhaps the crew
have been briefed. Perhapsthey've figured it out on their own. The docking hatch swings shut. With a
find clank, the 'scaphe disengages.

Clarke waks across the lounge and looks into the camera. She reaches between mirror fragments and
ripsits power line from thewall.

We don't need this any more, she thinks, and she knows that somewhere far away, someone agrees.
She and the newcomer appraise each other with dead white eyes.
"I'm Lubin," hesaysét ladt.



Housecleaning

So. They say you're a beater.

Lubin standsin front of her, hisduffel bag at hisfeet. Savic; dark hair, pae skin, aface planed out by an
underskilled woodworker. One thick eyebrow shading both eyes. Not tall— ahundred and eighty
centimeters, maybe— but solid.

You look like a beater.

Scars. Not just on the wrigts, on the face too. Very faint, awebwork echo of old injuries. Too subtle for
deliberate decoration, even if Lubin'stastes run to that, but too obvious for reconstructive work; medical
technology learned how to erase such telltales decades ago. Unless— unlesstheinjurieswere really bad.

Isthat it? Did something chew your face down to the bone, a long time ago?
L ubin reaches down, picks up his bag. His covered eyes betray nothing.
I've known beatersin my day. You fit. Sort of.

"Any preference which cubby | take?' he asks. It's strange, hearing that voice coming out of afacelike
his. It sounds amost pleasant.

Clarke shakes her head. "I'm second on the right. Take any of the others.”

He steps past her. Daggers of reflective glass protrude from the edges of the far wal; within them,
Lubin's fractured image disappearsinto the corridor at Clarke's back. She moves across the lounge to
that jagged wall. | should really clean this up one of these days...

She used to like the way the mirror's worked since Balard's adjustments. The jigsaw reflections seem
more cregtive, somehow. More impressionistic. Now, though, they're beginning to wear on her. Maybe
it'stime for another change.

A piece of Ken Lubin gares at her from the wall. Without thinking, she drives her fist into the glass. A
shower of fragmentstinklesto the floor.

You could be a beater. Just try it. Just fucking try it.

"Oh," Lubin says, behind her. "I—"

Therés still enough mirror left to check; her faceisfree of any expresson. Sheturnsto face him.
"I'm sorry if | startled you," Lubin says quietly, and withdraws.

He does seem sorry, at that.

0. You're not a beater. Clarke leans againgt the bulkhead. At least, not my kind of beater. She's not
exactly sure how she knows. Thereés somevita chemistry missing between them. Lubin, shethinks, isa
very dangerous man. Just not to her.

She amilesto hersdlf. Beating means never having to say you're sorry.
Until it's too late, of course.

* * %

She'stired enough of sharing the cubby with herself. Sharing it with someone elseis something shelikes
evenless.



Lenie Clarke lies on her bunk and scans the length of her own body. Past her toes, another Lenie Clarke
stares coolly back. The jumbled topography of the forward bulkhead frames her reflected face like a
tabletop junkyard turned on edge.

The camera behind that mirror must see the same thing she does, but distorted around the edges. Clarke
figures on awide-angle lens; the GA wouldn't want to leave the corners out of range. What's the point of
running an experiment if you can't keep tabs on your subject animals?

She wondersif anyone's watching her now. Probably not; at least, nobody human. They'll have some

machine, tireless and digpassionate, something that watches with relentless attention as she works or shits
or gets hersdlf off. It will be programmed to call flesh and blood if she does anything interesting.

Interesting. Who definesthat parameter?Isit gtrictly in keeping with the nature of the experiment, or has
someone programmed more persona tastes on the side? Does anyone el se get off when Lenie Clarke
does?

She twists on the bed and faces the headboard bulkhead. A spaghetti bundle of optica filaments erupts
from thefloor beside her pallet and crawls up the middle of the wall, disappearing into the ceiling; the
seigmic feeds, on their way to the communications cubby. The air conditioning inlet Sghs across her
cheek, just to one side. Behind it, ameta iris catches strips of light sectioned by the grating, ready to
sphincter shut the moment delta-p exceeds some critical number of millibars per second. Beebeisa
mang on with many rooms, each potentiadly salf-isolating in case of emergency.

Clarke lies back on the bunk and lets her fingers drop to the deck. The telemetry cartridge on thefloor is
amost dry now, fine runnels of st crusting its surface as the seawater evaporates. It'sabasic
broad-spectrum modd, studded with half adozen senses: seismic, temperature, flow, the usud sulfates
and organics. Sensor heads disfigure its housing like the spikes on amace.

Whichiswhy it's here, now.

She closes her fingers around the carrying handle, lifts the cartridge off the deck. Heavy. Neutraly
buoyant in seawater, of course, but 9.5 kilos in atmosphere according to the specs. Mostly pressure
casing, very tough. An active smoker at five hundred atmospheres wouldn't touchit.

Maybeit'sabit of overkill, sending it up against onelousy mirror. Balard started the job with her bare
hands, after all.

Odd that they didn't make them shatter proof.
But convenient.

Clarke sits up, hefting the cartridge. Her reflection looks back at her; its eyes, blank but not empty, seem
somehow amused.

* % %

"Ms. Clarke?Y ou okay?" It'sLubin. "l heard—"

"I'mfine" she saysto the sedled hatch. Therés glassal over the cubby. One stubborn shard, haf ameter
long, hangsin itsframe like aloose tooth. She reaches out (mirror fragments tumble off her thighs) and
tapsit with one hand. It crashes to the deck and shatters.

"Jugt housecleaning,” shecdls.
L ubin says nothing. She hears him move away up the corridor.

He's going to work out fine. It's been afew days now and he's been scrupul ous about keeping his
distance. Theré's no sexud chemidtiry at al, nothing to set them at each other's throats. Whatever Ken



Lubin did to Lana Cheung— whatever those two did to each other— won't be an issue here. Lubin's
tastes are too specific.

For that matter, so are Clarke's.

She stands up, head bent to avoid the metal encrustations on the ceiling. Glass crunches under her feet.
The bulkhead behind the mirror, freshly exposed, looks aily in the fluorescent light; aribbed gray face
with only two distinguishing features. Thefirst isasphericd lens, smadler than afingernail, tucked up in
one corner. Clarke pullsit from its socket, holdsit between thumb and forefinger for asecond. A tiny
glasseyeball. She dropsit to the glittering deck.

Theresaso aname, slamped into one of the dloy ribs: Hansen Fabrication.

It'sthe firgt time she's seen see a brand name since she arrived here, except for the GA logos pressed
into the shoulders of their diveskins. That seems odd, somehow. She checksthe lightstrip running the
length of the celling; white and featurdess. An emergency hydrox tank next to the hatch: DOT test date,
pressure specs, but no manufacturer.

She doesn't know if she should attach any significanceto this.

Alone, now. Hatch sealed, survelllance ended — even her own reflection shattered beyond repair. For
thefirs time, Lenie Clarke feds a sense of red safety here in the station's belly. She doesn't quite know
what to do withiit.

Maybe | could let my guard down a bit. Her hands go to her face.

At firgt she thinks she's gone blind; the cubby seems so dark to her uncapped eyes, walls and furniture
receding into mere suggestions of shadow. She remembersturning the lights down in incrementsin the
days since Ballard's departure, darkening this room, darkening every other corner of Beebe Station.
Lubin's been doing it too, athough they never talk about it.

For thefirst time she wonders at their actions. It doesn't make sense; eyecaps compensate automaticaly
for changesin ambient light, dways serve up the same optimum intengity to theretina. Why choosetolive
in adarkness you don't even perceive?

She nudges the lights up abit; the cubby brightens. Bright colorsjar the eye against abackground of gray
on gray. The hydrox tank reflects fluorescent orange; readouts wink red and blue and green; the handle
on the bulkhead locker isa smdll exclamation of yellow. She can't remember the last time she noticed
color; eyecaps draw the faintest images from darkness, but most of the spectrum getslost in the process.
Only now, when the lights are up, can color reassert itself.

She doesn't likeit. It seemsraw and out of place down here. Clarke puts her eyecaps back in, dimsthe
lightsto their usua minima glow. The bulkhead fades to acomforting wash of blue pastels.

Just aswell. Shouldn't get too careless anyway.

In acouple of days Beebewill be crawling with afull staff. She doesn't want to get used to exposing
hersdf.

Rome

Neotenous



It didn't look human at fird. It didn't even look dive. It looked like apile of dirty rags someone had
thrown againgt the base of the Cambie pylon. Gerry Fischer wouldn't have looked twice if the skytrain
hadn't hissed overhead at exactly the right moment, strobing the ground with segmented strips of light.

He stared. Eyes, flashing in and out of shadow, stared back.

Hedidn't move until thetrain had did avay aong its overhead track. The world fdll back into muddy low
contrast. The sdewalk. The strip of kudzu, below the track, gray and suffocating under countless
drizzlings of concrete dust. Feeble cloudbank reflections of neon and laser from Commercid.

And thisthing with the eyes, thisrag-pile againgt the pylon. A boy.
A young boy.

Thisiswhat you do when you really love someone, Shadow aways said. After dl, thekid could die
out here.

"Areyou okay?' hesaid at last.

The pile of rags shifted alittle, and whimpered.
"It'sokay. | won't hurt you.”

"I'mlog," it sad, in avery strange voice.

Fischer took a step forward. “Y ou aref?’ The nearest refugee strip was over ahundred kilometers
away, and well guarded, but sometimes someone would get out.

The eyes swung from sSdeto side: no.

But then, Fischer thought, what e€lse would he say? Maybe he' s afraid I'll turn himin.
"Where do you live?' he asked, and listened closdly to the answer:

"Orlando.”

No hint of Asan or Hindian in that voice. Back when Fischer was akid his mom would dwaystdl him
that disasters were color-blind, but he knew better now. The kid sounded N’ Am; not aref, then. Which
meant there would probably be people looking for him.

Which, in away, was too—
Sopit.
"Orlando,” he repeated aloud. “You are lost. Where's your mom and dad?”’

"Hotd." Therag pile detached itsdlf from the pylon and shuffled closer. "Vancedttle." Thewords came
out half-whistled, as though the kid was speaking through his sinuses. Maybe he had one of those, those
— Fischer groped for the words — cleft paates, or something.

"Vanceettle? Which one?’

Shrug.

"Dont you have aweatch?'

"Logit.”

Y ou've got to help him, Shadow said.

"Well, um, look." Fischer rubbed a histemples. "l live close by. We can cdl from there.”

There weren't that many Vancesttlesin the lower mainland. The police wouldn't haveto find out. And
evenif they did, they wouldn't charge him. Not for this. What was he supposed to do, leave the kid for

body parts?



"I'm Gerry," Fischer said.
"Kevin."

Kevin looked about nine or ten. Old enough that he should know how to use a public termind, anyway.
But there was something wrong with him. Hewastoo tall and skinny, and hislimbstangled upin
themselves when he walked. Maybe he was brain damaged. Maybe one of those nanotech babies that
went bad. Or maybe his mother just spent too much time outdoors when she was pregnant.

Fischer led Kevin up to histwo-room timeshare. Kevin dropped onto the couch without asking. Fischer
checked the fridge: root beer. The boy took it with a nervous smile. Fischer sat down beside him and put
areassuring hand on Kevin'slap.

The expression drained from Kevin's face as though someone had pulled a plug.
Go on, Shadow said. HE's not complaining, ishe?

Kevin's clothes werefilthy. Caked mud clung to his pants. Fischer reached over and began picking it off.
"We should get you out of these clothes. Get you cleaned up. We can only take showers on even days
here, but you could aways take a sponge bath..."

Kevinjust sat there. One hand gripped his drink, bony fingers denting the plastic; the other rested
motionless on the couch.

Fischer smiled. "It'sokay. Thisiswhat you do when you really—"

Kevin stared at the floor, trembling.

Fischer found a zipper, pulled. Pressed, gently. "It's okay. It's okay. Don't worry."

Kevin stopped shaking. Kevin looked up.

Kevin smiled.

"I'm not the one who should be worried here, asshole,”" he said in hiswhigtling child's voice.

Thejolt threw Fischer to the floor. Suddenly he was staring at the ceiling, fingerstwitching at the ends of
armsthat had turned, magicaly, into dead weights. Hiswhole nervous system sang like atracery of
high-tension wires embedded in flesh.

His bladder let go. Wet warmth spread out from his crotch.

Kevin stepped over him and looked down, al trace of awkwardness gone from his movements. One
hand still held the plastic cup. The other held a shockprod.

Very ddiberately, Kevin upended his drink. Fischer watched the liquid snake down, amost casudly, and
gplash across hisface. His eyes stung; Kevin was aspindly blur in awash of wesk acid. Fischer tried to
blink, tried again, finally succeeded.

One of Kevin'slegswas swinging back at the knee.

"Gerald Fischer, you are under arrest—"

It swung forward. Pain erupted in Fischer's side.

"—for indecent assault of aminor—"

Back. Forward. Pain.

"—under sections 151 and 152 of the N'Am Pacific Criminal Code."

The child knelt down and glared into hisface. Up close the telltales were obvious; the depth of the eyes,
the size of the poresin the skin, the plastic resilience of adult flesh soaked in androgen suppressants.

"Not to mention violation of yet another restraining order," Kevin added.
How long, Fischer wondered absently. Neura aftershock draped the whole world in gauze. How many



months did it take to stunt back down from man to child?

"Y ou havetheright to— ah, fuck."

And how long to reverse the reversa? Could Kevin ever grow up again?
"Y ou know your fucking rights better than | do.”

Thiswasn't happening. The police wouldn't go thisfar, they didn't have the money, and anyway, why?
How could anyone be willing to change themsdves like that? Just to get Gerry Fischer? Why?

"I suppose | should cdl you in, shouldn't I? Then again, maybe I'll just let you lie herein your own pissfor
awhile..."

Somehow, he got the feding that Kevin was hurting more than hewas. It didn't make sense.
It's okay, Shadow told him softly. It's not your fault. They just don't understand.

Kevin waskicking him again, but Fischer could hardly fed it. Hetried to say something, anything, that
would make histormentor fed alittle better, but his motor nerves were ill fried.

He could il cry, though. Different wiring.

It was different thistime. It started out the same, the scans and the samples and the beatings, but then
they took him out of the line and cleaned him up, and put him in aside room. Two guards sat him down
a atable, acrossfrom adumpy little man with brown molesdl over hisface.

"Hello, Gerry," he said, pretending not to notice Fischer'sinjuries. "I'm Dr. Scanlon.”
"Youreashrink."

"Actudly, I'm more of amechanic." He amiled, aprissy little amilethat said 1've just been very clever
but you're probably too stupid to get the joke. Fischer decided he didn't like Scanlon much.

Still, histype had been useful before, with dl their talk about competence and criminal responsibility.
It's not so much what you did, Fischer had learned, aswhy you did it. If you did things because you were
evil, youwerein red trouble. If you did the same things because you were sick, though, the doctors
would sometimes cover for you. Fischer had learned to be sick.

Scanlon pulled aheadband out of hisbreast pocket. "1'd liketo talk to you for alittle while, Gerry.
Would you mind putting this on for me?"

Theinsde of the band was studded with sensor pads. It felt cool across his forehead. Fischer looked
around the room, but he couldn't see any monitors or readouts.

"Great." Scanlon nodded to the guards. He waited until they'd |eft before he spoke again.

"Y ou're astrange one, Gerry Fischer. We don't run into too many like you."

"That's not what the other doctors said.”

"Oh?What did they say?'

"They said | wastypicd. They said, they said lots of the one-fifty-one's used the same rationale.”

Scanlon leaned forward. "Wl you know, that'strue. It'saclassic line: 'l was teaching her about her
awakening sexudity, doctor." 'It's the parents job to ingtruct their children, doctor.' They don't like
schoal ether, but it's for their own good.™

"I never said thosethings. | don't even havekids."
"No you don't. But the point is, pedophiles often claim to be acting in the best interests of the children.



They turn sexua abuseinto an act of atruism, if you will."

"It's not abuse. It'swhat you do if you redly love someone.”

Scanlon leaned back in his chair and studied Fischer for afew moments.

"That's what's o interesting about you, Gerry."

What?'

"Everyone uses that line. Y ou're the only person I've met who might actualy believe it."

* % %

In the end, they said they could take care of the charges. He knew there had to be moreto it than that, of
course; they'd make him volunteer for some sort of experiment, or donate some of his organs, or submit
to voluntary cadtration first. But the catch, when it came, wasn't any of those things. He aimost couldn't
bdieveit.

They wanted to give him ajob.

"Think of it as community service," Scanlon said. "Retitution to al of society. Y ou'd be underwater most
of thetime, but you'd be well-equipped.”

"Underwater where?"

"Channer Vent. About forty kilometers north of the Axia Volcano, on the Juan de FucaRift. Do you
know wherethat is, Gerry?"

"How long?'
"Oneyear minimum. Y ou could extend that if you wanted to."

Fischer couldn't think of any reason why hewould, but it didn't matter. If he didn't take this dedl they'd
gtick agovernor in hishead for the rest of hislife. Which might not be that long, when you thought about
it.

"Oneyear," hesad. "Underwater."

Scanlon patted hisarm. "Take your time, Gerry. Think about it. Y ou don't have to decide until this
afternoon.”

Doit, Shadow urged. Do it or they'll cut into you and you'll change...

But Fischer wasn't going to be rushed. "So what do | do for one year, underwater?'
Scanlon showed him avid.

"Geez," Fischer said. "l can't do any of that.”

"No problem.” Scanlon smiled. "Youll learn.”

* % %

Hedid, too.

A ot of it happened while hewas degping. Every night they'd give him aninjection, to help him learn,
Scanlon said. Afterwards a machine beside his bed would feed him dreams. He could never exactly
remember them but something must have stuck, because every morning held sit a the console with his
tutor — areal person, though, not a program — and dl the text and diagrams she showed him would be
srangdly familiar. Like hed known it dl years ago, and had just forgotten. Now he remembered
everything: plate tectonics and subduction zones, Archimedes Principle, the thermal conductivity of two



percent hydrox. Aldosterone.

Alloplagty.

He remembered hisleft lung after they cut it out, and the technica specs on the machinesthey putinits
place.

Afternoons, they'd attach leads to hisbody and saturate his striated muscles with low-amp current. He
was darting to understand what was going on, now; the term was induced isometrics, and its meaning
had cometo him in adream.

A week after the operation he woke up with afever.

"Nothing to worry about,” Scanlon told him. "That'sjust the last stage of your infection.”
"Infection”?'

"We shot you up with aretrovirus the day you came here. Didn't you know?"

Fischer grabbed Scanlon'sarm. "Like a disease? Y ou—"

"It's perfectly safe, Gerry." Scanlon amiled patiently, disentangling himsdlf. "In fact, you wouldn't last very
long down there without it; human enzymes don't work well a high pressure. So we loaded some extra
genesinto atame virusand sent it in. It's been rewriting you from the ingde out. Judging by your fever I'd
say it'snearly finished. Y ou should befedling better inaday or 0."

"Rewriting?'
"Half your enzymes come in two flavors now. They got the genes from one of those deep-water fish.

Rattails, | think they're called." Scanlon patted Fischer on the shoulder. "So how doesit fed to be part
fish, Gerry?'

"Coryphaenoides armatus,” Fischer said dowly.

Scanlon frowned. "What was that?*

"Rattails" Fischer concentrated. "Mostly dehydrogenases, right?”
Scanlon glanced at the machine by the bed. "I'm, um, not sure.”

"That'sit. Dehydrogenases. But they tweaked them to reduce the activation energy.” He tapped his
temple. "It'sal here. Only | haven't donethe tutorid yet.”

"That's great,” Scanlon said; but he didn't sound like he meant it.

Oneday they put him in atank built like apiston, five storiestal: itsroof could press down like agiant
hand, squeezing whatever was insgde. They seded the hatch and flooded the tank with seawater.

Scanlon had warned him about the change. "We flood your tracheaand your head cavities, but your lung
and intestines aren't rigid so they just squeeze down. Wereimmunizing you againgt pressure, you see?
They say it'sabit like drowning, but you get used toit.”

It wasn't that bad, actualy. Fischer's gutstwisted in on themselves, and his snuses burned like hell, but
he'd take that over another bout with Kevin any day.

Hefloated therein the tank, seawater diding through the tubesin his chest, and reflected on the queasy
sensation of not bresthing.

"They're getting some turbulence.” Scanlon'svoice cameat him from al directions, asif thewalls
themsdves were taking. "From your exhaust port.”

A finetrall of bubbleswastrickling from Fischer's chest. His eyecgps made everything seem marveloudy



dear, likeahdlucination. "Just abit of—"

Not hisvoice. Hiswords, but spoken by something €l se, some cheap machine that didn't know about
harmonics. One hand went automatically to the disk embedded in histhroat.

"—hydrogen," he tried again. "No problem. Pressur€lll squeeze them down when | get deep enough.”

"Yeah. Still." Other words, muffled, as Scanlon spoke to someone e se. Fischer felt something vibrate
softly in his chest. The bubbles grew larger, then smaler. Then disappeared.

Scanlon was back. "Better?"

"Yeah." Fischer didn't know how he felt about this, though. He didn't redlly like having achest full of
machinery. Hedidn't redly like having to breathe by chopping water into chunks of hydrogen and
oxygen. But he really didn't like the idea of some tech held never even met fiddling with hisinsdes by
remote control, reaching into his body and messing around in there without even asking. It made him
fed—

Violated, right?

Sometimes Shadow was just abitch. Asif she hadn't been the oneto put him uptoiitin thefirst place.
"Were going to kill the lights now, Gerry."

Darkness. The water hummed with the sound of vast machinery.

After afew moments he noticed a cold blue spark winking a him from somewhere overhead. It seemed
to cast alot more light than it should. As he watched, theinside of the tank reappeared in hazy shades of
blue-on-black.

"Photoamps working okay?" Scanlon wanted to know.

"Uhhuh"

"What can you see?"

"Everything. Theindde of the tank. The hatch. Sort of bluish.”

"Right. Luciferin light source.”

"It'snot very bright,” Fischer said. "Everything's sort of like, dusk.”
"Well, it'd be pitch black without your eyecaps.”

And suddenly, it was.

"Hey."

"Don't worry, Gerry. Everything'sfine. Wejust shut the light off."

Helay therein utter darkness. Floaterswriggled at the corner of hiseye.
"How areyou feding, Gerry? Any sensation of faling? Claustrophobia?’
Hefet dmost peaceful.

"Garry?

"No. Nothing. | fed—fine—"

"Pressure's at two thousand meters.”

"l cant fed it."

This might not be so bad after all. Oneyear. Oneyear...

"Doctor Scanlon,”" he said after awhile. He was even getting used to the metallic buzz of hisnew voice.
"Right here”



"Why me?'
"What do you mean, Gerry?"

"I wasn't, you know, qudified. Even after dl thistraining | bet there'slots of people who'd be better at
thisthan me. Red engineers”

"It's not so much what you know," Scanlon said. "It'swhat you are.”

He knew what he was. People had been telling him for aslong as he could remember. He didn't see what
the fuck that had to do with anything. "What's that, then?"

At firgt he thought he wasn't going to get an answer. But Scanlon findlly spoke, and when he did there
was something in his voice that Fischer had never heard before.

"Pre-adapted,” waswhat he said.

Elevator Boy

The Pacific Ocean dopped two kilometers under hisfeet. He had acargo of blank-eyed psychotics
gtting behind him. And the lifter was being piloted by alarge pizzawith extracheese. Jod Kitaliked it dl
about as much as could be expected.

At least he had been expecting it, thistime. For once the GA hadn't sprung one of their exercisesin
chaos theory onto hislife without warning. Hed seen it coming almost aweek in advance, when they'd
sprung one onto Ray Stericker instead. Ray had been in thisvery cockpit, watching the pizzabeing
installed and no doubt wondering when the term "'job security” had become an oxymoron.

"I'm supposed to baby-sgit it for aweek," he had said then. Joel had climbed up into the 'scaphe for the
usud preflight check and found hisfriend waiting by the controls. Ray had gestured up through the open
hatchway to the lifter's cockpit, where a couple of techs were busy interfacing something to the controls.
"Just in caseit screws up inthefield. Then I'm gone.”

"Gone where?' Joel couldn't believeit. Ray had been on the Juan de Fucarun forever, even before the
geotherma program. He' d even been an employee, back when such things were commonplace.

"Probably the Gordacircuit for awhile. After that, who knows? They'll be upgrading everything before
long."

Jod glanced up through the hatch. The techs were playing with a square vanillabox, half ameter ona
Sde and about twice asthick asKitaswrist. "What is the fucking thing? Somekind of autopilot?”

"With adifference. Thistakes off and lands. And dl sorts of lovely thingsin between.”

Thiswas not good news. Humans had aways been able to integrate three-D spatia information better
than the machines that kept trying to replace them. Not that machines couldn't recognize atree or a
building when such objects were pointed out to them, but they got real confused whenever you rotated
any of those objects afew degrees. The shapes changed, contrast and shadow shifted, and it always
took way too long for any of those arsenide pretendersto update its spatial maps and recognize that yes,
itsdtill atree, and no, it didn't morph into something else, dummy, you just changed your point of view.

In some places that wasn't a problem. Ocean surfaces, for example. Or controlled-access highways
where the cars had their own 1D transponders. Or even lashed to the underside of agiant squashed
doughnut filled with buoyant vacuum, floating in mid-air. These had been respected and venerable
environments for autopilots snce well before the turn of the century.



Take-offs and landings were a different scene atogether, though. Too many real objects going by too
fast, too many thingsto keep an eye on. A few billion years of natural sdection till had the edge when
the fast lane got that crowded.

Until now, apparently.

"Let'sget out of here.” Ray dropped down onto the landing pad. Joel followed him out to the edge of the
roof. Green tangled blankets of kudzu, spread out around them, shrouding the roofs of surrounding
buildings. It dways made Joel think post-gpocaypse — weeds and ivy crawling back in from the
wildernessto strangle the resdue of somefalen civilization. Except, of course, these particular weeds
were supposed to save avilization.

Way out by the coast, barely visible, streamers of smoke dribbled into the sky from the refugee strip. So
much for civilization.

"It'sone of those smart gels," Ray said at last.

"Smart ges?'

"Head cheese. Cultured brain cells on adab. The same things they've been plugging into the Net to
firewdl infections™

"l know what they are, Ray. | just can't fucking believeit.”

"Well, beieveit. They'll be coming for you too, give'em enough time."

"Yeah. Probably." Jod let it snk in. "1 wonder when."

Ray shrugged. "Y ou've got some breathing space. All that unpredictable vol canic shit, things blowing up
under you. Nastier than flying ahoover. Harder to replace you."

Helooked back at the lifter, and the 'scaphe nestled into its underbelly.

"Won't take long, though."

Jod fished aderm out of his pocket; atricyclic with amild lithium chaser. He held it out without aword.
Ray just spat. "Thanks anyway. | want to fed pissed for awhile, you know?'

* % %

And now, eight days later, Ray Stericker was gone.

He'd disappeared after hislast shift, just the day before. Joel had tried to track him down, drag him out,
piss him up, but he hadn't been able to find the man on site and Ray wasn't answering his watch. So here
was Jod Kita, back on the job, alone except for his cargo; four very strange peoplein black suits, blank
white lenses covering their eyes. They dl had identical GA logos stamped onto their shoulders, tagswith
their surnames printed just below. At least the surnames were different, although the difference seemed
trivid; male, femde, large or small, they dl seemed minor variants of the same make and modd. Ah yes,
the Mk-5 was always such a nice boy. Kind of quiet, kept to himself. Who would've thought...

Joel had seen rifters before. He'd ferried a couple out to Beebe about a month ago, just after
congtruction had ended. One of them had seemed amost normal, had gone out of her way to chat and
joke around asif trying to compensate for the fact that she looked like azombie. Joel had forgotten her
name,

The other one hadn't said aword.

One of the 'scaphe'stactica screens beeped a progress report. "Bottom'srising again,” Jod called back.
"Thirty five hundred. Were dmogt there."

"Thanks," one of them — Fischer, according to his shoulder tag — said. Everyone dsejust st there.



A pressure hatch separated the 'scaphe's cockpit from the passenger compartment. If you sedled it you
could use the aft chamber as an airlock, or even pressurize it for saturation divesif you didn't mind the
hasde of decompresson. Y ou could aso just swing the hatch shut if you wanted abit of privacy, if you
didn't like leaving your back exposed to certain passengers. That would be bad manners, of course. Joel
tried idly to think of some socidly acceptable excuse for damming that big metd disk in their faces, but
gave up after afew moments.

Now, the dorsal hatch — the one leading up into the lifter's cockpit — that one was closed, and that felt
wrong. Usudly they kept it open until just before the drop. Ray and Jodl would shoot the shit for
however long the trip would take — three hours, if you were going to Channer.

Y esterday, without warning, Ray Stericker had dropped the hatch shut fifteen minutesinto the flight. He
hadn't said an unnecessary word the whole time, had barely even used the intercom. And today — well,
today there wasn't anyone up there to talk to any more.

Jodl looked out one of the side ports. The skin of thelifter blocked hisview just afew centimeters on the
other sde; meta fabric stretched across carbon-fiber ribs, agray expanse sucked into concave squares
by the hard vacuum inside. The 'scaphe rode tucked into an oval hollow in the lifter's center. The only
port that showed anything but gray skin was the one between Jod's feet; ocean, along way down.

Not so far down now, though. He could hear the hisses and Sghs of the lifter's ballast bags deflating
overhead. Sharper sounds, more distant, cracked through the hull as electrica arcsheated thearina
couple of trim bags. Thiswas dill regular autopilot territory, but Ray used to doit dl himsdf anyway. If it
weren't for the closed hatch, Jodl couldn't have told the difference.

The head cheese was doing a bang-up job.

Hed actually seenit afew days ago, during adelivery to an undersearig just out of Gray's Harbor. Ray
had hit astud and the top of the box had did away like white mercury, dipping back into alittle groove at
the edge of the casing and revealing atransparent panel undernegth.

Beneath that pandl, packed in clear fluid, was aridged layer of goo, abit too gray to be mozzardlla
Dashes of brownish glass perforated the goo in negt parald rows.

"I'm not supposed to open it up likethis" Ray had said. "But fuck 'em. It's not as though the blighter's
photosengtive.”

"So what are those little brown bits?*

"Indium tin oxide over glass. Semiconductor.”

"Jesus. And it'sworking right now?"

"Even aswe speak.”

"Jesus," Jod had said again. And then: "1 wonder how you program something like this."

Ray had snorted at that. "Y ou don't. Y ou teach it. Learnsthrough positive reinforcement, like abloody
A sudden, smooth shift in momentum. Jod pulled back to the present; thelifter was hanging stable, five
meters over the waves. Right on target. Nothing but empty ocean on the surface, of course; Beebe's
transponder was thirty meters straight down. Shallow enough to homein on, too degp to bea

navigational hazard. Or to serve asamidwater hitching post for charter boats hunting Channer's
legendary seamongters.

The cheese printed out aword on the 'scaphe's tactical board: Launch?

Jod's finger wavered over the OK key, then came down. Docking latches clanked open; the lifter reeled
Jod Kitaand his cargo down to the water. Sunlight squinted through viewports for afew seconds asthe
'scgphe swung inits harness. A wavetop batted at the forward port.



The world jerked once, dewed sideways, and turned green.

Jod opened the ballast tanks and looked back over his shoulder. "Going down, folks. Y our last glimpse
of sunlight. Enjoy it while you can."

"Thanks" said Fischer.
Nobody €l se moved.

Crush

Pre-adapted.
Even now, at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, Fischer doesn't know what Scanlon meant by that.

He doesn't fed pre-adapted, not if that means he's supposed to be at home here. Nobody even talked to
him on the way down. Nobody talked much to anyone el se, either, but when they didn't talk to Fisher it
seemed especially persona. And one of them, Brander— it's hard to tell with the eyecaps and all, but
Fischer thinks Brander keepslooking at him, like they know each other from somewhere. Brander looks
mean.

Everything's out in the open down here; pipes and cable bundles and ventilation ducts are dl tacked onto
the bulkheadsin plain sght. He saw it on the vids before he came down, but those somehow |eft the
impression of abrighter place, full of light and mirrors. Thewall he'sfacing now, for instance; there
should be amirror there. But it's just agray meta bulkhead with agreasy, unfinished sheento it.

Fischer shifts hisweight from one foot to the other. At one end of the lounge Lubin leansagaingt alibrary
pedestal, his capped eyes pointed at them with blank disinterest. Lubin's said only onething to themin
the five minutes they've been here:

"Clarkés dill outsde. Shelscomingin.”

Something clanks under the floor. Water and nitrox mix, gurgling, nearby. The sound of a hatch swinging
open, movement from below.

She climbs up into the lounge, droplets beading across her shoulders. Her diveskin paints her black
below the neck, a skinny silhouette, almost sexless. Her hood is undone; blond hair, plastered against her
skull, frames aface paer than Fischer's ever seen. Her mouth isawide thin line. Her eyes, capped like
hisown, are blank white ovasin achild'sface.

Shelooks around at them: Brander, Nakata, Caraco, Fischer. They look back, waiting. There's
something in Nakata's face, Fischer thinks, something like recognition, but Lenie Clarke doesn't seem to
notice. She doesn't seem to notice any of them, redlly.

She shrugs. "1'm changing the sodium on number two. A couple of you could come aong, | guess.”
She doesn't seem exactly human. There is something familiar about her, though.

What do you think, Shadow? Do | know her?

But Shadow isn't talking.

* % %

Theré's agireet where none of the buildings have windows. The streetlamps shine down with asick
coppery light on masses of giant clams and big ropy brownish things emerging from mucous-gray



cylinders (tube worms, he remembers: Riftia fuckinghugeous, or something). Natura chimneysrise here
and there above the invertebrate multitudes, pillars of basat and silicon and crystallized sulfur. Every time
Fischer visitsthe Throat, he thinks of redlly bad acne.

Lenie Clarke leads them on aflight down Main Street: Fischer, Caraco, a couple of cargo squidson
remote. The generatorslean up over them on both sides. A dark curtain billows across the road directly
ahead, and it sparkles. A school of smdl fish darts around the edges of the streaming cloud.

"That'sthe problem,” Lenie buzzes. She looks back at Fischer and Caraco. "Mud plume. Too big to
redirect.”

They've come past eight generators so far. That leaves six up ahead, drowning in siit. Double shift, evenif
they cal out Lubin and Brander.

He hopes they don't have to. Not Brander, anyway.

Leniefins off towards the plume. The squids whine softly behind, dragging their tools. Fischer stedls
himsdf to follow.

"Shouldn't we check therma?' Caraco calls out. "l mean, what if it's hot?'

He was wondering that himsdlf, actualy. He's been wondering about such things ever since he overheard
Caraco and Nakata comparing rumors from the Mendocino fracture. Nakata heard it was aredlly old
minisub, with Plexiglas ports. Caraco heard they were thermoacrylate. Nakata said it got wedged inside
the center of therift zone. Caraco said no, it wasjust cruising over the seabed and asmoker blew up
under it.

They agreed on how fast the viewports melted, though. Even the skeletons went to ash. Which didn't
make much difference anyway, snce every bone in every body had already been smashed by the
ambient pressure.

Caraco makes alot of sense, in Fischer's opinion, but Lenie Clarke doesn't even answer. She just fins off
into that black sparkly cloud and disappears. At the spot she disgppears the mud glows suddenly, a
phosphorescent wake. The fish swarm towardsit.

"She doesn't even care, sometimes,” Fischer buzzes softly. "Like, whether shelivesor dies...”
Caraco looks at him for amoment, then kicks off towards the plume.
Clarke's voice buzzes out of the cloud. "Not much time."

Caraco divesinto theroiling wall with asplash of light. A knot of fish— acouple of them areafar sze
now, Fischer sees— swirl in her wake.

Go on, Shadow says.

Something moves.

He spinsaround. For amoment there's only Main Street, fading in distance.

Then something big and black and...and lopsided appears from behind one of the generators.

"Jeez." Fischer'slegs move of their own volition. "They're coming!" hetriesto yell. The vocoder scaesit
down to a croak.

Supid. Supid. They warned us, the sparkles bring in the little fish and the little fish bring in the
big fish and if we don't watch it we just get in the way.

The plumeisright infront of him now, awall of sediment, ariver on the bottom of the ocean. He divesin.
Something nipslightly at hiscalf.

Everything goes black, with occasond sparkles. He turns his headlight on; the flowing mud swalowsthe
beam half ameter from hisface.



But Clarke can seeit, somehow: "Turniit off."

"l can't see—"

"Good. Maybe they won't either."

Hekillsthelight. In the darkness he gropesthe gas billy from its sheath on hisleg.
Caraco, from adistance: "'l thought they wereblind..."

"Someof them."

And they've got other sensesto fal back on. Fischer runsthrough thelist: smell, sound, pressure waves,
bioelectric fields... Nothing relies on vision down here. It'sjust one of the options.

He hopes the plume blocks more than just light.

But even as he watches, the darknessislifting. Black murk turns brown, then dmost gray. Faint light
filtersin from the floodlamps on Main Street.

It's the eyecaps, heredizes. They're compensating. Cool.

He dtill can't seevery far, though. It'slike being caught in dirty fog.

"Remember." Clarke, very close. "They're not astough as they look. They probably won't do much red
damage.”

A sonar pistal stutters nearby. "'I'm not getting anything,” Caraco buzzes. Milky sediment swirlson al
Sdes. Fischer puts hisarm out; it fades at the elbow.

"Oh shit." Caraco.

"Areyou—"

"Something's on my leg something's Chrigt it'sbig—"

"Lenie—" Fischer cries.

A bump from behind. A dap on the back of hishead. A shadow, black and spiny, fadesinto the murk.
Hey, that wasn't so—

Something clamps onto hisleg. He looks down: jaws, teeth, amonstrous head fading away into the murk.
Oh Jeez—

Hejamshishilly againgt scaly flesh. Something gives, like gdlatin. A soft thump. The flesh bloats,
ruptures,; bubbles explode from therip.

Something € se smashes him from behind. His chest isin avise. Helashes out, blindly. Mud and ash and
black blood billow into hisface.

He grabs blindly, twists. There's abroken tooth in hishand, haf aslong as hisforearm; hetightenshis
grip and it splinters. He dropsit, bringsthe billy around and jamsit into the thing on his sde. Another
explosion of meat and compressed CO,,.

The pressure liftsfrom his chest. Whatever's clamped onto hisleg isnt moving. Fischer lets himsdf sink,
drifts down againgt the base of abarite chimney.

Nothing charges him.

"Everyone okay." Leni€'s vocoded monotone. Fischer gruntsyes.

"Thank God for bad nutrition," Caraco buzzes. "Were fucked if these guys ever get enough vitamins."
Fischer reaches down, pries the dead monster's jaws off his calf. He wishes he had breath to catch.
Shadow?



Right here.
Was thiswhat it was like for you?
No. Thisdidn't take so long.

Helies againgt the bottom and tries to shut his eyes. He can't; the diveskin bonds to the surface of the
eyecaps, trapsthe eyelidsin little cul-de-sacs. I'm sorry, Shadow. I'm so sorry.

| know, she says. It's okay.

Lenie Clarke stands naked in Medical, spraying the bruises on her leg. No, not naked; the caps are il
on her eyes. All Fischer can seeisskin.

It's not enough.

A trickle of blood crawls down her side from just below the water intake. She absently wipesit away
and rel oads the hypo.

Her breasts are small, amost adolescent, bumps. No hips. Her body's as pale as her face, except for the
bruises and the fresh pink seams that access the implants. She looks anorexic.

She'sthefirst adult Fischer's ever wanted.
She looks up and seeshim in the doorway. " Strip down," she tells him, and goes back to work.

He splitshis'skin and startsto ped. Leniefinisheswith her leg and stabbs an ampoule into the cut in her
gde. Theblood clotslike magic.

"They warned us about thefish," Fischer says, "but they said they wereredly fragile. They said we could
just beat them off with our handsif we hadto.”

Lenie spraysthe cut in her sde with ahypo, wipes off the resdue. Y ou're lucky they told you that
much.” She pulls her diveskin tunic off ahanger, didesinto it. "They barely mentioned the giantism when
they sent usdown.”

"That'sstupid. They must've known."

"They say thisisthe only vent where the fish get thisbig. That they've found, anyway."
"Why?What's so specid here?"

Lenieshrugs.

Fischer has stripped to thewaist. Lenielooks at him. "Leggingstoo. It got your calf, right?"
He shakeshishead. "That's okay."

Shelooks down. Hisdiveskin's only a couple of millimetersthick, it doesn't hide anything. Hefedshis
erection going soft under her gaze.

Leni€'s cold white eyestrack back to hisface. Fischer feds hisface heating before he remembers: she
can't see his eyes. No one can.

It'sadmost safein here.

"Bruisng'sthe biggest problem,” Lenie saysat last. "They don't puncture the diveskin dl that often, but
theforce of the bite still getsthrough.” Her hand ison hisarm, firm and professiond, probing the edges of
Fischer'sinjury. It hurts, but he doesn't mind.

She uncaps atube of anabolic salve. "Here. Rub thisin.”



The pain fades on contact. Hisflesh goes warm and tingly where he applies the ointment. He reaches out,
alittle bit scared, and touches Leniesarm. "Thanks."

Shetwists out of reach without aword, bending down to sedl the 'skin on her leg. Fischer watchesthe
leggings dide up her body. They seem dmogt dive. They are dmost dive, he remembers. The'skin's got
these reflexes, changesits permeability and thermal conductivity in response to body temperature.
Maintains, what's the word, homeostas's.

Now hewatchesit swalowing Leni€'s body like some dick black amoebae but she's showing through
underneath, black iceinstead of white but till the most beautiful creature he's ever seen. She'sso far
away. There's someoneinsdetdling him to watch it—

—Go away, Shadow—

—but he can't help himsdlf, he can dmost touch her, she's bent over sedling her boots and his hand
caressesthe air just above her shoulder, traces the outline of her curved back so closeit could fed her
body heat if that stupid diveskin wasn't in the way, and—

And she graightens, bumping into his hand. Her face comes up; something burns behind her eyecaps. He
pullsback but it'stoo late; her whole body's gone rigid and furious.

| just touched her. | didn't do anything wrong | just touched her—

Shetakesasingle step forward. "Don't do that again,” she says, her voice so flat he wondersfor a
second how her vocoder could work out of the water.

"I'm not—I didn't—"

"l don't care," shesays. "Don't doit again.”

Something moves at the corner of hiseye. "Problem, Lenie? Need ahand?' Brander's voice.
She shakes her head. "No."

"Okay, then." Brander sounds disappointed. "I'll be upstairs.”

Movement again. Sounds, receding.

"I'm sorry," Fischer says.

"Fing" Lenie says, and brushes past him into the wet room.

Autoclave

Nakata nearly bumpsinto her at the base of the ladder. Clarke glares; Nakata moves aside, baring teeth
inasubmissve primate smile.

Brander'sin thelounge, pecking at thelibrary: ™Y ou—?"

"I'mfine." Sheisnt, but she's getting there. Thisanger isnowhere near critica mass; it'sjust areflex,
redly, aspark budded off from the main reservair. It decays exponentidly with egpsed time. By thetime
she reaches her cubby she's almost fedling sorry for Fischer.

Not his fault. He didn't mean any harm.

She closes the hatch behind her. It's safe to hit something now, if she wants. She looks around
half-heartedly for atarget, finaly just drops onto her bunk and stares at the ceiling.

Someonerapson metd. "Lenie?"



Sherises, pushes a the hatch.

"Hey Lenie, | think I've got abad dave channd on one of the squids. | was wondering if you could—"
"Sure" Clarke nods. "Fine. Only not right now, okay, um—"

"Judy," says Caraco, sounding dightly miffed.

"Right. Judy." In fact, Clarke hasn't forgotten. But Begbe'sway too crowded these days. Lately Clarke's
learned to lose the occasiona name. It hel ps keep things comfortably distant.

Sometimes.

"Excuse me," she says, brushing past Caraco. "I've got to get outside.”

Inafew places, therift isamogt gentle.

Usudly the heat stabs up in boiling muddy pillars or jagged bolts of superheated liquid. Steam never gets
achanceto form at three hundred atmospheres, but thermal distortion turnsthe water into a column of
writhing liquid prisms, hotter than molten glass. Not here, though. In this one spot, nestled between lava
pillows and safe from Beebe's prying ears, the heat wafts up through the mud like a soft breeze. The
underlying bedrock must be porous.

She comes here when she can, keeping to the bottom en route to foil Beebe's sonar. The others don't
know about this place yet; sheld just as soon keep it that way. Sometimes she comes here to watch
convection stir the mud into lazy curlicues. Sometimes she splits the seals on her 'skin, basksface and
armsin the thirty-degree seep.

Sometimes shejust comes here to deep.

She lieswith the shifting mud at her back, staring up into blackness. Thisishow you fall adegp when you
can't close your eyes, you stare into the dark, and when you start seeing things you know you're
dreaming.

Now she sees hersdlf, the high priestess of a new troglodyte society. She wasthe first one here, deep at
peace while the others were il being cut open and reshaped by grubby Dryback hands. She'sthe
founding mother, the template against which other, rawer recruits trace themselves. They come down and
they seethat her eyes are always capped, and they go and do likewise.

But she knowsit isn't true. Therift isthered creative force here, ablunt hydraulic pressforcing them all
into shapes of its own choosing. If the others are anything like her it's because they're dl being squeezed
in the same mold.

And let's not forget the GA. If Ballard was right, they made sure we weren't too different to start
with.

Thereare dl the superficia differences, of course. A bit of racid diversity. Token besters, token victims,
males and femaes equdly represented...

Clarke hasto smile at that. Count on Management to jam a bunch of sexua dysfunctiondstogether and
then make sure the gender ratio is balanced. Nice of them to try and see that nobody gets left out.

Except for Ballard, of course.

But a least they learn from their mistakes. Dozing at three thousand meters, Lenie Clarke wonders what
their next onewill be.



Sudden, stabbing pain in the eyes. Shetriesto scream; smart implantsfee tongue and lipsin motion,
misrandae

"Nnnnaaaaah..."

She knowsthe fedling. She's had it once or twice before. She dives blindly on arandom heading. The
painin her head legps from intense to unbearable.

"Aaaaaa—"

She twists back in the opposite direction. A bit better. She trips her headlamp, kicking as hard as she
can. Theworld turns from black to solid brown. Zero viz. Mud seething on al sides. Somewhere close
by she hears rocks splitting open.

Her headlamp catches the outcropping looming up a split second before she hitsit. The shock rocks her
skull, runs down her spinelike asmall earthquake. Thereés adifferent flavor of pain up there now,
mingling with the searing in her eyes. She gropes blindly around the obstacle, kegps going. Her body
feds— warm—

It takesalot of heat to get through adiveskin, especidly aclass four. Those things are built for thermd
dress.

Eyecaps, on the other hand...

Black. Theworld isblack again, and clear. Clarke's headlamp stabs out across open space, laysa
Jiggling footprint on the mud agood ten meters away.

Theview's ill rippling, though.
The pain seemsto be fading. She can't be sure. So many nerves have been screaming for so long that

even the echoes are torture. She clutches her head, still kicking; the movement twists her around to face
the way she came.

Her secret hideaway has exploded into awall of mud and sulfur compounds, boiling up from the seabed.
Clarke checks her thermister; 45°C, and she'sagood ten meters away. Boiled fish skeletons spinin the
thermals. Geysers hiss further in, unseen.

The seep must have burst through the crust in an ingtant; any flesh caught in that eruption would have
boiled off the bone before anything as eaborate as aflight reflex could cut in. A shudder shakes Clarke's
body. Another one.

Just luck. Just stupid luck | was far enough away. | could be dead now. | could be dead | could be
dead | could be dead—

Nervesfirein her thorax; she doubles over. But you can't sob without bresthing. Y ou can't cry with your
eyes pinned open. Theroutines are dl there, stuttering into action after years of dormancy, but the pieces
they work on have dl been changed. The whole body wakes up in a straitjacket.

—dead dead dead—

That small, remote part of her kicksin, the part she savesfor these occasions. It wonders, off in the
distance, at theintengity of her reaction. Thiswas hardly thefirgt time that Lenie Clarke thought she was
goingtodie

But thiswasthefirst timein yearsthat it seemed to matter.



Waterbed

Taking off hisdiveskinislike gutting himsdif.

He can't believe how much he's come to depend on it, how hard it isto come out from inside. The
eyecaps are even harder. Fischer sitson his pallet, staring at the sedled hatch while Shadow whispersit's
okay, youre done, you're safe. Half an hour goes by before he can bring himself to believe her.

Finally, when he bares his eyes, the cubby lights are so dim he can hardly see. He turnsthem up until the
room istwilit. The eyecagps St in the pam of his hand, pale and opague in the semidarkness, likejellied
circlesof eggshdll. It's strange to blink without fedling them under hiseyelids. He feds so exposed.

Hehasto do it, though. It's part of the process. That'swhat thisisall about; opening yourself up.

Lenig'sin her cubby, just centimeters away. If it wasn't for this bulkhead Fischer could reach right out
and touch her.

Thisis what you do when you really love someone, Shadow said way back then. So he doesit now,
to himsdlf. For Shadow.

Thinking about Lenie.

Sometimes he thinks Lenie'sthe only other red person on the wholerift. The others are robots; glass
robot eyes, matte black robot bodies, lurching through programmed routines that do nothing but keep
other, bigger machines running. Even their names sound mechanical. Nakata. Caraco.

Not Lenie, though. There's someone inside her 'skin, her eyes may be glassed-in but they're not glass.
She's real . Fischer knows he can touch her.

Of course, that's why he keeps getting into trouble. He kegps touching. But Lenie would be different, if
only he could break through. She's more like Shadow than al the others ever were. Older, though.

No older than I'd be now, Shadow murmurs, and maybe that'sit.
His mouth moves—I'm so sorry, Lenie— and no sound comes out. Shadow doesn't correct him.

Thisiswhat you do, sheld said, and then she'd begun to cry. As Fischer cries now. As he always does,
when he comes.

The pain wakes him, sometime later. He's curled up on the pallet, and something's cutting into his cheek:
alittle piece of broken glass.

A mirror.
Hedares at it, confused. A slver glass shard with adark bloody tip, like asmall tooth. Theré's no mirror
in his cubby.

He reaches up and touches the bulkhead behind his pillow. Leni€sthere, Lenie'sjust the other side. But
here, on this sdetheresadark line, arim of shadow he never noticed before. His eyesfollow it around
the edge of the wall, agap about half a centimeter wide. Here and there little bits of glass are till wedged
into that space.

There used to be amirror covering thiswhole bulkhead. Just like Scanlon'svids. And it wasn't just
removed, judging from thelittle fragments left behind. Somebody smashed it out.

Lenie. She went through the whole station, before the rest of them came down, and she smashed dl the
mirrors. He doesn't know why he's so sure, but somehow it seems like exactly the sort of thing Lenie



Clarke would do when no one was looking.

Maybe she doesn't like to see herself. Maybe she's ashamed.
Go tak to her, Shadow says.

| can't.

Yesyou can. I'll help you.

He picks up thetunic of his'skin. It dithers around his bodly, its edges fusing together dong the midline of
his chest. He steps over the deeves and leggings still spilled across the deck, reaches down for his

eyecaps.
Leavethem there,

Nol!

Yes.

| can't, shelll see me...

That'swhat you want, isnt it? lan't it?

She doesn't even like me, she'll just—

Leavethem. | said I'll help you.

Heleans againg the closed hatch, eyes shut, his breathing loud and rapid in hisears.
Go on. Go on.

The corridor outside isin deep twilight. Fischer moves dong it to Lenie's sealed hatch. He touchesit,
afraid to knock.

From behind, someone taps his shoulder.

"She'sout,” Brander says. His'skinisdoneright up to his neck, arms and legs completely seded. His
capped eyes are blank and hard. And thereé'sthe usua edge in hisvoice, that same familiar tone saying
Just give me an excuse, asshole, just do anything...

Maybe he wants Lenie too.

Don't get him mad, Shadow says.

Fischer swalows. "I just wanted to talk to her."

"She's out.”

"Okay. I'll...I'"l try later."

Brander reaches out, pokes Fischer'sface. Hisfinger comes away sticky.

"You'recut," hesays.

"It'snothing. I'm okay."

"Too bad."

Fischer triesto edge past Brander to his own cubby. The corridor pushes them together.
Brander dencheshisfigs. "Don't you fucking touch me."

"I'm not, I'm just trying to— | mean..." Fischer fdls slent, glances around. No one ese anywhere.
Ddliberately, Brander relaxes.

"And for Chrigt's sake put your eyes back in," he says. "Nobody wantsto look in there."
Heturnsand walks away.



* * %

They say Lubin degpsout here. Lenie too, sometimes, but Lubin hasn't dept in his bunk since the rest of
them came down. He keeps his headlight off, and he stays away from thelit part of the Throat, and
nothing bothers him. Fischer heard Nakata and Caraco talking abouit it on the last shift.

It's starting to sound like agood idea. The lesstime he spendsin Beebe these days, the better.

The gtation isadim faraway blotch, glowing to Fischer'sleft. Brander'sin there. He goes on duty in three
hours. Fischer figures he can just stay out here until then. He doesn't redlly need to go inside much. None
of them do. There'salittle desdinator piggybacked on his eectrolyser in case he getsthirsty, and abunch
of flaps and valvesthat do things he doesn't want to think about, when he hasto piss or take adump.

He's getting abit hungry, but he can wait. HEsfine out here aslong as nothing attacks him.
Brander just won't let him aone. Fischer doesn't know what Brander's got againgt him--—
Oh yesyou do, says Shadow.

—but he knows that look. Brander wants him to fuck up real bad.

The others keep out of it, for the most part. Nakata, the nervous one, just keeps out of everyone's way.
Caraco acts like she couldn't care lessif he boiled alive in asmoker. Lubin just Sitsthere, looking at the
floor and smoldering; even Brander leaveshim done.

And Lenie. Lenie's cold and distant as a mountaintop. No, Fischer's not getting any help with Brander.
So when it comes to a choice between the monsters out here or the one in there, it'san easy call.

Caraco and Nakata are doing ahull check back at the station. Their distant voices buzz distractingly
along Fischer'sjaw. He shuts his recelver off and settles down behind an outcropping of basdlt pillows.

Later, he can't remember drifting off.

* % %

"Listen, cocksucker. | just did two shifts end to end because you didn't show up for work when you
were supposed to. Then half another shift looking for you. We thought you werein trouble. We
assumed you werein trouble. Don't tell me—"

Brander pushes Fischer up against thewall.
"Don't tell me," he saysagain, "that you weren't. Y ou don't want to say that.”

Fischer looks around the ready room. Nakata watches from the opposite bulkhead, jumpy asacat.
Lubin rattles around in the equipment lockers, his back to the proceedings. Caraco racks her fins and
edges past them to the ladder.

"Ca'&:—"
Brander dams him hard againgt thewall.

Caraco, her foot on the bottom rung, turns and watches for amoment. A smile ghosts across her face.
"Don't look a me, Gerry my man. Thisisyour problem.” She climbs away overhead.

Brander's face hovers afew centimeters away. His hood is still sedled, except for the mouth flap. His
eyeslook like tranducent glass balls embedded in black plastic. He tightens his grip.

"S0, cocksucker?'
"I'm...sorry—" Fischer ssammers.



"You'resorry." Brander glances over his shoulder, includes Nakataiin the joke. "Hes sorry."”
Nakata laughs, too loudly.

Lubin danksinthe locker, ill ignoring them dl. Theairlock begins cycling.

"I don't think," Brander says, raising his voice over the sudden gurgle, "that you're sorry enough.”

The 'lock swings open. Lenie Clarke steps out, finsin one hand. Her blank eyes sweep across the room;
they don't pause at Fischer. She carries her finsto the drying rack without aword.

Brander punches Fischer in the ssomach. Fischer doubles over, gasping; his head smashesinto the airlock
hatch. He can't catch his breath. The deck scrapes his cheek. Brander's boot is amost touching his nose.

"Hey." Leni€svoice, distant, not particularly interested.

"Hey yoursdf, Lenie. HEs got it coming."

"l know." A moment passes. "Still."

"Judy got nailed by aviperfish, looking for him. She could've been killed.”
"Maybe." Lenie sounds asif shesvery tired. "So why isn't Judy here?’
"I'm here," Brander says.

Fischer'slung isworking again. Gulping air, he pushes himsdf up against the bulkhead. Brander glares at
him. Lubin's back in the room now, just off to one sde. Watching.

Lenie standsin the middle of the ready room. She shrugs.
"What?' Brander demands.

"l don't know." She glancesindifferently at Fischer. "It'sjudt, he...hejust fucked up. He didn't mean any
I,H_ll

She stops. Fischer gets the sense that she'slooking straight through him, through the bulkhead, right out
into the abyssitsalf to something only she can see. Whatever it is, she doesn't like it much.

"Ah, fuck it." She headsfor the ladder. "None of my business anyway."
Lenie, please...

Brander turns back to Fischer as she climbs out of sight. Fischer stares back. Endless seconds go by.
Brander'sfist hoversin mid-air.

It lashes out dmost too fast to see. Fischer redls, catches himself on aconduit. Lights swvarm across his
left eye. He blinks them away, hanging onto the bulkhead. Everything hurts.

Brander unclencheshisfigt. "Leni€sway too nice," he remarks, flexing hisfingers. "Persondly, | don't
care whether you meant any harm or not."

Doppelganger

Beebe's dmost as soundproof asthe insde of an echo chamber.

Lenie Clarke sits on her bunk and listensto the walls. She can't hear any actud words, but a sudden
impact of flesh againgt metal was clear enough afew minutes ago. Now, low voices converse out in the
lounge. Water gurgles through a pipe somewhere.

She thinks she hears something moving downdairs.



Shelays her ear against arandom pipe. Nothing. Another; ahiss of compressed gas. A third; thefaint,
tinny echo of dow footsteps, scraping acrossthe lower deck. After amoment amuted hum vibrates
through the plumbing.

Themedica scanner.
It's none of my business. It's between them. Brander's got his reasons, and Fischer—
He didn't mean any harm.

Fischer's nothing. He's a pathetic, twisted asshole, nobody's problem but his own. It'stoo bad he gets
under Brander's skin like that, but life's not guaranteed to be fair. No one knows that better than Lenie
Clarke. Sheknowswhat it'slike. She remembersthefists out of nowhere, the million little thingsyou
didn't even know you'd done wrong until it wastoo late. Nobody helped her. Sheld managed, though.
Sex worked, sometimes, as adiversonary tactic. Other timesyou just had to run.

He didn't mean any harm.
She shakes her head.
Wl | fucking didn't either!

The sound sinksin before the pain does. A dull, solid thud, like afish hitting afloodlight. Blood oozes
from the torn skin of her knuckles, the droplets dmost black to her filtered vison. The stinging that
followsisawe come digtraction.

The bulkhead, of course, is completely unmarked.

Out in the lounge, the conversation has stopped. Clarke stsrigid on the pallet, sucking her hand.
Eventudly, the voices start up again.

Almost time to go on shift with Nakata and Brander. Clarke looks around her cubby, hesitating. There's
something she has to do before she opens the hatch, something important, and she can't quite remember
what it is. Her eyes keep coming back to the same wall, looking for something that isn't—

The mirror. For some reason, she wants to see what she looks like. That's odd. She can't remember
feding that way for — wdll, for along time. But it'sno big ded. Shelll just St here until the fegling goes
away. She doesn't have to step outside, she doesn't even have to stand up, until she feels normal again.

When in doubt, stay out of sight.

* % %

"Alicg?'
The hatch isclosed. There's no answer.

"She'sin there." Brander stands at the end of the corridor, the lounge behind him. " She didn't go in more
than ten minutes ago.”

Clarke knocks again, harder. "Alice? It'samost time."
Brander turnson hished — "I'll go get our stuff together.” — and steps out of sight.

Beebe's hatches do not lock, for safety reasons. Still, Clarke hesitates. She knows how she'd fed if
someone just walked into her private space without being invited.

But she said she was up for another shift. And | did knock...

She spinsthe whed in the center of the hatch. The mimetic sedl around the rim softens and retracts.
Clarke pulls the hatch open, peersinsde.



Alice Nakata liestwitching on her bunk, eyes closed, 'skin partidly peded. Leadstrail from insertion
points on her face and wrists, drape away to alucid dreamer on the bedside shelf.

She goes to sleep ten minutes before her shift starts? It doesn't make sense. Besides, Nakatawas
just downgtairs with the rest of them. With Fischer. How could anyone fall adeep after that?

Clarke steps closer, sudiesthe telltales on the device; induced REM's cranked to maximum and the
alam's disabled. Nakata would have been out in seconds. Hell, at those settings she'd drift off in the
middle of agang-rape.

Lenie Clarke nods approvingly. Nicetrick.

Reluctantly, she touches the wake-up stud. Sleep drains from Nakata's face; her expression changes
abruptly. Asian eyesflicker, open wide and dark.

Clarke steps back, startled. Alice Nakata has taken her eyecaps off.
"Timeto go, Alice" she says softly. "Sorry to wake you..."
Sheis, too. She's never seen Nakata smile before. It would have been niceif it could have lasted.

Brander's sedling a broadband sensor into its casing when Clarke dropsinto the lounge. " Shell catch up
with us" shetdlshim, and turnsto the drying rack for her fins.

Directly in front of her, the Med hatch is sedled. No sounds, human or mechanical, filter through from
ingde.

"Ohyeah. Hes il in there." Brander raises hisvoice afraction. "Good fucking thing, too, while I'm
around.”

"Hedidn't m—" Shut up! Shut the fuck up!

"Lenie?'

Sheturnsto see hishand dropping away. Brander's actualy alot more touchy-fedly than you'd expect,
sometimes he dmost forgets himsalf around her.

But it's okay. He doesn't mean any harm either.
"Nothing," Clarke says, grabbing her fins.

Brander carries the sensor over to the airlock, dropsit in with some other trinkets and cyclesthem
through. Gurgles and clunks accompany their passage into the abyss.

"Only—"
Helooksat her, hisface framing a question around empty eyes.

"What have you got against Fischer?' she says, nearly whispering.

You know exactly what he's got against Fischer. It's none of your business. Say out of it.
Brander's face hardens like setting cement. "He's afucking freek. He diddleslittle kids."

| know. "Who says?'

"Nobody hasto say. | can see hiskind coming ten klicks away."

"If you say 0." Clarke listensto her own voice. Cool. Distant, amost bored. Good.

"He looks a mefunny. Hell, have you seen theway helooksat you?' Metd clanksagaingt metd. "'If he
30 much astouchesme I'll fucking kill him."



"Yeah. Well, it wouldn't take much. He just sits there and takes whatever you dish out, you know, he's
SO— passive..."

Brander snorts. "Why do you care, anyway? He cregps you out as much asthe rest of us. | saw what
happened in Medica last week."

Theairlock hisses. A greenlight flashesonitsside

"I don't know," Leniesays. "You'reright, | guess. | know what heis."

Brander swingsthe 'lock open and stepsinside. Clarke holds the edge of the hatch.

"There's something el se, though,” she says, dmogt to hersdf. " Something's— missing. He doesntt fit."
"None of usfits" Brander growls. "That's the whole fucking point."

She closes the hatch. There's enough room for two in there— the other rifters generally drop out in pairs
— but she prefersto go through done. It'sasmall thing. Nobody commentsoniit.

Not his fault. Not Brander's, not Fischer's. Not dad's. Not mine.
Nobody's fucking fault.
Theairlock flushesbeside her.

Angel

The seabed is glowing. Cracksin the rock flicker comforting shades of orange, like hot cods, and he
knowsthat's thermd; the scalding rivulets fed warm even through his'skin, histhermister legps around
every timethe current twitches. But there are places here where the rocks shine green, and others where
they shine blue. He doesn't know whether to thank biology or geochemistry. All he knowsisthat it's
beautiful. It'sacity from high up, a night. It'savid of the northern lights he saw once, only sharper and
brighter. It'sabrush firein emerads.

Inaway he'samost grateful to Brander. If it weren't for Brander held never have come upon this place.
He'd be tting in Beebe with the rest of them, hooked into the library or hiding in his cubby, safe and dry.

But Beebe's no refuge with Brander inside. Beebe's agauntlet. So today Fischer just stayed away when
his shift ended, crawled off across the ocean floor, exploring. Now, somewhere far from the Throat, he
discoversreal sanctuary.

Don't fal adeep, Shadow says. If you missyour shift againit'l just give him an excuse.
So what? He won't find me out here.

Y ou can't stay outside forever. Y ou've got to eat sometime.

| know, | know. Be quiet.

He'sthe only person to have ever seen this place. How long hasiit been here? How many millions of
years hasthislittle oass been glowing peacefully in the night, apocket universe dl to itsdf?

Leniewould likeit out here, Shadow says.
Yeah.

A rattail cruisesinto view about half ameter up, itsunderside ajigsaw of reflected color. It thrashes
once, suddenly; violent shiversrun the length of its body. The water around it shimmerswith heet
digtortion. The fish spinslopsidedly, tail-down, in the wake of thelittle eruption. Itsbody turnswhitein



seconds, beginsto fray at the edges.

Four hundred eight degrees Centigrade: that's maximum recorded temperature for hot seeps on the Juan
de Fucarift. Fischer thinks back for the temperature rating on diveskin copolymer.

Onefifty.

He sculls up into the water column abit, just in case. As soon as he clears bottom clutter he feelsthe
faint, regular tapping of Beebe's sonar againg hisinsdes.

That's odd. Thisfar out, he shouldn't be ableto fed the signd, not unlessthey'd redlly cranked it up. And
they wouldn't do that unless—

He checksthetime.
Oh no. Not again.

By the time he makes it back to the Throat they're halfway through stripping number four. They opena
gpace on theline for him. Lenie doesn't want to hear his gpologies. She doesn't want to talk to him at dll.
That hurts, but Fischer can't really blame her. Maybe he can make it up to her soon. Maybe he can take
her Sghtseeing.

It's not Brander's shift, thank God. He's back at Beebe. But Fischer's getting hungry again.

* % %

Maybe he's in his cubby. Maybe | can just eat and go to bed. Maybe—

Hesgtting right there, dl donein thelounge, glaring up from hismed as soon as Fischer climbsinto the
room.

Don't get him mad.

Too late. He's dways mad.

"|— thought we should clear somethingsup,” hetries.
"Fuck off."

Fischer reachesthe gdley table, pullsout achair.
"Don't bother," Brander says.

"L ook, thisplaceissmal enough asit is. Welvegot to at least try to get dong, you know? | mean, that's
assault. It'sillegal

"So arrest me."

"Maybeyou're not really mad at meat al," Fischer stopsfor amoment, surprised. Maybe that's it.
"Maybe you've mixed me up with someone—"

Brander stands up.

Fischer pushes on: "Maybe someone e se did something to you, once, and—"
Brander comes around the table, very deliberately.

"I haven't got you mixed up with anybody. | know exactly what you are.”

"No, you don't, we never even saw each other until acouple of weeksago!" Of course that'sit. It's not
me at all, it's someone else! "Whatever happened to you-—"

"Isnone of your fucking business, and if you say one moreword I'll fucking kill you."
Let'sjust go, Shadow pleads. Let'sleave, thisis only making thingsworse.
But Fisher stands his ground. Suddenly everything seems so clear. "It wasn't me," he says quietly. "What



happened— I'm sorry. But it wasn't me, you know it wasn't.”

For amoment he thinks he might actually be getting through. Brander's face untwists alittle, the knots of
flesh and eyebrow unkinking just abit around those featureless white eyes, and Fischer can amost see
that face wearing something other than rage.

But then he feds something moving, it's hisown arm reaching out Shadow no you'll ruin everything but
Shadow's not listening, she's crooning Don't get him maad, don't get him mad don't get him mad—

Thisiswhat you do.

The growl startslow in Brander'sthroat, rising, like adistant wave pushed higher and higher out of the
seaasit rushes shoreward.

"...don't you Fucking TOUCH ME!"
And nothing goes dead fast enough.

* % %

It stings at first. Then he feels clotted blood break around hiseydlid, seesafuzzy line of red light. Hetries
to bring hishand to hisface. It hurts.

Something cold and wet, soothing. More clots come away.
"Nnnnnn..."

Someoneis poking at hiseyes. Hetriesto struggle, but dl he can do is move his head feebly from sdeto
side. That hurts even more.

"Don't move."
Leniesvoice.
"Y our right eyecap's damaged. It could be gouging your cornea.”

He reents. Leniesfingers push between lidsthat fed as puffy as pillows. There's a sudden pressure on
hiseyebdl, atug of suction. A durping sound, and the fed of ragged edges dragged across his pupil.

Theworld goesdark. "Hang on," Lenie says. "I'll turn up thelights."
Theres il areddish tingeto everything, but at least he can see.
Hée'sin hiscubby. Lenie Clarke leans over him, a bit of glistening wet membranein one hand.

"Y ou were lucky. Hed have ripped your costochondralsif your implants hadn't been packed in behind
them." She drops the ruined cap out of sight, picks up acartridge of liquid skin. "Asit is, heonly broke a
couple of ribs. Lots of bruises. Mild concussion, maybe, but you'll have to go to Medicd to be sure. Oh,
and I'm pretty sure he broke your cheekbone too."

She sounds asif she' sreading agroceary list.

“Why not—" Warm salt floods his mouth. His tongue does some careful exploring; histeeth are il
intact, at least. “—in Medica, now?’

“It would have been a bitch getting you down the ladder. Brander was't going to help. Everyone dseis
outside.” She spraysfoam across hisbicep. It pullshisskin asit dries.

“Not that they’ d be any help,” she adds.
“Thanks...”
“| didn’t do anything. Just dragged you in here, basicaly.”



He wants desperately to touch her.

“What isit with you, Fischer?’ she asks after awhile. "Why don't you ever fight back?"

"Wouldn't work."

"Areyou kidding?Y ou know how big you are? Y ou could take Brander gpart if you just stood up to
hm."

Shadow says it only makes things worse. You fight back, it only gets them madder.
"Shadow?' Leniesays.

"Whet?'

"Yousad—"

“Didn’t say anything...”

Shewatches him for afew moments.

"Okay," she saysat last. She stands up. “I'll call up and send for areplacement.”

“No. That's okay.”

“You'reinjured, Fischer."

Medica tutoriaswhisper ingde his head. “Weve got suff downgairs.”

"Y ou ill wouldn't be able to work for aweek. More than twice that before you'd be fully hedled.”
"They planned for accidents. When they set up the schedules.”

"And how are you going to keep clear of Brander until then?

"I'll tay outsde more," he says. "Please, Lenie."

She shakes her head. "Y ou're crazy, Fischer." Sheturnsto the hatch, undogsit. "None of my business, of
course. | just don't think—"

Turns back.

“Doyou likeit down here?’ she asks.

“What?’

“Do you get off, being down here?’

It should be astupid question. Especialy now. Somehow it isn't.

“Sort of,” hesaysat ladt, redizing it for thefirst time.

She nods, blinking over white space. “Dopamine rush.”

“Dopa—7"

“They say we get hooked on it. Being down here. Being— scared, | guess.” She smilesfaintly. “That's

the rumor, anyway.”
Fischer thinks about that. “Not so much | get off onit. Morelike, just used toit. Y ou know?’

“Yeah.” Sheturns and pushes the hatch open. “For sure.”

Therésthis praying mantisameter long, al black with chrometrim, hanging upsde-down from the calling
of the medical cubby. It's been deeping up there ever since Fischer firgt arrived. Now it hoversover his



face, jointed arms clicking and dipping like crazy articulated chopsticks. Every now and then one of its
federswinksred light, and Fischer can smell the scent of his own flesh cauterizing. It kind of bothers him.
What's even worse is, he can't move his head. The neuroinduction field in the Med table has got him
parayzed from the neck up. He keeps wondering what would happen if the focus dipped, if that damping
energy ended up pointing a hislungs. At his heart.

The mantis stopsin midmotion, its antennae quivering. It keeps completely sill for afew seconds. "Hello,
e— Gerry, isntit?" it saysat last. "I'm Dr. Troyka."

It sounds like awoman.

"How are we doing here?" Fischer triesto answer, but his head and neck are till just so much dead
mest. "No, don't try to answer,” the mantis says, "Rhetorica question. I'm checking your readouts now."

Fischer remembers: the medical equipment can't aways do everything on its own. Sometimes, when
things get too complicated, it cals up the line to ahuman backup.

"Wow," saysthe mantis. "What happened to you? No, don't answer that either. | don't want to know."
An accessory arm springsinto sight and passes back and forth across Fischer's line of sight. "I'm going to
override the damping field for amoment. It might hurt abit. Try not to move when that happens, except
to answer my questions.”

Pain floods across Fischer's face. It's not too bad. Familiar, even. Hiseydidsfed scratchy, and his
tongueisdry. Hetriesblinking; it works. He closes his mouth, rubs his tongue against swollen cheeks.
Better.

"I don't suppose you want to come back up?' Dr. Troyka asks, hundreds of kilometersaway. "Y ou
know these injuries are bad enough to warrant arecall.”

Fischer shakeshishead. "That's okay. | can stay here.”

"Uh huh." The mantis doesn't sound surprised. "I've been hearing that afair bit lately. Okay, I'm going to
wire your cheekbone back together, and I'll be planting alittle battery under your skin. Just below the
right eye. It'll basicdly kick your bone cellsinto overdrive, speed up the hedling process. It'sjust acouple
of millimeters across, youll fed like you've got sort of ahard pimple. It may itch, but try not to pick at it.
When you're healed up you can just squeeze it out like a zit. Okay?"

"Okay."

"All right, Gerry. I'm going to turn the field back on and get to work." The mantiswhirrsin anticipation.
Fischer holds up ahand. "Wait."

"What isit, Gerry?'

"What...what timeisit, up there?' he asks.

"It'soh fiveten. Pacific daylight. Why?"

"It'searly.”

"Sureis”

"l guess| got you up," Fischer says. "Sorry."

"Nonsense." Digits on the end of mechanica armswiggle absently. "I've been up for hours. Graveyard
shift.”

"Graveyard?'

"We're on duty around the clock, Gerry. Thereé'salot of geothermal stations out there, you know. Y ou—
you keep us pretty busy, asarule.

"Oh," Fischer says. "Sorry."



"Forget it. It'smy job." There'sahumming, somewherein the back of his head; for amoment Fischer can
fed the muscles of hisface going dack. Then everything goes numb, and the mantis swoops down him
like apredator.

He knows better than to open up outside.

It doesn't kill you, not right away. But seawater'salot sdtier than blood; let it ingde and osmosis sucks
the water from the epithelid cells, shrivelsthem down to viscousllittle blobs. Rifter kidneys are modified
to speed up water reclamation when that happens, but it's not along-term solution and it costs. Organs
wears out faster, urineturnsto oil. It'sbest to just keep sealed up. Y our insdes soak in seawater too
long, they sort of corrode, implants or no implants.

But that's another one of Fischer's problems. He never takesthelong view.

The face sedl isasingle macromoleculefifty centimeterslong. It wraps back and forth dong the line of
the jaw like the two sides of a zipper, with hydrophobic side-chainsfor teeth. A little blade on the index
of Fischer'sleft glove can split them gpart. He runsit dong the seal and the 'skin opens neatly around his
mouth.

He doesn't fedd much of anything at first. He was half-expecting the ocean to charge up hisnose and burn
hissinuses, but of coursedl hisbody cavities are aready packed with isotonic saline. The only immediate
changeisthat hisface gets cold, numbing the chronic ache of torn flesh abit. Degper pain pulses under
one eye, where Dr. Troykaswires hold the bones of his face together; microe ectricity tingles aong those
lines, press-gangs bonebuilding osteoblagtsinto high gear.

After acouple of moments hetriesto gargle; that doesn't work, so he settles for gaping like afish and
wriggling histongue around. That doesit. He gets hisfirst taste of raw ocean, coarse and sdltier than the
suff that pumpshim up indgde.

On the seabed in front of him, aswarm of blind shrimp feedsin the current from anearby vent. Fischer
can seeright through them. They'relike little chunks of glasswith blobs of organsjiggling around insde.

It must be fourteen hours since he's eaten, but there's no fucking way he's going back to Beebe with
Brander gill indde. Thelast time hetried, Brander was actudly standing guard in the lounge, waiting for
him.

What the hell. It'sjust like krill. People eat this stuff all the time.

They have agtrange taste. Fischer's mouth is going numb from the cold, but there's till afaint sense of
rotten eggs, dilute and barely detectable. Not bad other than that, though. Better than Brander by along
shot.

When the convulsons hit fifteen minutes later, he's not so sure.

"Youlook like shit," Lenie says.

Fischer hangs onto the railing, |ooks around the lounge. "Where—"

"At the Throat. On shift with Lubin and Caraco.”

Hemakesit to the couch.

"Haven't seen you for awhile" Lenie remarks. "How's your face doing?'



Fischer squints at her through a haze of nausea. Lenie Clarkeisactualy making smdl talk. She's never
donethat before. HE's il trying to figure out why when his ssomach clamps down again and he pitches
onto thefloor. By now nothing comes up but afew dribbles of sour fluid.

His eyestrace the pipestangling along the ceiling. After awhile Leni€sface blocksthe view, looking
down from agreat height.

"What'swrong?' She seemsto be asking out of idle curiogity, no more.
"Ate some shrimp,” he says, and retches again.

"Y ou ate— from outside?' She bends down and pulls him up. His arms drag a ong behind on the deck.
Something hard bumps his head; the railing around the downstairs ladder.

"Fuck," Leniesays.

He's on the floor again, done. Receding footsteps. Dizziness. Something presses againgt his neck, pricks
himwith asoft hiss,

Hishead clearsdmosgt ingtantly.

Leniesleaning in, closer than she's ever been. She's even touching him, she's got one hand on his
shoulder. He stares down at that hand, feeling a stupid sort of wonder, but then she pullsit away.

Shé's holding ahypo. Fischer's somach beginsto settle.

"Why," she says softly, "would you do astupid thing like that?"

"l washungry.”

"So what's wrong with the dispenser?’

He doesn't answer.

"Oh," Leniesays "Right.”

She stands up and snaps the spent cartridge out of the hypo. "This can't go on, Fischer. Y ou know that."
"He hasn't got me in two weeks."

"He hasn't seen you in two weeks. Y ou only come in when hel's on shift. And you're missing your own
shifts more and more. Doesn't make you too popular with the rest of us.” She cocks her head as Beebe
creaks around them. "Why don't you just call up and get them to take you home?"

Because | do thingsto children, and if | leave here they'll cut me open and change me into
something else...

Because there are things outside that almost make it worthwhile...

Because of you...

He doesn't know if she'd understand any of those reasons. He decides not to risk it.
"Maybe you could talk to him," he manages.

Leniesghs. "Hewouldnt ligen.”

"Maybeif youtried, a least—"

Her face hardens. "'l have tried. |—"

She catches hersdlf.

"l can't get involved,” she whispers. "It's none of my business.

Fischer closeshiseyes. Hefedsasif he'sgoing to cry. "Hejust doesn't et up. Heredly hatesme.”
"It'snot you. Yourejus—fillingin."



"Why did they put ustogether? It doesn't make sense!”

"Sureit does. Setidicaly.”

Fischer openshiseyes. "What?'

Lenie's pulling one hand down across her face. She seems very tired.

"We're not people here, Fischer. We're acloud of data points. Doesn't matter what happensto you or
me or Brander, just aslong as the mean stays whereit's supposed to and the standard deviation doesn't
get too big.”

Tell her, Shadow says.
"Lenie—"

"Anyway." Lenie shrugsthe mood away. "Y ou're crazy to eat anything that near arift zone. Didn't you
learn about hydrogen sulfide?!

Henods. "Badc training. The vents spit it out.”

"And it builds up in the benthos. They'retoxic. Which | guess you know now anyway."

She starts down the ladder, stops on the second rung.

"If you redlly want to go native, try feeding further from therift. Or go for thefish."

"Thefish?'

"They move around more. Don't spend al their time soaking in the hot springs. Maybe they're safe.”
"Thefish," he saysagain. He hadn't thought of that.

"l said maybe."

Shadow I'mso sorry...
Shush. Just look at al the pretty lights.

So helooks. He knows this place. He's on the bottom of the Pacific Ocean. He's back in fairyland. He
thinks he comes here alot now, watches the lights and bubbles, listens to the deep rocks grinding against
each other.

Maybe helll stay thistime, watch the whole thing working, but then he remembers he's supposed to be
somewhere e se. Hewaits, but nothing specific comesto him. Just afeding that he should be doing
something somewhere else. Soon.

It's getting harder to stay here anyway. There's avague pain hanging around his upper body somewhere,
fading in and out. After awhile heredizeswhat it is. Hisface hurts.

Maybethisbeautiful light ishurting hiseyes.

That can't beright. His caps should take care of dl that. Maybe they're not working. He seemsto
remember something that happened to his eyes awhile back, but it doesn't really matter. He can ways
just leave. Suddenly, wonderfully, dl of his problems have easy answers.

If the light hurts, dl he hasto do isstay in the dark.



Feral

"Hey," Caraco buzzes asthey come around the corner. "Number four."

Clarke looks. Four'sfifteen meters away and the water's abit murky this shift. Still, she can see
something big and dark sticking to the intake vent. Its shadow twitches down along the casing like an
absurdly stretched black spider.

Clarke finsforward afew meters, Caraco at her side. The two women exchange |ooks.
Fischer, hanging upside down against the mesh. It's been four days since anyone's seen him.

Clarke gently sets down her carry bag; Caraco follows her lead. Two or three kicks bring them to within
five meters of the intake. Machinery hums omnipresently, makes a sound deep enough to fed.

He'sfacing away from them, drifting from side to side, tugged by the gentle suction of theintake vent.
The vent's grillwork is fuzzy with rooted growing things, smdl clams, tube worms, shadow crabs. Fischer
pulls squirming clumps from the intake, leaves them to drift or to fal to the street below. He's cleaned
maybe two meters square so far.

It'sniceto see he il takes some duties serioudly.
"Hey. Fischer," Caraco says.

He spinsaround asif shot. Hisforearm flailstoward Clarke's face; sheraisesher own justin time. In the
next instant he's bowled past her. Shekicks, steadies herself. Fischer's heading for the darkness without
looking back.

"Fischer," Clarke callsout. "Stop. It's okay."

He stops kicking for amoment, looks back over his shoulder.

"Itsme," she buzzes. "And Judy. We won't hurt you.”

Barely visble now, herotates to astop and turnsto face them. Clarke risksawave.
"Come on, Fischer. Giveusahand."

Caraco comes up behind her. "Lenie, what are you doing?' She's turned her vocoder down to ahiss.
"He'stoo far gone, he's—"

Clarke cranks her own vocoder down. " Shut up, Judy.” Up again. "What do you say, Fischer? Earn your
He's coming back into the light, hesitantly, like awild animal lured by the promise of food. Closer, Clarke

can seetheline of hisjaw moving up and down under his hood. The motions are jerky, erratic, asthough
he'slearning them for thefirst time.

Finaly anoise comesout. "Oh— kay—"

Caraco goes back and retrieves their gear. Clarke offers a scraper to Fischer. After amoment, he takes
it, cdlumsly, and follows them to number four.

"Jussst like," Fischer buzzes. "Old. T— times."
Caraco looks at Clarke. Clarke says nothing.



Near the end of the shift she looks around. "Fischer?"

Caraco pokes her head out from an access tunndl. "He's gone?”

"When did you seehim |last?"

Caraco's vocoder ticks acouple of times,; the machinery always misinterprets hmmm. "Half hour ago,
maybe”

Clarke puts her own vocoder on high. "Hey Fischer! Y ou till around?”

No answer.

"Fischer, we're heading back in abit. If you want to come dong..."

Caraco just shakes her head.

Shadow

It'sanightmare.

Thereslight everywhere, blinding, painful. He can barely move. Everything has such hard edges, and
everywhere he looks the boundaries are too sharp. Sounds are like that too, clanks and shouts, every
noise an exclamation of pain. He barely knowswhere heis. He doesn't know why he'sthere.

Hesdrowning.
"UNNNNNSEEEEELLLLLHHHHHIZZZZZMMMMOOUUUUUTH..."

Thetubesin hischest suck a emptiness. Therest of hisingdes strain to inflate, but there's nothing there
tofill them. He thrashes, panicky. Something gives with asnap. Sudden pain resonatesin some faraway
limb, floodstherest of hisbody amoment later. He triesto scream, but there's nothing inside to push out.

"HHIZZMMMOUTHFORRRKKRRII SSAAAAAKHEEEZSSUFFUKKATE—"

Someone pulls part of hisface off. Hisingdesfill with arush; not the cold saline he's used to, but it helps.
Theburning in his chest eases.

"BIGGFFUKKINNGGMMISSTTAAKE—"

Pressure, painful and uneven. Things are holding him down, holding him up, banging into him. The noiseis
tinny, deafening. He remembers a sound—

—gravity—

—that gpplies somehow, but he doesn't know what it means. And then everything's spinning, and
everything'sfamiliar and horrible except for one thing, one glimpse of aface that calms him somehow—

Shadow?

—and the weight's gone, the pressure's gone, icewater cdms hisinsdes as he spiras back with her,
outside again, where she used to be years ago—

She's showing him how to do it. She cregpsinto hisroom after the shouting stops, she crawls under the
coverswith him and she starts stroking his penis.

"Dad saysthisiswhat you do when you redly love somebody,” she whispers. And that scareshim
because they don't even like each other, he just wants her to go away and leave them al done.



"Go away. | hate you," he says, but he' stoo afraid to move.

"That's okay, then you don't haveto do it for me." She' strying to laugh, trying to pretend he was just
kidding.

And then, il stroking: "Why are you dways so mean to me?’

"I'm not mean."

"Aretoo."

"Y ou're not supposed to be here.”

"Can't wejust befriends?' She rubsup against him. "I can do thiswhenever you want—"

"Go away. You can't day here."

"l can, maybe. If it works out, they said. But we haveto like each other or they could send me back—"
"Good."

She's crying now, she's rubbing against him so hard the bed shakes, " Please can't you like me please
I'll do anything I'll even—"

But he never finds out what shélll even do because that's when the door dams open and whatever
happens after that, Gerry Fischer can't remember.

Shadow, I'm so sorry...

But she's back with him now, in the cold and the dark where it's safe. Somehow. Beebesadim gray
glow in the distance. She floats against that backdrop like a black cardboard cutout.

"Shadow..." Not hisvoice.

"No." Not hers. "Lenie”

"Lenie.."

Twin crescents, thin asfingernails, reflect from her eyes. Even in two dimensions she's beauttiful.
Mangled words buzz from her throat: "Y ou know who I am?'Y ou can understand me?"

He nods, then wondersif she can seeit. "Yeah."

"Y ou don't— lately you're sort of gone, Fischer. Like you've forgotten how to be human.”

Hetriesto laugh, but the vocoder can't handleit. "It comesand goes, | think. I'm...lucid now, anyway.
That'stheword, isn't it?'

"Y ou shouldn't have come back ingde." Machinery strips any feding from her words. "He says hell kill
you. Maybe you should just stay out of hisway."

"Okay," hesays, and thinksit actualy might be.

"I can bring food out, | guess. They don't care about that."
"That'sokay. | can— go fishing."

"I'll call for a'scaphe. 1t can pick you up out here.”

"No. | can swim back up mysdf if | want to. Not far.”
“Then I'll tell them to send someone.”

"No."

A pause. "You can't swim dl theway back to the mainland.”
"I'll gay down here...awhile...”



A tremor growls softly aong the seabed.

"Yousure?' Leniesays.

"Yeah." Hisarm hurts. He doesn't know why.

Sheturnsdightly. The dim reflections vanish from her eyesfor along moment.

“I'm sorry, Gerry."

"Okay."

Lenie's Slhouette twists around and faces back towards Beebe. "'l should get going.”
She doesn't leave. She doesn't say anything for amost aminute.

Then: "Who's Shadow?'

Moreslence.

"She'sa..friend. When | wasyoung."

"She meansalot to you." Not aquestion. "Do you want me to send her amessage?’
"She'sdead,” Fischer says, marveing that he'sredly known it al aong.

"o

"Didn't meanto,” he says. "But she had her own mom and dad, you know, why did she need mine? She
went back where she belonged. That's al.”

"Where she belonged,” Lenie buzzes, amost too softly to hear.
"Not my fault,” he says. It'shard to talk. It didn't used to be this hard.

Someone's touching him. Lenie. Her hand ison hisarm, and he knowsit'simpossble but he can fed the
warmth of her body through his'skin.

"Gerry."

v

"Why waan't shewith her own family?'

"She said they hurt her. She always said that. That's how she got in. She used it, it dwaysworked...”
Not always, Shadow reminds him.

"And then she went back,” Lenie murmurs.

"l didn't meanto.”

A sound comes out of Lenig's vocoder, and he has no ideawhat it is. "Brander'sright, isn't he. About
you and kids."

Somehow, he knows she's not accusing him. She's just checking.
"That'swhat you— do," hetells her. "When you redly love someone.”
"Oh, Gerry. You're so completely fucked up.”

A gring of clickstagpsfaintly on the machinery in hischest.
"They'relooking for me" she says.

"Okay."

"Be careful, okay?"

"You could gay. Here."

Her slence answershim.



"Maybe I'll come out and visit sometimes,” she buzzes at |last. She rises up into the water, turns away.

"Bye," Shadow says. It'sthefirst time she's spoken doud since she cameingde, but Fischer doesn't think
Lenie noticesthe difference.

And then shel's gone, for now.

But she comes out here dl the time. Alone, sometimes. He knowsit isn't over. And when she goes back
and forth with the others, doing al the things he used to do, helll be there, off where no one can see.
Checking up. Making sure she's okay.

Like her own guardian angel. Right, Shadow?
A couple of fishflicker dimly in the distance.
Shadow...?

Ballet

Dancer

A week later Fischer's replacement comes down on the 'scaphe. Nobody stands watch in
Communications any more; machines don't care if they have an audience. Sudden clanking reverberates
through Beebe Station and Clarke stands dlone in the lounge, waiting for the celling to open up.
Compressed nitrox hisses overhead, blowing seawater back to the abyss.

The hatch drops open. Green incandescence spillsinto the room. He climbs down the ladder, diveskin
sedled, only hisface exposed. His eyes, dready capped, are featureless glass balls. But they are not as
dead as they should be, somehow. Something stares through those blank lenses, and it aimost shines. His
blind eyes scan the compartment like radar dishes. They lock onto hers. "Y ou're Lenie Clarke?' The
voiceistoo loud, too normal. We talk in whispers here, Clarke redlizes.

They are not done now. Lubin, Brander, Caraco have appeared at the edges of her vision, drifting into
the room like indifferent wraiths. They take up positions around the edge of the lounge, waiting. Fischer's
replacement doesn't seem to notice them. "I'm Acton,” hetdls Clarke. "And | bring giftsfrom the
overworld. Behold!" He extends his clenched figt, opensit pam up. Clarke seesfive metd cylinders
there, each no more than two centimeterslong. Acton turns dowly, theatrically, showing histrinketsto
the other Rifters. "One for each of you," he says. "They go into your chest, right next to the seawater
intake."

Overhead, the docking hatch swings shut. From behind it a postcoitd tattoo, metal on metal, heraldsthe
shuttle's escape to the surface. They wait there for afew moments: Rifters, newcomer, five new gadgets

to dilute their humanity alittle further. Findly, Clarke reaches out to touch one. "What do they do?' she
says, her voice neutrd.

Acton snaps his fingers shut, stares about the lounge with eydessintensity. "Why, Ms. Clarke" he
replies, "They tell uswhen we're dead.”



In Communications, Acton spills histrinkets onto a control console. Clarke stands behind him, filling the
cubby. Caraco and Brander 1ook in through the hatchway.

Lubin has disappeared.

"The program's only four monthsold,” Acton says, "and it's lost two people at Piccard, one each at
Cousteau and Link, and Fischer makesfive. Not the kind of record you want to trumpet to the world,
eh?'

Nobody says anything. Clarke and Brander stand impassive; Caraco shifts on her feet. Acton sweepshis
blank shiny eyes over them dl. "Chrigt but youre alively lot. Y ou sure Fischer's the only one down here
who cashed in?'

"These things are supposed to save our lives?' Clarke asks.
"Nah. They don't care that much about us. These just help you find the bodies."

Heturnsto the console, playsit with practiced fingers. The topographic display flashesto life onthemain
screen. "Mmmm." Acton traces aong the luminous contours with one finger. " So thisis Begbe here in the
center, and this must be the rift proper—Jesus, thereés alot of geography out here." He points at acluster
of hard green rectangles halfway to the edge of the screen. "These are the generators?”

Clarke nods.

Acton picks up one of thelittle cylinders. "They say they've dready sent down the software for these
things." Silence. "Wdll, | guesswell find out, won't we?' Hefingersthe object in his hand, pressesone
end of it.

Beegbe Station screams aoud.

Clarke jerks back at the sound; her head cracks painfully against an overhead pipe. The station continues
to howl, wordless and despairing.

Acton touches a control; the scream stops asif guillotined.

Clarke glances at the others, shaken. They appear unmoved. Of course. For thefirst time she wonders
what their eyes would show, naked.

"Well," Acton says, "we know the audio darm works. But you get avisua sgnd too." He points at the
screen: dead center, within the phosphor icon that is Beebe, acrimson dot pulses like a heart under glass.

"It keys on myod ectricity in the chest,” he explains. "Goes off automaticaly if your heart ops.”
Behind her, Clarke feds Brander turning for the hatchway.

"Maybe my etiquetteis out of date—" Acton says.

Hisvoiceis suddenly very quiet. Nobody else seemsto notice.

"—but I've dways thought it was—rude—to walk away when someone'stalking to you."

There's no obvious threat in the words. Acton's tone seems pleasant enough. It doesn't matter. Inan
instant Clarke sees dl the signs again; the reasoned words, the deadened voice, the sudden dight tension
of abody rising to critical mass. Something familiar is growing behind Acton's eyecaps.

"Brander," she saysquietly, "why don't you hang around and hear the man out?"
Behind her, the sounds of motion stop.

Before her, Acton relaxes ever so dightly.

Within her, something degper than the Rift dirsinitsdeep.

"They'reasngptoingal,” Acton says. "It takes about five minutes. GA says deadman switchesare
standard issue from now on.”



I know you, shethinks. | don't remember but I'm sure I've seen you before somewhere...
A tiny knot formsin her somach. Acton smilesat her, as though sending some secret greeting.

* % %

Acton is about to be baptized. Clarkeislooking forward to it.

They stand together in the airlock, their diveskins clinging like shadows. The deadman switch, newly
ingtdled, itchesin Clarke's chest. She remembers the firgt time she dropped into the ocean thisway,
remembers the person who held her hand through that drowning ordedl.

That person is gone now. The deep sea broke her and spat her out. Clarke wondersif it will do the same
to Acton.

She floodsthe airlock.

By now the fedling isalmost sensud; her insdesfolding flat, the ocean rushing into her, cold and
unstoppable like alover. At 4°C the Pecific dides through the plumbing in her chest, anesthetizing the
parts of her that can till fedl. The water rises over her head; her eyecaps show her the submerged walls
of thelock with crystal precision.

It'snot likethat with Acton. Hestrying to fal in on himsdf; he only falsinto Clarke. She senses his
panic, watches him convulse, sees his knees buckle in aspace far too narrow to permit collapse.

He needs more room, she thinks, smiling to hersalf, and opens the outer hatch. They drop.

She glides down and out, arcing away from under Beebe's oppressive bulk. She leavesthe floodlit circle
behind, skimsinto the welcoming darkness with her headlight doused. She fedlsthe presence of the
seabed a couple of meters beneath her. She'sfree again.

After afew moments she remembers Acton. She turns back the way she came. Begbe's floodlamps stain
the darkness with dirty light; the station, bloated and angular, pulls againgt the cables holding it down.
Light poursfrom itslower surface like feeble rocket exhaust. Pinned face-down in that glare, Acton lies
unmoving on the bottom.

Reuctantly, she swimsdoser. "Acton?"

He doesn't move.

"Acton?" She's back in the light now. Her shadow cutshimin half.
At last he looks up. "It'ssss—"

He seems surprised by the sound of his own transmuted voice.

He puts his hand to histhroat. "'I'm not—bresthing—" he buzzes.
She doesn't answer.

Helooks back down. There's something on the bottom, afew centimetersfrom hisface. Clarke drifts
closer; atiny shrimplike creature trembles on the substrate.

"What isit?" Acton asks.

"Something from the surface. It must have come down on the 'scaphe.”

"But it's—dancing—"

She sees. Thejointed legs flex and snap, the cargpace arches to some insane inner rhythm. It seems so
brittle alife; perhaps the next spasm, or the next, will shatter it.

"It'sasaizure" she says after awhile. "It doesn't belong here. The pressure makes the nervesfire too
fadt, or something."



"Why doesn't that happen to us?'

Maybe it does. "Our implants. They pump usfull of neuroinhibitors whenever we go outside.”

"Oh. Right," Acton buzzes softly. Gently, he reaches out to the creature. Takesit in the pam of hishand.
Crushesit.

Clarke hits him from behind. Acton bounces off the seabed, his hand flying open; fragments of shell, of
watery flesh swirl inthe water. He kicks, rights himsdlf, stares at Clarke without speaking. His eyecaps
shineadmog ydlow inthelight.

"You asshole,” Clarke saysvery quietly.
"It didn't belong here," Acton buzzes.
"Neither do we."

"It was suffering. Y ou said so yoursdlf.”

"| said the nervesfired too fast, Acton. Nerves carry pleasure aswell as pain. How do you know it
wan't dancing for fucking joy?"

She pushes off the bottom and kicks furioudy into the abyss. She wantsto reach into Acton's body and
tear everything out, sacrifice that gory tangle of visceraand machinery to the mongters at therift. She
can't remember ever being so angry. Shetdls herself she doesn't know why.

* % %

Gurgles and clanks from below. Clarke looks down through the lounge hatch in time to see the airlock
spill open. Brander backs out, supporting Acton.

Acton's'skinislaid open at the thigh.

He bends over, removing hisflippers. Brander's are dready off; he turnsto Clarke as she climbs down
the ladder. "He met hisfirst monster. Gulper ed."

"I met my fucking mongter dl right," Acton saysinalow voice. And Clarke seesit coming afraction of a
second before—

—Actonison Brander, |eft fist swinging like abolo on the end of hisarm, once twice threetimes and
Brander ison thefloor, bleeding. Acton's bringing hisfoot back when Lenie getsin front of him, her
hands raised to protect herself, crying "Stop it stop it'snot hisfault!" but somehow it's not Acton she's
pleading with it's something ingde of him coming out, and shedd do anything if it would only please God
go back whereit came from—

It saresthrough Acton's milky eyesand snarls, "The fucker saw it coming at me! Helet that thing tear my
leg open!™

Lenie shakes her head. "Maybe not. Y ou know how dark it is out there, I've been down here longer than
anyone and they sneak up on me dl thetime, Acton. Why would Brander want to hurt you?

She hears Brander coming to hisfeet behind her. His voice carries over her shoulder: "Brander sure as
shit wantsto hurt him n—"

She cutshim off. "L ook, | can handlethis." Her words are for Brander; her eyes remain locked with
Acton's. "Maybe you should go to Medical, make sure you're okay."

Acton leansforward, tensed. The thing insde waits and watches.
"Thisasshole—" Brander begins.
"Please, Mike." It'sthefirg time she has ever used hisfirst name.



Therésamoment of Slence.

"Sincewhen did you ever get involved?' he says behind her.

It'sagood question. Brander's footsteps shuffle away before she can think of an answer.
Something in Acton goes back to deep.

"You'd better go theretoo,” Clarke saysto him. "Later.”

"Nah. It wasn't that tough. | was surprised how feeble it was, after | got over the size of thefucking
thing."

"It ripped your diveskin. If it could do that, it wasn't asweak asyou think. At least check it out; your leg
might be lacerated.”

"If you say s0. Although I'll bet Brander needs Medical morethan | do." He flashes a predatory grin, and
movesto pass her.

"Y ou might aso congider reining in your temper,” she says as he brushes pad.
Acton stops. "Y eah. | waskind of hard on him, wasn't 1?"

"Hewon't be as eager to help you out the next time you get caught in a smoker.”
"Yeah," hesaysagain. Then: "I don't know, I've dways been sort of—you know—"
She remembers aword someone el se used, after the fact. "Impulsve?”

"Right. But redly I'm not that bad. Y ou just have to get used to me."

Clarke doesn't answer.

"Anyhow," he says, "I guess| owe your friend an gpology.”

My friend. And by the time she gets over that jarring idea, she'saone again.

* % %

Five hourslater Acton'sin Medical. Clarke passes the open hatchway and glancesin; hestson an
examination table, his'skin undone to the waist. There's something wrong with the image. She stopsand
leans through the hatch.

Acton has opened himsdlf up. She can see the flesh peeled back around the water intake, the places
where meat turnsto plastic, the tubesthat carry blood and the onesthat carry antifreeze. He holds atool
in one hand; it disappearsinto the cavity, the spinning thing onitstip whirring quietly.

Acton hits anerve somewhere, and jumps asif shocked.

"Areyou damaged?' Clarke asks.

Helooksup. "Oh. Hi."

She points at his dissected thorax. "'Did the gulper—"

He shakes hishead. "No. No, it just bruised my leg abit. I'm just making some adjustments.”
"Adjustments?"

"FHne-tuning." He amiles. " Settling-in Suff.”

It doesn't work. The smileis hollow, somehow. Muscles stretch lipsin the usud way, but the gesture's
imprisoned in the lower haf of hisface. Aboveit, his capped eyes stare cold as drifted snow, innocent of
any topography. She wonders why it has never bothered her before, and redizesthat thisisthefirst time
she'sever seen aRifter amile.



"That's not supposed to be necessary,” she says.
"What'snot?" Acton's smileisbeginning to wear on her.
"Fine-tuning. We're supposed to be self-adjusting.”
"Exactly. I'm adjusting mysdif."

"l mean—"

"I know what you mean,” Acton says. "'I'm—customizing the job." His hand moves around inside hisrib
cage asif autonomous, tinkering. "I figure | can get better performanceif | nudge the settings just a bit
outside the approved specs.”

Clarke hearsabrief, Lilliputian screech of meta against metd.
"How?' she asks.

Acton withdraws his hand, folds flesh back over the hole. "Not exactly sure yet." He runs another tool
aong the seam in his chest, sealing himself. He shrugs back into his 'skin, sedsthat aswell. Now he'sas
whole asany rifter.

"I'll let you know next timel go outside," he says, laying a casua hand on Clarke's shoulder ashe
squeezes past.

Sheamost doesn't flinch.

Acton stops. He seemsto look right around her.

"You're nervous,” he says, dowly.

"Aml."

"Y ou don't like being touched.” His hand rests on her collarbone like an insult.

She remembers: she has the same armor that he does. She relaxesfractionaly. "It's not agenerd thing,"
shelies. "Just some people.”

Acton seemsto weigh the jibe, decide whether it's worthy of aresponse. His hand withdraws.
"Kind of an unfortunate quirk in aplace assmdl asthis" he says, turning away.
Small? I've got the whole goddamn ocean! But Acton's dready climbing upstairs.

* * %

The new smoker is erupting again. Water shoots scalding from the chimney at the north end of the
Throat, curdies and mixeswith deep icy sdine; microbes caught in the turbulence luminesce madly. The
water fillswith the hiss of unformed steam, aborted by the weight of three hundred atmospheres.

Acton isten meters above the seabed, awash in rippling blue light.

She glides up from underneath. "Nakata said you were dill out here," she buzzesat him. "She said you
werewaiting for thisthing to go off."

He doesn't even look at her. "Right.”

"You'relucky it did. Y ou could have been waiting out herefor days." Clarke turnsaway, aims hersef at
the generators.

"And| think," Acton says, "itll stop in aminute or two."

Shetwists around and faceshim. "L ook, dl these eruptions are..." she rummagesfor the word, "chaotic.”
"Uhhuh."

"Y ou can't predict them.”



"Hey, the Pompeii worms can predict them. The clams and brachyurans can predict them. Why not me?"
"What are you talking about?"

"They can tell when something's going to blow. Take alook around sometime, you'll seefor yourself.
They react before it even happens.”

Shelooks around. The clams are acting just like clams. Theworms are acting just like worms. The
brachyurans scurry around the bottom the way brachyurans aways do. "React how?"

"Makes sense, after al. These vents can feed them or parboil them. After afew million yearsthey've
learned to read the Signs, right?*

The smoker hiccoughs. The plume wavers, light dimming &t its edges.
Acton looks at hiswrist. "Not bad.”

"Lucky guess," Clarke says, her vocoder hiding uncertainty.

The smoker manages a couple of feeble bursts and subsides completely.

Acton driftscloser. "Y ou know, when they first sent me down here| thought this place would be ared
shithole. | figured I'd just knuckle down and do my time and get out. But it's not like that. Y ou know
what | mean, Lenie?"

| know. But she doesn't answer.

"| thought so," he says, asthough she has. "It'sredly kind of...wdll, beautiful, in away. Even the
mongters, once you get to know ‘em. Were al beautiful .

He seemsadmost gentle.

Clarke dredges her memory for some sort of defense. "Y ou couldn't have known," she says. "Way too
many variables. It's not computable. Nothing down here's computable.”

An dien creature looks down at her and shrugs. ""Computable? Probably not. But knowable..."
There's no time for this, Clarke tdls hersdf. I've got to get to work.
"...that's something else again," Acton says.

She never figured him for abookworm. Still, there heis again, plugged into the library. Stray light from
the eyephones |eaks across his cheeks.

He seemsto be spending alot of time in there these days. Almost as much time as he spends outside.
Clarke glances down at the flatscreen as she wanders past. It's dark.

"Chemigtry," Brander saysfrom across the lounge.

Shelooksat him.

Brander jerks histhumb at the oblivious Acton. "That's what he'sinto. Weird shit. Boring as hell.”
That's what Ballard was into, just before... Clarke fingers a spare headset from the next terminal.

"Ooh, yourewaking afinelinethere," Brander remarks. "Mr. Acton doesn't like people reading over his
shoulder."

Then Mr. Acton will bein privacy mode and | won't be able to. She sitsdown and dipsthe headset
on. Acton has not invoked privacy; Clarke tapsinto hisline without any trouble. The eyephone lasers
etch text and formulae across her retinas. Serotonin. Acetylcholine. Neuropeptide moderation. Brander's



right: it'sredly boring.
Someonestouching her.

She does not yank the headset off. She removesit calmly. She doesn't even flinch, thistime. She will not
give him the stisfaction.

Acton hasturned in his chair to face her, headset dangling around his neck. His hand is on her knee.

"Glad to see we have common interests," he says quietly. "Not that surprising, though. Wedo sharea
certain ... chemidtry..."

"That'strue." She stares back, safe behind her eyecaps. "Too bad I'm allergic to shitheads."

He amiles. "Of coursg, it would never work. The agesare dl wrong." He stands up, returns the headset
to its hook.

"I'm not nearly old enough to be your father.”

He crosses the lounge and climbs downdtairs.

"What an asshole," Brander remarks.

"He'smore of aprick than Fischer ever was. I'm surprised you're not picking fightswith him dl thetime.”
Brander shrugs. "Different dynamic. Acton'sjust an asshole. Fischer wasafucking pervert.”

Not to mention that Fischer never fought back. She kegpsthe insight to herself.

* % %

Concentric circles, glowing emerad. Begbe Station Sits on the bullseye. Intermittent blobs of weaker light
litter the display: fissures and jagged rock outcroppings, endless muddy plains, the Euclidean outlines of
human machinery dl reduced to a common acoustic currency.

Theré's something else out there too, part Eudlid, part Darwin. Clarke zoomsin. Human flesh istoo much
like seawater to return an echo, but bones show up okay. The machinery insdeis even clearer, it shouts
at thefaintest sonar signd. Clarke focusesthe display, points at atranducent green skeleton with
clockwork inits chest.

"That him?" Caraco says.
Clarke shakes her head.
"Maybeitis. Everyonedseis—"

"It'snot him." Clarke touches a control. The display zooms back to maximum range. Y ou sure he's not
in hisquarters?'

"He | eft the Station seven hours ago. Hasn't been back since.”
"Maybe he'sjust hugging the bottom. Maybe he's behind arock.”
"Maybe." Caraco sounds unconvinced.

Clarke leans back in her chair. The back of her head touches the rear wall of the cubby. "Well, he's
doing hisjob okay. When he's off shift he can go wherever helikes, | guess.”

"Y eah, but thisisthethird time. Hes aways late. He just wandersin whenever he likes—"

"Sowhat?' Clarke, suddenly tired, rubsthe bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger. "We don't
run on dryback schedules here, you know that. He pulls hisweight, don't fuck with him."

"Well, Fischer was aways getting shit for being I—"
"Nobody cared if Fischer waslate,” Clarke cutsin. "They just— wanted an excuse."



Caraco leansforward. "I don't like him," she confides.
"Acton? No reason you should. He's psycho. We dl are, remember?”
"But he's different, somehow. Y ou know that."

"Lubin nearly killed hiswife down at Galapagos before they assigned him here. Brander's got a history of
attempted suicide.”

Something changes in Caraco's stance. Clarke can't be sure, but the other woman's gaze seemsto have
dropped to the deck. Touched a nerve there, | guess.

She continues, more gently. "Y ou're not worried about the rest of us, are you? So what's so specid
about Acton?"

"Oh," Caraco says. "Look."
Onthetactica display, something has just moved into range.

Clarke zoomsin on the new reading; it's too distant for good resolution, but there's no mistaking the hard
metdlic blipinits center.

"Acton,” she says.

"Um...how far?' Caraco asksin ahesitant voice.

Clarke checks. "He's about nine hundred meters out. Not too bad, if hesusing asquid.”

"He's not. He never does.”

"Hmm. At least he seemsto be bedining in." Clarke looks up a Caraco. "Y ou two are on shift when?"
"Tenminutes"

"No big dedl. Hell befifteen minuteslate. Half hour tops.”

Caraco stares at the display. "What's he doing out there?"

"I don't know," Clarke says. Shewonders, not for thefirst time, if Caraco redly belongs down here. She
just doesn't seem to get it, sometimes.

" waswondering if you could maybetalk to him," Caraco says.

"Acton? Why?"

"Nothing. Forget it."

"Okay." Clarke rises from the Communications chair. Caraco backs out of the hatchway to let her past.
"Um, Lenie..."

Clarketurns.

"What about you?' Caraco asks.

"Me?"

"You said Lubin nearly killed hiswife. Brander tried to kill himself. What did you do, | mean,
to...quify?"

Clarke watches her steadily.

"I mean, | guess, if it's not too—"

"Y ou don't understand,” Clarke says, her voice absolutely level. "It's not how much shit you've raised that
suitsyou for therift. 1t's how much you've survived.”

"I'm sorry." Caraco manages, with eyes utterly devoid of fedling, to look abashed.
Clarke softensabit. "In my case," she says, "Mogly | just learned to roll with the punches. | haven't done



much worth bragging about, you know?"
I'm sure enough working on it, though.

* % %

She doesn't know how it could have happened so fast. He's been here only two weeks, yet the 'lock can
barely contain his eagernessto get outside. The chamber floods, shefedsasingle shiver scurry along his
body; and before she can move, Acton hitsthe latch and they drop outside.

He coasts out from under the station, histrgectory an effortless parald of her own. Clarke fins off
towardsthe Throat. Shefeds Acton at her Side, although she cannot see him. His headlamp, like hers,
stays dark; for her it's become a gesture of respect to the more ddlicate lanternsthat dwell here.

She doesn't know what Acton'sreasoning is.

He doesn't speak until Beebe's adirty yellow smudge behind them. " Sometimes | wonder why we ever
go back insgde.

It can't be happinessin that voice. How could any emotion make it through the mechanical gauntlet that
lets people speak out here?
"| fell adeep near the Throat yesterday,” he says.

"Y ou'relucky something didn't eat you," shetellshim.
"They'renot so bad. Y ou just have to know how to relate to them.”

Clarke wondersif herelates to other species with the same subtlety that he relates to his own. She keeps
the question to herself.

They swim through sparse, living starlight for awhile. Another smudge glimmers ahead, weak and sullen;
the Throat, dead on target. 1t's been months now since Clarke has even thought of the guide rope that's

supposed to lead them back and forth, like blind troglodytes. She knowswhereit is, but she never uses
it. Other senses come awake down here. Rifters don't get lost.

Except Fischer, maybe. And Fischer waslost long before he came down here.
"So what happened to Fischer, anyway?" Acton says.

The chill startsin her chest, reaches her fingers before the sound of Acton'svoice hasdied awvay. It'sa
coincidence. It's a perfectly normal question to ask.

"l sad—"

"He disappeared,” Clarke says.

"They told methat much,” Acton buzzes back. "'l thought you might have abit moreinsght.”
"Maybe hefd| adegp outsde. Maybe something ate him."

"| doubt that.”

"Redlly? And what makes you such an expert, Acton? Y ou've been down here for what, two weeks
now?'

"Only two weeks? Seemslonger. Time stretches when you're outside, doesn't it?
"Atfirg," Clarke says.

"Y ou know why Fischer disappeared?’

"No."

"Heoutlived hisusefulness.”



"Ah." Her machine partsturn it into half creak, haf growl.

"I'm serious, Lenie" Acton's mechanica voice does not change. ™Y ou think they're going to let you Stay
down hereforever?'Y ou think they'd let people like usdown here at dl if they had any choice?

She stops kicking. Her body continuesto coast. "What are you talking about?'

"Useyour head, Lenie. Y ou're smarter than | am, inside at least. Y ou've got the keysto the city
here—you've got the keysto the whole fucking seaboard, and you're fill acting likeavictim." Acton's
vocoder gurgles indecipherably—alaugh, mistransposed? A snarl?

More words. "They count on that, you know."
Clarke garts kicking again, stares ahead to the brightening glow of the Throat.
Itisn't there.

Theré'samoment's disorientation — We can't be lost, we were headed right for it, has the power
gone out? — before she seesthe familiar streak of coarse ydlow light, bearing four o'clock.

How could | have gotten turned around like that?
"We're here," Acton says.
"No. The Throat'sway over—"

A novaflares beside her, drenching the abyss with blinding light. It takes Clarke's eyecaps amoment to
adjust; when the starbursts have faded from her eyes, the ocean isamuddy black backdrop for the
bright cone from Acton's headlamp.

"Dont," she says. "It gets so dark when you do that, you can't see anything—"
"I know. I'll turn it off in amoment. Just look."

His beam shines down on asmal rocky outcropping rising from the mud, no more than two meters
across. Jagged cookie-cutter flowers litter its surface, radial clusters shining garish red and bluein the
atificid light. Some of them lieflat along the rock face. Others are contorted into frozen cacareous
knots, clenched around things Clarke can't see.

Some of them move, dowly.

"Y ou brought me out hereto look at sarfish?" Shetries, and fails, to squeeze some hint of bored
contempt through the vocodor. But insde there's a distant, frightened amazement that he has led her
here, that she could be guided, utterly unsuspecting, so completely off course. And how did he find this
place? No sonar pistol, compass doesn't work worth shit this close to the Throat...

"| figured you probably hadn't looked at them very closely before," Acton says. "'l thought you might be
interested.”

"We don't havetimefor this, Acton."

His hands reach down into the light and lock onto one of the sarfish. They ped it dowly from the rock;
there are filaments of some kind aong the creature's underside, anchoring it to the substrate. Acton's
effortstear them freg, afew a atime.

He holds the animal up for Clarke's ingpection. Its upper surfaceis colored stone, encrusted with
calcareous spicules. Acton flipsit over. The underside writhes with hundreds of thick squirming threads,
jammed into dense rows along the length of each arm. Each thread has atiny sucker at itstip.

"A gafish," Acton telsher, "isthe ultimate democracy.”
Clarke stares, quietly repelled.

"Thisishow they move," Actonissaying. "They wak dong on dl thesetube feet. But theweird thing is,
they have no brainsat al. Not surprising for ademocracy.”



Rows of squirming maggots. A forest of tranducent leeches, groping blindly into the water.

"So there's nothing to coordinate the tube feet, they al moveindependently. Usualy that's not a problem;
they dl tend to go towardsfood, for example. But it'snot unusua for athird of thesefeet to be pulling in
some other direction entirely. The whole animd's aliving tug-o-war. Sometimes, some really stubborn
tube feet just don't give up, and they literaly get torn out at the roots when the others move the body
someplace they don't want to go. But hey: mgority rules, right?"

Clarke extends atentative finger. Half adozen tube feet latch onto it. She can't fedl them through her
'skin. Anchored, they look amost ddlicate, like filaments of milky glass.

"But that's nothing," Acton says. "Watch this"
Heripsthe garfishin half.

Clarke pulls back, shocked and angry. But there's something in Acton's posture, in that barely visible
outline behind hislamp, that makes her pause.

"Don'tworry, Lenie" hesays. "l haven't killed it. I've bred it
Hedropsthetorn halves. They flutter like leavesto the seabed, trailing bits of bloodless entrail.

"They regenerate. Didn't you know that? Y ou can tear them into pieces and each piece grows back the
missing parts. It takestime, but they recover. Only you end up with more of them. Damn hard to kill
these guys.

"Understand, Lenie? Tear them to pieces, they come back stronger.”
"How do you know al this?' she asksin ametalic whisper. "Where do you come from?"
Helaysanicy black hand on her arm. "Right here. Thisiswhere | wasborn."

She doesnt think it absurd. In fact, she bardly hearshim. Her mind is somewhere e se entirely, terrified
by a sudden redization.

Acton istouching her, and she doesn't mind.

Of course, the sex isdectric. It dwaysis. The familiar has reasserted itsdlf, here in the cramped space of
Clarké's cubby. They can't both lie on the pallet at the same time but they manage somehow, Acton on
his knees, then Clarke, squirming around each other in ameta nest lined with ducts and vents and
bundles of optica cabling. They navigate each others seams and scars, tonguing puckers of metal and
pale flesh, unseen and al-seeing behind their corned armor.

For Clarkeit'sanew twig, thisicy ecstasy of alover without eyes. For the first time she feelsno need to
avert her face, no threat to fragile intimacy; at first, when Acton moved to take out his caps, she stopped
him with atouch and awhisper and he seemed to understand.

They cannot lie together afterwards so they St Sde-by-side, leaning into each other, staring at the hatch
two metersin front of them. The lights are turned too low for dryback vison; Clarke and Acton seea
room suffused in pale fluorescence.

Acton reaches out and fingers ashard of glass sticking from an empty frame on onewall. "There used to
be amirror here," he remarks.

Clarke nibbles his shoulder. "There were mirrors everywhere. |—took them down."
"Why? A few mirrorswould open the place up abit. Makeit larger.”
She points. Severd torn wires, fine as threads, hang from aholein the frame. "They had cameras behind



them. | didn't likethat."

Acton grunts. "I don't blame you."

They st without speaking for abit.

"Y ou said something outside,” she says. "Y ou said you were born down here.”
Acton hesitates, then nods. "Ten days ago.”

"Wheat did you mean?"

"Y ou should know," he says. Y ou witnessed my birth."

Shethinks back. "That was when the gulper got you..."

"Close" Acton grins his cold eyeless grin, puts an arm around her. "Actudly, the gulper sort of catayzed
it, if 1 remember. Think of it asamidwife.”

Animage popsinto her mind: Actonin Medicd, vivisecting himsdif.

"Finetuning,” shesays.

"Uh huh." He gives her asqueeze. "And I've got you to thank for it. Y ou gave metheidea.”
llMel?l

"Y ou were my mother, Len. And my father wasthis spagtic little shrimp that ended up way over its head.
Hedied before | was born, actudly: | killed him. Y ou weren't very happy about that.”

Clarke shakes her head. ™Y ou're not making sense.”

"Y ou tdling me you haven't noticed the change? Y ou telling me I'm the same person | waswhen | came
down?'

"I don't know," she says. "Maybe I've just gotten to know you better."

"Maybe. Maybe | havetoo. | don't know, Len, | just seem more...awake now, | guess. | seethings
differently. Y ou must have noticed.”

"Y eah, but only when you're—"

Outside.

"Y ou did something to your inhibitors," she whispers.
"Reduced the dosage a bit."

She graspshisarm. "Karl, those chemicals keep you from spazzing out every time you go outside. Y ou
fuck with this stuff, you're risking a sei zure as soon as the 'lock floods.”

"l have been fucking with it, Lenie. Y ou see any change in methat isn't an improvement?'
She doesn't answer.

"It'sal about action potential,” hetellsher. "Y our nerves haveto build up a certain charge before they
can fire—"

"And a thisdepth they'd fire dl the time, Karl, please—"

"Shh." Helaysagentlefinger on her lips but she brushesit away, suddenly angry.

"I'm serious, Karl. Without those drugs your nerves short-circuit, you burn out, I know—"

"Y ou only know what they tell you," he snaps. "Why don't you try working things out yoursalf for once?"
Shefallsslent, stung by hisdisapprova. A space opens between them on the pallet.

"I'm not afool, Lenie," Acton says, more quietly. "'l just reduced the settings a bit. Five percent. Now,
when | go outsideit takesabit less of agtimulusfor my nervesto fire, that'sdl. It...it wakes you up, Len;



I'm more aware of things, I'm more dive somehow."
She watches him, unspeaking.

"Of coursethey say it'sdangerous,” he says. "They're scared shitless of you dready. Y ou think they're
going to give you even more of an edge?’

"They're not scared of us, Karl."
"They should be." Hisarm goes back around her. "Wannatry it?"
It's as though she's suddenly outside, still naked. "No."

"There's nothing to worry about, Len. I've dready done the guinea pig work on mysalf. Open up to me
and | could make the adjustments mysdlf, it'd take ten minutes.”

"I'm not up for it, Karl. Not yet, anyway. Maybe one of the othersis."
He shakes hishead. "They don't trust me."
"You can't blame them.”

"l don't." He grins, showing teeth as sharp and white as eyecaps. "But even if they did trust me, they
wouldn't do anything unless you thought it was okay."

Shelooksat him. "Why not?'

"You'rein charge here, Len."

"Bullshit. They never told you that."

"They didn't haveto. It's obvious.

"I've been down here longer than them. So's Lubin. That doesn't matter to anyone.”

Acton frowns briefly. "No, | don't think it does. But you're still leader of the pack, Len. Head wolf.
A-fucking-kayla."

Clarke shakes her head. She searches her memory for something, anything, that would contradict
Acton's absurd claim. She comes up empty.

Shefedsalittlesick indgde.

He gives her alittle squeeze. "Tough luck, lover. | guessthe clothes dontt fit so well after being a career
victimyour wholelife, en?'

Clarke stares at the deck.

"Think about it, anyway," Acton whispersin her ear. "'l guarantee you'l fed twice asdive asyou do

"That happens anyway," Clarke reminds him. "Whenever | go outside. | don't need to screw up my
internasfor that." Not those internals, anyway.

"Thisisdifferent,” heingds.
Shelooks at him and smiles, and hopes he doesn't push it. How can he expect me to let him cut me

open like that? she wonders, and then wondersif maybe someday shewill, if thefear of loang him might
somehow grow large enough to force her other fearsinto submission. It wouldn't be thefirst time.

Twiceasdive, Acton says. Hiding behind her smile, Clarke considers: twice as much of her life. Not a
great prospect, so far.

* % %

Theresalight from behind; it chases her shadow out along the seabed. She can't remember how long it's



been there. She fedsamomentary chill—

—Fischer?—

—before common sense setsin. Gerry Fischer wouldn't use a headlamp.
"Lenie?"

Sherevolves on her own axis, sees asilhouette hovering afew meters away. Cyclopean light glaresfrom
itsforehead. Clarke hears a subvocd buzz, the corrupted equivaent of Brander clearing histhroat. " Judy
said you were out here," he explains.

"Judy." She meansit asaquestion, but her vocoder loses the intonation.

"Y eah. She sort of, keeps tabs on you sometimes.”

Clarke congdersthat amoment. "Tdll her I'm harmless”

"It'snot likethat," he buzzes. "I think shejust ... worries.."

Clarke feds muscles twitching at the corners of her mouth. She thinks she might be smiling.
"So | guesswe're on shift," she says, after amoment.

The headlight bobs up and down. "Right. A bunch of clams need their asses scraped. More skilled
labor.”

She gtretches, weightless. "Okay. Let'sgo.”
"Lenie.."
Shelooksup at him.

"Why do you come— | mean, why here?' Brander's headlight sweeps the bottom, comesto rest on an
outcropping of bone and rotted flesh. A skeletal amile stitchesitsway acrossthelit circle. "Did you kill it,
or something?'

"Yegh, |—" Shefdlsdlent, redizing: He means the whale.
"Nah," she saysingead. "It just died onitsown.”

* % %

Of course she wakes up aone. They il try to deep together sometimes, after sex has made them too
lazy to go outside. But the bunk istoo smdl. The most they can manageisasort of diagona douch: feet
on the floor, necks bent up against the bulkhead, Acton cradling her like aliving hammock. If they're
unlucky they really do fall adeep likethat. It takes hoursto get the kinks out afterwards. Way more
trouble than it'sworth.

So shewakes up aone. But she misses him anyway.

It's early. The schedules handed down from the GA areincreasingly irrdlevant — circadian rhythmslose
their way in the incessant darkness, fall dowly out of phase— but the rubbery timetable that remains
leaves hours before her shift starts. Lenie Clarkeis awvakein the middle of the night. It seemslike astupid
and obvious thing to say, months from the nearest sunrise, but right now it seems especidly true.

In the corridor she turnsfor amoment in the direction of his cubby before she remembers. He's never in
there any more. HE'S never even indde, unless he's eating or working or being with her. He hasn't dept in
his quarters amost since they got involved. He's getting amost asbad as Lubin.

Caracoisditting Slently in the lounge, unmoving, obeying her own inner clock. Shelooks up as Clarke
crossesto Comm.



"He went out about an hour ago,” she says softly.

Sonar picks him up fifty meters southeast, barely echoing above the bottom clutter. Clarke headsfor the
ladder.

"He showed us something the other day," Caraco says after her. "Ken and me."
Clarke looks back.

"A smoker, way off in one corner of the Throat. It had thisweird fluted vent, and it made singing sounds,
amog..."

"Mmm_"

"He redlly wanted usto know about it, for some reason. He was really excited. Heé's— he'skind of
strange out there, Lenie..."

"Judy," Clarke says neutrdly, "Why areyou telling me this?"
Caraco looks away. "Sorry. | didn't mean anything.”
Clarke starts down the ladder.

"Just be careful, okay?' Caraco cdls after her.

He's curled up when Clarke reaches him, knees tucked under his chin, floating afew centimeters above a
stone garden. His eyes are open, of course. She reaches out, touches him through two layers of reflex
copolymer.

He bardly stirs. His vocoder emits sporadic ticking noises.
Lenie Clarke curls hersdf around him. In awomb of freezing seawater, they deep on until morning.

Short Circuit

| won't givein.

It would be so easy. She could live out there, stay the fuck away from this creaking eggshell except to eat
and bathe and do whatever parts of her job demand an atmosphere. She could spend her wholelife
flying across the seabed. Lubin does. Brander and Caraco and even Nakata are starting to.

Lenie Clarke knows she doesn't belong in here. None of them do.

But at the same time, she's scared of what outside might do to her. | could end up like Fischer. It
would be so easy to just—sdlip away. If a hot seep or mud slide didn't get mefirst.

Lately she's been valuing her own life quite alot. Maybe that means she'slosing it. What kind of arifter
cares about living? But thereit is. therift is starting to scare her.

That's bullshit. Complete, total bullshit.

Who wouldn't be scared?

Scared. Yes. Of Karl. Of what you'll et him do to you.
It's been, what, aweek now?—

Two days.

—two days since she's dept outside. Two days since she decided to incarcerate hersalf in here. She goes
outside to work, and comes back as soon as each shift ends. No one's mentioned the change to her.



Perhaps no one's noticed; if they don't come back to Beebe themsealves after work, they scatter off
across the sea bed to do whatever they do in splendid, freezing isolation.

She knew Acton would notice, though. HE'd notice, and miss her, and follow her back insde. Or maybe
held try and talk her back out, fight with her when she resisted. But he's shown no sign at al. He spends
asmuch time out there as he ever did. She till seeshim, of course. At medtimes. At the library. Once for
seX, during which neither spoke of anything important. And then gone again, back into the ocean.

Hedidn't enter into any pact with her. She didn't even tell him about her pact with hersdf. Still, shefeds
betrayed.

She needs him. She knows what that means, sees her own footprints crowding the road ahead, but
reading the signs and changing course are two completely different things. Her ingdes are twisting with
the need to go, whether out to him or just out she can't say. But aslong as he's outside and she'sin
Beebe, Lenie Clarke can tdll hersdf that she's il in control.

It's progress, sort of.

Now, curled up in her cubby with the hatch sedled tight, she hears the subterranean gurgle of the airlock.
She comes up off the bed as though radio-controlled.

Noises, flesh against metdl, hydraulics and pneumatics. A voice. Lenie Clarkeis on her way to the wet
room.

He's brought amongter ingde with him. It's an anglerfish, dmost two meterslong, ajdlylike bag of flesh
with teeth half the length of Clarke'sforearm. It lies quivering on the deck, itsinsdes exploded through its
own mouth in the near vacuum of Beebe's sea-level atmosphere. Dozens of miniaturetails, twitching
feebly, sporout everywhere fromits body.

Caraco and Lubin, in the middle of some task, ook over from the engineering 'lock. Acton stands beside
his catch; histhorax, till inflating, hisses softly.

"How did youfititingdethe'lock?' Clarke wonders.
"Moreto the point,” Lubin says, coming over, "why bother?'
"What're dl thosetalls?' Caraco says.

Acton grins a them. "Not tails. Mates."

Lubin'sface doesn't change. "Redly."

Clarkeleansforward. Not just tails, she sees now; some of them have those extra fins ong the sde and
back. Some of them have gills. A couple of them even have eyes. It's as though awhole school of tiny
anglersare boring into thisbig one. Some arein only asfar asther jaws, but others are buried right down
tothetall.

Another thought strikes her, even more revolting; the big fish doesn't need its mouth any more. It'sjust
engulfing thelittle ones acrossits body wall, like some giant devolving microbe.

"Group sex on therift," says Acton. "All the big oneswe've been seeing, they'refemae Themdesare
these little finger-szed fuckers here. Not many dating opportunitiesthisfar down, so they just latch onto
thefirst femaethey can find, and they sort of fuse — their heads get absorbed, their bloodstreams link
together. They're parasites, get it? They worm into her side and they spend their whole lives feeding off
her. And theré'safuck of alot of them, but she'sbigger than they are, she's stronger, she could eat them
diveif shejus—"

"He'sbeeninthelibrary again,” Caraco remarks.

Acton looks at her for amoment. Deliberately, he points at the bloated carcass on the deck. "That's us."
He grabs one of the parasitic males, ripsit free. "Thisiseveryone dse. Get it?"



"Ah," Lubin says. "A metgphor. Clever."
Acton takes asingle step towards the other man. "L ubin, | am getting awfully fucking tired of you."
"Redlly." Lubin doesn't seem the least bit threatened.

Clarke moves, not directly between them, just off to one Sde, forming the apex of ahuman triangle. She
has absolutely no ideawhat to do if this comesto blows. She has no ideawhat to say to stop that from

happening.
Suddenly, she's not even sure that she wantsto.

"Come on, you guys." Caraco leans back againgt the drying rack. "Can't you settle this some other way?
Maybe you could just whip out aruler and compare your dicks or something.”

They stare a her.

"Watchit, Judy. Y ou're getting pretty cocky there.”
Now they're saring at Clarke.

Did | say that?

For along, long moment nothing happens. Then Lubin grunts and goes back to the workshop. Acton
watches him go; then, deprived of an immediate thregt, he steps back into the airlock.

The dead angler shivers on the deck, bristling with infestation.

"Lenie, he'sredly getting weird," Caraco says asthe 'lock floods. "Maybe you should just let him go.”
Clarke just shakes her head. "Go where?!

She even managesasmile.

* % %

Shewaslooking for Karl Acton, but somehow she's found Gerry Fischer instead. He looks sadly down
at her through the length of along tunndl. He seemsto be awhole ocean away. He doesn't speak but she
senses sadness, disgppointment. You lied to me, that feding says. You said you'd come and see me and
you lied. You've forgotten all about me.

He'swrong. She hasn't forgotten him at al. She'sonly tried to.

She doesn't say it aoud, of course, but somehow he reactsto it anyway. Hisfeglings change; sadness
fades, something colder seeps up inits place, something so deep and so old that she can't think of words
to describeit.

Something pure.
From behind, atouch on her shoulder. She spins, ingtantly dert, hand closing around her billy.

"Hey, cdm down. It'sme." Acton's slhouette hangs againgt afaint wash of light from the direction of the
Throat. Clarke relaxes, pushes gently at his chest. Says nothing.

"Welcome back," Acton says. "Haven't seen you out here for awhile."
"l was— | waslooking for you," she says.

"Inthe mud?'

"What?"

"Y ou werejudt floating there, face down.”

"I was—" Shefedsavegtige of disquiet, but she can't remember what to attach it to. "1 must have drifted
off. | was dreaming. It'sbeen so long since | dept out here, |—"



"Four days, | think. | missed you.”
"Wel, you could have comeingde.

Acton nods. "l tried. But | could never get dl of me through the airlock, and the part that | could— well,
it was sort of apoor substitute. If you'll remember.”

"] don't know, Karl. Y ou know how | fed—"

"Right. And | know you like it out here as much as| do. Sometimes| fed like | could just stay out here
forever." He pausesfor amoment, asif weighing dternatives. "Fischer'sgot it right."

Something goes cold. "Fischer?

"He'sill out here, Len. Y ou know that."
"Youveseenhim?'

"Not often. He's pretty skittish.”

"When do...| mean—"

"Only when I'm done. And pretty far from Beebe."

Shelooks around, inexplicably frightened. Of course you can't see him. Heisn't here. And even if he
was, it's still too dark to...

She forces hersdlf to leave her headlamp doused.

"He's...I think he'sredly hooked into you, Len. But | guess you know that too.”

No. No, | didn't. | don't. "Hetaksto you?' She doesn't know why she'd resent that.
"No."

"Then how?'

Acton doesn't answer for amoment. "I don't know. | just got that impression. But he doesn't talk. It's...l
don't know, Len. Hejust hangs around out there and watches us. | don't know if he'swhat we'd consider
... sang, | guess—"

"Hewatches us" she says, buzzing low and level.

"He knows were together. | think...I think he figures that connects me and him somehow." Acton isslent
for abit. "Y ou cared about him, didn't you?'

Ohyes. It dways starts off soinnocently. You cared about him, that's nice, and thenit's did you find
him attractive and then well you must have done something or he wouldn't keep hitting on you and
then you fucking slut I'll—

"Lenie," Acton says. "I'm not trying to Sart anything.”

She waits and watches.

"l know there was nothing going on. And even if therewas, | know it's no threst."
She's heard this part before, too.

"Now that | think about it, that's aways been my problem,” Acton muses. "I always had to go on what
other people told me, and people— peoplelieal thetime, Len, you know that. So no matter how many
times she swears she's not fucking around on you, or even that she doesn't want to fuck around on you,
how can you ever redly know?Y ou can't. So the default assumption is, she'slying. And being lied to all
the time, that's adamn good reason for — well, for doing what | do sometimes.”

"Karl — you know—"
"l know you don't lieto me. Y ou don't even hate me. That's kind of achange.”



Shereaches out to touch the side of hisface. "I'd say that'sagood cdll. I'm glad you trust me.”
"Actudly, Len, | don't have to trust you. | just know."

"What do you mean? How?'

"I'm not sure," he says. "It's something to do with the changes.”

Hewaitsfor her to respond.

"What are you saying, Karl?' she saysat lagt. "Are you saying you can read my mind?"

"No. Nothing likethat. | just, well, | identify with you more. | can— it'skind of hard to explan—"

Sheremembershim levitating beside aluminous smoker: the Pompeii worms can predict them. The
clams and brachyurans can predict them. Why not me?

He'stuned in, sheredizes. To everything. He's even tuned into the bloody worms, that's what he—
He'stuned in to Fischer—

Shetonguesthelight switch. A bright cone stabs into the abyss. She sweeps the water around them.
Nothing.

"Have the others seen him?"

"l don't know. | think Caraco caught him on sonar once or twice."

"Let'sgo back,” Clarke says.

"Let'snot. Stay awhile. Spend the night.”

Shelooks straight into his empty lenses. "Please, Karl. Come with me. Sleep insdefor abit.”
"He's not dangerous, Len.”

"That'snotit." At least, that's not all.

"What, then?"

"Karl, hasit ever occurred to you that you might be developing some sort of dependence on thisnerve
rush of yours?"

"Comeon, Len. Therift givesusadl arush. That'swhy we're down here.”

"We get arush because were fucked in the head. That doesn't mean we should go out of our way to
augment the effect.”

“Lerie—"

"Karl." Shelaysher hands on his shoulders. "I don't know what happensto you out here. But whatever it
IS, it scaresme.”

Henods. "l know."

"Then please, pleasetry it my way. Try deeping insde again, just for awhile. Try not to spend every
waking moment climbing around on the bottom of the ocean, okay?"

"Lenie, | don't like mysdlf ingde. You don't even like meinsde.”
"Maybe. | don't know. | just — | just don't know how to deal with you when you'relikethis.

"When I'm not about to beat the shit out of anyone? When I'm acting like arational human being? If wed
had this conversation back at Beebe wed be throwing things at each other by now." Hefalsslent for a
moment. Something changesin his posture. "Or do you miss that, somehow?"

"No. Of course not," she says, surprised at the thought.
"Wel, then—"



"Please. Jus— indulge me. What harm can it do?'
He doesn't answer. But she has a sneaking suspicion that he could.

* % %

She hasto give him credit. His reluctance shows in every move, but he's even first through the airlock.
Something happensto him asit drains, though; the air rushesinto him and — displaces something el se,
somehow. She can't quite put her finger on it. She wonders why she's never noticed it before.

Asareward, shetakes him directly into her cubby. He fucks her up against the bulkhead, violently, with
no discretion at al. Anima sounds echo through the hull. She wonders, as he comes, if the noiseis
bothering the others.

* % %

"Have any of you," Acton says, "thought about why things are so fucking grotty down here?"

It'sastrange and wondrous occasion, as rare as a planetary conjunction. All the circadian clocks have
drifted together for an hour or two, drawn everyone to dinner at the sametime. Almost everyone; Lubin
isnowhere to be seen. Not that he ever contributes much to the conversation anyway.

"What do you mean?' Caraco says.

"What do you think | mean? Look around, for Chrissakel" Acton waves hisarm, taking in the lounge.
"The placeis bardly big enough to stand up in. Everywhere you look theré's fucking pipes and cables. It's
likelivinginasarvicedosst.”

Brander frowns around amouthful of rehydrated potato.

"They were on avery drict schedule" Nakata suggests. "It was important to get everything online as
quickly as possible. Perhapsthey just didn't have time to make everything as cushy asthey could have.”

Acton snorts. "Come on, Alice. How much extratime would it take to program the blueprints for decent
headroom?"

"| fed aconspiracy theory coming on,” Brander remarks. "So go on, Karl. Why'sthe GA going out of its
way to make us bump our heads adl the time? They breeding us for short height, maybe? So well eat
less?’

Lenie Clarke feds Acton tenaing; it'slike asmal shockwave pushed out by his clenching muscles, apulse
of tengon that ripples through the air and bresks againgt her 'skin. She rests one calming hand casudly on
histhigh, under the table. It'sacaculated risk, of course. It would piss him off even moreif Acton
thought he was being patronized.

Thistime herdaxesalittle. "I think they'retrying to keep us off balance. | think they deliberately designed
Beebeto stressus out.”

"Why?" Caraco again, tense but civil.

"Because it gives them an advantage. The more time we spend being on edge, the lesstime we haveto
think about what we could do to them if we redly wanted to."

"And what'sthat?'

"Use your head, Judy. We could black out the grid from the Charl ottes down to Portland.”

"They'd just switch feeds," Brander says. "There are other deep sations.”

"Yeah. And they're dl staffed by people just like us." Acton daps the table with one hand. "Come on,



you guys. They don't want us down here. They hate us, we're sickos that beat up our wives and eat our
babiesfor breakfadt. If it weren't for the fact that anyone €l se would flip out down here—"

Clarke shakes her head. "But they could get us out of the loop completely if they wanted. Just automate
everything."
"Haldujah." Acton brings his hands together in sarcagtic applause. "Thewoman'sgot it at lagt.”

Brander leansback in hischair. "Give it arest, Acton. Haven't you ever worked for the GA before? Y ou
ever work for any sort of bureaucracy?'

Acton's gaze swivels, locks on to the other man. "What's your point?’

Brander looks back with ahint of a sneer on hisface. "My point, Karl, isthat you're reading way too
much into this. So they made the cellingstoo low. So their interior decorator's not worth shit. So what
eseisnew? The GA just isn't that scared of you." Hetakesin Beebe with awave of hisarm. "Thisisnt
some subtle psychological war. Beebe wasjust designed by incompetent bozos." Brander stands up,
takes hisplate to the gdley. "If you don't like the headroom, stay outside.”

Acton looks at Lenie Clarke, hisface utterly devoid of expression. "Oh, I'd like to. Believe me."

* % %

He's hunched over the library termind, 'phones on his ears, ‘phones on his eyes, the flatscreen blanked as
usud to hide hislitsearch from view. Asif anything in the database could redlly be persond. Asif the GA
would ever ration out any fact worth hiding.

She'slearned not to bother him when he'slike this. He's hunting in there, he resents any distraction as
though thefiles he's after might somehow escapeif helooks the other way. She doesn't touch him. She
doesn't run agentle finger dong hisarm or try to work the knots from his shoulders. Not any more.
There are some mistakes that Lenie Clarke can learn from.

He'sactudly helplessin a strange way; cut off from the rest of Beebe, deaf and blind to the presence of
people who are by no means friends. Brander could come up behind him right now and plant aknifein
his back. And yet everyone leaves him alone. It's asthough his sensory exile, this salf-imposed
vulnerability is some sort of brazen dare that no one has the guts to take him up on. So Acton Sits at the
keyboard— tapping at first, now stabbing— in his own private datasphere, and his deef blind presence
somehow dominates the lounge out of adl proportion to hisphysica sze.

"FUCK!

He tears the ‘phones from his face and dams hisfist down on the console. Nothing even cracks. He
glares around the lounge, white eyes blazing, and settles on Nakata over inthe gdley. Lenie Clarke,
wisely, has avoided eye contact.

"This database is fucking ancient! They stick us down this fucking black anus for months at atime and
they don't even give usalink to the net!"

Nakata spreads her hands. "The net'sinfected,” she says, nervoudy. "They send us scrubbed downloads
every month or s—"

"| fucking know that." Acton'svoiceis suddenly, ominoudy cam. Nakata takes the hint and falls slent.

He stands up. The whole room seemsto shrink down around him. "I've got to get out of here," he saysat
last. He takes a step towards the ladder, glances at Clarke. "Coming?"

She shakes her head.
"Suit yoursdlf."



Caraco, maybe. She's made overturesin the past.

Not that Clarke ever took them. But things are changing. There aren't just two Karl Actonsany more.
There used to be; dl of her partners have been twosomes, in fact. There's ways been ahost, some
magnetic chass's whose face and name never mattered because it would change without warning. And
providing continuity, riding dong behind each twinkling pair of eyes, there's dways been thething insde,
and it never changes. Nor, to be honest, would Lenie Clarke know what to do if it did.

Now there's something new: thething outside. So far at least, it has shown no trace of violence. It does
seem to have x-ray vision, which could be even worse.

Lenie Clarke has dways dept with the thing insde. Until now, sheld dwaysjust assumed it was for want
of an dterndtive.

Shetapslightly on Caraco's hatch. "Judy? Y ou there?' She should be; she's nowhere elsein Beebe, and
sonar can't find any trace of her outside.

No answer.

It can wait.

No. It's waited long enough.

How would | feel if—

Sheisn't me.

The hatch is closed but not dogged. Clarke pullsit open afew centimeters and peersinside.

Somehow they've managed to pull it off. Alice Nakata and Judy Caraco spoon around each other on that
tiny bunk. Their eyes dart restlesdy benesth closed lids. Nakata's dreamer stands guard beside them, its
tendrils pasted to their bodies.

Clarke letsthe hatch hiss shut again.
It was a stupid idea, anyhow. What would she know?
She wonders how long they've been together, though. She never even saw that coming.

* % %

"Y our boyfriend isn't here," Lubin cdlsin. "We were supposed to top up the coolant on number seven.”
Clarke calls up the topographic display. "How long ago?"
"Ohfour hundred.”

"Okay." Acton's haf an hour late. That's unusud; he's been going out of hisway to be punctud these
days, agrudging concession to Clarke in the name of group relations. "I can't find him on sonar,” she
reports. "Unless he's hugging the bottom. Hang on.”

She leans out of the comm cubby. "Hey. Anybody see Karl?!
"Heleft awhile ago,” Brander callsfrom the wet room. "Maintenance on seven, | think."
Clarke punches back into Lubin's channdl. "He's not here. Brander says heleft dreedy. I'll keep looking.”

"Okay. At least his deadman switch hasn't gone off.” Clarke can't tell whether Lubin thinksthat's good or
bad.

Movement at the corner of her eye. Shelooks up; Nakata's standing in the hatchway.



"Haveyou found him?" she asks.
Clarke shakes her head.

"Hewasin Medicd, just before heleft," Nakata says. "He was open. He said he was making some
adjusments—"

Oh God.

"He said they improved performance outside, but he didn't explain. He said he would show me later.
Maybe something went wrong."

External cameradisplay, ventral view. Theimageflickersfor amoment, then clears; on the screen, a
scaloped circle of light lies across aflat muddy plain, transected by the knife-edge shadows of anchor
cables. Near the edge of that circleisablack human figure, face down, its hands held to either side of its
heed.

She wakes up the close acoudtics. "Karl! Karl, can you hear me?”

He reacts. Hishead twists around, faces up into the floods; his eyecaps reflect featuredesswhite glare into
the camera. He's shaking.

"Hisvocoder," Nakata says. There's sound coming from the speaker, soft, repetitive, mechanica. "lt's—
duttering—"

Clarke's dready in the wet room. She knows what Acton's vocoder is saying. She knows, because the
same word is repeating over and over in her own head.

No. No. No. No. No.

No obvious motor impairment. He's able to make it back inside on his own; stiffens, in fact, when Clarke
triesto help him. He gtrips his gear and follows her into Medica without aword.

Nakata, diplomaticaly, closes the hatch behind them

Now he sits on the examination table, stonefaced. Clarke knows the routine; get his'skin off, his eyecaps
out. Check autonomic pupil response and reflex arcs. Stab him, draw off the usual samples: blood gases,
acetylcholine, GABA, lactic acid.

She sits down beside him. She doesn't want his eyecaps out. She doesn't want to see behind them.
"Your inhibitors," she saysat last. "How far down are they?"

"Twenty percent.”

"Well." Shetriesfor alight touch. "At least we know your limit now. Just nudge them back up to normd."
Almost imperceptibly, he shakes his head.

"Why not?'

"Too late. | went over some sort of threshold. | don't think --— it doesn't fedl reversible.”

"I see" She puts one tentative hand on hisarm. He doesn't react. "How do you fed?"

"Blind. Dedf."

"Y ou're not, though.”

"You asked how | felt," he says, till expressonless.

"Here" Shetakesthe NMR helmet down from its hook. Acton lets her strap it acrosshis skull. "If there's



anything wrong, this should—"
"Therés something wrong, Len.”

"Wdl." The hdmet writesitsimpressions across the diagnostic display. Clarke's got the same medica
expertise they dl have, stuffed into her mind by machinesthat hijacked her dreams. Still, theraw data
mean nothing to her. It'samost aminute before the display prints out an executive summary.

"Y our synaptic calcium'sway down." She's careful not to show her relief. "Makes sense, | guess. Y our
neuronsfiretoo often, eventually they run out of something.”

Helooks at the screen, saying nothing.

"Karl, it'sokay." Sheleanstoward hisear, one hand on his shoulder. "Itll fix itsdf. Just put your inhibitors
back up to normal; demand goes down, supply keeps up. No harm done.”

He shakes hishead again. "Won't work."
"Karl, look at the readout. Y ou're going to befine."
"Please don't touch me," he says, not moving at all.

Critical Mass

She catchesaglimpse of fist beforeit hits her eye. She staggers back againgt the bulkhead, feels some
protruding rivet or valve catch the back of her head. The world drownsin explosions of afterlight.

He'slost control, shethinksdully. | win. Her knees collapse under her; she dides down thewall, sits
with a heavy thud on the deck. She considersit amatter of some pride that she's kept utterly silent
through dl this

| wonder what | did to set him off. She can't remember. Acton'sfist seemsto have knocked the past
few minutes out of her head. Doesn't matter anyway. Same old dance.

But thistime there seemsto be someone on her side. She can hear shouts, sounds of a scuffle. She hears
the sick jarring thud of flesh against bone against metal, and for once, none of it seemsto be hers.

"You cocksucker! I'll rip your fucking bals off!"

Brander's voice. Brander is sticking up for her. He dwayswas the gallant one. Clarke smiles, tastes sdlt.
Of course, he never quite forgave Acton for that tiff over the gulper, either...

Her visonisgarting to clear, in oneeye at least. Thereésalegright in front of her, another to one side.
She looks up; the legs meet at Caraco's crotch. Acton and Brander arein her cubby too; Clarke's
amazed that they can dll fit.

Acton, his mouth bloody, isunder sege. Brander'shand is at histhroat. Acton hasthe wrist of that hand
caught in agrip of hisown; while Clarke watches, his other arm lashes out and glances off Brander's jaw.

"Stopit," shemumbles.

Caraco hits Acton's temple twicein rapid succession. Acton's head snaps sideways, snarls, but he
doesn't release his grip on Brander.

" sid gop it!”

Thistime they hear her. The struggle dows, pauses; fists remain poised, no holds bresk, but they're dl
looking a her now.

Even Acton. Clarkelooks up into his eyes, looks behind them. She can see nothing staring back but



Acton himsdlf. You were there before, she remembers. I'm almost sure of it. Count on you to get
Acton into a losing fight and then bugger off...

She braces hersdlf againgt the bulkhead and pushes dowly erect. Caraco moves aside, helps her up.

"I'm flattered by dl the attention, folks" Clarke says, "and | want to thank you for stopping by, but | think
we can handle this on our own from hereonin.”

Caraco puts a protective hand on her shoulder. ™Y ou don't have to put up with this shit." Her eyes,
somehow venomous through the shielding, are till locked on Acton. "None of usdo.”

One corner of Acton's mouth pullsback inasmal, bloody sneer.

Clarke endures Caraco's touch without flinching. "I know that. And thanks for stepping in. But please,
just leave usdonefor awhile.”

Brander doesn't loosen his grip on Acton'sthroat. "I don't think that a very good—"
"Will you get your fucking hands off him and leave us alone! "

They back off. Clarke glares after them, dogs the hatch to keep them out. " Goddamned nosy neighbors,”
she grumbiles, turning back to Acton.

Hisbody sagsin the sudden privacy, al the anger and bravado evaporating as she watches.
"Want to tell me why you're being such an asshole?' she says.

Acton collapses on her pallet. He stares at the deck, avoiding her eyes. "Don't you know when you're
being fucked over?'

Clarke stsdown beside him. " Sure. Getting punched out is pretty much agiveaway.”

"I'mtrying to help you. I'm trying to help all of you." He turns and hugs her, body shaking, cheek
pressed againgt hers, face aimed at the bulkhead behind her shoulder. "Oh God Lenie I'm so sorry you're
thelast person in the whole fucking world | want to hurt—"

She strokes him without speaking. She knows he meansit. They aways do. She till can't bring hersdlf to
blame any of them.

He thinks he'salonein there. He thinksit's all his own doing.

Briefly, animpossblethought: Maybe it is...

"l can't go onwiththis"" he says. "Staying ingde.”

"It1l get better, Karl. It'saways hard at first."

"Oh God, Len. You don't haveaclue. You till think I'm some sort of junkie.”
"Karl—"

"You think | don't know what addictionis? You think | can't tell the difference?"
She doesn't answer.

He managesasmdl, sad laugh. "I'mlosing it, Len. Y oureforcing meto loseit. Why in God's name do
you want methisway?'

"Becausethisiswho you are, Karl. Outsdeisn't you. Outside'sadistortion.”
"Outside I'm not an asshole. Outside | don't make everyone hate me."

"No." Shehugshim. "If controlling your temper means seeing you turn into something e se, seeing you
doped up dl thetime, then I'll take my chanceswith the original.”

Actonlooksat her. "I hate this. Jesus Christ, Len. Won't you ever get tired of people who kick the shit
out of you?'



"That'saredly nasty thing to say,” sheremarks quietly.

"I don't think so. | can remember some things | saw out there, Len. It'slike you need —I mean God,
Lenig, thereés so much hate indl of you..."

She's never heard him spesk like this. Not even outside. "Y ou've got abit of that in you too, you know."
"Yeah. | thought it made me different. | thought it gave me...an edge, you know?"

"It does."

He shakes his head. "Oh, no. Not next to you."

"Don't underrate yoursdlf. Y ou don't see me trying to take on the whole station.”

"That'sjugtit, Len. | blow it off dl thetime, | wasteit on stupid shit likethis. But you— you hoard it." His
expression changes, she's not exactly sure what to. Concern, maybe. Worry. " Sometimes you scare me
more than Lubin does. Y ou never lash out, or beat on anybody — Chrigt, it'samgjor event when you
even raiseyour voice— 01t just builds up. It'sgot itsup side, | guess.” He manages a soft laugh.
"Hatred'sagreat fud source. If anything ever—activated you, you'd be unstoppable. But now, you're
just—toxic. | don't think you redlly know how much hate you've got in you."

Fity?

Something insde her goes suddenly coal. "Don't play therapist with me, Karl. Just because your nerves
firetoo fast doesn't mean you've got second sight. Y ou don't know me that well.”

Of course not. Or you wouldn't be with me.

"Not in here." He amiles, but that strange sick expression keegps showing through behind. "Outside, at
least, | can seethings. In hereI'm blind."

"You'reintheland of the blind." She says curtly. "It's not adrawback.”

"Redly? Would you stay hereif it meant getting your eyes cut out? Would you stay some place that
rotted your brain out piece by piece, turned you from ahuman being into afucking monkey?"

Clarke considers. "'If | was amonkey to begin with, maybe."
Uh oh. Sounded too flippant by half, didn't 1?
Acton looks at her for amoment. Something €l se doestoo, drowsily, with one eye open.

"Atleadt | don't get my endorphinsby playing victim," he says, dowly. ™Y ou should redly be abit more
careful who you choose to ook down on."

"Andyou," Clarkereplies, "should save the piouslectures for those rare occasions when you actualy
know what you're talking about."

Herises off the bed and glares at her, fists carefully unclenched.

Clarke does not move. She feds her whole body hardening from the inside out. She ddliberately lifts her
head until she'slooking straight into Acton's hooded eyes.

It'sin there now, fully awake. She can't see Acton at dl any more. Everything's back to normal.

"Don't eventry,” shesays. "l gave you acouple of shotsfor old times sake, but if you lay ahand on me
again | swear I'll fucking kill you."

She marvelsinwardly at the strength in her voice; it soundslikeiron.
They stare at each other for an endless moment.

Acton's body turns on its hed and undogs the hatch. Clarke watchesit step out of the cubby; Caraco,
waliting in the corridor, letsit by without aword. Clarke holds hersdlf utterly still until she hearsthe 'lock

beginning to cycle.



Hedidn't call my bluff.
Except thistime, shesnot surethat that'sall it was.

* % %

He doesn't see hey.

It's been days since they've said anything to each other. Even their shift schedules have diverged. Tonight,
as she wastrying to deep, she heard him come out of the abyss again and climb up into the lounge like
someinvading sea creature. He does it now and then when the place is deserted, when everyoneis either
outsde or sealed into their cubicles. He sitsthere at the library, diving through his ‘phones down endless
virtua avenues, desperation in every movement. It's as though he has to hold his bresth whenever he
comesingde; once she saw him tear the headset off his skull and flee outside as though his chest would
burst. When she picked up the abandoned headset, the results of hislitsearch were ill glowing in the
eyephones. Chemidtry.

Another time he turned on hisway out to see her standing in the corridor. He smiled. He even said
something: "—sorry—" iswhat she heard, but there may have been more. He didn't say.

Now hishandsrest, unmoving, on the keyboard. His shoulders are shaking. He doesn't make any sound
at dl. Lenie Clarke closes her eyes for amoment, wondering whether to approach him. When she looks
againtheloungeisempty.

* % %

She can tdll exactly where he's going. Hisicon buds off of Beebe and crawls away acrossthe display,
and thereés only on thing in that direction.

When she gets there he's crawling acrossits back, digging ahole with hisknife. Clarke's eyecaps can
barely find enough light to see by, thisfar from the Throat; Acton cutsand dicesin thelight of her
headlamp, his shadow writhing away across a horizon of dead flesh.

He'sdug a crater, maybe half a meter across, half a meter degp. He's cut through the stratum of blubber
bel ow the skin and is tearing through the brown muscle beneath. It's been months now since this creature
landed here. Clarke marvelsat its preservation.

The abyss likes extremes, she muses. If it isn't a pressure cooker, it's a fridge.
Acton stopsdigging. He just floats there, staring down at his handiwork.

"What astupid ides," he buzzes at last. "I don't know what getsinto me sometimes.” Heturnsto face her;
his eyecaps reflect yellow. "I'm sorry, Lenie. | know this place was specia to you somehow, | didn't
mean to...well, desecrateit, | guess.”

She shakes her head. "It's okay. It's not important.”

Acton'svocoder gurgles, inair, it would be asad laugh. "I give mysdlf too much credit sometimes, Len.
Whenever I'mindde, and I'm fucking up and | don't know what to do, | figure all 1've got to do iscome
outsde and the scaleswill fal off my eyes. It'slike, reigiousfaith dmost. All the answers. Right out here.”
"It'sokay," Clarke says again, because it seems better than saying nothing.

"Only sometimesthe answer doesn't really do much for you, you know? Sometimes the answer's just:
Forget it. You're fucked." Acton looks back down at the dead whale. "Would you turn the light off?*

The darkness swallows them like a blanket. Clarke reaches through it and brings Acton to her. "What
were you trying to do?'



That mechanicd laugh again. "Something | read. | wasthinking—"
His cheek brushes againgt hers.

"I don't know what | was thinking. When I'm inside I'm afucking lobo case, | get these stupid ideas and
even when | get back out it takes awhile before | really wake up and realize what adork I've been. |
wanted to study an adrend gland. Thought it would help me figure out how to counter ion depletion at the

syngpsejunctions.”

"Y ou know how to do that."

"Wel, it wasjust bullshit anyway. | can't think straight in there.”

She doesn't bother to argue.

"I'm sorry," Acton buzzes efter awhile.

Clarke strokes his back. It fedslike two sheets of plastic rubbing together.
"I think | can explainit toyou," headds. "If youreinterested.”

"Sure" But she knowsit won't change anything.

"Y ou know how theresthis strip in your brain that controls movement?'
"Okay."

"And if, say, you became a concert pianist, the part that runs your fingerswould actualy spread out, take
up more of the strip to meet the increased demand for finger control. But you |ose something, too. The
adjacent parts of the strip get crowded out. So maybe you couldn't wiggle your toes or curl your tongue
aswdll asyou could before you started practicing.”

Actonfdlsdlent. Clarkefedshisarms, cradling her loosely from behind.
"| think something like that happened to me," he says after awhile.
"How?'

"I think something in my brain got exercised, and it spread out and crowded some other parts away. But
it only worksin a high-pressure environment, you see, it'sthe pressure that makes the nervesfire fagter.
So when | go back inside, the new part shuts down and the old parts have been — well, lost.”

Clarke shakes her head. "Weve been through this, Karl. Y our synapsesjust ran low on calcium.”

"That's not dl that happened. That's not even a problem any more, I've brought my inhibitors up again.
Not al the way, but enough. But | still have thisnew part, and | till can't find the old ones.” Shefedshis
chin on thetop of her head. "I don't think I'm exactly human any more, Len. Which, considering the kind
of human | was, isprobably just aswell."

"And what doesit do, exactly? This new part?'

Hetakesawhileto answer. "It'sadmost like getting an extra sense organ, except it's ... diffuse. Intuition,
only with aredly hard edge."

"Diffuse, with ahard edge."
"Y eah, well. That's the problem when you try to explain smell to someone without anose.”

"Maybeit's not what you think. | mean, something's changed, but that doesn't mean you can redly just —
look into peoplelikethat. Maybeit's just some sort of mood disorder. Or ahadlucination, maybe. Y ou
can't know."

"I know, Len."

"Thenyoureright." Anger trickles up from her internd reservoir. ™Y ou're not human any more. You're
lessthan human.”



“Lerie—"

"Humans haveto trust, Karl. Thereésno big dedl about putting your faith in something you know for
certain. | want you to trust me."

"Not know you."

Shetriesto hear sadness on that synthetic voice. In Begbe, maybe, it would have come through. But in
Beebe he would never had said that.

llKa,l_ll
"] can't come back."

"Y ou're not yourself out here." She pushes away, spins around; she can just barely distinguish his
dlhouette.

"Y ou want me to be—" She hears confusion in the words, even through the vocoder, but she knowsit's
not aquestion. "—hateful "

"Don't beanidiot. I've had more than my fill of assholes, beieve me. But Karl, thisisjust somekind of
cheap trick. Step out of the magic booth, you're Mr. Nice Guy. Step back in, you're the SeaTac
Strangler. It'snot real.”

"How do you know?"

She keeps her distance, suddenly knowing the answer. It'sonly red if it hurts. It'sonly red if it happens
dowly, painfully, each step carved in shouts and threats and thrown punches.

Itsonly red if Lenie Clarkeisthe one to make him change.

She doesn't tdll him any of this, of course. But she's afraid, as she turns and leaves him there, that she
doesn't haveto.

* % %

She comesingtantly out of deep, tense and completely aert. There's darkness— the lights are off, she's
even blanked the readouts on the wall — but it'sthe close, familiar darkness of her own cubby.
Something istapping on the hull, regular and inggtent.

From outside.

Out in the corridor there'slight enough for rifter eyes. Nakata and Caraco stand motionlessin the lounge.
Brander sits at the library; the screens are dark, the headsets all hanging on their pegs.

The sound ticks through the lounge, fainter than before but easily audible.
"WheresLubin?' Clarke asks softly. Nakatatilts her head towardsthe hull: outside somewhere.
Clarke climbs downstairs and into the airlock.

* * %

"We thought you'd gone over," she says. "Like Fischer."

They float between Beebe and the seafloor. Clarke reaches out to him. Acton reaches back.
"How long hasit been?' Thewords come out asfaint, metalic Sghs.

"Six days. Maybe seven. I've been putting off— calling up for areplacement—"

He doesn't react.



"We saw you on sonar sometimes,” she adds. "For awhile. Then you disappeared.”
Slence

"Did you get log?' she asks after awhile.

"Yeeh."

"But you're back now."

“No."

"Karl—"

"l need you to promise me something, Lenie”

What?'

"Promisemeyou'll dowhet | did. The otherstoo. They'll ligento you."

"Y ou know | can't—"

"Five percent, Lenie. Maybeten. If you keep it that low you'll do okay. Promise.”
"Why, Karl?'

"Because | wasn't wrong about everything. Because sooner or later they're going to haveto get rid of
you, and you need every edge you can get."

"Comeingde. We can talk about it insde, everyonesthere.”

"There's strange things happening out there, Len. Out past sonar range, they're— | don't know what
they'redoing. They don't tdll us..."

"Comeinsde, Karl."

He shakes his head. He seems amost unused to the gesture.

"ot

"Then don't expect me—"

"l left afileinthelibrary. It explainsthings. Asmuch as| could, when | wasin there. Promiseme, Len.”
"No. You promise. Comeinsde. Promise welll work it out.”

"It killstoo much of me," hesighs. "'l pushed it too far. Something burned out, I'm not even completely
whole out here any more. But you'll be okay. Five or ten percent, no more."

"l need you," she buzzes, very quietly.

"No," hesays. "Y ou need Karl Acton."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Y ou need what he did to you."

All the warmth goes out of her then. What'sleft isadow, freezing bail.

"What isthis, Karl? Some grand insight you got while spirit-waking around in the mud? Y ou think you
know me better than | do?"

"Y ou know—"

"Because you don't, you know. Y ou don't know shit about me, you never did. And you don't really have
the ballsto find out, so you run off into the dark and come back spouting dl this pretentious bullshit.”
She's goading him, she knows she's goading him but he'sjust not reacting. Even one of his outbursts
would be better than this.

"It's saved under Shadow," he says.



She stares at him without speaking.
"Thefile" headds.

"What's wrong with you?" She's beating at him now, pounding as hard as she can but he's not hitting
back, he's not even defending himsalf for Chrissakes why don't you fight back asshole why don't you
just get it over with, just beat the shit out of me until the guilt covers us both and we'll promise
never to do it again and—

But even anger deserts her now. Theinertiaof her attack pushes them away from each other. She
catches hersaf on an anchor cable. A starfish, wrapped around the line, reaches blindly out to touch her
with thetip of onearm.

Acton continuesto drift.
"Stay," shesays.
He brakes and holds position without answering, dim and gray and distant.

There are so many things denied her out here. She can't cry. She can't even close her eyes. So she stares
at the sea bed, watches her own shadow stretch off into the darkness. "Why are you doing this?" she
asks, exhausted, and wonders who she meant the question for.

His shadow flows across her own. A mechanica voice answers.
"Thisiswhat you do when you redly |ove someone.”
She jerks her head up in time to see him disappear.

* % %

Beebe's quiet when shereturns. The wet dap of her feet on the deck isthe only sound. She climbsinto
the lounge and findsit empty. She takes a step towards the corridor that leads to her cubby.

Stops.

In Comm, aluminousicon inchestowardsthe Throat. The display liesfor effect; in redity Actonisdark
and unreflective, no more luminousthan sheis.

She wonders again if she should try and stop him. She could never overpower him by force, but perhaps
shejust hasn't thought of the right thing to say. Perhapsif shejust getsit right she can call him back,
compel hisreturn through words aone. Not avictim any more, he said once. Perhaps she'sasiren
ingtead.

She can't think of anything to say.

He'samost there now. She can see him gliding between great bronze pillars, bacterial nebulae swirlingin
hiswake. She imagines hisface amed down, scanning, reentless, hungry. She can see him homingin on
the north end of Main Street.

She shuts off the display.

She doesn't have to watch this. She knowswhat's going on, and the machineswill tell her when it'sover.
She couldn't stop them if shetried, not unless she smashed them into junk. That, in fact, is exactly what
she wantsto do. But she controls hersdlf. Quiet as stone, Lenie Clarke sitsin the command cubby staring
at ablank screen, waiting for the darm.



Nekton

Dryback

Jumpstart

He dreamed of water.

He always dreamed of water. He dreamed the smdll of dead fish in rotten nets, and rainbow puddles of
gasoline shimmering off the Steveston jetty, and ahome so close to the shordline you could barely get
insurance. He dreamed of atime when waterfront meant something, even the muddy brown stretch
where the Fraser hemorrhaged into the Strait of Georgia. His mother was standing over him, beaming a
vital ecological resource, Yves. A staging ground for migrating birds. A filter for the whole world.
And little Y ves Scanlon smiled back, proud that he done of dl hisfriends— well, not friends exactly, but
maybe they would be now— would grow up appreciating nature first-hand, right herein his new back
yard. One and a hdf meters above the high-tideline.

And then, asusudl, the real world kicked in the doors and € ectrocuted his mother in mid-smile.

Sometimes he could postpone the inevitable. Sometimes he could fight thejolt from his bedside dreamer,
keep it from dragging him back for just afew more seconds. Thirty years of random images would flash
across hismind in those moments; falling forests, bloating deserts, ultraviolet fingers reaching ever deeper
into barren seas. Oceans creegping up shordlines. Vital ecological resources turning into squatting camps
for refugees. Squatting campsturning into intertidal zones.

And Y ves Scanlon was awake again, sweat-soaked, teeth clenched, jump-started.
God, no. I'm back.

Thered world.

Three and a half hours. Only three and a half hours...

It was dl the dreamer would dlow him. Seep stages one through four got ten minutes each. REM got
thirty, in deference to theincompressibility of the dream State. A seventy-minute cycle, run three times
nightly.

You could freelance. Everyone else does.

Fredlancers chose their own hours. Employees— those few that remained— got their hours chosen for
them. Y ves Scanlon was an employee. He frequently reminded himsalf of the advantages. you didn't have
to fight and scramble for anew contract every sx months. Y ou had stability, of asort. If you performed.
If you kept on performing. Which meant, of course, that Y ves Scanlon couldn't afford the nightly
nine-and-a-half-hours that was optima for his species.

Servitude for security, then. No day passed when he didn't hate the choice hed made. Some day,
perhaps, he'd even hate it more than he feared the dternative.

"Seventeen items on high priority,” said the workstation as hisfeet hit the floor. " Four broadcast, twelve
net, one phone. Broadcast and phone items are clean. Net items were disinfected on entry, with aforty



percent chance that encrypted bugs dipped through.”
"Up the disnfectant,” Scanlon said.

"That will destroy any encrypted bugs, but might also destroy up to five percent of the legitimate data. |
could just dump therisky files"

"Dignfect them. What'son midlig?"
"Eight hundred and sixty three items. Three hundred twenty seven broad—"
"Dumpit al." Scanlon headed for the bathroom, stopped. "Wait aminute. Play the phone call.”

"Thisis PatriciaRowan," the station said in acold, clipped voice. "We may be encountering some
personnd problems with the deep-sea geotherma program. 1'd like to discuss them with you. I'll have
your return cal routed direct.”

Shit. Rowan was one of the top corpses on the west coast. Sheld barely even acknowledged him since
he'd been hired on at the GA. "Isthere apriority on that call?* Scanlon asked.

"Important but not urgent,” the workstation replied

He could have breskfadt first, maybe go through hismail. He could ignore al those reflexes urging him to
drop everything and jump like atrained sedl to immediate atention. They needed him for something.
About time. About goddamned time.

"I'm taking ashower," hetold the workstation, hesitantly defiant. "Don't bother me until | come out."
Hisreflexes, though, didn't likeit at dl.

* % %

"—that "curing' victims of multiple persondity disorder isactudly tantamount to serid murder. Theissue
has remained controversid in the wake of recent findings that the human brain can potentialy contain up
to one hundred forty fully-sentient personalities without Significant sensory/motor impairment. The tribund
will so consder whether encouraging a multiple persondity to reintegrate voluntarily — again, a
traditionally therapeutic act — should be redefined as assisted suicide. Crosdlinked to next item under
cognition and legd."

Theworkstation fell glent.

Rowan wants to see me. The VP in charge of the GA's whole Northwest franchise wants to see
me. Me.

He was thinking into sudden silence. Scanlon redlised the workstation had stopped talking. "Next," he
sad.

"Fundamentdist acquitted of murder in the destruction of asmart gdl,” the station recited. "Tagged to—"
Didn't she say I'd be working with her, though? Wasn't that the deal when | first came on?
"—Al, cognition, and legd."

Yeah. That's what they said. Ten years ago.

"Ahh— summary, nontechnica," Scanlon told the machine.

"Victimwasasmart gel on temporary loan to the Ontario Science Center as part of apublic exhibit on
artificid inteligence. Accused admitted to the act, Sating that neuron cultures’ —the workstation changed
voices, neetly inserting a sound bite— " desecrate the human soul .

"Expert defense witnesses, including asmart gel online from Rutgers, tetified that neuron cultureslack



the primitive midbrain structures necessary to experience pain, fear, or adesire for self-preservation.
Defense argued that the concept of a'right’ isintended to protect individuas from unwarranted suffering.
Since smart gels are incapable of physica or menta distress of any sort, they have no rightsto protect
regardless of their level of sdf-awareness. This reasoning was € oquently summarized during the
Defensg's closing statement: 'Gels themsalves don't care whether they live or die. Why should we? The
verdict isunder gppeal. Crosslinked to next item under Al and World News."

Scanlon swalowed amouthful of powdered abumin. "List expert defense witnesses, namesonly.”
"Phillip Quan. Lily Kozlowski. David Childs—"

"Stop." Lily Kozlowski. He knew her, from back at UCLA. An expert witness. Shit. Maybe | should
have kissed a few more asses in grad school....

Scanlon snorted. "Next."
"Net infections down fifteen percent.”
Problems with the Rifters, she said. | wonder... "Summary, nontechnical.”

"Vird infections on the Internet have declined fifteen percent in the past six months, due to the ongoing
ingallation of smart gels et critica nodes dong the net's backbone. Digitd infectionsfind it nearly
impossibleto infect smart gel's, each of which has aunique and flexible system architecture. In light of
these most recent results, some experts are predicting a safe return to casud e-mail by the end of—"

"Ah, fuck. Cancd."

Come on, Yves. You've been waiting for years for those idiots to recognise your abilities. Maybe
thisisit. Don't blow it by looking too eager.

"Waiting," said the Sation.
Only what if she doesn't wait? What if she gets impatient and goes for someone else? What if—

"Tag thelast phone call and reply.” Scanlon stared at the dregs of his breakfast while the connection went
up.

"Admin," said avoicethat sounded red.

"Yves Scanlon for Patricia Rowan."

"Dr. Rowan isoccupied. Her smulator isexpecting your call. This conversation is being monitored for
qudity control purposes.” A click, and another voice that sounded red: "Hello, Dr. Scanlon.”

His Master'svoice.

Muckraker

It rumbles up the dope from the abyssal plain, bouncing an echo that registers five hundred meters
outside Beebe's officia sonar range. It's moving at dmost ten meters a second, not remarkable for a
submarine but thisthing's so close to the bottom it has to be running on treads. Six hundred meters out it
crosses asmall spreading zone and dewsto astop.

"What isit?' wonders Lenie Clarke.

Alice Nakatafiddles with the focus. The unknown has started up again at acrawl, edging along the length
of the spread at |ess than one meter a second.



"It'sfeeding,” Nakatasays. "Polymetalic sulfides, perhaps.”

Clarke considers. "'l want to check it out.”

"Yes. Shdl | notify the GA?'

"Why?

"It isprobably foreign. It might not be legd .

Clarkelooks at the other woman.

"There arefinesfor unauthorised incursgonsinto territoria waters,” Nakata says.
"Alice, redly." Clarke shakes her head. "Who cares?'

Lubinisoff the scope, probably deeping on the bottom somewhere. They leave him anote. Brander and
Caraco are out replacing the bearings on number six; atremor cracked the casing lagt shift, jammed two
thousand kilograms of mud and grit into the works. Still, the other generators are more than able to take
up the dack. Brander and Caraco grab their squids and join the parade.

"We should keep our lights down," Nakata buzzes asthey leave the Throat. "And stay very closeto the
bottom. It may frighten easly.”

They follow the bearing, their lights dimmed to embers, through darkness dmost impenetrable even to
rifter eyes. Caraco pulls up beside Clarke: "'I'm heading into the wild blue yonder after this. Wanna
come?'

A shiver of second-hand revulsion tickles Clarke'sinsides; from Nakata, of course. Nakata used to join
Caraco on her daily swim up Beebe's trangponder line, until about two weeks ago. Something happened
up at the deep scattering layer — nothing dangerous, apparently, but it left Alice absolutely cold at the
prospect of going anywhere near the surface. Caraco's been pestering the others to pace her ever since.

Clarke shakes her head. "Didn't you get enough of aworkout durping al that shit out of number sSx?"
Caraco shrugs. "Different muscle groups.”

"How far do you go now?'

"Up to athousand. Give me another ten shiftsand I'll be lgpping al the way to the surface.”

A sound has been rising around them, so gradualy that Clarke can't pin down the moment shefirst
noticed it; agrumbling, mechanica noise, the distant sound of rocks being pulverized between greeat
molars.

Flickers of nervousness flash back and forth in the group. Clarke triesto rein hersdlf in. She knows
what's coming, they dl do, it's not nearly as dangerous asthe risks they face every shift. It'snot
dangerousat al—

—unlessit's got defenses we don't know about—

—but that sound, the sheer sze of thisthing on the scope— We're all scared. We know there's
nothing to be afraid of, but all we can hear are teeth gnashing in the darkness...

It's bad enough dedling with her own hardwired apprehension. It doesn't help to be tuned in to everyone
dses.
A faint pulse of surprise from Brander, in thelead. Then from Nakata, next in line, asplit-second before

Clarke hersdf fedlsadap of duggish turbulence. Caraco, forewarned, barely radiates anything when the
plume washes over her.

The darkness has become fractionaly more absolute, the water itself more viscous. They hold stationina
stream that's half mud, half seaweter.

"Exhaust wake," Brander vibrates. He hasto raise hisvoice dightly to be heard over the sound of feeding



mechinery.

They turn and follow thetrail upstream, keeping to the plume's edge more by touch than sight. The
ambient grumble swellsto full-blown cacophony, resolvesinto adozen different voices, pile-drivers,
muffled explosions, the sounds of cement mixers. Clarke can barely think above the waterborne racket,

or the rising gpprehension in four separate minds, and suddenly it's right there, just for amoment, agreat
segmented tread climbing up around agear whed two stories high, rolling away in the murk.

"Jesus. It'sfucking huge." Brander, hisvocoder cranked.

They movetogether, aiming their squids high and cruising up at an angle. Clarke tastes the thrill from
three other sets of adrenals, adds her own and sends it back, a vicarious feedback |oop. With their lamps
on minimum the viz can't be more than three meters; evenin front of Clarke's face the world isbarely
more than shadows on shadows, dimly lit by headlights bobbing to either side.

Thetop of the tread dides below them for amoment, ajointed moving road severa meters across. Then
aplain of jumbled meta shapes, fading into view barely ahead, fading out again dmost indantly; exhaust
ports, sonar domes, flow-meter ducts. The din fades alittle as they move towards the center of the hull.

Most of the protuberances are smoothed back into hydrodynamic teardrops. Close up, though, there's
no shortage of handholds. Caraco's smoldering headlight isthe first to settle down onto the machine; her
squid paces dong above her. Clarke sets her own squid to hedl and joins the others on the hull. So far
there's been no obvious reaction to their presence.

They huddle together, heads close to converse above the ambient noise.
"Wher€sit from?' Brander wonders.

"Probably Korea." Nakata buzzes back. "I did not see any registry markings, but it would take along
timeto check thewhole hull.”

Caraco: "Bet you wouldn't find anything anyway. If they were going to risk sneaking it thisfar into foreign
territory they wouldn't be stupid enough to leave areturn address.”

Therumbling metal |andscape pullsthem dong. A couple of metersup, barely visble, their riderless
squidstrail patiently behind.

"Doesit know we're here?' asks Clarke.

Alice shakes her head. "It kicks up alot of shit from the bottom so it ignores close contacts. Bright light
might scareit, though. It is trespassing. It might associate light with discovery.”

"Redlly." Brander lets go for amoment, drifts back afew meters before catching another handhold. "Hey
Judy, want to go exploring?’

Caraco's vocoder emits static; Leniefeds the other woman'slaughter from insde. Caraco and Brander
legp away into the murk like black gremlins.

"It moved very fadt," Nakatasays. There'sa sudden smal blot of insecurity radiating from insgde her, but
shetaksover it. "When it first showed up on sonar. It was moving way too fast. It wasn't safe.”

"Safe?' Leniefrownsto hersdf. "It'samachine, right? No oneinside.”
Nakata shakes her head. "Too fast for amachine in complex terrain. A person could do it.”

"Comeon, Alice. Thesethings are robots. Besides, if there was anyoneinside we'd be ableto feel them,
right?Y ou fedl anyone other than the four of us?' Nakata tends to be a bit more sengtive than the others
in matters of fine-tuning.

"|— don't think so0," Nakata says, but Clarke senses uncertainty. "Maybe | — it'sabig machine, Lenie.
Maybethe pilot isjust too far av—"

Brander and Caraco are plotting something. They're both out of sight — even their squids have left to



keep them in range— but they're easily close enough for Clarke to sense arising anticipation. She and
Nakata exchange looks.

"We better see what they're up to,” Clarke says. The two of them head off across the muckraker.

A few moments later, Brander and Caraco materidizein front of them. They're crouched to either sde of
ameta dome about thirty centimeters across. Several dark fisheyes stare out from its surface.

"Cameras?' Clarke asks.

"Nope," Caraco says.

"Photocells," Brander adds.

Leniefedsthe beat before apunchline. "Areyou sure thisis agood—"

"Let there belight!™ cries Judy Caraco. Beams stab out from her headlamp and Brander's, bathing the
fisheyesa full intengty.

The muckraker stops dead. Inertia pushes Clarke forward; she grabs and regains her balance,
unexpected silence ringing in her ears. In the wake of that incessant noise, she feelsamost desf.

"Whoa," Brander buzzesinto the stillness. Something ticks through the hull once, twice, threetimes.

The world lurches back into motion. The landscape rotates around them, throws them together in atangle
of limbs. By thetime they've sorted themsel ves out they're accel erating. The muckraker is grumbling
again, but with adifferent voice; no lazy munching on polymetalics now, just astraight bedline for
internationa waters. Within seconds Clarkeis hanging on for deer life.

"Yee-haw! " Caraco shouts.
"Bright light might scareit?' Brander callsfrom somewhere behind. "'l would say so!"

Strong fedings on al sides. Lenie Clarke tightens her grip and triesto sort out which ones are hers.
Exultation spiked with primal, giddy fear; that's Brander and Caraco. Alice Nakatas excited amost
despite hersdlf, but with more worry in the mix; and here, buried somewhere down deep, d most asense
of — shecan'ttdl, redly.

Discontent? Unhappiness?
Not redly.
Isthat me? But that doesn't fed right either.

Bright light pins Clarke's shadow to the hull, disappears an ingtant later. Shelooks back; Brander's up
above her somehow, swinging back and forth on alinetrailing up into the water — could've sworn that
wasn't there before — his beam waving around like a demented lighthouse. Ribbons of muddy water
stream past just above the deck, their edges writhing in textbook illustrations of turbulent flow.

Caraco pushes off the hull and flies back up into the water. Her silhouette vanishes into the murk, but her
headlamp comes to rest and starts dipping around just behind Brander's. Clarke looks over at Nakata,
gl plastered against the hull. Nakata's feding alittle sick now, and even more worried about
something...

"Itisnot happy!" Nakata shouts.

"Hey; come on, groundhogd" Caraco's voice buzzesfaintly. "Hy!"

Discontent. Something not expected.

Who isthat? Clark wonders.

"Come on!" Caraco cdlsagain.

What the hell. Can't hang on much longer anyway. Clarke lets go, pushes off; the top of the



muckraker races on benesth. Heavy water drags the momentum from her. Shekicksfor altitude, feds
sudden expectation from behind — and in the next second something dams againgt her back, pushing her
forward again. Implants lurch against her ribcage.

"Jesus Chrigt!" Brander buzzesin her ear. "Get agrip, Leniel”

He's caught her on hisway past. Clarke reaches out and grabsthe line that he and Caraco are attached
to. It'sonly asthick as her finger, and too dippery to hang on to. She looks back and sees that the other
two havelooped it around their chests and under their arms, leaving their hands more or lessfree. She
triesthe sametrick, drag arching her back, while Caraco calls out to Nakata.

Nakatais not eager to let go. They can fed that, even though they can't see her. Brander angles back and
forth, tacking his body like arudder; the three of them swing in agrand, barely controlled arc, knotted
into the middle of their tether. "Come on, Alice! Join the human kite! Well catch you!™

And Nakata's coming, shel's coming, but she'sdoing it her own way. She's climbed sdeways againgt the
current, hand over hand, until she found the place where the line joins the deck. Now she'sletting drag
push her back aong the filament to them.

Clarke hasfindly secured hersdlf in aloop. Speed digsthelineinto her flesh; it'saready starting to hurt.
She doesn't fed much like ahuman kite. Bait on ahook is more like it. She twists around to Brander,
pointsa theline "What isthis, anyway?"

"V LF antennae. Unspooled when we scared it. Probably crying for help.”
"It won't get any, will it?"

"Not on this side of the ocean. It's probably just making alast call so its ownersil know what happened.
Sort of asuicide note"

Caraco, entangled a bit further back, twists around at that. " Suicide? Y ou don't suppose these things
s f-destruct?*

Sudden concern settles over the human kite. Alice Nakata tumbles into them.
"Maybewe ought to let it go," Clarke says.
Nakata nods emphatically. "It isnot happy.” Her disquiet radiates through the others like awarning light.

It takes afew moments to disentangle themsalves from the antennae. It whips past and away, trailing a
smdll float like atraffic cone. Clarke tumbles, lets the water brake her. Machine roars recede into
grumbles, into meretremors.

Theriftershang in empty midwater, Slenceon al sides.

Caraco points asonar pistol straight down, fires. " Jeez. We're dmost thirty meters off the bottom.”
"Welosethe squids?’ Brander says. "That thing wasredly moving.”

Caraco raises her pistol, takes afew more readings. "Got ‘em. They're not all that far off, actualy, | —
"What?'

"Therésfive of them. Closing fagt."

"Ken?'

"Uhhuh."

"Wdl. Hes saving usaswim, anyway," Brander says.

"Did anyone—"

They turn. Alice Nekata starts again: "Did anyone elsefed it?"



"Fed what?' Brander begins, but Clarke is nodding.
"Judy?' Nakata says.

Caraco radiates reluctance. "1 — there was something, maybe. Didn't get agood fix oniit. | assumed it
was one of you guys.”

"What," Brander says. "The muckraker?| thought—"

A black cipher risesin their midst. His squid cruises straight up from undernesth like adow missile. It
hovers overhead when he releasesiit. A couple of meters below, four other squids bob restlesdy at
station-keeping, noses up.

"Youlost these," Lubin buzzes.
"Thanks," Brander replies.

Clarke concentrates, tries to tune Lubin in. She's only going through the motions, of course. HE's dark to
them. He's away's been dark, fine-tuning didn't change him abit. Nobody knowswhy.

"So what'sgoing on?" he asks. "Y our note said something about a muckraker.”
"It got away from us," Caraco says.

"It was not happy,” Nakata repests.

"Yegh?'

"Alice got some sort of feding off of it," Caraco says. "Lenie and metoo, sort of."
"Muckrakers are unmanned,” Lubin remarks.

"Not aman,” Nakata says. "Not a person. But—" Shetrails off.

"l fetit," Clarke says. "It wasdive."

* k% %

Lenie Clarkelies on her bunk, alone again. Redlly done. She can remember atime, not so long ago,
when shereveled in thiskind of isolation. Who would have thought that shed miss feelings?

Even if they are someone else's.

And yet it'strue. Every time Beebe takes her in, somevita part of her fals away like ahaf-remembered
dream. Theairlock clears, her body reinflates, and her awareness turnsflat and muddy. The othersjust
vanish. It's strange; she can see them, hear them the way she always could. But if they don't move and
she closes her eyes, she'sgot no way of knowing they're here.

Now her only company is hersalf. Just one set of sgnalsto processin here. Nothing jamming her.
Shit.

Blind, or naked. That wasthe choice. It nearly killed her. My own damn fault, of course. | was just
asking for it.

She was, too. She could have just |eft everything theway it was, quietly deleted Acton'sfile before
anyone else found out about it. But there'd been this debt. Something owed to the ghost of the Thing
Outsde, the thing that didn't snarl or blame or lash out, the thing that, findly, took the Thing Insde away
whereit couldn't hurt her any more. Part of Lenie Clarke ill hates Acton for that, on some sick level
where conditioned reflex runs the show; but even down there, she thinks maybe he did it for her. Likeit
or not, she owed him.

So she paid up. She cdled the othersinside and played the file. She told them what held said, that last



time, and she didn't ask them to turn their backs on his offering even though she desperately hoped they
would. If she had asked, perhaps, they might have listened. But one by one, they split themselves open
and made the changes. Mike Brander, out of curiosity. Judy Caraco, out of skepticism. Alice Nakata,
afraid of being left behind. Ken Lubin, unsuccessfully, for reasons he kept to himsdlf.

She clenches her eyelids, remembers rules changing overnight. Careful appearances suddenly meant
nothing; blank eyes and ninjamasks were just cosmetic affectations, usdless asarmor. How are you
feeling, Lenie Clarke? Horny, bored, upset? So easy to tell, though your eyes are hidden behind
those corneal opacities. You could be terrified. You could be pissing in your 'skin and everyone
would know.

Why did you tell them? Why did you tell them? Why did you tdl them?

Outside, she watched the others change. They moved around her without speaking, one connecting
smoothly with another to lend ahand or a piece of equipment. When she needed something from one of
them, it was there before she could speak. When they needed something from her they had to ask adoud,
and the choreography would fater. She felt like the token cripple in a dance troupe. She wondered how
much of her they could see, and was afraid to ask.

Inside, sometimes, shewould try. It was safer there; the thread that connected the rest of them fell apart
in atmosphere, put everyone back on equa terms. Brander spoke of a heightened awareness of the
presence of others;, Caraco compared it to body language. "Just sort of makes up for the eyecaps,” she
said, apparently expecting Clarke to fedl reassured at that.

But it was Alice Nakatawho finaly remarked, dmost offhandedly, that other people'sfedings could be...
digracting...

Lenie Clarke's been tuned for awhile now. It's not so bad. No precise telepathic insghts, no sudden
betrayds. It's more like the sensation from a ghost limb, the ancestral memory of atail you can amost
fed behind you. And Clarke knows now that Nakata was right. Outside, the fedings of the otherstrickle
into her, masking, diluting. Sometimes she can even forget she hasany of her own.

Theré's something e se, too, afamiliar corein each of them, dark and writhing and angry. That doesn't
surprise her. They don't even talk about it. Might aswell discussthe fact that they dl have fivefingerson
each hand.

* k% %

Brander's busy at the library; Clarke can hear Nakatain Comm, on the phone.
"According tothis" Brander says, "They've Sarted putting smart gelsin muckrakers.”
"Mmm?'

"It'sapretty old file," he admits. "It'd be niceif the GA would download abit more often, infections or no
infections. | mean, we are single-handedly keeping the western world safe from brownouts, it wouldn't
kill themto—"

"Gels" Clarke prompts.

"Right. Well, they've always needed neura netsin those things, you know, they wander around some
pretty hairy topography — you hear about those two muckrakersthat got caught up in the Aleutian
Trench? — anyway, navigation through complex environments generdly needs anet of some sort.
Usudly it's gallium-arsenide based, but even those don't come close to matching ahuman brain for spatial
suff. They ill just crawled when it came to figuring seamounts, that sort of thing. So they've Sarted
replacing them with smart gels™



Clarke grunts. "Alice said it was moving too fast for amachine.”

"Probably was. And smart gels are made out of real neurons, so | guess we tune in to them the same way
wetunein to each other. At least, judging by what you guysfelt— Alice said it wasn't happy.”

"It wasn't." Clarke frowns. "It wasn't unhappy either, actualy, it wasn't really an emotion at dl, it wasjust
— well, surprised, | guess. Like, like a sense of — divergence. From what was expected.”

"Hdl, | did fed that," Brander says. "l thought it was me."

Nakata emerges from Comm. "Still no word on Karl's replacement. They say the new recruits il are
not through training. Cutbacks, they say."

By now it'sarunning joke. The GA's new recruits have to be the dowest learners since the eradication of
Down's Syndrome. Almost four months now and Acton's replacement still hasn't materiaized.

Brander waves one hand dismissively. "We've been doing okay with five." He shuts down the library and
gretches. "Anyone seen Ken, by theway?"

"Heisjust outsde," Nakata says. "Why?'

"I'm with him next shift; got to set up atime. His rhythm's been a bit wonky the past couple of days."
"How far out ishe?' Clarke asks suddenly.

Nakata shrugs. "Maybe ten meters, when | last checked.”

He'sin range. Therearelimitsto fine-tuning. Y ou can't fed someonein Beebe from asfar asthe Throat,
for example. But ten meters, easy.

"He'susudly further out, isn't he?" Clarke speaks softly, asif afraid of being overheard. " Almost off the
scope, most times. Working on that weird contraption of his.”

They don't know why they can't tune Lubin in. He saysthey're dl dark to him too. Once, about a month
ago, Brander suggested doing an exploratory NMR; Lubin said heéld rather not. He sounded pleasant
enough, but there was something about his tone and Brander hasn't brought the subject up since.

Now Brander points his eyecaps at Clarke, ahalf-smile on hisface. "I dunno, Len. Do you want to call
him aliar to hisface?'

She doesn't answer.

"Oh." Nakata bresks the silence before it can get too awkward. "Thereis something else. Until our
replacement arrives they are sending someone down for, they called it routine evaluation. That doctor,
the one who—you know—"

"Scanlon.” Lenieis careful not to spit out the word.
Nakata nods.

"What the hell for?' Brander growls. "It's not enough we're aready shorthanded, we've got to sit il
while Scanlon has another go at us?'

"It'snot like before, they say. HE'sjust going to observe. Whilewework." Nakata shrugs. "They say itis
completely routine. No interviews or sessons or anything.”

Caraco snorts. "There better not be. I'd let them cut out my other lung before I'd take another session
with that prick."

"'S0, you were repeatedly buggered by atrained Dobermans while your mom charged admission,
Brander recitesin afar imitation of Scanlon'svoice. "'And how did that make you fedl , exactly?"

"Actudly I'm more of a mechanic,” Caraco chimesin. "Did he give you that line?'
"He seemed nice enough to me," Nakata says hesitantly.



"WEell, that's hisjob: to ssem nice." Caraco grimaces. "he'sjust no fucking good at it." Shelooks over a
Clarke. "So what do you think, Len?"

"| think he overplayed the empathy card,” Clarke says after amoment.
"No, | mean how do we handle this?'
Clarke shrugs, vagudly irritated. "Why ask me?"

"He better not get in my way. Dumpy little turd.” Brander spares ablank look at the ceiling. "Now why
can't they design asmart gel to replace him?'

Scream

TRAN/OFF1/210850:2132

This is my second night in Beebe. I've asked the participants not to alter their behavior in my
presence, since I'm here to observe routine station operations. I'm pleased to report that my
request is being honored by everyone involved. This is gratifying insofar as it minimizes "observer
effects”, but it may present problems given that the rifters do not keep reliable schedules. This
makes it difficult to plan one's time with them, and in fact there's one employee — Ken Lubin —
whom | haven't seen since | arrived. Still. | have plenty of time.

The rifters tend to be withdrawn and uncommunicative — a layperson might call them sullen —
but this is entirely in keeping with the profile. The Station itself seems to be well-maintained and is
operating smoothly, despite a certain disregard for standard protocols.

* % %

When the lights go out in Beebe Station, you can't hear anything at dl.

Y ves Scanlon lies on hisbunk, not listening. He does not hear any strange soundsfiltering in through the
hull. Thereisno reedy, spectra keening from the seabed, no faint sound of howling wind because he
knows that, down here, no wind is possible. Imagination, perhaps. A trick of the brain stem, an auditory
hallucination. He's not the dightest bit superdtitious; he's a scientist. He does not hear the ghost of Karl
Acton moaning on the seabed.

And now, concentrating, he's quite certain he hears nothing at al.

It really doesn't bother him, being stuck in adead man's quarters. After dl, where se isthere? It's not as
though he's going to move in with one of the vampires. And besides, Acton's been gone for months now.

Scanlon remembers thefirst time he heard the recording. Four lousy words: "We lost Acton. Sorry."
Then she hung up. Cold bitch, Clarke. Scanlon once thought something might happen between her and
Acton, it was ajigsaw match from the profiles, but you wouldn't know it from that phone call.

Maybe it's her, he muses. Maybe it's not Lubin after all, maybe it's Clarke.

"Welogst Acton.” So much for eulogy. And Fischer before Acton, and Everitt over a Linke. And Singh
before Everitt. And—

And now Yves Scanlonis here, intheir place. Slegping on their bunk, breathing their air. Counting the
seconds, in darkness and quiet. In dark—

Jesus Christ, what is—
And quiet. Everything's quiet. Nothing's moaning out there.



Nothing at all.

* % %

TRANS/OFFI1/220850:0945

We're all mammals, of course. We therefore have a Circadian rhythm which calibrates itself to
ambient photoperiod. It's been known for some time that when people are denied photoperiodic
cues their rhythms tend to lengthen, usually stabilizing between twenty-seven and thirty-six hours.
Adherence to a regular twenty-four hour work schedule is usually sufficient to keep this from
happening, so we didn't expect a problem in the deep stations. As an added measure |
recommended that a normal photoperiod be built into Beebe's lighting systems; the lights are
programmed to dim slightly between twenty-two hundred and oh seven hundred every day.

The participants have apparently chosen to ignore these cues. Even during 'daytime' they keep
ambient lighting dimmer than my suggested 'nocturnal’ levels. (They also prefer to leave their
eyecaps in at all times, for obvious reasons; although | had not predicted this behavior, it is
consistent with the profile.) Work schedules are somewhat — flexible, but this is to be expected
given that their sleep cycles are always shifting in relation to each other. Rifters do not wake up in
time to perform their duties; they perform their duties whenever two or more of them happen to be
awake. | suspect that they also work alone sometimes, a safety violation, but | have yet to confirm
this.

For the moment, these unorthodox behaviors do not appear to be serious. Necessary work
seems to get done on time, even though the station is currently understaffed. However, | believe
the situation is potentially problematic. Efficiency could probably be improved by stricter
adherence to a twenty-four hour diel cycle. Should the GA wish to ensure such adherence, |
would recommend proteoglycan therapy for the participants. Hypothalamic rewiring is another
possibility; it is more invasive, but would be virtually impossible to subvert.

* % %

Vampires. That's agood metaphor. They avoid the light, and they've taken out al the mirrors. That could
be part of the problem right there. Scanlon had very sound reasons for recommending mirrorsin the first
place.

Most of Begbe— dl of it, except for his cubby— istoo dark for uncapped vision. Maybe the vampires
aretrying to conserve energy. A high priority, sitting here next to eleven thousand megawaitts worth of
generating equipment. Still, these people are dl under forty; they probably can't imagine aworld without
rationed power.

Bullshit. Ther€'slogic, and there's vampire logic. Don't confuse the two.

For the past two days, leaving his cubby has been like creeping out into some dark aleyway. He'sfinally
given in and capped his eyeslike the rest of them. Now Beebe's bright enough, but so pae. Hardly any
color at dl. Asthough the cones have been sucked right out of his eyes.

Clarke and Caraco lean against the ready room bulkhead, watching with their white, white eyes as he
checks out hisdiving armor. No vampire vivisection for Y ves Scanlon, no sirree. Not for thisshort a
tour. Preshmesh and acrylic al the way.

Hefingersagauntlet; chain mail, with links the size of pinheads. He smiles. "Looks okay."
Thevampiresjust watch and wait.

Come on, Scanlon, you're the mechanic. They're machines like everyone else; they just need more
of a tune-up. You can handle them.



"Very nicetech,” he remarks, setting the armor back down. "Of coursg, it's not much next to the
hardware you folks are packing. What'sit like to be able to turn into afish at will ?*

"Wet," Caraco says, and amoment later looks at Clarke. Checking for approva, maybe.
Clarkejust keeps staring a him. At leadt, he thinks she's staring. 1t's so damn hard to tell.
Relax. She's only trying to psyche you out. The usual stupid dominance games.

But he knowsit's more than that. Deep down, theriftersjust don't like him.

| know what they are. That's why.

Take adozen children, any children. Beat and mix thoroughly until some lumps remain. Smmer for two
to three decades; bring to adow, rolling boil. Skim off the full-blown psychotics, the schizoaffectives, the
multiple persondities, and discard. (There were doubts about Fischer, actudly; but then, who doesn't
have an imaginary friend & some point?)

Let coal. Serve with dopamine garnish.

What do you get? Something bent, not broken. Something that fitsinto crackstoo twisted for the rest of
us

Vampires.

"Well," Scanlon saysinto the slence. "Everything checks out. Can't wait to try it on.” Without waiting for
areply— without exposing himself to the lack of one— he climbsupstairs. At the edge of hisvision,
Clarke and Caraco exchange looks. Scanlon glances back, rigorously casud, but any smiles have
disappeared by the time he scans their faces.

Go ahead, ladies. Indulge yourselves while you can. Theloungeisempty. Scanlon passesthrough it
and into the corridor. You've got maybe five years before you're obsolete. His cubby— Acton's
cubby— isthird on the left. Five years before all this can run itself without your help. He opensthe
hatch; brilliant light spills out, blinding him for amoment while his eyecaps compensate. Scanlon steps
indde, swingsthe hatch shut. Sagsagaingt it.

Shit. No locks.
After awhile he lies back on his bunk, stares up at a congested celling.

Maybe we should have waited after all. Not let them rush us. If we'd just taken the timeto do it
right fromthe start...

But they hadn't had the time. Totd automation at start-up would have delayed the whole program longer
than civilized appetites were willing to wait. And the vampireswere already there, after al. They'd be so
much usein the short run, and then they'd be sent home, and they'd be glad to leave this place. Who
wouldn't be?

The possibility of addiction never even came up.

It seemsinsane on the face of it. How could anyone get addicted to a place like this? What kind of
paranoia has seized the GA, that they'd worry about people refusing to leave? But Y ves Scanlonisno
mere layperson, he's not fooled by the merely apparent. He's beyond anthropomorphism. He'slooked
into al those undead eyes, up therein hisworld, down herein theirs, and he knows. vampireslive by
different rules.

Maybethey are too happy here. It's one of two questions Y ves Scanlon has set out to answer. Hopefully
they won't figure that out while he's till down here. They didike him enough asitis.

It'snot their fault, of course. It'sjust the way they're programmed. They can't help hating him, any more
than he can help the reverse.



Preshmesh is better than surgery. That's about the most he can say for it.

The pressure jams all thosetiny interlocking plates together, and they don't seem to stop clenching until
they're amicron away from grinding hisbody to pulp. Therésadtiffnessin thejoints. It's perfectly safe,
of course. Perfectly. And Scanlon can breathe unpressurised air when he goes outside, and nobody's had
to carve out half his chest in the meantime.

He's been out now for about fifteen minutes. Beebe'sjust afew meters away. Clarke and Brander escort
him on his maiden voyage, keeping their distance. Scanlon kicks, rises clumsly from the bottom; the
mesh lets him swim like aman with splinted limbs. Vampires skim the edge of hisvison like effortless
shadows.

His hdmet seemslike the center of the universe. Wherever he looks, an infinite weight of black ocean
pressesin againgt the acrylic. A tiny flaw down by the neck sedl catches hiseye; he stares, horrified, asa
hairline crack grows across hisfield of vison.

"Help! Get mein!" Hekicksfurioudy towards Beebe.
Nobody answers.

"My helmet! My hel—" The crack isn't just growing now: it's squirming, twitching laterally acrossthe
corner of the helmet bubble like— like—

Y dlow featurdess eyes staring in from the ocean. A black hand, silhouetted in Begbe's hdo, reaching for
hisface—

"Ahhh—"

A thumb grinds down on the crack in Scanlon's helmet. The crack smears, bursts; finegory filaments
smudge againg the acrylic. The back half of the hairline peds off and writhes loose into the water, coiling,

uncoiling—

Dying. Scanlon pantswith relief. A worm. Some stupid fucking roundworm on my faceplate and |
thought | was going to die, | thought—

Oh Christ. I've made a complete fool of myself.

Helooks around. Brander, hanging off his right shoulder, pointsto the gory remnants sticking to the
helmet. "If it ever redly cracked you wouldn't have time to complain. You'd look just likethat."

Scanlon clears histhroat. "Thanks. Sorry, [— well, you know I'm new here. Thanks."
"By theway."

Clarke'svoice. Or what's€ft of it, after the machinery doesitsjob. Scanlon flails around until she comes
into view overhead.

"How long are you going to be checking up on us?' she asks
Neutral question. Perfectly reasonable.
In fact, you've got to wonder why nobody asked it before...

"A week a least." His heart isdowing down again. "Maybe two. Aslong asit takesto make sure things
arerunning smoothly.”

She'sslent for asecond. Then: "You'relying." It doesn't sound like an accusation, somehow; just a
smple observation. Maybe it's the vocoder.

"Why do you say that?"
She doesn't answer. Something else does; not quite a moan, not quite avoice. Not quite faint enough to



ignore.

Scanlon fed sthe abysstrickling down his back. "Did you hear that?"
Clarke dips down past him to the seabed, rotating to keep himin view. "Hear? What?*
"It was— " Scanlon listens. A faint tectonic rumble. That'sdl. "Nothing."

She pushes off the bottom at an angle, dides up through the water to Brander. "We're on shift,” she
buzzes a Scanlon. "Y ou know how the 'lock works."

Thevampiresvanish into the night.

Beebe shinesinvitingly. Alone and suddenly nervous, Scanlon retreatsto the airlock.
But | wasn't lying. | wasn't. He hasn't had to, yet. Nobody's asked the right questions.
Stll. It seems odd that he hasto remind himself.

TRANS/OFFI1/230850:0830

I'm about to embark on my first extended dive. Apparently, the participants have been asked to
catch a fish for one of the Pharm consortiums. Washington/Rand, | believe. | find this a bit
puzzling— usually Pharms are only interested in bacteria, and they use their own people for
collecting— but it provides the participants with a change from the usual routine, and it provides
me an opportunity to watch them in action. | expect to learn a great deal.

* % %

Brander isdouched at the library when Scanlon comes through the lounge. His fingers rest unmoving on
the keypad. Eyephones hang unused in their hooks. Brander's empty eyes point at the flatscreen. The
screen isdark.

Scanlon hesitates. "'I'm heading out now. With Clarke and Caraco.”

Brander's shouldersrise and fal, dmost indiscernibly. A sigh, perhaps. A shrug.

"The othersare @ the Throat. Y ou'll be the only— I mean, will you be running tender from Comm?"
"Y ou told us not to change the routine,” Brander says, not looking up.

"That'strue, Michad. But—"

Brander stands. " So make up your mind." He disappears down the corridor. Scanlon watches him go.
Naturally this hasto go into my report. Not that you care.

You might, though. Soon enough.

Scanlon dropsinto the wet room and finds it empty. He strugglesinto hisarmor single-handed, taking an
extrafew momentsto ensure that the helmet bubble is spotless. He catches up with Clarke and Caraco
just outsde; Clarkeis checking out a quartet of squids hovering over the seabed. One of them istethered
to a specimen canister resting on the bottom, a pressure-proof coffin over two meterslong. Caraco sets
it for neutra buoyancy; it risssafew centimeters.

They st off without aword. The squids tow them into the abyss; the women in the lead, Scanlon and the
canigter following behind. Scanlon looks back over his shoulder. Beebe's comforting lights wash down
from yellow to gray, then disappear entirely. Fedling a sudden need for reassurance, he trips through the
channdls on his acoustic modem. There: the homing beacon. Y ou're never redly lost down here aslong
asyou can hear that.



Clarke and Caraco are running dark. Not even their squids are shining.
Don't say anything. You don't want them to change their routine, remember?
Not that they would anyway.

Occasond dim lightsflash briefly a the corner of hiseye, but they aways vanish when he looks at them.
After an endlessfew minutes a bright smear fadesinto view directly ahead, resolvesinto a collection of
copper beacons and dark angular skyscrapers. The vampires avoid the light, head around it at an angle.
Scanlon and cargo follow helpledy.

They set up just off the Throat, at the borderline between light and dark. Caraco unlatches the canister as
Clarke risesinto the column above them; she's got something in her right hand, but Scanlon can't see
what it is. She holdsit up asthough displaying it to an invisible crowd.

It gibbers.

It sounds like avery loud mosquito at first. Then it dopplers down to alow growl, didesback up into
erratic high frequency.

And now, findly, Lenie Clarke turns her headlight on.

She hangs up there like some crucified ascendant, her hand whining at the abyss, the light from her head
sweeping the water like, like—

—adinner bell, Scanlon redlizes as something charges out of the darkness at her, most asbig assheis
and Jesusthe teeth onit—

It swallows her leg up to the crotch. Lenie Clarke takesit al in stride. Shejabs down with abilly that's
magically appeared in her |eft hand. The cresture bloats and burstsin a couple of places; clumps of
bubbles erupt like sllvery mushrooms through flesh, shudder off into the Sky. The creature thrashes, its
gullet amonstrous scabbard around Clarke's leg. The vampire reaches down and dismembersit with her
bare hands.

Caraco, dill fiddling with the canister, looks up. "Hey, Len. They wanted it intact.”

"Wrong kind," Clarke buzzes. The water around her isfull of torn flesh and flashing scavengers. Clarke
ignores them, turning dowly, scanning the abyss.

Caraco: "Behind you; four o'clock.”
"Got it," Clarke says, spinning to anew bearing.

Nothing happens. The shredded carcass, still twitching, driftstoward the bottom, scavengers sparkling on
al sdes. Clarke's hand-held voicebox gurgles and whines.

How— Scanlon moves histongue in his mouth, ready to ask aoud.

"Not now," Caraco buzzes at him, before he can.

There's nothing there. What are they keying on?

It comesin fast, unswerving, from the precise direction Lenie Clarkeisfacing. "That'll do," she says.

A muffled explosion to Scanlon's|eft. A thin contrail of bubbles streaks from Caraco to mongter,
connecting thetwo in an ingtant. The thing jerks at asudden impact. Clarke dipsto one Sde asit thrashes
past, Caraco's dart embedded in itsflank.

Clarke's headlight goes out, her voicebox fals silent. Caraco stows the dart gun and swimsup to join her.
The two women maneuver their quarry down towards the canister. It snaps at them, weak and spastic.
They pushit down into the coffin, sedl thetop.

"Like shooting fish for abarrdl,” Caraco buzzes.
"How did you know it was coming?' Scanlon asks.



"They dways come," Caraco says. "The sound foolsthem. And thelight.”

"I mean, how did you know which direction? In advance?'

A moment'ssilence.

"Youjust get afed for it after awhile" Clarke saysfinaly.

"That," Caraco adds, "and this." She holds up asonar pistal, tucksit back under her belt.

The convoy reforms. There's a prescribed drop-off point for monsters, a hundred meters away from the
Throat. (The GA has never been keen on letting outsiders wander too far into itshometurf.) Once again
the vampires|eave light for darkness, Scanlon in tow. They travel through aworld utterly without form,
savefor the scrolling circle of mud in his headlight. Suddenly Clarke turnsto Caraco.

"I'll go," she buzzes, and pedsaway into thevoid.
Scanlon throttles his squid, edges up beside Caraco.
"Wher€'s she off to?"

"Herewe are," Caraco says. They coast to a halt. Caraco fins back to the droned squid and touches a
control; buckles disengage, straps retract. The canister floats free. Caraco cranks down the buoyancy
and it settles down on a clump of tubeworms.

"Len— uh, Clarke,” Scanlon prods.
"They need an extra hand back at the Throat. She went to help out.”

Scanlon checks his modem channdl. Of courseit'sthe right one, if it wasn't he wouldn't be able to hear
Caraco. Which meansthat Clarke and the vampires a the Throat must have been using adifferent
frequency. Another safety violation.

But he's not afool, he knowsthe story. They've only switched channels because he's here. They're just
trying to keep him out of the loop.

Par for the course. First the fucking GA, now the hired help—

A sound, from behind. A faint eectricad whine. The sound of asquid starting up.
Scanlon turns around. "Caraco?”'

His headlamp sweeps across canister, squid, seabed, water.

"Caraco? Y ou there?'

Canigter. Squid. Mud.

"Hdlo?'

Empty water.

"Hey! Caraco! What the hell—"

A faint thumping, very close by.

Hetriesto look everywhere at once. One leg presses againgt the coffin.

The coffinisrocking.

Helayshishdmet againg its surface. Y es. Something ingde, muffled, wet. Thumping. Trying to get out.
It can't. No way. It'sjust dying in there, that's all.

He pushes away, drifts up into the water column. He feelsvery exposed. A few stiff-legged kickstake
him back to the bottom. Sightly better.

"Caraco? Come on, Judy—"



Oh Jesus. She left me here. She just fucking left me out here.
He hears something moaning, very close by.
Insdehishdmet, in fact.

TRANS/OFFI1/230850:2026

| accompanied Judy Caraco and Lenie Clarke outside today, and withessed several events that
concern me. Both participants swam through unlit areas without headlamps and spent significant
periods of time isolated from dive buddies; at one point, Caraco simply left me on the seabed
without warning. This is potentially life-threatening behavior, although of course | was able to find
my way back to Beebe using the homing beacon.

I have yet to receive an explanation for all this. The v— the other personnel are presently gone
from the station. | can find two or three of them on sonar; | suppose the rest are just hidden in the
bottom clutter. Once again, this is extremely unsafe behavior.

Such recklessness appears to be typical here. It implies a relative indifference to personal
welfare, an attitude entirely consistent with the profile | developed at the onset of the rifter
program. (The only alternative is that they simply do not appreciate the dangers involved in this
environment, which is unlikely.)

It is also consistent with a generalized post-traumatic addiction to hostile environments. This
doesn't constitute evidence per sé, of course, but | have noted one or two other things which,
taken together, may be cause for concern. Michael Brander, for example, has a history which
ranges from caffeine and sympathomimetic abuse to limbic hot-wiring. He's known to have
brought a substantial supply of phencyclidine derms with him to Beebe; I've just located it in his
cubby and | was surprised to find that it has barely been touched. Phencyclidine is not,
physiologically speaking, addictive— exogenous-drug addicts are screened out of the program—
but the fact remains that Brander had a habit when he came down here, a habit which he has
since abandoned. | have to wonder what he's replaced it with.

The wet room.
"There you are. Where did you go?'
"Had to recover this cartridge. Bad sulfide head.”

"Y ou could have told me. | was supposed to come aong on your rounds anyway, remember? Y ou just
left me out there."

"Y ou got back."

"That's— that's not the point, Judy. Y ou don't leave someone alone at the bottom of the ocean without a
word. What if something had happened to me?"

"Wego out donedl thetime. It's part of thejob. Watch that, it's dippery.”

"Safety procedures are also part of the job. Even for you. And especidly for me, Judy, I'm acomplete
fish out of water here, heh heh. Y ou can't expect me to know my way around.”



"We're short-handed, remember? We can't dways afford to buddy up. And you're abig strong man—
well, you're aman, anyway. | didn't think you needed baby-sit—"

"Shit! My hand! "

"| told you to be careful "

"Ow. How much does the fucking thing weigh?"

"About ten kilos, without al the mud. | guess| should'verinsed it off."

"l guess s0. | think one of the heads gouged me on the way down. Shit, I'm bleeding."
"Sorry about that.”

"Yeah. Well, look, Caraco. I'm sorry if baby-sitting rubs you the wrong way, but alittle more
baby-gtting and Acton and Fischer might still be dive, you know? A little more baby-stting and— did
you hear that?"

"What?'
"From outside. That— moaning, sort of—"

"Come on, C— Judy. Y ou must've heard it!"
"Maybethe hull shifted.”
"No. | heard something. And thisisn't thefirst time, either.”

"l didn't hear anything."
"Y ou d— whereareyou going? You just came in! Judy...”
Clank. Hiss.
"...dontgo..."

* * %
TRANS/OFFI/250850:2120

I've asked each of the participants to submit to a routine sweep under the medical scanner— or
rather, I've asked most of them directly, and asked them to pass the word on to Ken Lubin, whom
I've seen a few times now but haven't actually spoken to yet. (I have twice attempted to engage
Mr. Lubin in conversation, without success.) The participants know, of course, that medical scans
do not require physical contact on my part, and they're well able to run them at their own
convenience without me even being present. Still, although no one has explicitly refused my
request, there has been a notable lack of enthusiasm in terms of actual compliance. It's fairly
obvious (and entirely consistent with my profile) that they consider it something of an intrusion,
and will avoid it if possible. To date I've managed to get rundowns on only Alice Nakata and Judy
Caraco. I've appended their binaries to this entry; both show elevated production of dopamine and
norepinephrine, but | can't establish whether this began before or after their present tour of duty.
GABA and other inhibitor levels were slightly up, too, left over from their previous dive (less than
an hour before the scan).

The others, so far, haven't been able to "find the time" for an exam. In the meantime I've resorted
to going over stored scanner records of old injuries. Not surprisingly, physical injuries are
common down here, although they've become much less frequent as of late. There are no cases
of head trauma on record, however— at least, nothing that would warrant an NMR. This effectively
limits my brain chemistry data to what the participants are willing to provide on request— not
much, so far. If this doesn't change, the bulk of my analysis will have to be based on behavioral



observations. As medieval as that sounds.

Who could it be? Who?

When Y ves Scanlon first sank into the abyss he had two questions on his mind. He's chasing the second
one now, lying in his cubby, shielded from Beebe by apair of eyephones and the persond databasein his
shirt pocket. For now, he's gone mercifully blind to plumbing and condensation.

He's not deaf, though. Unfortunately. Every now and then he hears footsteps, or low voices, or— just
maybe— the distant cry of something unimaginablein pain; but then he spesksalittle louder into the
pickup, drowns unwel come sounds with barked commandsto scroll up, link files, search for keywords.
Personnel records dance acrosstheinside of his eyes, and he can dmost forget where heis.

Hisinterest in this particular question has not been sanctioned by his employers. They know about it,
though, yes sirree they know. They just don't think | do.

Rowan and her cronies are such assholes. They've been lying to him from the start. Scanlon doesn't
know why. Held have been okay with it, if they'd just leveled with him. But they kept it under wraps. As
though he wouldn't be ableto figureit out for himsdf.

It's bloody obvious. There's more than one way to make avampire. Usudly you take someone who's
fucked in the head, and you train them. But why couldn't you take someone who's dready trained, and
then fuck them in the head? It might even be cheaper.

Y ou can learn alot from awitch hunt. All that repressed-memory hysteria back in the nineties, for
example: so many people suddenly remembering abuse, or aien abduction, or dear old grandmadtirring a
cauldron of stewed babies. It didn't take much, no one had to go in and physicaly rewire the synapses,
the brain'sgullible enough to rewire itself if you coax it. Most of those poor bozos didn't even know they
were doing it. These daysit only takes afew weeksworth of hypnotherapy. Theright suggestions,
delivered just the right way, can inspire memoriesto build themsalves out of bitsand pieces. Sort of a
neurologica cascade effect. And once you think you've been abused, well, why wouldn't your psyche
shift to match?

It'sagood idea. Someone el se thought so too, at least that's what Scanlon heard from Mezzich acouple
of weeks ago. Nothing official, of course, but there may aready be afew prototypesin the system.
Someone right here in Beebe, maybe, awalking testament to Induced False Memory Syndrome. Maybe
Lubin. Maybe Clarke. Could be anyone, redlly.

They should have told me.

They told him, dl right. They told him, when hefirst started, that he was coming in on the ground floor.
You'll have input on pretty much everything, was what Rowan had promised. The design work, the
follow-ups. They even offered him automatic coauthorship on dl unclassfied publications. Yves Scanlon
was supposed to be afucking equal . And then they shut him off in alittle room, mumbling to recruits
while they made dl the decisions up on the thirty-fifth fucking floor.

Standard corporate mentality. Knowledge was power. Corpses never told anybody anything.

| was an idiot to believe themaslong as | did. Sending up my recommendations, waiting for them
to honor a promise or two. And this is the bone they throw me. Stick me at the bottom of the
fucking ocean with these post-traumatic head cases because no one else wants to get shit on their
hands.

| mean, fuck. I'm so far out of the loop | have to coax rumors from a has-been hack like Mezzich?

Still. Hewonders who it might be. Brander or Nakata, maybe. Her record shows a background in
geotherma engineering and high-pressure tech, and he's got aMastersin systems ecology with aminor in



genomics. Too much education for your average vampire. Assuming there is such athing.

Wait a second. Why should | trust these files? After dl, if Rowan's kegping thisthing under wraps she
might not be stupid enough to leave clueslying around in the GA personnd records.

Scanlon ponders the question. Suppose the files have been modified. Maybe he should check out the
least likely candidates. He orders an ascending sort by educational background.

Lenie Clarke. Premed dropout, basic virtual-tech ed. The GA hired her away from the Hongcouver
Aquarium. PR department.

Hmm. Someone with Lenie Clarke's social skills, in public relations? Not likely. | wonder if—
Jesus. Thereitisagain.

Y ves Scanlon strips the phones from his eyes and stares at the celling. The sound seepsin through the
hull, bardy audible.

I'm almost getting used to it, actually.

It Sghsthrough the bulkhead, recedes, dies. Scanlon walits. He realizes he's holding his breath.
There. Something very far away. Something very—

Lonely. It sounds so lonely.

Heknows how it fedls.

* % %

Theloungeis empty, but something casts afaint shadow through the Communications hatchway. A soft
voicefromingde: Clarke, it soundslike. Scanlon evesdropsfor afew seconds. She'sreciting supply
consumption rates, listing the latest bits of equipment to break down. A routine call up to the GA, from
the sound of it. She hangs up just before he stepsinto view.

She'ssitting dumped in her chair, acup of coffee within easy reach.

They eye each other for amoment, without speaking.

"Anyone e se around?' Scanlon wonders.

She shakes her head.

"| thought | heard something, afew minutes ago.”

She turns back to face the console. A couple of icons flash on the main display.

"What are you doing?"'

She makes avague gesture to the console. "Running tender. Thought you'd like that, for achange.”
"Oh, but | said—"

"Not to changetheroutine," Clarke cutsin. She seemstired. "Do you aways expect everyone to do
everything you say?'

"Isthat what you think | meant?"

She snorts softly, still not looking back.

"Look," Scanlon says, "Areyou sure you didn't hear something, like— like—" like a ghost, Clarke? A
sound like poor dead Acton might make, watching his own remains rotting out there on the rift?

"Don't worry about it," she says.



Aha. "Soyou did hear something." She knows what it is, too. They all do.
"Whet | hear," she says, "is my own concern.”

Take a hint, Scanlon. But there's nowhere else to go, except back to his cubby. And the prospect of
being aone, right now— somehow, even the company of avampire seems preferable.

Sheturnsaround to face him again. " Something e se?!

"Not really. Just can't seem to deep.”" Scanlon dons adisarming smile. " Just not used to the pressure, |
guess" That'sright. Put her at ease. Acknowledge her superiority.

Shejust saresat him

"I don't know how you take it, month after month," he adds.

"Yesyou do. You're apsychiatrist. You chose us”

"Actudly, I'm more of amechanic.”

"Of course," she says, expressionless. "It's your job to keep things broken.”
Scanlon looks away.

She stands up and takes a step towards the hatchway, her tending duties apparently forgotten. Scanlon
stands aside. She brushes past, somehow avoiding physical contact in the cramped space.

"Look," he blurts out, "how about aquick review of the tending procedure? I'm not al that familiar with
this equipment.”

It'stoo obvious. He knows she sees through it before the words are even out of hismouth. But it'saso a
perfectly reasonable request from someonein hisrole. Routine evauation, after all.

She watches him for amoment, her head cocked a bit to one side. Her face, expressionless as usud,
somehow conveysthe impresson of adight smile. Finaly she sitsdown again.

Shetapsonamenu. "Thisisthe Throat." A cluster of luminous rectangles nested in a background of
contour lines. "Thermal readout.” The image eruptsinto psycheddlic fase color, red and yellow hot spots
pulsing at irregular intervas dong the main fissure. "Y ou don't usudly bother with thermal when you're
tending,” Clarke explains. "When you're out there you find that stuff out sooner first-hand anyway.” The
psycheddiafades back to green and gray.

And what happens if someone gets taken by surprise out there and you don't have the readingsin
here to know they're in trouble? Scanlon doesn't ask aloud. Just another cut corner.

Clarke pans, findsapair of dphanumericicons. "Alice and Ken." Another red hot-spot didesinto view in
the upper |eft corner of the display.

No, wait a minute; she turned thermal off...
"Hey," Scanlon says, "that'sa deadman switch—"

No audio alarm. Why isn't there an alarm— His eyes dart acrossthe haf-familiar console. Whereis
it, where—shit—

The darm's been disabled.

"Look!" Scanlon points at the display. "Can't you—"

Clarke looks up at him, amogt lazily. She doesn't seem to understand.
He jabs histhumb down. "Somebody just died out there!”

Shelooks at the screen, dowly shakes her head. "No—"

"You stupid bitch, you cut off the alarm! "



He hitsa control icon. The station starts howling. Scanlon jumps back, startled, bumps the bulkhead.
Clarkewatches him, frowning dightly.

"What's wrong with you?" He reaches out and grabs her by the shoulders. " Do something! Cal Lubin,
cal—" Thedarm isdeafening. He shakes her, hard, pulls her up out of the chair—

And remembers, too late: you don't touch Lenie Clarke.

Something happensin her face. It dmost crumples, right therein front of him. Lenie Clarke theice queen
is suddenly nowhere to be seen. In her place theré's only abesten, blind little kid, body shaking, mouth
moving in the same pattern over and over, he can't hear over the darm but her lips shape the words, I'm
sorry I'msorry I'msorry—

All in the few scant seconds before she crystalizes.

She seems to harden againgt the sound, against Scanlon's assault. Her face goes completely blank. She
rises out of the chair, centimeterstaller than she should be. One hand comes up, grabs Y ves Scanlon by
the throat. Pushes.

He staggers backwards into the lounge, flailing. The table appearsto one side; he reaches out, steadies
himsdif.

Suddenly, Beebefalsslent again.

Scanlon takes a deep bresth. Another vampire has gppeared in his peripheral vison, sanding impassively
at the mouth of the corridor; heignoresit. Directly ahead, Lenie Clarkeis sitting down againin
Communications, her back turned. Scanlon steps forward.

"It'sKarl," she says before he can speak.

It takes amoment to register: Acton.

"But— that was months ago," Scanlon says. "You lost him."

"Welost him." She breathes, dowly. "He went down asmoker. It erupted.”
"I'm sorry," Scanlon says. "I— didn't know."

"Yeah." Her voiceistight with controlled indifference. "He'stoo far down to— we can't get him back.
Too dangerous.” Sheturnsto face him, impossibly calm. "Deadman switch gtill works, though. It keep
screaming until the battery runs down.” She shrugs. " So we keep the darm off."

"I don't blameyou," Scanlon says softly.

"Imaging," Clarketdlshim, "how much your approva comfortsme.”

Heturnsto leave.

"Wait," shesays. "l can zoom infor you. | can show you exactly where he died, maximum res.”
"That's not necessary."

She stabs controls. "No problem. Naturadly you're interested. What kind of mechanic wouldn't want to
know the performance specs on his own creation?' She reshapes the display like a sculptor, honesiit
down and down until theré's nothing left but atangle of faint green linesand ared pulsing dot.

"He got wedged into an ancillary crevice," she says. "Lookslike atight fit even now, when dl theflesh
has been boiled away. Don't know how he managed to get down there when hewas dll in one piece.”
Therésno stressin her voice at al. She could be talking about a friend's vacation.

Scanlon can fed her eyes on him; he kegps his on the screen.
"Fischer," he says. "What happened to him?”
From the corner of hiseye: she artsto tense, turnsit into ashrug. "Who knows? Maybe Archie got



hm."
"Archie?'

"Archie Toothis" Scanlon doesn't recognize the name; it'snot in any of hisfiles, asfar ashe knows. He
considers, decides not to pushit.

"Did Fischer's deadman go off, at least?"

"He didn't have one." She shrugs. "The abyss can kill you any number of ways, Scanlon. It doesn't
awaysleavetraces.

"I'm— I'm sorry if | upset you, Lenie”
One corner of her mouth barely twitches.

And heis sorry. Even though it'snot hisfault. | didn't make you what you are, hewantsto say. | didn't
smash you into junk, that was someone else. | just came along afterwards and found a use for
you. | gave you a purpose, more of a purpose than you ever had back there.

Isthat really so bad?

He doesn't dare ask aloud, so heturnsto leave. And when Lenie Clarke lays one finger, very briefly, on
the screen where Acton'sicon flashes, he pretends not to notice.

* % %
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| recently had an interesting conversation with Lenie Clarke. Although she didn't admit so openly—
she is very well defended, and quite expert at hiding her feelings from laypeople— | believe that
she and Karl Acton were sexually involved. This is a heartening discovery, insofar as my original
profiles strongly suggested that such a relationship would develop. (Clarke has a history of
relationships with Intermittent Explosives.) This adds a measure of empirical confidence to other,
related predictions regarding rifter behavior.

| have also learned that Karl Acton, rather than simply disappearing, was actually killed by an
erupting smoker. | don't know what he was doing down there— I'll continue to investigate— but
the behavior itself seems foolish at best and quite possibly suicidal. Suicide is not consistent
either with Karl Acton's DSM or ECM profiles, which must have been accurate when first derived.
Suicide, therefore, would imply a degree of basic personality change. This is consistent with the
trauma-addiction scenario. However, some sort of physical brain injury can not be ruled out. My
search of the medical logs didn't turn up any head injuries, but was limited to living participants.
Perhaps Acton was... different...

Oh. | found out who Archie Toothis is. Not in the personnel files at all. The library. Architeuthis:
giant squid.

| think she was kidding.

Bulrushes

At timeslikethisit seemsasif the world has aways been black.

It hasn't, of course. Jod Kita caught a hint of ambient blue out the dorsal port just ten minutes ago. Right
before they dropped through the deep scattering layer; pretty thin stuff compared to the old days, he's



beentold, but still impressive. Glowing s phonophores and flashlight fish and dl. Still beautiful.

That's athousand meters above them now. Right here there's nothing but the thin vertical dash of Beebe's
transponder line. Jod has put the 'scaphe into alazy spin during the drop, forward floods sweeping the
water in adescending corkscrew. The trangponder line swings past the main viewport every thirty
seconds or S0, keeping time, abright vertica line against the dark.

Other than that, blackness.

A tiny monster bumps the port. Needle teeth so long the mouth can't close, an ed-like body studded with
glowing photophores— fifteen, twenty centimeterslong, tops. It's not even big enough to make a sound
when it hitsand then it's gone, spinning away above them.

"Viperfish," Javissays.
Jod glances around at his passenger, hunched up beside him to take advantage of what might laughingly

be cdled "theview". Jarvisis some sort of cellular physiologist out of Rand/Washington U., hereto
collect amysterious package in a plain brown wrapper.

"See many of those?' he asks now.

Joel shakes hishead. "Not thisfar down. Kind of unusua.”
"Yeah, well, thiswholeareaisunusud. That'swhy I'm here"
Jodl checkstactical, nudges atrim tab.

"Now viperfish, they're not supposed to get any bigger than the oneyou just saw,” Jarvis remarks. "But
there was aguy, oh, back in the 1930s— Beebe his name was, the same guy they named— anyway, he
swore he saw one that was over two meterslong.”

Jod grunts. "Didn't know people came down here back then.”

"Y eah, wdll, they were just sarting out. And everyone had always thought deepwater fish were these
puny little midgets, becausethat's al they ever brought up in their trawls. But then Beebe seesthisbig
ripping viperfish, and people start thinking hey, maybe we only caught little ones because al the big ones
could outswim the trawls. Maybe the deep searedly is teeming with giant monsters.”

"It'snot,” Joel says. "At leadt, not that I've seen.”

"Y eah, wdll, that'swhat most people think. Every now and then you get pieces of something weird
washing up, though. And of course theré's Megamouth. And your garden-variety giant squid.”

"They never get down thisfar. | bet none of your other giants do either. Not enough food.”
"Except for the vents" Jarvis says.

"Except for the vents.”

"Actudly," Jarvisamends, "except for this vert."

The transponder line swings past, aslent metronome.

"Yeah," saysJod after amoment. "Why isthat?'

"Wdll, we're not sure. We're working on it, though. That'swhat 1I'm doing here. Gonna bag one of those
scay mothers.”

"You'rekidding. We going to butt it to death with the hull?'

"Actudly, it'saready been bagged. Theriftersgot it for usacouple of daysago. All wedoispick it up.”
"I could do that solo. Why'd you come dong?*

"Got to check to make surethey did it right. Don't want the canister blowing up on the surface."

"And that extratank you strapped onto my 'scaphe? The one with the biohazard stickers al over it?"



"Oh," Jarvissays. "That'sjust to serilize the sample.”
"Uh huh." Jod lets his eyes run over the pands. ™Y ou must pull alot of weight back on shore.”
"Oh? Why'sthat?'

"l used to make the Channer run alot. Pharmaceutica dives, supply tripsto Beebe, ecotourism. A while
back | shuttled some corpse type out to Beebe; he said he was staying for amonth or so. The GA calls
me three dayslater and tells meto go pick him up. | show up for the run and they tell meit's cancelled.
No explanation.”

"Pretty strange,” Jarvisremarks.

"You'rethefirg run I've had to Channer in six weeks. Y ou're thefirst run anyone's had, from what | can
tell. So, you pull someweight.”

"Not redly." Jarvis shrugsin the hdf-light. "I'm just aresearch associate. | go wherethey tell me, just like
you. Today they told meto go and pick up an order of fishto go."

Jod looksat him.

"Y ou were asking why they got so big," Jarvis says, deking to theright. "Wefigureit's somekind of
endosymbiatic infection.”
"No shit."

"Say it'seaser for some microbeto liveinside afish than out in the ocean — less osmotic stress— so
onceingdeit's pumping out more ATP than it needs.”

"ATP," Jod says.

"High-energy phosphate compound. Cdlular battery. Anyway, it spits out thissurplus ATP, and the host
fish can useit as extra growth energy. So maybe Channer Vent's got some sort of unique bug that infects
teleodt fishes and gives 'em agrowth spurt.”

"Pretty weird."

"Actudly, happensdl thetime. Every one of your own cdllsisacolony, for that matter. Y ou know,
nucleus, mitochondria, chloroplastsif you're a plant—"

"I'mnot." Morethan | can say for some folks...

"—those dl used to be free-living microbesin their own right. A few billion years ago something ate
them, but it couldn't digest them properly so they al just kept living inside the cytoplasm. Eventualy they
struck up aded with the host cdll, took over housecleaning tasks and suchlike in lieu of rent. Voila: your
modern eukaryotic cell.”

"So what happensif this Channer bug getsinto aperson? Weal grow three meters high?”"

A politelaugh. "Nope. People stop growing when they reach adulthood. So do most vertebrates,
actualy. Fish, on the other hand, keep growing their wholelives. And deepwater fish—those don't do
anything except grow, if you know what | mean.”

Jod raises his eyebrows.

Jarvisholds up hishands. "1 know, | know. Y our baby finger is bigger than your average degpseafish.
But that just meansthey're short of fuel; when they do gas up, believe me, they useit for growth. Why
wadte caoriesjust swimming around when you can't see anything anyway? In dark environmentsit
makes more sense for predatorsto sit-and-wait. Whereasif you grow big enough, maybe you'll get too
big for other predators, you see?’

"Mmm."
"Of course, we're basing the whole theory on a couple of samplesthat got dragged up without any



protection against temperature or pressure changes.” Jarvis snorts. "Might aswell have sent themina
paper bag. But thistimeweredoing it right— hey, isthat light | see down there?"

Theresavague yellow glow smudging the darkness directly below. Jod calls up atopographic display:
Beebe. The geothermd array over at therift proper lays out a sequence of hard green echoes bearing
340°. And just to the left of that, about a hundred meters off the east-most generator, something squirtsa
unique acoustic signature at four-second intervals.

Jodl taps commands to the dive planes. The 'scaphe pulls out of its spiral and coasts off to the northeast.
Beebe Station, never more than abright stain, fadesto stern.

The ocean floor resolves suddenly in the 'scaphe's headlights; bone-gray ooze dides past, occasiona
outcroppings, grest squashed marshmallows of lavaand pumice. In the cockpit aflashing point of light
do-mo's towards the center of the topographic display.

Something charges them from overhead; the dull wet sound of itsimpact reverberates briefly through the
hull. Jodl 1ooks up through the dorsal port but sees nothing. Severa more impacts, staggered. The
'scaphe whirsimplacably onward.

"There"

It looksdmost like alifeboat canister, three meterslong. Readouts twinkle from apane on one rounded
end. It'sresting on a carpet of giant tubeworms, their feathery crowns extended in full filter-feeding mode.
Jod thinks of the baby Moses, nestled in aclump of mutant bulrushes.

"Wait asecond,” Jarvis says. "Kill thelightsfirst.”

"What for?"

"Y ou don't need them, do you?"

"Well, no. | can useingrumentsif | haveto. But why—"

"Just doit, okay?" Jarvis, the chatterbox, is suddenly all business.

Darkness floods the cockpit, retreats a bit before the glow of the readouts. Jod grabsapair of
eyephones off ahook to hisleft. The seafloor regppears before him courtesy of the ventra photoamps,
faded to blue and black.

He coaxes the 'scaphe into position directly above the canister, listensto the clank and creak of grapples
flexing benegath the deck; metd clawsthe color of date extend across hisfield of view.

"Spray it before you pick it up,” Jarvis says.

Jod reaches out and taps the control codes without looking. The ‘phones show him anozzle extending
from Jarvisstank, taking aim like askinny cobra.

"Doit."

The nozzle gaculates gray-blue murk, sprays back and forth aong the length of the canister, sweeping
the benthos on either side. The tubeworms yank back into their tunnels and shut the doors; the whole
featherduster forest vanishesin an instant, leaving acrowd of sedled leathery tubes.

The nozzle spewsits venom.

One of the tubes opens, dmost hesitantly. Something dark and stringy drifts out, twitching. The gray
plume sweeps acrossit; it sags, lifeless, acrossthe sl of its burrow. Other tubes are opening now.
Invertebrate corpses dump back into sight.

"What'sin this suff?" Jod whispers.
"Cyanide. Rotenone. Some other things. Sort of acocktail.”
The nozzle sputters for afew seconds and runs dry. Automaticaly, Jodl retractsit.



"Okay," Jarvissays. "Let'sgrab it and go home."
Jodl doesn't move.
"Hey," Jarvissays.

Jod shakes his head, plays the machinery. The 'scaphe extendsitsarmsin ameta hug, pullsthe canister
off the bottom. Jod strips the 'phones from his eyes and taps the controls. They begin rising.

"That was a pretty thorough rinse," Joel remarks after awhile.

"Yes. Well, the samplé's costing us afair bit. Don't want to contaminate it.”

"l ;="

"Y ou can turn the lights back on," Jarvis says. "How long before we break the surface?!
Jod tripsthefloods. "Twenty minutes. Haf hour."

"I hope the lifter pilot doesn't get too bored.” Jarvisisdl chummy again.
"Thereisnopilot. It'sasmart gd."

"Redly?You don't say." Jarvisfrowns. "Those are scary things, those gels. Y ou know one suffocated a
bunch of peoplein London awhile back?

Yes, Jod's about to say, but Jarvisis back in spew mode. "No shit. It was running the subway system
over there, perfect operational record, and then one day it just forgets to crank up the ventilators when
it's supposed to. Train didesinto station fifteen meters underground, everybody gets out, no air, boom."

Jod's heard this before. The punchline's got something to do with abroken clock, if he remembersit
right.

"These things teach themsel ves from experience, right?" Jarvis continues. " So everyone just assumed it
had learned to cue the ventilators on something obvious. Body heat, motion, CO, levels, you know.
Turnsout instead it was watching aclock onthewall. Train arrival correlated with a predictable subset of
patterns on the digitd display, so it started the fans whenever it saw one of those patterns.”

"Yeah. That'sright." Joel shakes hishead. "And vandals had smashed the clock, or something.”
"Hey. You did hear about it."

"Jarvis, that gory'sten yearsold if it'saday. That wasway back when they were starting out with these
things. Those gdl's have been debugged from the molecules up since then."”

"Y eah? What makes you so sure?’

"Because agel's been running the lifter for the better part of ayear now, and it's had plenty of opportunity
to fuck up. It hasn't."

"Soyou likethese things?"

"Fuck no," Jod says, thinking about Ray Stericker. Thinking about himsdf. "I'd like'em alot better if
they did screw up sometimes, you know?"

"Well, | don't like'em or trust 'em. Y ou've got to wonder what they're up to."

Jodl nods, distracted by Jarvis digression. But then his mind returns to dead tube worms, and undeclared
no-dive zones, and an anonymous canister drenched with enough poison to kill afucking city.

I've got to wonder what all of usare.



Ghosts

It's hideous.

Nearly ameter across. Probably smaller when Clarke started working on it, but it'sareal monster now.
Scanlon thinks back to his v-school days, and remembers: starfish are supposed to be dl in one plane.
Hat diskswith arms. Not this one. Clarke has grafted bits and piecestogether at al angles and produced
acrawling Gordian knot, some pieces red, some purple, some white. Scanlon thinks the origina body
may have been orange, before.

"They regenerate,” she buzzes at his shoulder. "And they've got redly primitive immune systems, so
there's no tissue rgjection problemsto spesk of. It makes them easier to fix if something goeswrong with
them.”

Fix. Asif thisisactualy some sort of improvement. " So, it was broken?' Scanlon asks. "What was
wrong with it, exactly?'

"It was scratched. It had this cut on its back. And there was another starfish nearby, al torn up. Way too
far gonefor even meto help, but | figured | could use some of the piecesto patch thislittle guy together.”

Thislitleguy. Thislittle guy dragsitsalf around between them in dow pathetic circles, leaving tangled
tracksin the mud. Filaments of parasitic fungustrail from ragged seams, not quite heded. Extralimbs,
asymmetrically grafted, catch on rocks; the body lurches, perpetudly unstable.

Lenie Clarke doesn't seem to notice.
"How long ago— | mean, how long have you been doing this?"

Scanlon'svoiceisadmirably leve; he's certain it conveys nothing but friendly interest. But somehow she
knows. She' sslent for asecond, and then she points her undead eyes at him and she says, “ Of course. It
makesyou sick.”

“No, I'm just— wdll, fascinated, |—"

"You'redisgusted,” she buzzes. "Y ou shouldn't be. Isn't this exactly the sort of thing you'd expect from a
rifter? Isn't that why you sent us down herein thefirst place?"

“| know what you think, Lenie,” Scanlon tries, going for thelight touch. ™Y ou think we get up every
morning and ask oursalves, How can we best fuck over our employees today?!

Shelooks down at the sarfish. "We?"'
"TheGA.”
Shefloatsthere while her pet monster squirmsin dow moation, trying to right itself.

"Werenot evil, Lenie," Scanlon says after awhile. If only she’d look at him, seethe earnest expression
on hishemeted face. He spracticed it for years.

But when she does ook up, finaly, she doesn’t even seem to notice. "Dontt flatter yourself, Scanlon,” she
says. “You don't have the dightest control over what you are."
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There's no doubt that the ability to function down here stems from attributes which would, under
other conditions, qualify as "dysfunctional". These attributes not only permit long-term exposure to
the rift; they may also intensify as a result of that exposure. Lenie Clarke, for example, has
developed a mutilation neurosis which she could not have had prior to her arrival here. Her
fascination with an animal which can be easily "fixed" when broken has fairly obvious roots,
notwithstanding a number of horribly botched attempts at "repair”. Judith Caraco, who used to run
indoor marathons prior to her arrest, compulsively swims up and down Beebe's transponder line.
The other participants have probably developed corresponding habits.

Whether these behaviors are indicative of a physiological addiction | can not yet say. If they are, |
suspect that Kenneth Lubin may be the furthest along. During conversation with some of the other
participants | have learned that Lubin may actually sleep outside on occasion, which can not be
considered healthy by anyone's standards. | would be better able to understand the reason for this
if I had more particulars about Lubin's background. Of course, his file as provided is missing
certain relevant details.

On the job, the participants work unexpectedly well together, given the psychological baggage
each of them carries. Duty shifts carry an almost uncanny sense of coordination. They seem
choreographed. It's almost as if—

This is a subjective impression, of course, but | believe that rifters do in fact share some
heightened awareness of each other, at least when they're outside. They may also have a
heightened awareness of me— either that, or they've made some remarkably shrewd guesses
about my state of mind.

No. Too, too—

Too easy to misinterpret. If the haploids back on shore read that, they might think the vampires have the
upper hand. Scanlon deletesthe last few lines, consders dternatives.

Theresaword for his suspicions. It'saword that describes your experiencein an isolation tank, or in
VR with dl the inputs blanked, or— in extreme cases— when someone cuts the sensory cables of your
central nervous system. It describes that state of sensory deprivation in which whole sections of the brain
go dark for want of input. The word is Ganzfeld.

It'svery quiet in aGanzfeld. Usudly the tempora and occipita 1obes seethe with input, sgnas strong
enough to swamp any competition. When thosefal slent, though, the mind can sometimes make out faint
whispersin the darkness. It imagines scenes that have a curious likeness to those glowing on atelevision
in some distant room, perhaps. Or it fedsafaint emotional echo, familiar but not, somehow, first-hand.

Statistics suggest that these sensations are not entirely imaginary. Experts of an earlier decade— people
much like Y ves Scanlon, except for their luck in being in the right place at the right time— have even
found out where the whispers come from.

It turns out that protein microtubules, permesting each and every neuron, act asreceiversfor certain
week sgndsat the quantum leve. It turns out that consciousnessitsdlf is aquantum phenomenon. It turns
out that under certain conditions conscious systems can interact directly, bypassing the usua sensory
middlemen.

Not abad payoff for something that started a hundred years ago with halved ping-pong balls taped over
SOMeoN€E's eyes.

Ganzfeld. That'stheticket. Don't talk about the ease with which these creatures stare through you.
Forget the endpoint: dissect the process.

Take control.



| believe some sort of Ganzfeld Effect may be at work here. The dark, weightless abyssal
environment might impoverish the senses enough to push the signal-to-noise ratio past threshold.
My observations suggest that the women may be more sensitive than the men, which is
consistent given their larger corpus callosa and consequent advantage in intercortical processing
speed..

Whatever the cause of this phenomenon, it has yet to affect me. Perhaps it just takes a little time.

Oh, one other thing. | was unable to find any record of Karl Acton using the medical scanner. I've
asked Clarke and Brander about this, neither could remember Acton actually using the machine.
Given the number of injuries on record for everyone else, | find this surprising.

* % %

Y ves Scanlon Sits at the table and forces himsdlf to eat with amouth gone utterly dry. He hearsthe
vampires moving downgtairs, moving aong the corridor, moving just behind him. He doesn’t turn around.
He mustn’t show any weakness. He can't betray any lack of confidence.

Vampires, he knows now, arelike dogs. They can smell fear.

Hishead isfull of sampled sounds, looping endlesdy. You' re not among friends here, Scanlon. Don't
make us into enemies. That was Brander, five minutes ago, whispering in Scanlon’s ear before dropping
down into the wetroom. And Caraco click click clicking her bread knife against the table until he could
barely hear himsdlf think. And Nakata and that stupid giggle of hers. And Patricia Rowan, sometimein
the imagined future, sneering Well if you can't even handle a routine assignment without starting a
revolt it's no wonder we didn't trust you...

Or perhaps, echoing back along adifferent timeline, aterse cal to the GA: We lost Scanlon. Sorry.

And underlying it al, that long, hollow, icy sound, dithering dong thefloor of hisbrain. That thing. That
thing that nobody mentions. The voicein the abyss. It sounds nearby tonight, whatever it is.

Not that that mattersto the vampires. They’ re sedling their * skinswhile Scanlon sits frozen at the end of
hismedl, they’ re grabbing their fins, dropping outside in ones and twos, deserting him. They’ re going out
there, with the moaning thing.

Scanlon wonders, over thevoicesin hishead, if it can get ingde. If thisisthe night they bring it back with
them.

Thevampiresare dl gone. After awhile, even the voicesin Scanlon’s head gart to fade. Most of them.
Thisisinsane. | can't just sit here.

There sonevoice hedidn’t hear tonight. Lenie Clarke just sat there through the whole fiasco, watching.
Clarke sthe onethey look to, dl right. She doesn't talk much, but they pay attention when she does.
Scanlon wonderswhat she tells them, when he' s not around.

Can't just sit here. And it’s not that bad. It’ s not as though they really threatened me—
You' re not among friends here, Scanlon.
—not explicitly.

Hetriesto figure out exactly where he lost them. It seemed like a reasonable enough proposition. The
prospect of shorter tours shouldn't have put them off like that. Even if they are addicted to this godawful
place, it was just a suggestion. Scanlon went out of hisway to be completely nonthreatening. Unless



they took exception to his mention of their carelessnessin the safety department. But that should have
been old news; they not only knew the chances they were taking, they flaunted them.

Who am | kidding? That's not when | lost them. | shouldn't have mentioned Lubin, shouldn't have
used him as an example.

It made so much sense a the time, though. Scanlon knows Lubin’s an outsider, even down here.
Scanlon’snot anidiot, he can read the signs even behind the eyecaps. Lubin's different from the other
vampires. Using him as an example should have been the safest thing in the world. Scapegoats have been
arespected part of the therapeutic arsena for hundreds of years.

Look, you want to end up like Lubin? He slegps outside, for Christ’s sake!
Scanlon puts hishead in hishands. How was | supposed to know they dl did?

Maybe he should have. He could have monitored sonar more closdly. Or timed them when they went
into their cubbies, seen how long they stayed insde. There were things he could have done, he knows.

Maybe | really did fuck up. Maybe. If only I'd—
Jesus, that sounds close. What is—
Shut up! Just shut the fuck up!

* % %

Maybe it shows up on sonar.

Scanlon takes a breath and ducks into Comm. He' s had basic training on the gear, of course; it'sall
pretty intuitive anyway. He didn’t redly need Clarke sgrudging tutoria. A few seconds effort dicitsa
tactical overview: vampires, strung like beads on an invisible line between Beebe and the Throat. Another
one off to the west, heading for the Throat; probably Lubin. Random topography. Nothing else.

Ashe watches, the four icons closest to Beebe edge a pixd or two closer to Main Street. Thefifthinline
isway out ahead, almost asfar out as Lubin. Nearly at the Throat aready.

Wait a second.

Vampires. Brander, Caraco, Clarke, Lubin, Nakata. Right.
Icons: one, two, three, four, five—

Sx.

Scanlon stares at the screen. Oh shit.

Beebe sphonelink isvery old-school; adirect line, not even routed through the telemetry and comm
savers It samog Victorian in itssmplicity, guaranteed to stay on-line through any systems crash short
of animplosion. Scanlon has never used it before. Why should he? The moment he callshomehe's
admitting he can’'t do thejob by himsdlf.

Now he hitsthe call stud without amoment’ s hesitation. “ Thisis Scanlon, Human Resources. I’ ve got a
bit of a—"

The line stays dark.
Hetriesagain. Dead.
Shit shit shit. Somehow, though, heisn't surprised.

| could call the vampires. | could order them to come back in. | have the authority. It'san amusng
thought for afew moments.



At least the Voice seemsto have faded. He thinks he can hear it, if he concentrates, but it'sso faint it
could even be hisimagination.

Beebe squeezes down on him. He looks back at the tactical display, hopefully. One, two, three, f—
Oh shit.

He doesn’t remember going outside. He remembers struggling into his preshmesh, and picking up a sonar
pistol, and now he's on the seabed, under Beebe. He takes a bearing, checksit, checksit again. It
doesn't change.

He creeps away from thelight, towards the Throat. He fights with himself for endless moments, wins; his
headlamp stays doused. No sense in broadcasting his presence.

He swims blind, hugging the bottom. Every now and then he takes abearing, resets his course. Scanlon
zZigzags across the seafloor. Eventudly the abyss beginsto lighten before him.

Something moans, directly ahead.

It does't sound lonely any more. It sounds cold and hungry and utterly inhuman. Scanlon freezeslikea
night creature caught in headlights.

After awhile the sound goes away.

The Throat glimmers half-resolved, maybe twenty meters ahead. It lookslike a spectra collection of
buildings and derricks set down on the moon. Murky copper lights spills down from floods set haf-way
up the generators. Scanlon circles, just beyond the light.

Something moves, off to the l&ft.
Andiendggh.

He flattens down onto the bottom, eyes closed. Grow up, Scanlon. Whatever it is, it can’t hurt you.
Nothing can bite through preshmesh.

Nothing flesh and blood...

He refusesto finish the thought. He opens his eyes.

When it moves again, Scanlon isstaring right at it.

A black plume, jetting from achimney of rock on the seabed. And thistimeit doesn’t just Sgh; it moans

A smoker. That'sdl itis. Acton went down one of those.

Maybe this one—

The eruption peters out. The sound whispers avay.

Smokers aren’t supposed to make sounds. Not like that, anyway.

Scanlon edges up to thelip of the chimney. 507C. Inside, anchored about two meters down, is some sort
of machine. It's been built out of things that were never meant to fit together; rotary blades spinning in the
vestigid current, perforated tubes, pipes anchored at haphazard angles. The smoker is crammed with
junk.

And somehow, the water jets through it and comes out singing. Not aghost. Not an aien predator, after
al. Jus— windchimes. Rdlief sweepsthrough Scanlon’s body in achemicd wave. Herelaxes, soaking in
the sensation, until he remembers:

Sx contacts. Sx.



And hereheis, floodlit, in full view.

Scanlon retreats back into darkness. The machinery behind his nightmares, exposed and dmost
pedestrian, has bolstered his confidence. He resumes his patrol. The Throat rotates dowly to hisright, a
murky monochrome graphic.

Something fadesinto view ahead, floating above an outcropping of featherworms. Scanlon dips closer,
hides behind a convenient piece of rock

Vampires. Two of them.
They don't look the same.

Vampiresusudly look aike out herg, it'samost impossibleto tell them agpart. But Scanlon’ssurehe's
never seen one of these two before. It' sfacing away from him, but there’ s still something— it' stoo tall
and thin, somehow. It movesin furtive starts and twitches, dmost birdlike. Reptilian. It carries something
under onearm.

Scanlon can't tell what sex it is. The other vampire, though, looksfemale. The two of them hangin the
water afew meters apart, facing each other. Every now and then the femae gestures with her hands;
sometimes she moves too suddenly and the other onejumpsalittle, asif startled.

He clicksthrough the voice channels. Nothing. After awhile the fema e reaches out, dmost tentetively,
and touchesthe reptile. There' s something almost gentle— in an alien way— about the way she does
that. Then she turns and swims off into the darkness. The reptile stays behind, drifting dowly onitsaxis.
Itsface comesinto view.

Itshood sedl isopen. Itsfaceis so paethat Scanlon can barely tell where skin ends and eyecaps begin;
it dmost looks asif this creature has no eyes.

The thing under itsarm is the shredded remains of one of Channer’s mongter fish. As Scanlon watches,
the reptile bringsit up to its mouth and tears off a chunk. Swallows.

The voicein the Throat moansin the distance, but the reptile doesn’t seem to notice.

Itsuniform hasthe usua GA logo slamped onto the shoulders. The usua name tag undernegth.

Who—?

Its blank empty face sweeps right past Scanlon’ s hiding place without pausing. A moment later it' sfacing
away agan.

It'sdl doneout there. It doesn’t ook dangerous.

Scanlon braces againgt hisrock, pushes off. Water pushes back, dowing him ingtantly. The reptile
doesn’'t see him. Scanlon kicks. HE s only afew meters away when he remembers.

Ganzfeld Effect. What if there’' s some Ganzfeld Effect down h—
Thereptile spinssuddenly, staring directly a him.
Scanlon lunges. Another split-second and he wouldn't even have come close, but fortune smiles; he

catches onto one of the creature sfinsasit dives away. Its other foot lashes back, bounces off the
helmet. Again, lower down; Scanlon’s sonar pistol spins away from his belt.

He hangs on. The reptile comes at him with both figts, utterly silent. Scanlon barely fed sthe blows
through his preshmesh. He hits back with the familiar desperation of a childhood punching bag, cornered
again, feeble salf-defense his only option.

Until it dawns on him that thistime, somehow, it's working.

He s not facing the neighborhood bully here. HE' s not paying the price for careless eye contact with
some audtraopithecine at the local drink’ n’drug. Hefighting aspindly little fresk that’ strying to get away
. From him. Thisguy isdownright feeble.



For thefirg timein hislife, Y ves Scanloniswinning afight.

Hisfist connects, achain-mail mace. The enemy jerks and struggles. Scanlon grabs, twists, wrestles his
quarry into an armlock. Hisvictim flails around, utterly helpless.

“Y ou're not going anywhere, friend.” Finally, a chanceto try out that tone of easy contempt he' s been
practicing since the age of seven. It sounds good. It sounds confident, in control. “Not until | find out just
what the fuck is—"

Thelightsgo out.

The whole Throat goes dark, suddenly and without fuss. It takes afew secondsto blink away the
afterimages, findly, in the extreme distance, Scanlon makes out avery faint gray glow. Beebe.

It dies as he watches. The cresturein hisarms has grown very till.
"Let him go, Scanlon.”

"Clarke?' It might be Clarke. The vocoders don't mask everything, there are subtle differences that
Scanlon'sjust beginning to recognize. "Isthat you?' He gets his headlamp on, but no matter where he
pointsit there's nothing to see.

"Youll bregk hisarms" thevoice says. Clarke. Got to be.
"I'm not that—" strong— "clumsy," Scanlon saysto the abyss.
"Y ou don't have to be. His bones have decdcified." A momentary silence. "Hée'sfragile."

Scanlon loosens his grip abit. He twists back and forth, trying to catch sight of something. Anything. All
that comesinto view is his prisoner's shoulder patch.

Fischer.

But he went missing— Scanlon counts back— seven months ago!

"Let him go, cocksucker.” A different voice, thistime. Brander's.

"Now," it buzzes. "Or I'll fucking kill you."

Brander? Brander actually defending a pedophile? How the hell did that happen?
It doesn't matter now. There are other things to worry about.

"Whereareyou?' Scanlon callsout. "What are you so afraid of 7' He doesn't expect such an obvious
goad to work. He'sjust buying time, trying to delay the inevitable. He can't just let Fischer go; hel's out of
options the moment that happens.

Something moves, just to theleft. Scanlon spins; aflurry of motion out there, maybe a hint of limbs caught
in the beam. Too many for one person. Then nothing.

Hetried to do it, Scanlon realizes. Brander just tried to kill me, and they held him back.
For now.

"Last chance, Scanlon." Clarke again, close and invisible, asthough she'shumming in hisear. "We don't
have to lay ahand on you, you know? We can just leave you here. Y ou don't let him go in ten seconds
and | swear you'll never find your way back. One."

"And evenif you did," adds another voice— Scanlon doesn't know who— "we'd be waiting for you
there”

"Two."

He checksthe hedmet dashboard laid out around his chin. The vampires have shut off Begbe's homing
beacon.

"Three"



He checks his compass. The readout won't settle. No surprise there; magnetic navigation is ajoke on the
rift.

"Four."

"Fing" Scanlontries. "Leave me here. | don't care. I'll—"

"Hvel

"—just head for the surface. | can last for days inthissuit." Sure. Asif they'll just let you float away
with their—what isFischer to them, anyway? Pet? Mascot?

"Sx."

Role model?

"Seven."

Oh God. Oh God.

"Eight."

"Please," hewhispers.

"Nine"

He opens hisarms. Fischer dives away into the dark.
Stops.

Turns back and hangsthere in the water, five meters away.

"Fischer?' Scanlon looks around. For al he cantell, they are the only two particlesin the universe. "Can
you understand me?"

He extends hisarm. Fischer starts, like anervousfish, but doesn't bolt.
Scanlon scans the abyss. "Isthis how you want to end up?' he calls out.
Nobody answers.

"Y ou have any ideawhat seven months of sensory deprivation does to your mind? Y ou think he's even
close to being human any more? Are you going to spend the rest of your livesrooting around herein the
mud, esting worms? Isthat what you want?"

"What we want," something buzzes from the darkness, "isto be | eft aone.”
"That's not going to happen. No matter what you do to me. Y ou can't stay down hereforever."
Nobody bothersto disagree. Fischer continuesto float before him, his head cocked to one side.

"Listen, C— Lenie. Mike. All of you." The headlight beam sweeps back and forth, empty. "It'sjust ajob
.It'snot alifestyle.” But Scanlon knowsthat'salie. All these people wererifterslong before the job
exigted.

"They'll comefor you," he says softly, and he doesn't know whether it'sathreat or awarning.
"Maybe wewon't be here," the abyssreplies at last.

Oh, God. "L ook, | don't know what's happening down here, but you can't want to stay here, nobody in
their— | mean— Jesus, where are you?"

No answer. Only Fischer.

"Thiswasn't how it was supposed to go," Scanlon says, pleading.
And then, "I never meant for— | mean | didnt—"

Andthenonly "I'm sorry. I'm sorry..."



And then nothing at al, except the darkness.

* % %

Eventud|ly the lights come back on, and Beebe beeps reassuringly on its designated channdl. Gerry
Fischer isgone by then; Scanlon isn't sure when he | ft.

He's not sure the others were ever there. He swims back to Beebe, alone.

They probably didn't even hear me. Not really. Which isashame, because there at the end hewas
actudly tdling thetruth.

He wishes he could pity them. It should be easy; they hide in the dark, they hide behind their eyecaps as
though photocollagen is some sort of genera anesthetic. They warrant the pity of rea people. But how
can you pity someone who's somehow better off than you are? How can you pity someone who, in some
sick way, seemsto be happy?

How can you pity someone who scares you to death?

And besides, they walked all over me. | couldn't control them at all. Have | made a single real
choice since | came down?

Sure. | gave them Fischer, and they let melive.

Y ves Scanlon wonders, briefly, how to put that into the officia record without making himsdf look likea
complete screwup.

Inthe end, he doesn't redlly care.

* % %
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I have recently encountered evidence of... that is, | believe...
The behavior of Beebe Station personnel is distinctively...

I have recently participated in a telling exchange with station personnel. | managed to avoid
outright confrontation, although...

Ah, fuck it.

* % %

T minus twenty minutes, and except for Y ves Scanlon, Beebe is deserted.

It'sbeen like thisfor the past couple of days. The vampiresjust don't come insde much any more.
Maybe they're ddiberately excluding him. Maybe they'rejust reverting to their natural state. He can't tell.

It'sjust aswell. By now, the two sides have very little left to say to each other.

The shuttle should be dmost here. Scanlon summons his resolve: when they come, they're not going to
find him hiding in his cubby. He'sgoing to bein thelounge, in plain view.

Hetakes abreath, holdsit, listens. Beebe creaks and drips around him. No other sounds of life.

He gets off the pallet and presses an ear againg the bulkhead. Nothing. He undogs the cubby hatch,
opensit afew centimeters, peersout.

Nothing.
His suitcase has been packed for hours. He grabsit off the deck, swingsthe hatch al the way open, and



strides purposefully down the corridor.

He sees the shadow just before he enters the lounge, adim silhouette againgt the bulkhead. A part of him
wants to turn and run back to his cubby, but it'samuch smaller part than it used to be. Most of himis
just tired. He stepsforward.

Lubiniswaiting there, stlanding motionless beside the ladder. He stares through Scanlon with eyes of
solidivory.

"| wanted to say goodbye,”" he says.
Scanlon laughs. Hecan't helpit.
Lubin watchesimpassvely.

"I'm sorry," Scanlon says. He doesn't fed even dightly amused. "It'sjust— you never even said hdllo,
you know?'

"Yes" Lubin says. "Wdl."

Somehow, there's no sense of threat about him thistime. Scanlon can't quite understand why; Lubin's
background fileis till full of holes, the rumors are till festering over Galdpagos, even the other vampires
keep their distance from this one. But none of that shows through right now. Lubin just sandsthere,
shifting hisweight from onefoot to the other. Helooks dmost vulnerable,

"So they're going to be bringing us back early,” he says.

"I honestly don't know. It's not my decison.”

"But they sent you down to— prepare the way. Like John the Baptist."

It'savery strange andogy, coming from Lubin. Scanlon says nothing.

"Did you— didn't they know we wouldn't want to come back? Didn't they count on it?"
"It wasn't like that." But he wonders, more than ever, what the GA knew.

Lubin clears histhroat. He seems very much to want to say something, but doesn't.
"I found thewindchimes" Scanlon saysat lagt.

"es

"They scared the hell out of me."

Lubin shakes hishead. "That's not what they were for."

"What were they for?"

"Just— a hobby, redlly. Welve dl got hobbies here. Lenie does her starfish. Alice— dreams. Thisplace
has away of taking ugly things and lighting them in a certain way, so they dmost look beautiful.” A shrug.
"l build memorias”"

"Memorids™"

Lubin nods. "Thewindchimeswerefor Acton.”

" e

Something drops onto Beebe with aclank. Scanlon jumps.

Lubin doesn't react. "1'm thinking of building another set,” he says. "'For Fischer, maybe."
"Memoridsare for dead people. Fischer's il dive” Technically, anyway.

"Okay then. I'll make them for you.”

The overhead hatch drops open. Scanlon grips his suitcase and starts to climb, one-handed.



lls’r_ll
Scanlon looks down, surprised.
"|—" Lubin stops himself. "We could have treated you better," he says at last.

Scanlon knows, somehow, that thisis not what Lubin intended to say. He waits. But Lubin offers nothing
more.

"Thanks," Scanlon says, and climbs out of Beebe forever.

The chamber herisesinto iswrong. Helooks around, disoriented; thisisn't the usual shuttle. The
passenger compartment istoo smal, the walls studded with an array of nozzles. Forward, the cockpit
hatch is sedled. A strange face looks back through the porthole as the ventral hatch swings shuit.

"Hey..."

Theface disappears. The compartment resonates with the sound of metal mouths disengaging. A dight
lurch and the 'scapheisrising free.

A fine aerosol mist hisses from the nozzles. It stings Scanlon's eyes. An unfamiliar voice reassureshim
from the cabin speaker. Nothing to worry about, it says. Just aroutine precaution.

Everything'sjust fine.

Seine

Entropy

Maybe things are getting out of hand, Lenie Clarke wonders.

The others don't seem to care. She hears Lubin and Caraco talking up in the lounge, hears Brander trying
to sng inthe shower— asif we didn't all get enough abuse during our childhoods— and enviestheir
unconcern. Everyone hated Scanlon— well, not hate, exactly, that's abit strong— but there was at least
asort of—

Contempt—

That's the word. Contempt. Back on the surface, Scanlon ticked everyone. No matter what you said to
him he/d nod, make little encouraging noises, do everything to convince you that he was on your side.
Except actudly agree with you, of course. Y ou didn't need fine-tuning to see through that shit; everyone
down here dready had too many Scanlonsin their past, the officid sympathizers, theingtant friendswho
gently encouraged you to go back home, drop the charges, carefully pretending it was your interests
being served. Back then Scanlon was just another patronizing bastard with ashaved deck, and if fortune
put him down here on rifter turf for awhile, who could be blamed for having alittle fun with him?

But we could have killed him.
He started it. He attacked Gerry. He was holding him hostage.
Asif the GA's going to make any sort of allowance for thét...

So far, Clarke's kept her doubts to hersdlf. It's not that she fears no onewill listen to her. Shefearsthe
exact opposite. She doesn't want to change anybody's mind. She's not out to raly the troops. Initiativeis



aprerogative of leaders, she doesn't want the responsibility. Thelast thing she wantsto beis
Leader of the pack, Len. Head wolf. A-fucking-kayla.
Acton's been dead for months and hel's ftill laughing at her.

Okay. Scanlon was anuisance at worst. At best he was an amusing diversion. " Shit," Brander said once,
"Y ou tune himin out there? | bet the GA doesn't even take him serioudy.” The Grid needsthem, and it's
not going to pull the plug just because afew rifters had some fun with an asshole like Scanlon. Makes
sense.

Still, Clarke can't help thinking about consequences. She's never been able to avoid them in the past.

Brander'sfindly out of the shower; hisvoice drifts down from the lounge. Showers are an indulgence
down here, hardly necessary when you live insde a salf-flushing semipermesble diveskin but a sheer hot
hedonistic pleasure just the same. Clarke grabs atowel off the rack and heads up the ladder before
anyonedsecancutin.

"Hey, Len." Caraco, seated at the table with Brander, waves her over. "Check out the new look."
Brander'sin real shirtdeeves. He doesn't even have hiscapsin.
Hiseyesare brown.

"Wow." Clarke doesn't know what elseto say. Those eyes|ook redly strange. She looks around,
vaguely uncomfortable. Lubin's over on the sofa, watching. "What do you think, Ken?"

Lubin shakes his head. "Why do you want to look like a dryback?"

Brander shrugs. "Don't know. | just felt like giving my eyesarest for acouple of hours. | guess seeing
Scanlon down herein shirtdeevesdl thetime." Not that anyone would even think of popping their caps
in front of Scanlon.

Caraco affects an exaggerated shudder. "Please. Tell me he's not your new role model."
"He wasn't even my old one," Brander says.
Clarke can't get used to it. "Doesn't it bother you?' —Walking around naked like that?

"Actualy, the only thing that bothersmeis| can't see squat. Unless someone wantsto turn up the
lights..."

"So anyway." Caraco picks up the thread of some previous conversation. ™Y ou came down here why?'
"It'ssafe,” Brander says, blinking againgt his own persond darkness.

"Uhhuh."

"SHer, anyway. You were up there not so long ago. Didn't you seeit?'

"l think what | saw up there was sort of skewed. That'swhy I'm down here.”

"Y ou never thought that things were getting, well, top-heavy?'

Caraco shrugs. Clarke, imagining steamy needles of water, takes a step towards the corridor.

"I mean, look how fast the net changed,” Brander says. "It wasn't that long ago you could just Sit in your
living room and go al over the world, remember? Anywhere could link up with anywhere e se, for as
long asthey liked."

Clarke turns back. She remembers those days. Vaguely.
"What about the bugs?' she asks.

"There weren't any. Or there were, but they were redly smple. Couldn't rewrite themsalves, couldn't
handle different operating systems. Just aminor inconvenience  firgt, realy.”



"But there were these laws they taught usin school,” Caraco says.
Lenie remembers. "Explosive speciation. Brookes Laws."

Brander holds up afinger. " Self-replicating information strings evolve as a sigmoid-difference
function of replication error rate and generation time." Two fingers. " Evolving information strings
are vulnerable to parasitism by competing strings with sigmoid-difference functions of lesser
wavelength." Three. " Srings under pressure from parasites devel op random substring-exchange
protocols as a function of the wavelength ratio of the host and parasite sigmoid functions. Or
something like that."

Caraco looks at Clarke, then back at Brander. "What?"

"Life evolves. Parasites evolve. Sex evolvesto counter the parasites. Shuffles the genes so they haveto
shoot for amoving target. Everything e se— species diversity, densty-dependence, everything— it all
follows from those threelaws. Y ou get asdf-replicating string past a certain threshold, it's like anuclear
reection.”

"Lifeexplodes,” Clarke murmurs.

"Actudly, information explodes. Organic lifesjust aredly dow example. Happened alot faster in the

Caraco shakes her head. " So what? Y ou're saying you came down here to get away from bugsin the
Internet?’

"| came down hereto get away from entropy."
"I think," Clarke remarks, "Y ou've got one of those language disorders. Dydexiaor something.”

But Brander's going full tilt now. "Y ou've heard the phrase Entropy increases? Everything fals gpart
eventudly. Y ou can postponeit for awhile, but that takes energy. The more complicated the system, the
more energy it needsto stay in one piece. Back before us everything was sun-powered, al the plants
were like these little solar batteries that everything else could build on. Only now weve got this society
that's on an exponential complexity curve, and the 'net's on the same curve only alot steeper, right? So
we'red| baled up in thisrunaway machine, it's got so complicated it's dways on the verge of flying apart,
and the only thing that preventsthat isdl the energy wefeed it."

"Bad news," Caraco says. Clarke doesn't think she'sredlly getting the point, though.

"Good news, actudly. They'll dways need more energy, so they'll dways need us. Eveniif they ever do
get fuson figured out.”

"Y eah, but—" Caraco'sfrowning dl of asudden. "If you say it'sexponentid, then it hitsawal eventudly,
right? The curve goes straight up and down.”

Brander nods. "Yup."

"But that'sinfinity. There's no way you could keep things from faling gpart, no matter how much power
we pump out. It'd never be enough. Sooner or later—"

"Sooner," says Brander, "And that'swhy I'm staying right here. Like | said, it's sefer.”
Clarke looks from Brander to Caraco to Brander. "That isjust so much bullshit.”
"How s0?' Brander doesn't seem offended.

"Because wed have heard about it before now. Especidly if it's based on some kind of physical law
everyone knows about. They couldn't keep something like that under wraps, people would keep figuring
it out for themsalves”

"Oh, I think they have," Brander says mildly, smiling from naked brown eyes. "They'd just rather not think
about it too much.”



"Wheredo you get dl this, Mike?' Clarke asks. "Thelibrary?'

He shakes his head. "Got adegree. Systems ecology, artificid life."
Clarke nods. "I dways thought you were too smart to be aRifter."
"Hey. A rifter'sthe smartest thing to be right now."

"S0 you chose to come down here? Y ou actually applied?’
Brander frowns. "Sure. Didn't you?"

"I got aphone cal. Offered methis new high-paying career, even said | could go back to my old jobif it
didn't work out."

"What was your old job?" Caraco wonders.
"Public rlations. Mostly Honquarium franchises.”
"You?"

"Maybe | wasn't very good at it. What about you?”'

"Me?" Caraco hites her lip. "It was sort of aded. One year with an option to renew, in lieu of
prosecution.” The corner of her mouth twitches. "Price of revenge. It wasworthit."

Brander leans back in his chair, looks around Clarke. "What about you, Ken? Whereéd you come—"

Clarke turnsto follow Brander's stare. The sofas empty. Down the corridor, Clarke can hear the shower
door swinging shut.

Shit.

Stll, itll only be ashort wait. Lubin's dready beeninsde for four hours straight, helll be gonein no time.
And it's not as though there's any shortage of hot water.

"They should just shut the whole bloody net down for awhile," Caraco is saying behind her. " Just pull the
plug. Bugswouldn't be able to handle that, | bet.”

Brander laughs, comfortably blind. "Probably not. Of course, neither would the rest of us."

Carousel

She's been staring at the screen for two minutes and she till can't see what Nakata's going on about.
Ridges and fissures run dong the display likelong green wrinkles. The Throat returnsits usua echoes,
crammed especidly close to center screen because Nakata's got the range topped out. Occasiondly a
smal blip appears between two of thelarger ones: Lubin, lazing through an uneventful shift.

Other than that, nothing.

Lenie Clarke bites her lip. "l don't see any—"

"Just wait. | know | saw it."

Brander looksin from thelounge. " Saw what?'

"Alice says she's got something bearing three twenty."

Maybe it's Gerry, Clarke muses. But Nakatawouldn't raise the darm over that.
"It was just— there!" Nakatajabs her finger at the display, vindicated.



Something hovers at the very edge of Beebe's vision. Distance and diffraction makeit hazy, but to
bounce any kind of signd at that range it's got to have alot of metd. As Clarke watches, the contact
fades.

"Not one of us," Clarke says.

"It'shig." Brander squints at the pand; his eyecapsreflect through white dits.
"Muckraker?' Clarke suggests. "A sub, maybe?!

Brander grunts.

"Thereitisagain," Nakatasays.

"There they are," Brander amends. Two echoes tease the edge of the screen now, amost indiscernible.
Two large, unidentified objects, now rising just barely clear of the bottom clutter, now sinking back down
into merenoise.

Gone.

"Hey," Clarke says, pointing. There'satremor rippling along the seismo display, setting off sensorsina
wave from the northwest. Nakata taps commands, gets aretrodict bearing on the epicenter.
Threetwenty.

"Thereis nothing scheduled to be out there," she says.

"Nothing anyone bothered to tell us about, anyway." Clarke rubsthe bridge of her nose. "So who's
coming?'

Brander nods. Nakata shakes her head. "I'll wait for Judy."

"Oh, that'sright. She'sgoing al the way today, isn't she? Surface and back?"

"Y es. She should be back in maybe an hour.”

"Okay." Brander's on hisway downdtairs. Clarke reaches past Nakata and taps into an outside channdl.
"Hey Ken. Wake up."

| tell myself I know this place, shemuses. | call this my home.
| don't know anything.

Brander cruisesjust below her, lit from underneath by a seabed on fire. The world rippleswith color,
blues and yellows and greens so pure it dmost hurtsto look at them. A dusting of violet stars coalesces
and sweeps across the bottom; a school of shrimp, royally luminous.

"Has anyone been—" Clarke begins, but she feels wonder and surprise from Brander. It's obvious he
hasn't seen thisbefore. And Lubin— "It'snewsto me," Lubin answers adoud, asdark asever.

"It'sgorgeous,” Brander says. "Weve been down here how long, and we never even knew this place
exiged..."

Except Gerry, maybe. Every now and then Beebe's sonar picks someone up in thisdirection, when
everyone eseisaccounted for. Not thisfar out, of course, but who knows how far afield Fischer— or
whatever Fischer's become— wanders these days?

Brander drops away from his squid and coasts down, one arm outstretched. Clarke watches him scoop
something off the bottom. A faint tingle clouds her mind for amoment— that indefinable sense of some
other mind working nearby— and she's past him, her own squid towing her away.



"Hey Len," Brander buzzes after her. "Check thisout.”

She releases the throttle and arcs back. Brander's got a glassy jointed creature in the pam of his hand. It
looks ahit like that shrimp Acton found, back when—

"Dont hurt it," she says.
Brander's mask stares back at her. "Why would | hurt it?1 just wanted to you to seeitseyes.”

There's something about the way Brander's radiating. It's asthough he'salittle bit out of synch with
himsalf, somehow, as though his brain is broadcasting on two bands at once. Clarke shakes her head.
The sensation passes.

"It doesn't have eyes," she says, looking.
"Sureit does. Just not on its head.”

Heflipsit over, uses thumb and forefinger to pin it upside-down againgt the pam of his other hand. Rows
of limbs— legs, maybe, or gills— scramble uselesdy for purchase. Between them, where joints meet
body, arow of tiny black spheres stare back at Lenie Clarke.

"Weird," she says. "Eyeson its stomach.”
She'sfeding it again: astrange, dmogt prismatic sense of fractured awareness.

Brander letsthe creature go. "Makes sense. Seeing as how dl the light down here comes from below.”
Suddenly helooks at Clarke, radiating confusion. "Hey Len, you fedling okay?"

"Yegh, 'mfine"
"Y ou seem kind of —"
"Solit," they say, Imultaneoudy.

Redlization. She doesn't know how much of it is hers and how much she'stuning in from Brander, but
suddenly they both know.

"There's someone dse here," Brander says, unnecessarily.
Clarkelooks around. Lubin. She can't see him.

"Shit. You think that'sit?" Brander's scanning the water too. "Y ou think ol Kenisfinaly starting to tune
in?'

"l don't know."

"Who dse could it be?'

"| don't know. Who eseisout here?"

"Mike. Lenie." Lubin'svoice, faintly, from somewhere ahead.
Clarke looks at Brander. Brander looks back.

"Right here," Brander calls, edging hisvolume up.

"I foundit," Lubin says, invisbly digant.

Clarke launches off the bottom and grabs her squid. Brander's right beside her, sonar pistol out and
clicking. "Got him," he says after amoment. "That way."

"What els=?"

"Don't know. Big, anyhow. Three, four meters. Metadlic.”

Clarke tweaks the throttle. Brander follows. A riot of fractured color unspools below them.
"There"



Ahead of them, amesh of green light sections the bottom into squares.
IIWM_II
"Lasars,” Brander says. "l think."

Emerald threads float perfectly straight, aluminous profusion of right angles afew centimeters off the
bottom. Beneath them, drab meta pipes run aong the rock; tiny prisms erupt at regular intervas aong
their length, like spines. Each prism, an interstice; from each interstice, four beams of coherent light, and
four, and four, awire-frame checkerboard overlaid against bedrock.

They cruise two meters over the grid. "I'm not sure,” Brander grates, "but | think it'sal just one beam.
Reflected back acrossitsdlf.”

"Mike—"
"l seeit,” hesays.

At firg it'sjust afuzzy green column resolving out of the middle distance. Nearness brings clarity; the
beams crisscrossing the ocean floor convergein acircle here, bend verticdly up to form the luminous
bars of acylindrica cage. Within that cage athick metal stalk rises out of the seabed. A great disk
flowersat itstop, spreads out like someindustria parasol. The spokes of laser light stream down from its
perimeter and bounce endlessly away aong the bottom.

"It'slikea— acarousd,” Clarke buzzes, remembering an old picture from an even older time. "Without
horses..."

"Don't block those beams,” Lubin buzzes. He's hanging off to one sde, aming asonar pistal at the
sructure. "They're too week to hurt you unlessyou get it in the eye, but you don't want to interfere with
what they're doing."

"Andthat is?' Brander says.
Lubin doesn't answer.

What in the world— But Clarke's confusion isonly partly directed at the mechanism before her. The
rest dwells on adisorienting sense of dien cognition, very strong now, not her, not Brander, but
somehow familiar.

Ken? That you?

"Thisisn't what we saw on sonar,” Brander's saying. Clarke feds his confusion even as hetalks over it.
"Whatever we saw was moving around.”

"Whatever we saw was probably planting this" Lubin buzzes. "It'slong gone by now."
"Butwhet is..." Brander's voice trails down to amechanica croak.

No. It'snot Lubin. She knows that now.

"It'sthinking," shesays. "It's alive."

Lubin's got another instrument out now. Clarke can't seethe visua readout but itstdltae tic tic ticking
carries clearly through the water.

"It'sradioactive,” he says.

Alice Nakatas voice comes to them in the endl ess darkness between Becbe and the Land of the
Carousd.



"—Judy—" it whispers, amogt too faint to make out. "—scatter— lay—"

"Alice?' Clarke's got her vocoder cranked loud enough to hurt her own ears. "We can't hear you. Say
agan?'

"—just—no sign—"

Clarke can barely distinguish the words. Somehow, though, she can hear the fear in them.

A smdl tremor shudders past, raising clouds of mud and swamping Nakatas signal. Lubin throttles up his
squid and pulls away. Clarke and Brander follow suit. Somewhere in the darkness ahead, Beebe draws
closer in decibd fractions.

The next words they hear manage to cut through the noise: " Judy's gone!
"Gone?' Brander echoes. "Gone where?'

"Shejust disappeared!” The voice hisses softly from every direction. "'l wastaking to her. Shewas up
above the deep scattering layer, she was— | wastelling her about the signal we saw and she said she
saw something too and then shewas gone..."

"Did you check sonar?" Lubin wantsto know.

"Yes Yesof course | checked the sonar!” Nakata's words are increasingly clear. "As soon as she was
cut off | checked but | saw nothing for sure. There was something, maybe, but the scattering layer isvery
thick today, | could not be sure. And it's been fifteen minutes now and she still hasn't come back..."

"Sonar wouldn't pick her up anyway," Brander says softly. "Not through the DSL."
Lubinignoreshim. "Ligten, Alice. Did she say what she saw?"

"No. Just something, she said, and then | heard nothing more."

"Y our sonar contact. How big?’

"I don't know! It wasjust there for a second, and the layer—"

"Could it have been asub? Alice?!

"l don't know!" the voice cries, dissmbodied and anguished. "Why would it? Why would anyone?’
Nobody answers. The squids race on.

Ecdysis

They dump her out of the airlock, still caught in the tangleweb. She knows better than to fight under these
conditions, but the Situation’s got to change pretty soon. Shethinks they may have tried gassing her in the
lock. Why else would they leave their headsets on after the lock had drained? What about that faint hiss
that lasted afew seconds too long after blowdown? It's a pretty subtle cue, but you don't spend most of
ayear on therift without learning what an airlock sounds like. There was something abit off about that
one.

No matter. Y ou'd be surprised how much O-, can be eectrolyzed from just thelittle bit of water |eft
doshing around in the ol' thoracic plumbing. Judy Caraco can hold her breath until the cows come home,
whatever the fuck that means. And now, maybe they think their gas-chamber-that-blows-like-an-airlock
has got her doped or unconscious or just very laid back. Maybe now they'll take her out of thisfucking
net.



She waits, limp. Sure enough there's a soft electrica cackle and the web fallsaway, dl those sticky
molecular tails polarizing flat like Vel cro dicking down to cat fur. She stares out through glassy unblinking
eyecaps— no cues they can read there-— and counts three, with maybe more behind her.

They're zombies, or something.

Their skin looks rotten with jaundice. Fingernails are barely distinguishable from fingers. Faces are dightly
distorted, blurred behind stretched, yellowish membrane. Waxy, dark ovals protrude through the film
where their mouths should be.

Body condoms, Caraco redlizes after amoment. What is this? Do they think I'm contagious?
And amoment later: Am [?
One of them reaches towards her holding something like a handgun.

She lashes out with one arm. Sheld rather have kicked— more strength in the legs— but the refsuckers
that brought her in didn't bother taking off her flippers. She connects. anosg, it fedslike. A nose under
latex. A satisfying crunch. Someone's found sudden cause to regret their own presumption.

There'samoment's shocked silence. Caraco usesit, flips onto her side and swings one flippered foot
backwards, hed firgt, into the back of someone's knee. A woman cries out, a startled face topples past,
asmear of red hair plastered againgt its cheek, and Judy Caraco isreaching down to get those big
clown-foot flippers off in timeto—

Thetip of ashockprod hoversten centimeters from her nose. It doesn't waver amillimeter. After a
moment'sindecison— how far can | push this, anyway?— Caraco stops moving.

"Get up,” says the man with the prod. She can barely see, through the condom, shadows where his eyes
should be.

Sowly, shetakes off her fins and stands. She never had a chance, of course. She knew that all aong. But
they obvioudy want her dive for something, or they would never have bothered bringing her on board.
And she, in turn, wantsto make it clear that these fuckers are not going to intimidate her, no matter how
many of them thereare.

Theré's catharssto be had in even alosing fight.

"Cam down," the man says— one of four, she sees now, including the one backing out of the
compartment with ared stain spreading under his caul. "We're not trying to hurt you. But you know you
shouldn't havetried to leave."

"Leave?' Hisclothes— dl of their cothes— are uniform but not uniforms: loose-fitting white jumpsuits
with an unmistakable look of disposability. No insignia. No name tags. Caraco turns her attention to the
ubitsdf.

"Now were going to get you out of that diveskin,” the prodmaster continues. "And we're going to give
you aquick medica workup. Nothing too intrusive, | assure you."

Not alarge craft, judging from the curvature of the bulkhead. But fast. Caraco knew that from the
moment it resolved out of the murk above her. She didn't see much, then, but she saw enough. This boat
haswings. It could lap an orcaon steroids.

"Who are you guys?' she asks.

"Y our cooperation would make us all very grateful,” Prodmaster says, asif she hasn't poken, "And then
maybe you can tell us exactly what you're trying to escape from out here in the middle of the Pecific.”

"Escape?’ Caraco snorts. "l was doing laps, you idiot.”
"Uh huh." He returns his shockprod to aholster on his belt, leaves one hand resting lightly on the handle.
The gunisback, in different hands. It looks like a cross between a staple gun and acircuit-tester. The



redhead pushesit firmly onto Caraco's shoulder. Caraco controlsthe urge to push back. A faint eectrica
tingle and her diveskin drops away in pieces. There go her arms. There go her legs. Her torso splitslikea
molting insect and drops away, short-circuited. She stands utterly 'skinned, surrounded by strangers. A
naked mulatto woman looks back at her from amirror on the bulkhead. Somehow, even stripped, she
looks strong. Her eyes, brilliant white in that dark face, are cold and invulnerable. She smiles.

"That wasn't too bad, wasit." Theres atrained kindness to the other woman'svoice. Almost like |
didn't just dump her on the deck.

They lead her through a passageway to atable in acompact Med cubby. The redhead places a
membrane-sheathed hand on Caraco's arm, her touch just dightly sticky; Caraco shrugsit off. Theré€'s
only room for two othersin here besides Caraco. Three squeeze in: the redhead, the prodmaster, and a
shorter male, abit chubby. Caraco looks at hisface, but she can't see details under the condom.

"l hope you can see out of that thing better than | can seein,” she says.

A soft background humming, too monotonousto register until now, rises subtly in pitch. Therésasense
of sudden acceleration; Caraco staggers a bit, catches herself on thetable.

"If you could just lie back, Ms. Caraco—"

They stretch her out on the table. The chubby male pastes afew leads at Strategic points along her body
and proceeds to take very small pieces out of her. "No, thisisn't good. Not at al." Cantonese accent.
"Poor epithelid turgor, you know diveskin's only an expression, you weren't supposed to live init." The
touch of hisfingers on her skin: like the redhead's, thin sticky rubber. "Now look at you,” he says. "Half
your sebaceous glands are shut down, your vit K'slow, you haven't been taking your UV either have
you?"

Caraco doesn't answer. Mr. Canton continues to draw samples on her |eft. At the other Side of the table,
the redhead offerswhat she probably thinksis areassuring smile, mostly hidden behind the ova
mouthpiece.

Down at Caraco'sfest, just in front of the hatchway, Prodmaster stands motionless.

"Y es, too much time sedled up in that diveskin,” says Mr. Canton. "Did you ever takeit off? Even

The redhead leans forward confidentidly. "It'simportant, Judy. There could be hedth complications. We
really should know if you ever opened up outside. For an emergency of some kind, maybe.”

"If your 'skin was— punctured, for example." Mr. Canton affixes some kind of ocular device onto the
membrane over hisleft eye, peersinto Caraco's ear. "That scar on your leg, for instance. Quitelarge.”

The redhead runs afinger dong the creasein Caraco's calf. Y eah. One of those big fish, | guess?*
Caraco stares up at her. "Y ou guess.”

"That must have been adeep wound." Mr. Canton again. "Isit?'

"Isit what?"

"A souvenir from one of those famous mongters?”

"Y ou don't have my medical records?"

"It would be eedier if you'd save usthe trouble of looking them up,” the redhead explained.
"Youinahurry?'

Prodmaster takes astep forward. "Not redly. We can wait. But in the meantime, maybe we should get
those eyecaps out.”
"No." Thethought scares her to the core. She's not sure why



"Y ou don't need them any more, Ms. Caraco.” A smile, acivilized baring of teeth. ™Y ou can relax.
Y ou're on your way home."

"Fuck that. They stay in." She stsup, fed sthe leads tearing off her flesh.
Suddenly her arms are pinned. Mr. Canton on one side, the redhead on the other.

"Fuck you." She lashes out with one foot. It goeslow, catches Prodmasters shock stick and flipsit right
out of the holster and onto the deck. Prodmaster jumps back out of the cubby, leaving hisweapon
behind. Suddenly Caraco'sarms are free. Mr. Canton and the redhead are backing right off, squeezing
aong thewalls of the compartment as though desperate to avoid physical contact—

Aswell you might be, shethinks, grinning. Don't try your cute little power games with me,
assholes—

The oriental shakes his head, amixture of sadness and disagpproval. Judy Caraco's body hunms, right
down in the bones, and goes completely limp.

Shefdlsback onto the neoprene padding, nerves singing in the table's neuroinduction field. Shetriesto
move but dl her motor synapses are shorted out. The machinesin her chest twitch and stutter, listening
for orders, interpreting stetic.

Her lung Sighsflat under its own weight. She can't summon the strength tofill it up again.

They're tying her down. Wrists, ankles, chest, al strapped and cinched back againgt the table. She can't
even blink.

The humming stops. Air rushes down her throat and fills her chest. It feelsgood to gasp again. "How's
her heart?' Prodmaster.

"Good. Bit of defib at first, but okay now."

Mr. Canton bends over from the head of the table: maggot skin stretched across ahuman face. "It's
okay, Ms. Caraco. We're just here to help you. Can you understand?”

Shetriestotak. It'san effort. "g-g-g-g-G—O—."

mWhat?'

"Th-thisis Scanlon'swork. Right? S-Scanlon's fucking revenge.”
Mr. Canton looks up at someone beyond Caraco's field of view.
"Indugtrid psych.” Theredhead's voice. "No one important.”

Helooks back down. "Ms. Caraco, | don't know what you're talking about. We're going to take your
eyecaps out now. It won't do you any good to struggle. Just relax.”

Hands hold her head in position. Caraco clamps her eyes shut; they pry the left one open. She saresinto
something like abig hypo with adisk on the end. It settles on her eyecap, bonds with afaint sucking
sound.

It pullsaway. Light floodsin like acid.

She wrenches her head to one side and shuts her eye againg the stinging. Even filtered through her closed
eydid the light burns, an orange fire bringing tears. Then they have her again, twisting her head forward,
fumbling & her face—

"Turn the lightsdown, you idiot! She's photosensitivel”
The redhead?

"—Sorry. We kept them at half, | thought—"
Thelight dims. Her eyelids go black.



"Her irises haven't had to work for aimost ayear,” the redhead snaps. " Give her achanceto adjust, for
Chrigt's sake."

She'sin charge here?

Footsteps. A rattle of instruments.

"Sorry about that, Ms. Caraco. Weve lowered the lights now, isthat better?”
Go away. Leave me alone.

"Ms. Caraco, I'm sorry, but we still have to remove your other cap.”

She keeps her eyes squeezed shut. They pull the cap out of her face anyway. The straps |oosen around
her body, drop off. She hears them backing away.

"Ms. Caraco, we've turned the lights down. Y ou can open your eyes.”

The lights. | don't care about the fucking lights. She curls up on the table and buries her facein her
hands.

" She doesn't ook so tough now, does she?”'
"Shut up, Burton. Y ou can be areal asshole sometimes, you know that?"
The sound of an airtight hatch hissing shut. A dense, close silence settles on Caraco's eardrums.

An dectrical hum. "Judy." the redhead's voice: not in person, thistime. From a spesker somewhere. "We
don't want thisto be any worse than it hasto be."

Caraco holds her kneestightly against her chest. She can fed the scarsthere, araised web of old tissue
from the time they cut her open. Eyes till shut, she runs her fingers aong theridges.

| want my eyes back.

But dl she has now are these naked, fleshy things that anyone can see. She opens them the merest crack,
peeks between her fingers. She'saone.

"We have to know some things, Judy. For your own good. We need to know how you found out.”
"Found out what?" shecries, her facein hands. "l wasjud... exercisang...”

"It'sokay, Judy. There'sno hurry. Y ou can rest now, if you want. Oh, and there are clothesin the drawer
onyour right.”

She shakes her head. She doesn't care about clothes, she's been naked in front of worse monsters than
these. It'sonly skin.

| want my eyes.

Alibis

Dead air from the spesker.
"Did you copy that?' Brander says after five seconds have passed.

"Yes. Yes, of course.” Theline humsfor asecond. "It just comes as abit of ashock, that'sal. It's just—
very bad news."



Clarke frowns, and says nothing.

"Maybe she got detoured by a current at the thermocline,” the speaker suggests. "Or caught upina
Langmuir cdll. Areyou sure sheisn't still above the scattering layer somewhere?’

"Of course we'res—" Nakata bursts out, and stops. Ken Lubin hasjust laid a cautionary hand on her
shoulder.

There'samoment'ssilence.

"It is night up there," Brander saysfindly. The deep scattering layer rises with darkness, spreads thin near
the surface until daylight chasesit back down. "And wed be able to get her voice channd even if sonar
couldn't get through. But maybe we should go up there oursalves and look around.”

"No. That won't be necessary,” saysthe speaker. "In fact, it might be dangerous, until we know more
about what happened to Caraco.”

"So we don't even look for her?' Nakatalooks at the others, outrage and astonishment mingling on her
face. "She could be hurt, she could be—"

"Excuseme, Ms—"
"Nakatal Alice Nakatal | can not believe—"

"Ms. Nakata, we are looking for her. We've aready scrambled a search team to scour the surface. But
you'rein the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Y ou smply don't have the resources to cover the necessary
volume." A deep breath, carried flawlesdy down four hundred kilometers of fiberop. *On the other hand,
if Ms. Caracoisat al mobile, shelll most likely try and make it back to Beebe. If you want to search,
your best odds are to look close to home.™

Nakatalooks hel plessly around the room. Lubin stands expressionless; after amoment he puts one finger
to hislips. Brander glances back and forth between them.

Lenie Clarke looks away.
"And you don't have any ideawhat might have happened to her?' the GA asks.

Brander gritshisteeth. "I said, some kind of sonar spike. No detail. We thought you might be ableto tell
ussomething.”

"I'm sorry. We don't know. It'sjust unfortunate that she wandered so far from Beebe. The ocean, it's—
well, not dways safe. It's even possible asquid got her. She was &t the right depth.”

Nakata's head is shaking. " No," shewhispers.

"Besureand cdl if anything turnsup,” the speaker says. "We're setting up the search plan now, so if
theres nothing else—"

"Thereis" Lubin says.

"Oh?"

"There's an unmanned ingtalation afew klicks northwest of us. Recently installed.”
"Redly?'

"Y ou don't know about it?"

"Hang on, I'm punching it up." The spesker fdlsbriefly slent. "Got it. My God, that'sway out of your
back yard. I'm surprised you even picked it up.”

"What isit?" Lubin says. Clarke watches him, the hairs on her neck tirring.

"Seismology rig, it says here. OSU put it down there for some study on natural radioactives and
tectonics. Y ou should really keep away fromit, it'sabit hot. Carrying some calibration isotopes.”



"Unshidded?'

"Apparently.”

"Doesn't that scramble the onboard?' Lubin wants to know.

Nakata stares a him, open-mouthed and angry. "Who cares! Judy's missing!"

She'sgot apoint. Lubin bardy even talksto the other rifters; coming from him, thisinterchange with the
drybacks amost quaifies as babbling.

"Says hereit'san optical processor,” the speaker says after abrief pause. "Radiation doesn't bother it.
But | think Al— Ms. Nakataisright, your first priority—"

Lubin reaches past Brander and kills the connection.
"Hey," Brander says sharply.

Nakata gives Lubin ablank angry stare and disappears from the hatchway. Clarke hears her retrest into
her cubby and dog the hatch. Brander looks up at Lubin. "Maybe it hasn't dawned on you, Ken, but
Judy just might be dead. We're kind of upset about that. Alice especidly.”

Lubin nods, expressonless.

"So I've got to wonder why you chose this moment to grill the GA about the technical specson afucking
sgnicrig”

"That'snot what itis," Lubin says.

"Yeah?' Brander rises, twisting up out of the console chair. "And just what—"
"Mike," says Clarke.

"What?"

She shakes her head. "They said an optical CPU."

"So the fuck wh—" Brander stopsin mid-epithet. Anger drainsfrom hisface,
"Not agd," Clarke says. "A chip. That'swhat they're saying."

"But why lieto us?' Brander asks, "when we can just go out thereand fed ..."

"They don't know we can do that, remember?' Sheletsout alittle smile, like a secret shared between
friends. "They don't know anything about us. All they've got istheir files"

"Not any more," Brander reminds her. "Now they've got Judy.”
"They've got ustoo,” Lubin adds. "' Quarantined.”

"Alice. It'sme”
A soft voice through hard metd: "Come..."
Clarke pullsthe hatch open, steps through.

Alice Nakatalooks up from her pallet asthe hatch sighs shut. Almond eyes, dark and startling, reflect in
the dimmed light. One hand goesto her face: "Oh. Excuse me, I'll..." She fumbles at the bedhead
compartment, where her eyecapsfloat in plastic vids.

"Hey. No problem.” Clarke reaches out, stops just short of touching Nakata'sarm. "1 like your eyes, I've
aways— wdl..."

"I should not be sulking in here anyway,” Nakata says, rising. "1'm going outside."



"Alice—"
"l am not going to just let her disappear out there. Are you coming?'

Clarkedghs. "Alice, the GA'sright. Theré'sjust too much volume. If sheé's till out there, she knows
wherewe are.”

"1f? Where ese would she be?!

Clarkelooks at the deck, reviewing possihilities.

"|— I think the drybackstook her," shesaysat last. "I think they'll take us, too, if we go after her."
Nakatastares at Clarke with disquieting human eyes. "Why? Why would they do that?'

"l don't know."

Nakata sags back on the pallet. Clarke sits down beside her.

Neither woman speaksfor awhile,

"I'm sorry," Clarke says at last. She doesn't know what elseto say. "Weadl are.”

Alice Nakata stares at the floor. Her eyes are bright, but not overflowing. "Not al,”" she whispers. "Ken
seemed more interested in—"

"Ken had hisreasons. They'relying to us, Alice."

"They awayslied to us" Nakata says softly, not looking up. And then: "1 should have been there.”
"Why?

"I don't know. If theréd been two of us, maybe..."

"Then we'd have lost both of you.”

"Y ou don't know that. Maybe it wasn't the drybacks at al, maybe shejust ran into something... living."

Clarke doesn't speak. She's heard the same stories Nakata has. Confirmed reports of people getting
eaten by Archie date back over ahundred years. Not many, of course; humans and giant squid don't run
into each other that often. Even rifters swim too deep for such encounters.

Asagenerd rule.

"That'swhy | stopped going up with her, did you know that?' Nakata shakes her head, remembering.
"Weran into something aive, up midwater. It was horrible. Some kind of jellyfish, | think. It pulsed, and
it had these thin watery tentacles that Stretched out of sight, just hanging therein the water. And it had all
these— these somachs. Like fat squirming dugs. And each one had its own mouth, and they were dl
opening and dosing...”

Clarke screws up her face. "Sounds lovely."

"I didn't even seeit. It was quite tranducent, and | was not looking and | bumped into it and it started
gjecting pieces of itself. The main body just went completely dark and pulled into itself and pulsed away
and dl these shed stomachs and mouths and tentacles were |eft behind, they were dl glowing and
writhing asthough they werein pain..."

"| think I'd stop going up there too, after that."

"The strange thing was, | envied it in away." Nakata's eyes brim, spill over, but her voice doesn't change.
"It must be niceto just be able to— to cut yourself off from the partsthat give you away."

Clarke amiles, imagining. "Yes." Sheredizes, suddenly, that only afew centimeters separate her from
Alice Nakata. They're dmost touching.

How long have | been sitting here? she wonders. She shifts on the pallet, pulls away out of habit.



"Judy didn't seeit that way," Nakata's saying. " Shefdt sorry for the pieces. | think she was amost angry
with the main body, do you bdieveit? She said it was this blind stupid blob, she said— what did she
say— 'fucking typica bureaucracy, first Sgn of trouble it sacrificesthe very partsthat keep it fed.' That's
what shesad.”

Clarke smiles. "That soundslike Judy."

"She never takes shit from anyone," Nakata says. " She aways fights back. | like that about her, | could
never do that. When thingsget bad | just..." She glances at the little black device stuck on the wall beside
her pillow. "I dream.”

Clarke nods and says nothing. She can't remember Alice Nakata ever being so talkative. "It's so much
better than VR, you have much more control. In VR you are stuck with someone elsg's dreams.”

"So| hear."

"You have never tried it?' Nakata asks.

"Lucid dreaming? A couple of times. | never got into it."
"No?'

Clarke shrugs. "My dreams don't have much... detail.” Or too much, sometimes. She nods at Nakata's
machine. "Those things wake me up just enough to notice how vague everything is. Or sometimes, when
there is any detail it's something redlly supid. Worms crawling through your skin or something.”

"But you can control that. That isthe whole point. Y ou can change it."

In your dreams, maybe. "But you haveto seeit first. Just sort of spoiled the effect for me, | guess. And
mostly there were those big, vague gaps.”

"Ah." A flicker of asmile. "For mysdf that isnot a problem. Theworld is pretty vague to me even when |
am awake."

"Well." Clarke smiles back, tentatively. "Whatever works."
Moreslence.

"l justwish | knew," Nakata saysfindly.

"l know."

"Y ou knew what happened to Karl. It was bad, but you knew."
"es"

Nakata glances down. Clarke follows, noticesthat her own hands have somehow clasped around
Nakata's. She supposesit'sagesture of support. It feels okay. She squeezes, gently.

Nakata looks back up. Her dark naked eyes till startle, somehow.

"Lenie, shedid not mind me. | pulled away, and | dreamed, and sometimes | just went crazy and she put
up with dl of it. She understoo— she understands.”

"We'rerifters, Alice." Clarke hesitates, decidesto risk it. "We dl understand.”
"Except Ken."

"Y ou know, | think maybe Ken understands more than we give him credit for. | don't think he meant to
be insengitive before. HE's on our side.™

"Heisvery strange. Heis not herefor the samereason we are.”
"And what reason isthat?' Clarke asks.

"They put us here because thisiswhere we belong,” Nakata says, amost whispering. "With Ken, |
think—they just didn't dare put him anywhere ese."



Brander's on his way downstairs when she gets back to the lounge. "How's Alice?!
"Dreaming,” Clarke says. "She's okay."

"None of usare okay," Brander says. "Borrowed time al around, you ask me."
Shegrunts. "WherédsKen?"

"Heleft. HE's never coming back."

mWhat?'

"Hewent over. Like Fischer."

"Bullshit. Ken'snot like Fischer. He'sthe farthest thing from Fischer.”

"Weknow that." Brander jerks athumb at the ceiling. " Theydon't. He went over. That's the story he
wants usto sdl updtars, anyway."

IIWMI
"Y ou think that motherfucker told me? | agreed to play along for now, but | don't mind telling you I'm

getting abit tired of hisbullshit." Brander climbs down arung, looks back. "I'm heading back out mysdf.
Gonna check out the carousdl. | think some serious observations arein order.”

"Want some company?*
Brander shrugs. "Sure."

"Actudly,” Clarkeremarks, "just company doesn't cut it any more, doesit? Maybe we'd better be,
what's the word—"

"Allies" Brander says.
Shenods. "Allies”

Quarantine

Bubble

For aweek now, Y ves Scanlon'sworld had measured five meters by eight. In dl that time he had not
seen another living soul.

Therewere plenty of ghosts, though. Faces passed across hisworkstation, full of cheerful concern about
his comfort, his diet, whether the latest gastrointestinal tap had made him uncomfortable. There were
poltergeists, too. Sometimes they possessed the medical teleoperator that hung from the celling, made it
dance and stab and stedl divers of flesh from Scanlon's body. They spoke with many voices, but rarely
sad anything of substance.

"It's probably nothing, Dr. Scanlon,” the teleop said once, ataking exaskdeton. "Just a preliminary
report from Rand/Washington, some new pathogen on therift... probably benign..."



Or, inapleasant femae voice: "Y ou're obvioudy in exc— good hedlth, I'm sure there's nothing to worry
about. Still, you know how careful we have to be these days, even acne would mutate into a plague if we
let it, heh heh heh— now we just another two c.c.'s...”

After afew days Scanlon had stopped asking.

Whatever it was, he knew it had to be serious. The world wasfull of nasty microbes, new ones spawned
by accident, old ones set free from dark corners of the world, common ones mutated into novel shapes.
Scanlon had been quarantined before a couple of times. Most people had. 1t usualy involved technicians
in body condoms, nursestrained to maintain spirits with awell-timed joke. Hed never heard of
everything being done by remote control before.

Maybe it was a security issue. Maybe the GA didn't want the newsleaking out, so they'd minimized the
personnd involved. Or maybe— maybe the potential danger was so greet that they didn't want to risk
livetechs.

Every day Scanlon discovered some new symptom. Shortness of bresth. Headaches. Nausea. He was
astute enough to wonder if any of them wereredl.

It occurred to him, with increasing frequency, that he might not get out of there dive.

Something resembling Patricia Rowan haunted his screen every now and then, asking questions about
vampires. Not even aghog, redly. A smulation, masguerading as flesh and blood. I1ts machinery showed
through in subtle repetitions, derivative conversational loops, afixation on keyword over concept. Who
was in charge down there, it wanted to know. Did Clarke carry more weight than Lubin? Did Brander
carry more weight than Clarke? Asif anyone could glean the essence of those twisted, fantastic creatures
with afew inept questions. How many years had it taken Scanlon to achieve hisleve of expertise?

It was rumored that Rowan didn't like real-time phone conversations. Corpses were dways paranoid
about security or some such thing. Still, it made Scanlon angry. It was her fault that he was here now,
after all. Whatever held caught on therift held caught because sheld ordered him down there, and now al
she sent to him were puppets? Did sheredly consder him that inconsequentia ?

He never complained, of course. His aggression was too passionately passve. Instead, he toyed with the
model she sent. It was easy to fool, programmed to look for certain words and phrasesin answersto any
given question. Just atrained dog, redly, grabbing and fetching at the right set of commands. It was only
when it ran back home, eager jaws clamped around some utterly useless bit of trivia, that its master
would redlize how truly ambiguous certain key phrases could be...

Helost count of the times he sent it back, sated on junk food. It kept returning, but it never learned.

He patted the teleop. " You're probably smarter than that doppleganger of hers, you know. Not that that's
saying much. But a least you get your pound of flesh on thefirst try."

Surely by now Rowan knew what he was doing. Maybe this was some sort of game. Maybe, eventually,
sheld admit defeat, come seek an audience in person. That hope kept him playing. Without it he would
have given up and cooperated out of sheer boredom.

* % %

Onthefirst day of his quarantine he/d asked one of the ghosts for a dreamer, and been refused. Normal
circadian metabolism was a prerequisite for one of thetests, it said; they didn't want histissues chesating.
For several days after that Scanlon hadn't been ableto deep at dl. Then held fallen into adreamless



abyssfor twenty-eight hours. When held finally awakened his body had ached from an unremembered
wave of microsurgica strikes.

"Impatient little bagtard, aren't you?" hed murmured to the teleop. "Can't even wait until I'm awake? |
hope it was good for you." He'd kept hisvoice low, in case there were any active pickupsin the room.
None of the workstation ghosts seemed to know anything about psychology; they were dl physiologists
and tinkertoy jocks. If they'd caught him talking to a machine they might think he was going crazy.

Now hewas degping afull nine hours daily. Unpredictable attacks by the poltergeists cost him maybe an
hour on top of that. Crew reports and IPD profiles, none of which ever seemed to come from Beebe
Station, gppeared regularly in histermina: another four or five hoursaday.

The rest of thetime he watched televison.

Strange things happening out there. A mysterious underwater explosion on the MidAtlantic Ridge, big
enough for anuke but no confirmation one way or the other. Israel and Tanaka-Krueger had both
recently reectivated their nuclear testing programs, but neither admitted to any knowledge of this
particular blast. The usud protests from corps and countries dlike. Things were getting even testier than
usual. Just the other day, it came out that N'AmPac, several weeks earlier, had responded to ardatively
harmless bit of piracy on the part of a K orean muckraker by blowing it out of the water.

Regiond newswasjust astroubling. An estimated three hundred dead after afirebomb took out most of
the Urchin Shipyards outside Portland. It was afairly hefty death toll for two am., but Urchin property
abutted the Strip and anumber of refs had been caught in the firestorm. No known motive. Certain
amilaritiesto amuch smaller exploson afew weeks earlier and afew hundred kilometers further north, in
the Coquitlam Burb. That one had been attributed to gang warfare.

And spesking of the Strip: more unrest among refugees forever hemmed in dong the coastline. The usud
rationae from the usud municipa entities. Waterfront's the only available real estate these days, and
besides, can you imaginewhat it would cost to indtal sewer systemsfor seven million if we let them
come inland?

Another quarantine, thistime over some nematode recently escaped from the headwaters of the Ivindo.
No news of anything from the North Pacific. Nothing from Juan de Fuca

Two weeksinto his sentence Scanlon redized that the symptoms held imagined earlier had all
disappeared. In fact, in astrange way he actudly felt better than he had in years. Still they kept him
locked up. There were more tests to be done.

Over timehisinitid sharp fears subsided to a chronic dull ache in the somach, so diffuse he bardly fdt it
any more. One day he awoke with a sense of dmost frantic relief. Had he really ever thought that the GA
might wall him away forever? Had he redlly been so paranoid? They were taking good care of him.
Naturaly: he wasimportant to them. Hed lost sight of that at first. But the vampires were il
problematic, or Rowan wouldn't be trolling her puppet through his workstation. And the GA had chosen
Y ves Scanlon to study that problem because they knew he was the best man for the job. Now they were
just protecting their investment, making sure he was healthy. He laughed out loud at that earlier panicky
sdf. Therewasredly nothing to worry abot.

Besides, he kept up with the news. It was safer in here.

Enema

Heonly spoketoit at night, of course.
After the day's samples and scans, when it was folded up againgt the celling with itslights doused. He



didn't want the ghosts listening in. Not that it embarrassed him to confide in amachine. Scanlon knew far
too much about human behavior to worry over such aharmless quirk. Lonely end-users were aways
fdlinginlovewith VR smulations. Programmers bonded with their own cregtions, indtilling imaginary life
into every utterly predictable response. Hell, people even talked to their pillows if they wereredly short
of dternatives. The brain wasn't fooled, but the heart took comfort in the pretense. It was perfectly
natural, especialy during periods of prolonged isolation. Nothing to worry about at all.

"They need me," Scanlon told it now, the ambient lighting damped down until he could barely see. "l
know vampires, | know them better than anyone. I've lived with them. I've survived them. These, these
drybacks up here only use them." Helooked up. The teleop hung above him like abat in the dim light,
and didn't interact, and somehow that was the most comforting thing of dl.

"I think Rowan'sgiving in. Her puppet said shewas going to try and find sometime.”
No answer.

Scanlon shook his head at the deeping machine. "I'm losing it, you know? I'm turning into acomplete
braingem, iswhat I'm doing."

Hedidn't admit it often these days. Certainly not with the same sense of horror and uncertainty that he'd
felt even aweek before. But after all hed been through lately, it was only natura that he'd have some
adjustments to make. Here he was, quarantined, possibly infected by some unknown germ. Before that
he'd been through a gauntlet that would have driven most peopleright over the brink. And before that...

Y es, held been through alot. But he was a professional. He could il turn around, take agood hard
look at himsdlf. More than most people could do. Everyone had doubts and insecurities, after al. The
fact that he was strong enough to admit to his didn't make him afreak. Quite the contrary.

Scanlon stared acrossto the far end of the room. A window of isolation membrane stretched acrossthe
upper haf of that wall, looked through to asmall dark chamber that had been empty since hisarriva.
Petricia Rowan would be there soon. She would get first-hand benefit of Scanlon's new insights, and if
shedidn't dready know how vauable he was, she'd be convinced after he spoke to her. The long wait
for recognition was dmost over. Things were about to make a huge change for the better.

Y ves Scanlon reached up and touched adormant metal claw. "1 like you better likethis" he remarked.
"Youreless... hodtile.

"I wonder who you'll sound like tomorrow..."

* % %

It sounded like some kid fresh out of grad school. It acted like one, too. It wanted him to drop his pants
and bend over.

"Stuff it," Scanlon said at fird, his public personafirmly in place.

"Exactly my intention,” said the machine, wiggling a pencil-shaped probe on the end of onearm. "Come
on, Dr. Scanlon. Y ou know it'sfor your own good.”

Infact he didn't know any such thing. HEd been wondering lately if the indignities he suffered in here
might be due entirely to some repressed asshole's misdirected sadism. Just afew months ago it would
have driven him crazy. But Y ves Scanlon wasfindly starting to see his placein the universe, and was
discovering that he could afford to be tolerant. Other peopl€'s pettiness didn't bother him nearly as much
asit used to. Hewas aboveiit.

Hedid, however, stop to pull the curtain across the window before undoing his belt. Rowan could show
up a any time.

"Don't move," said the poltergeist. "Thiswon't hurt. Some people even enjoy it."



Scanlon did not. The redlization came asabit of ardlief.

"I don't seethe hurry,” he complained. "Nothing goesin or out of mewithout you peopleturning avave
somewhereto let it past. Why not just take what | send down thetoilet?

"Wedo that, too," the machine said, coring. "Since you got here, in fact. But you never know. Some stuff
degrades pretty quickly when it leaves a body."

"If it degradesthat fast then why am | ill in quarantine?!

"Hey, | didn't say it was harmless. Just said it might have turned into something ese. Or maybeit is
harmless. Maybe you just pissed off someone updairs.”

Scanlon winced. "The people upstairslike me just fine. What are you looking for, anyway?*
"Pyranosa RNA."

"I'm, I'm not sure | remember what that is.”

"No reason you should. It's been out of fashion for three and a half billion years.”

"No shit."

"Don't you wish." The probewithdrew. "It was dl theragein primordia times, until—"
"Excuse me," said Patricia Rowan'svoice.

Scanlon glanced automeaticaly over to the workstation. She wasn't there. The voice was coming from
behind the curtain.

"Ah. Company. I've got what | camefor, anyway." The arm swung around and negtly inserted the soiled
probe into adumbwaiter. By the time Scanlon had his pants back up the teleop had folded into neutra.

"See you tomorrow," said the poltergeist, and fled. The teleop's lights went out.
Shewas here.

Right in the next room.

Vindication was a hand.

Scanlon took a breath and pulled back the curtain.

Petricia Rowan stood in shadow on the other side. Her eyes glittered with faint mercury: dmost vampire
eyes, but diluted. Tranducent, not opague.

Her contacts, of course. Scanlon had tried asimilar pair once. They linked into aweak RF signa from
your watch, scrolled images across your field of view at avirtua range of forty centimeters. Patricia
Rowan saw Scanlon and smiled. Whatever €l se she saw through those magical lenses, he could only
guess.

"Dr. Scanlon,” she said. "It'sgood to see you again.”
He smiled back. "I'm glad you came by. We have alot to talk about—"
Rowan nodded, opened her mouith.

"—and athough your dopplegangers are perfectly adequate for normal conversation, they tendtolosea
lot of the nuances—"

Closed it again.
"—epecidly given the kind of information you seem to beinterested in.”



Rowan hesitated amoment. "Y es. Of course. We, um, we need your insights, Dr. Scanlon.” Y es. Good.
Of course. "Y our report on Beebe was quite, well, interesting, but things have changed somewhat since
youfiledit."

He nodded thoughtfully. "In what way?"
"Lubin'sgone, for onething.”

"Disappeared. Dead, perhaps, athough apparently theré's no signa from his deadman. Or possibly
just— regressed, like Fischer."

"I see. And have you learned whether anyone at the other stations has gone over?' It was one of the
predictions hed made in his report.

Her eyes, rippling Slver, seemed to Sare at apoint just beside hisleft shoulder. "We can't redly say.
Certainly welve had some losses, but rifterstend not to be very forthcoming with details. Aswe
expected, of course.”

"Yes, of course." Scanlon tried on a contemplative look. "So Lubin'sgone. Not surprisng. Hewas
definitely closest to the edge. In fact, if | remember | predicted—"

"Probably just aswdl,” Rowan murmured.
She shook her head, asif clearing it of some distraction. "Nothing. Sorry.”

"Ah." Scanlon nodded again. No need to harp on Lubin if Rowan didn't want to. Hed made lots of other
predictions. "There's a so the matter of the Ganzfeld effect | noted. The remaining crew—"

"Y es, we've spoken with a couple of— other experts about that.”
llArﬂ?l

"They don't think therift environment is, sufficiently impoverished isthe way they put it. Not sufficiently
impoverished to function asa Ganzfeld.”

"l see" Scanlon fdt part of hisold sdf bristling. He smiled, ignoring it. "How do they explain my
observations?'

"Actualy—" Rowan coughed. "They're not completely convinced you did observe anything sgnificant.
Apparently there was some evidence that your report was dictated under conditions of— well, persona
Sress”

Scanlon carefully froze hissmileinto place. "Well. Everyone's entitled to their opinion.”
Rowan said nothing.

"Although the fact that the rift isa stressful environment shouldn't come as newsto any red expert,”
Scanlon continued. "That was the whole point of the program, after dl."

Rowan nodded. "I don't disbelieve you, Doctor. I'm not really qudified to judge oneway or the other."
True, hedidn't say.
"And in any event,” Rowan added, "Y ou were there. They weren't."

Scanlon relaxed. Of course she'd put his opinion ahead of those other experts, whoever they were. He
was the one she'd chosen to go down there, after all.

"It'snot realy important,” she said now, dismissing the subject. "Our immediate concern isthe
quarantine.”

Mine aswell astheirs. But of course he didn't let that on. It wouldn't be— professional— to seem too



concerned about his own welfare right now. Besides, they weretresting him finein here. At least he
knew what was going on.

"—yet," Rowan finished.

Scanlon blinked. "What? Excuse me?"

"| said, for obvious reasons we've decided not to recall the crew from Beebe just yet.”

"l see. Well, you'rein luck. They don't want to leave.”

Rowan stepped closer to the membrane. Her eyesfaded inthelight. "Y ou're sure of this."

"Yes. Therift istheir home, Ms. Rowan, in away alayperson probably couldn't understand. They're
more dive down there than they ever were on shore." He shrugged. "Besides, even if they wanted to
leave, what could they do? They're hardly going to swim all the way back to the mainland.”

"They might, actudly."

"What?'

"It'spossible,” Rowan admitted. "Theoreticaly. And we— we caught one of them, leaving."
"What?"

"Up in the euphotic zone. We had a sub stationed up there, just to— keep an eye on things. One of the
rifters— Cracker, or—" aglowing thread wriggled across each eye— "Caraco, that'sit. Judy Caraco.
She was heading straight for the surface. They figured she was making abresk for it."

Scanlon shook his head. "Caraco does|laps, Ms. Rowan. It wasin my report.”

"I know. Perhaps your report should have been more widdly distributed. Although, her laps never took
her that close to the surface before. | can see why they—" Rowan shook her head. "At any rate, they
took her. A mistake, perhgps.” A faint smile. "Those happen, sometimes.”

"l seg" Scanlon said.

"So now were in something of asituation,” Rowan went on. "Maybe the Beebe crew thinks that Caraco
was just another accidental casualty. Or maybe they're getting suspicious. So do we let it lie, hope things
blow over? Will they make abreak if they think were covering something up? Will some go and some
say? Arethey agroup, or acollection of individuas?'

Shefdl slent.

"A lot of questions" Scanlon said after awhile.

"Okay, then. Here'sjust one. Would they obey adirect order to stay on the rift?"
"They might stay on therift,” Scanlon said. "But not because you ordered them to."

"We were thinking, maybe Lenie Clarke," Rowan said. "According to your report she's more or lessthe
leader. And Lubin's— Lubin was— the wild card. Now he's out of the picture, perhaps Clarke could
keep the othersin line. If we can reach Clarke."

Scanlon shook his head. "Clarke's not any sort of leader, not in the conventiona sense. She adopts her
own behaviors independently, and the others just— follow her lead. It's not the usua authority-based
system asyou'd understand it.”

"But if they follow her lead, asyou say..."

"l suppose,” Scanlon said dowly, "she'sthe most likely to obey an order to stay on Site, no matter how
hellish the Situation. She's hooked on abusive relationships, after dl." He stopped.

"Y ou could dwaystry telling them the truth," he suggested.
She nodded. "It'sapossibility, certainly. And how do you think they'd react?’



Scanlon said nothing.
"Would they trust us?' Rowan asked.
Scanlon smiled. "Do they have any reason to?"

"Perhaps not." Rowan sighed. "But no matter what we tell, them, the issue's the same. What will they do
when they learn they're stuck down there?!

"Probably nothing. That's where they want to be."
Rowan glanced a him curioudy. "I'm surprised you'd say that, Doctor."
IIWMI

"Theres no place I'd rather be than my own gpartment. But the moment anyone put me under house
ares I'd want very much to leaveit, and I'm not even dightly dysfunctiond.”

Scanlon let thelast part dide. "That'sapoint,” he admitted.
"A very basc one" shesad. "I'm surprised someone with your background would missit.”

"l didn't missit. | just think other factors outweigh it." On the outside, Scanlon smiled. "Asyou say,
yourenot at dl dysfunctiond.”

"No. Not yet, anyway." Rowan's eyes clouded with a sudden flurry of data. She stared into space for a
moment or two, ng. "Excuse me. Bit of trouble on another front.” She focused again on Scanlon.
"Doyou ever fdl guilty, Yves?'

Helaughed, cut himsdlf off. " Guilty? Why?"

"About the project. About— what we did to them."

"They're happier down there. Believe me. | know."

"Doyou."

"Better than anyone, Ms. Rowan. Y ou know that. That'swhy you cameto metoday.”
She didn't speak.

"Besides," Scanlon said, "Nobody drafted them. It was their own free choice.”

"Yes," Rowan agreed softly. "Was."

And extended her arm through the window.

Theisolation membrane coated her hand like liquid glass. It fit the contours of her fingerswithout a
wrinkle, painted pam and wrist and forearm in atransparent sheath, pulled away just short of her elbow
and stretched back to the windowpane.

"Thanksfor your time, Yves" Rowan said.

After amoment Scanlon shook the proffered hand. It felt like acondom, dightly lubricated. "Y ou're
welcome," he said. Rowan retracted her arm, turned away. The membrane smoothed behind her like a
soap bubble.

"But—" Scanlon sad.

Sheturned back. "Y es?’

"Wasthat al you wanted?' he said.
"For now."

"Ms. Rowan, if | may. Theré'salot about the people down there you don't know. A lat. I'm the only one
who can giveit to you."

"| gppreciate that, Y —"



"The whole geotherma program hinges on them. I'm sure you seethat.”

She stepped back towards the membrane. "1 do, Dr. Scanlon. Believe me. But | have anumber of
prioritiesright now. And in the meantime, | know whereto find you." Once more she turned away.

Scanlon tried very hard to keep hisvoicelevd: "Ms. Rowan—"

Something changed in her then, a subtle hardening of posture that would have gone unnoticed by most
people. Scanlon saw it as she turned back to face him. A tiny pit opened in his somach.

Hetried to think of what to say.
"Yes, Dr. Scanlon,” she said, her voice abit too levdl.
"I know you're busy, Ms. Rowan, but— how much longer do | have to stay in here?

She softened fractiondly. "Y ves, we ill don't know. Inaway it'sjust another quarantine, but it'staking
longer to get ahandle on thisone. It'sfrom the bottom of the ocean, after al.”

"What isit, exactly?"

"I'm not abiologist." She glanced at the floor for amoment, then met hiseyesagain. "But | cantell you
this much: you don't have to worry about kedling over dead. Even if you have thisthing. It doesn't redlly
attack people.”

"Thenwhy—"
"Apparently there are some— agricultura concerns. They'remore afraid of the effect it might have on
certain plants.”

He considered that. It made him fed alittle better.

"I redly haveto go now." Rowan seemed to consider something for amoment, then added, "And no
more dopplegangers. | promise. That was rude of me."

Turncoat

Sheld told the truth about the doppelgangers. Sheld lied about everything €l se.

After four days Scanlon left amessage in Rowan's cache. Two days later he left another. In the meantime
he waited for the spirit which had thrust itsfinger up its assto come back and tell him more about
primordia biochemigtry. It never did. By now even the other ghosts weren't visiting very often, and they
barely said aword when they did.

Rowan didn't return Scanlon's calls. Patience melted into uncertainty. Uncertainty smmered into
conviction. Conviction began to gently bail.

Locked up in here for three fucking weeks and all she gives meis a ten-minute courtesy call. Ten
lousy minutes of my-experts-say-you're-wrong and

it's-such-a-basi c-poi nt-1-can't-believe-you-missed-it and then she just walks away. She just fucking
smiles and walks away.

"Know what | should have done," he growled at the teleop. It was the middle of the day but he didn't
care any more. Nobody was listening, they'd deserted him in here. They'd probably forgotten all about

him. "What | should have doneisrip aholein that fucking membrane when she was here. Let alittle of
whatever'sin here out to mix with theair in her lungs. Bet that'd inspire her to look for some answers!”

Heknew it was fantasy. The membrane was dmost infinitely flexible, and just astough. Eveniif he



succeeded in cutting it, it would repair itsdf before any mere gas molecules could jump through. Still, it
was satisfying to think abot.

Not satisfying enough. Scanlon picked up achair and hurled it a the window. The membrane caught it
likeaform-fitting glove, enfolded it, let it fall amost to the floor on the other sde. Then, dowly, the
window tightened down to two dimensions. The chair toppled back into Scanlon's cell, completely

undamaged.

And to think sheld had the fucking temerity to lecture him with that inane little homily about house arrest!
Asthough sheid caught him in some sort of lie, when held suggested the vampires might stay put. As
though she thought he was covering for them.

Sure, he knew more about vampires than anyone. That didn't mean he was one. That didn't mean—

We could have treated you better, Lubin had said, there at the last. We. Asthough held been speaking
for al of them. Asthough, finaly, they were accepting him. Asthough—

But vampires were damaged goods, aways had been. That was the whole point. How could Yves
Scanlon qudify for membershipinacdiub like that?

He knew one thing, though. Hed rather be avampire than one of these assholes up here. That was
obvious now. Now that the pretenses were dropping away and they didn't even bother talking to him any
more. They exploited him and then they shunned him, they used him just like they used the vampires.
He'd aways known that deep down, of course. But held tried to deny it, kept it stifled under years of
accommodation and good intentions and misguided effortsto fit in.

These people were the enemy. They'd dways been the enemy.
And they had him by the bdls.

He spun around and dammed hisfigt into the examination table. It didn't even hurt. He continued until it
did. Panting, knuckles raw and stinging, he looked around for something else to smash.

The teleop woke up enough to hiss and spark when the chair bounced off its central trunk. One of the
armswiggled spadticaly for amoment. A faint smell of burnt insulation. Then nothing. Only dightly
dented, the teleop dept on above alitter of broken paradigms.

"Tip for theday,” Scanlon snarled at it. "Never trust adryback.”

Head Cheese

Theme and Variation

A tremor shiversthrough bedrock. The emerad grid fracturesinto ajagged spiderweb. Strands of laser
light bounce haphazardly into the abyss.

From somewhere within the carousdl, a subtle discontent. Intensfied cogitation. The displaced beams
waver, begin redigning themsalves.

Lenie Clarke has seen and fdlt al of thisbefore. Thistime she watches the prisms on the seabed, rotating
and adjusting themsalves like tiny radio-telescopes. One by one the disturbed beams lie back down,
paralel, perpendicular, planar. Within seconds the grid is completely restored.



Emotionless satisfaction. Cold aien thoughts nearby, reverting.

And further away, something €lse coming closer. Thin and hungry, like afaint reedy howl in Clarke's
mind...

"Ah, shit," Brander buzzes, diving for the bottom.

It streaks down from the darkness overhead, mindlesdy singleminded, big as Clarke and Brander put
together. Its eyesreflect the glow from the seabed. It damsinto the top of the carousel, mouth open,
bounces away with half its teeth broken.

It has no thoughts, but Lenie Clarke can fed itsemotions. They don't change. Injury never seemsto faze
these mongters. Its next attack targets one of the lasers. It skids around the roof of the carousdl and
comes up from undernesth, swallowing one of the beams. It rams the emitter, and thrashes.

A sudden vicarioustingle shoots along Clarke's spine. The creature sinks, twitching. Clarke fedsit die
before it touches bottom.

"Jesus" shesays. "You sure the laser didn't do that?!

"No. Way too week," Brander tells her. "Didn't you fed it? An eectric shock?'
She nods.

"Hey," Brander redlizes. "Y ou haven't seen thisbefore, have you?'

"No. Alicetold me about it, though."

"The laserslure them in sometimes, when they wobble."

Clarke eyesthe carcass. Neurons hissfaintly insde it. The body's dead, but it can take hours for the cells
to run down.

She glances back a the machinery that killed them. "L ucky none of ustouched that thing," she buzzes.
"I was keegping my distance anyway. Lubin said it wasn't hot enough to be dangerous, but, well..."
"l wastuned in to the gel, when it happened,” she says. "I don't think it—"

"The gel never even notices. | don't think it's hooked into the defense system.” Brander looks up at the
metal structure. "No, our head cheese hasfar too much on its mind to waste its time worrying about fish.”

Shelooksat him. ™Y ou know what it is, don't you?"
"I don't know. Maybe."

"Wdl?'

"l said | don't know. Just got someideas.”

"Comeon, Mike. If you've got idess, it's only because the rest of us have been out here taking notes for
the past two weeks. Give."

Hefloats above her, looking down. "Okay," he saysat last. "L et mejust dump what you got today and
runit againg therest. Then, if it pansout...”

"About time." Clarke grabs her squid off the bottom and tweaks the throttle. "Good."
Brander shakeshishead. "I don't think so. Not at dl."

"Okay, then. Smart gels are especialy suited for coping with rapid changesin topography, right?
Brander dtsat thelibrary. In front of him, one of the flatscreens cycles through a holding pattern. Behind,



Clarke and Lubin and Nakata do the same.

"So there are two ways for your topographic environment to change rapidly,” he continues. "One, you
move quickly through complex surroundings. That'swhy were getting gelsin muckrakersand ATVs
these days. Or you could sit till, and let your surroundings change.”

Helooks around. Nobody says anything. "Well?'
"So it'sthinking about earthquakes,”" Lubin remarks. "The GA told usthat much.”

Brander turns back to the console. "Not just any earthquake," he says, asudden edgein hisvoice. "The
same earthquake. Over and over again.”

He touches an icon on the screen. The display rearrangesitself into apair of axes, x and y. Emerald
script glows adjacent to each line. Clarke leansforward: time, says the abscissa. Activity, saysthe
ordinate.

A line beginsto crawl |eft to right acrossthe display.

"Thisisamean composite plot of every time we ever watched that thing," Brander explains. "'l tried to pin
some sort of units onto the y-axis, but of course al we cantuneinis now it's thinking hard, or now it's
slacking off. So you'll haveto settle for ardative scale. What you're seeing now is just basdline activity."

The line shoots about a quarter of the way up the scalg, flattens out.

"Hereit's started thinking about something. | can't corrdate thisto any red eventslikelocd tremors, it
just seemsto sart onitsown. An internaly-generated loop, | think."

"Smulation,” Lubin grunts.

"Soit'sthinking along like thisfor awhile" Brander continues, ignoring him, "and then, voila..." Another
jump, to halfway up they-axis. Theline holdsits new dtitude for afew pixds, didesinto agentle decline
for apixe or two, then jumps again. "So here it started thinking quite hard, startsto relax, then starts
thinking even harder.” Another, smaler jump, another gradud decline. "Hereit'seven morelost in
thought, but it takes a nice long break afterwards.”" Sure enough, the decline continues uninterrupted for
amogt thirty seconds.

"And right about now..."

The line shoots almost to the top of the scale, fluctuates near the top of the graph. "And hereit just about
givesitsdf ahemorrhage. It goeson for awhile, then—"

Theline plummetsverticaly.

"—drops right back to basdline. Then there's some minor noise, | think it's storing its results or updating
itsfiles or something, and the whole thing sartsal over again." Brander leansback in hischair, regards
the rest with his hands clasped behind hishead. "That's dl it's been doing. Aslong aswe've been
watching it. The whole cycle takes about fifteen minutes, give or take."

"That'sit?' Lubin says.
"Someinteresting variations, but that's the basic pattern.”
"So what does it mean?' Clarke asks.

Brander leans forward again, towardsthe library. " Suppose you were an earthquake tremor, starting here
on therift and propagating east. Guess how many faults you'd have to crossto get to the mainland.”

Lubin nods and says nothing.

Clarke eyesthe graph, guesses. five.

Nakata doesn't even blink, but then, Nakata hasn't done much of anything for days.

Brander pointsto thefirst jump. "Us. Channer Vent." The second: "Juan de Fuca, Coaxia Segment.”



Third: " Juan de Fuca, Endeavour Segment.” Fourth: "Beltz minifrac.” Thelast and largest: "Cascadia
Subduction Zone."

Hewalitsfor their reaction. Nobody says anything. Faintly, from outside, comes the sound of windchimes
inmourning.

"Jesus. Look, any simulation is computationaly most intensive whenever the number of possible
outcomes is greatest. When atremor crosses afault it triggers ancillary waves perpendicular to themain
direction of travel. Makesfor very hary calculations a those points, if you'retrying to modd the
process."

Clarke gares at the screen. "Are you sure about this?!

"Chrigt, Len, I'm basing it on stray emissions from ablob of fucking nervetissue. Of course I'm not sure.
But I'll tell you thismuch: if you assumethat thisfirst jump representstheinitial quake, and thislast
dropoff isthe mainland, and you also assume a reasonably constant speed of propagation, these
intermediate spikesfall dmost exactly where Cobb, Beltz, and Cascadiawould be. | don't think that'sa
coincidence."

Clarke frowns. "But doesn't that mean the model stops running as soon asit reaches N'’AmPac?|
wouldve thought that's when they'd be most interested.”

Brander biteshislip. "Well, that'sthe thing. The lower the activity near the end of arun, the longer the run
seemsto lagt."

Shewaits. She doesn't have to ask. Brander's far too proud of himsalf to not explain further.

"And if you assume that lower end-run activity reflectsasmaller predicted quake, the cheese spends
more time thinking about quakeswith lower shordineimpact. Usudly, though, it just sopswhen it hits
the coast.”

"Therésathreshold,” Lubin says.
"What?'

"Every timeit predicts a coastal quake above a certain threshold, the modd shuts down and starts over.
Unacceptable losses. It spends more time thinking about the milder ones, but so far they've dl resulted in
unacceptable losses."

Brander nods, dowly. "I was wondering about that."

"Stop wondering." Lubin'svoiceis even more dead than usual. "That thing's only got one question on its
mind."

"What question?' Clarke asks.

"Lubin, you're being paranoid,” Brander snorts. "Just because it's abit radioactive—"

"They lied to us. They took Judy. Even you're not naive enough —"

"What question?' Clarke asks again.

"But why?' Brander demands. "What would be the point?"

"Mike" Clarke says, softly and clearly, "shut up.”

Brander blinks and fdls slent. Clarke turnsto Lubin. "What question?’

"It'swatching the local plates. It's asking, what happens on N'AmPec if there's an earthquake here, right
now?" Lubin parts hislipsin an expression few would mistake for asmile. "So far it hasn't liked the
answer. But sooner or later predicted impact's going to fall below some critical level.”

"And thenwhat?' Clarke says. Asif | didn't know.
"Thenit blowsup," saysasmdl voice.



Alice Nakataistaking again.

Ground Zero

Nobody speaksfor along time.
"That'sinsane," Lenie Clarke says t last.

Lubin shrugs.

"So you're saying it's some kind of abomb?’

He nods.

"A bomb big enough to cause amgor earthquake three, four hundred kilometers away?"
"No," Nakatasays. "All of those faultsit would have to cross, they would stop it. Firewals."
"Unless" Lubin adds, "one of those faultsisjust about ready to dip onitsown.”

Cascadia. Nobody saysit aoud. Nobody hasto. One day, five hundred years ago, the Juan de Fuca
Plate developed an attitude. It got tired of being endlesdy ground under North Americashed. Soit just
stopped diding, hung on by itsfingernails and dared the rest of the world to shake it free. So far the rest
of theworld hasn't been able to. But the pressure's been building now for half amillennium. It'sonly a
matter of time.

When Cascadialets go, alot of mapsare going to end up in recyc.

Clarkelooksat Lubin. "Y ou're saying even asmall bomb here could kick Cascadialoose. Y ou're saying
the big one, right?"

"That'swhat he's saying," Brander confirms. "'So why, Ken old buddy? This some sort of Asian redl
estate scam? A terrorist attack on N'AmPac?”’

"Wait aminute." Clarke holds up ahand. "They're not trying to cause an earthquake. They're trying to
avoid one."

Lubin nods. "Y ou st off afuson charge on therift, you trigger aquake. Period. How serious depends
on conditions at detonation. Thisthing isjust holding itsalf back until it causes aslittle damage as possible,
back on shore."

Brander snorts. "Come on, Lubin, isn't thisall kind of excessive? If they wanted to take us out, why not
just come down here and shoot us?'

Lubin looks a him, empty-eyed. "I don't believe you're that stupid, Mike. Perhapsyou'rejust in denid.”
Brander risesout of hischair. "Ligten, Ken—"

"It'snot us," Clarke says. "It'snot just us. ISit?'

Lubin shakes his head, not taking his eyes off Brander.

"They want to take out everything. Thewholerift."

Lubin nods.

"Why?

"l don't know," Lubin says. "Perhaps we could ask them."

Figures, Clarke muses. | just never get a break.



Brander snks back into his chair. "What are you smiling at?"
Clarke shakes her head. "Nothing."

"Wemus do something,” Nakata says,

"No shit, Alice" Brander looks back at Clarke. "Any ideas?'
Clarke shrugs. "How long do we have?"

"If Lubin'sright, who knows? Tomorrow, maybe. Ten years from now. Earthquakes are classic chaotic
systems, and the tectonics around here change by the minute. If the Throat dipsamillimeter it could
make the difference between a shiver and ameltdown.”

"Perhapsitisasmal-yield device," Nakata suggests hopefully. "It isaways away, and al thiswater
might damp down the shock wave beforeit reaches us?'

"No," Lubin says.
"But we do not know—"

"Alice" Brander says, "It'samost two hundred kilometersto Cascadia. If thisthing can generate
P-waves strong enough to kick it loose at that range, were not going to rideit out here. We might not get
vaporized, but the shockwave would tear usinto little pieces.”

"Perhaps we can disable it somehow,” Clarke says.
"No." Lubinisflat and emphatic.
"Why not?' Brander says.

"Evenif we get past its front-line defense, we're only seeing the top of the Sructure. Thevitdsare
buried."

"If we can get in a the top, there might be access—"

"Chances areit's set for damped detonation if tampered with,” Lubin says. "And there are otherswe
haven't found."

Brander looks up. "And how do you know that?"

"There have to be. At thisdepth it would take amost three hundred megatons to generate a bubble even
haf akilometer across. If they want to take out any significant fraction of the vent, they'll need multiple
charges, ditributed.”

Therésamoment'ssilence.

"Three hundred megatons,” Brander repeats at last. Y ou know, | can't tell you how disturbed | amto
find that you know such things.”

Lubin shrugs. "It'sbasic physics. It shouldn't intimidate anyone who isn't totally innumerate.”
Brander is standing again, hisface only centimetersfrom Lubin's.

"And | am getting pretty fucking disturbed by you too, Lubin," he saysthrough clenched teeth, "Who the
fuck are you, anyway?'

"Mike" Clarke begins.

"No, | fucking mean it. We don't know shit about you, Lubin. We can't tuneyou in, we sdll your bullshit
story to the drybacks for you and you sill haven't explained why, and now you're mouthing off like some

kind of fucking secret agent. Y ou want to call the shots, say so. Just drop this bullshit man-with-no-name
routine”

Clarke takes asmall step back. Okay. Fine. If he thinks he can fuck with Lubin he's on his own.
But Lubinisn't showing any of the Sgns. No change in stance, no change in breething, his hands stay



unclenched at his sides. When he speaks, hisvoiceiscam and even. "If it'll make you fed any better, by
al means, cdl upgtairsand tell them I'm dtill dive. Tel themyoulied. If they ™

The eyesdon't change. That flat white stare persists while the flesh around it twitches, suddenly, and
now Clarke can seethe sgns, the dight lean forward, the subtle cording of veins and tendonsin the
throat. Brander sees them too. He's standing till as adog caught in headlights.

Fuck fuck fuck he's going to blow...

But she'swrong again. Impossibly, Lubin relaxes. "Asfor your endearing desire to get to know me,"
—laying acasua hand on Brander's shoulder— "you're luckier than you know that that hasn't

happened.”

Lubin takes back hishand, stepstowardstheladder. "I'll go aong with whatever you decide, aslong asit
doesn't involve tampering with nuclear explosives. In the meantime, I'm going outside. It's getting closein
here"

He drops through the floor. Nobody else moves. The sound of the airlock flooding seems especiadly
loud.

"Jesus, Mike" Lenie breathes at |ast.

"Since when was he calling the shots?' Brander seemsto have regained some of hisbravado. He castsa
hostile glance through the deck. "I don't trust that fucker. No matter what he says. Probably tuning usin
right now."

"If heis, | doubt he's picking up anything you haven't already shouted at him."
"Ligten," says Nakata. "We must do something.”

Brander throws hishandsin the air. "What choice isthere? If we don't disarm the fucking thing, we either
get the hell out of here or we St around and wait to get incinerated. Not really atough decision if you ask
rrell

Isn't it, Clarke wonders.
"We cannot leave by the surface," Nakata points out, "if they got Judy..."

"So we hug the bottom," Brander says. "Right. Scam their sonar. We'd have to leave the squids behind,
they'd be too easy to track.”

Nakata nods.

"Lenie? What?"

Clarke looks up. Brander and Nakata are both staring at her. "1 didn't say anything.”
"You look like you don't approve.”

"It's three hundred klicks to Vancouver Idand, Mike. Minimum. It could take over aweek to make it
without squids, assuming we don't get lost.”

"Our compasses work fine once were away from therift. And it's a pretty big continent, Len; wed have
to try pretty hard not to bumpintoit.”

"And what do we do when we get there? How would we makeit past the Strip?”

Brander shrugs. "Sure. For al we know the refs could egt us dive, if our tubes don't choke on al the shit
floating around back there. But redly, Len, would you rather take your chances with aticking nuke? It's
not like werre drowning in options.”

"Sure." Clarke moves one hand in agesture of surrender. "Fine."
"Y our problem, Len, isyou've dways been afatdist,” Brander pronounces.



Shehasto amile at that. Not always.

"Thereisdso the question of food," Nakatasays. " To bring enough for thetrip will dow us
condderably.”

| don't want to leave, Clarkeredlizes. Even now. Isn't that stupid.

"—don't think speed ismuch of aconcern,” Brander issaying. "If thisthing goes off in the next few days
an few extra meters per hour won't to do us much good anyway."

"We could travel light and forage on theway," Clarke muses, her mind wandering. "Gerry does okay."
"Gerry," Brander repeats, suddenly subdued.

A moment's sllence. Beebe shiverswith the smal distant cry of Lubin'smemorid.

"Oh God," Brander says softly. "That thing can redlly get on your nerves after awhile."

Software

There was a sound.

Not avoice. It had been days since held heard any voice but his own. Not the food dispenser or the
toilet. Not the familiar crunch of hisfeet over dismembered machinery. Not even the sound of bresking
plastic or the clang of metal under assault; he'd aready destroyed everything he could, given up on the
rest.

No, thiswas something else. A hissing sound. It took him afew moments to remember what it was.
The access hatch, pressurizing.

He craned his neck until he could see around the corner of an intervening cabinet. The usua red light
glowed from the wall to one sde of the big metd elipse. It turned green as he watched.

The hatch svung open. Two men in body condoms stepped through, light from behind throwing their
shadows aong the length of the dark room. They looked around, not seeing him at firdt.

One of them turned up the lights.

Scanlon squinted up from the corner. The men were wearing Sidearms. They looked down & him for a
few moments, folds of isolation membrane draped around their faces like leprous skin.

Scanlon sghed and pulled himsdlf to hisfeet. Fragments of bruised technology tinkled to the floor. The
guards stood aside to let him pass. Without aword they followed him back outside.

Another room. A gtrip of light divided it into two dark halves. It speared down from arecessed groovein
the calling, bisecting the wine draperies and the carpet, laying a bright band across the conference table.
Tiny bright hyphens reflected from perspex workpads set into the mahogany.

A linein the sand. Patricia Rowan stood well back on the other side, her face haf-lit in profile.
"Niceroom," Scanlon remarked. "Does this mean I'm out of quarantine?'

Rowan didn't face him. "I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to stay on your side of the light. For your own
sHey."



"Not yours?'
Rowan gestured at the light without looking. "Microwave. UV too, | think. You'd fry if you crossed it.”

"Ah. Wéll, maybe you've beenright al dong." Scanlon pulled achair out from the conference table and
sat down. "1 developed ared symptom the other day. My stools seem abit off. Intestinal floranot
working properly, | guess.”

"I'm sorry to hear it."

"I thought you'd be pleased. It's the closest thing to vindication you've got to date.”
Neither person spoke for nearly aminute.

"l... | wanted to talk,” Rowan said at last.

"Sodidl. A couple of weeksago." And then, when she didn't respond: "Why now?"
"Youreatherapist, aren't you?"

"Neurocognitist. And we haven't talked, as you put it, for decades. We prescribe.”
She lowered her face.

"You see, | have" she began.

"Blood on my hands," she said amoment later.

| bet I know whose, too. "Then you realy don't want me. Y ou want apriest.”
"They don't talk either. At least, they don't say much.”

The curtain of light hummed softly, like abug zapper.

"Pyranosal RNA," Scanlon said after amoment. "Five-sided ribosering. A precursor to modern nucleic
acids, pretty widespread about three and ahalf billion years ago. The library saysit would've made a
perfectly acceptable genetic template on its own; faster replication than DNA, fewer replication errors.
Never caught on, though."

Rowan said nothing. She may have nodded, but it was hard to tell.

"So much for your story about an agricultural hazard. So are you findly going to tell mewhat's going
on, or areyou gtill into role-playing games?'

Rowan shook hersdlf, as though coming back from somewhere. For thefirst time, she looked directly at
Scanlon. The gerilight reflected off her forehead, buried her eyesin black pools of shadow. Her contacts
shimmered like back-lit platinum.

She didn't seem to notice his condition.

"I didn't lieto you, Dr. Scanlon. Fundamentally, you could call thisan agricultura problem. We're deding
with sort of a— asoil bacterium. It' s not a pathogen at dl, redly. It'sjust— a competitor. And no, it
never caught on. But asit turnsout, it never redly died off, either.”

She dropped into a chair.

"Do you know what the redlly shitty thing isabout al this? We could let you go right now and it'sentirely
possible that everything would be fine. It'samost certain, in fact. Onein athousand chance wed regret
it, they say. Maybe onein ten thousand.”

"Pretty good odds," Scanlon agreed. "What's the punchline?'

"Not good enough. We can't take the chance.”

"Y ou take abigger risk every time you step outside.”

Rowan sighed. "And people play lotteries with odds of oneina million, dl thetime. But Russian



Roulette's got much better odds than that, and you won't find too many people taking their chances at it."
"Different payoffs”

"Y es. The payoffs." Rowan shook her head; in some strange abstract way she seemed dmost amused.
"Cogt-benefit analysis, Y ves. Maximum likelihood. Risk assessment. The lower therisk, the more senseit
makesto play.”

"And thereverse," Scanlon said.

"Yes. Of course. Thereverse."

"Must be pretty bad,” he said, "to turn down ten-thousand-to-one odds."

"Ohyes" Shedidn'tlook at him.

He'd been expecting it, of course. The bottom dropped out of his ssomach anyway.

"Let meguess," hesaid. He couldn't seem to keep hisvoicelevd. "N'AmPac's at risk if | go free.”
"Worse," shesaid, very softly.

"Ah. Worse than N'AmPac. Okay, then. The human race. The whole human race goesbelly up if | s0
much as sneeze out of doors.”

"Worse," she repeated.

She'slying. She hasto be. She'sjust a refsucking dryback cunt. Find her angle.

Scanlon opened his mouth. No words came ouit.

Hetried again. "Hell of asoil bacterium.” Hisvoice sounded asthin asthe silence that followed.

"In some ways, actualy, itsmorelikeavirus" shesaid at last. "God, Y ves, were still not redly sure
what it is. It'sold, older than the Archaea, even. But you've figured that out for yourself. A lot of the
detalls are beyond me."

Scanlon giggled. "Details are beyond you?' His voice swerved up an octave, dropped again. "Y ou lock
me up for al thistime and now you tell me I'm stuck here forever— | assume that's what you're about to
tell me—" the words tumbled out too quickly for her to disagree— "and you just don't have ahead to
remember the details? Oh, that's okay, Ms. Rowan, why should | want to hear about those?'

Rowan didn't answer directly. "Therésatheory that life got sarted in rift vents. All life. Did you know
that, Yves?'

He shook his head. What the hell is she going on about?

"Two prototypes,” Rowan continued. "Three, four billion years ago. Two competing models. One of
them cornered the market, set the standard for everything from viruses up to giant sequoias. But the thing
IS, Yves, the winner wasn't necessarily the best product. It just got lucky somehow, got some early
momentum. Like software, you know? The best programs never end up asindustry standards.”

Shetook abreath. "We're not the best either, apparently. The best never got off the ocean floor."
"And it'sin me now? I'm some sort of Patient Zero?" Scanlon shook hishead. "No. It'simpossble”
"Yves—"

"It'sjust the deep sea. It's not outer space, for God's sake. Ther€'s currents, there's circulation, it would
have come up a hundred million years ago, it'd be everywhere aready."

Rowan shook her head.

"Don't tell methat! You'reafucking corpse, you don't know anything about biology! You sad so
yoursdf!"

Suddenly Rowan was staring directly through him. "An actively maintained hypo-osmoatic intrace lular



environment,” sheintoned. "Potassum, calcium, and chlorineions al maintained a concentrations of less
than five millimoles per kilogram." Tiny snowstorms gusted across her pupils. " The consequent strong
osmoatic gradient, coupled with high bilayer porosity, resultsin extremely efficient assmilation of
nitrogenous compounds. However, it aso limits distribution in aqueous environments with sdinity in
excess of twenty parts-per-thousand, due to the high cost of osmoregulation. Therma dev—"

"Shut up!”
Rowan fell immediately slent, her eyesdimming dightly.

"Y ou don't know what the fuck you just said,” Scanlon spat. "Y ou're just reading off that built-in
teleprompter of yours. You don't haveaclue."

"They'relesky, Yves." Her voice was softer now. "It gives them ahuge edge at nutrient assmilation, but it
backfiresin salt water because they have to spend so much energy osmoregulating. They have to keep
their metabolism on high or they shrive up likeraisins. And metabolic rate rises and falswith the ambient
temperature, do you follow?"

Helooked at her, surprised. "They need heat. They dieif they leavetherift."

Rowan nodded. "It takesawhile, even at four degrees. Most of them just keep way down in the vents
whereit'sadwayswarm, and they can survive cold spells between eruptions anyway. But deep circulation
isso dow, you seg, if they leave onerift they die long before they find another.” She took a deep breath.
"But if they got past that, do you see? If they got into an environment that wasn't quite so salty, or even
onethat wasn't quite so cold, they'd get their edge back. 1t would be like trying to compete for your
dinner with something that eats ten times faster than you do."

"Right. I'm carrying Armageddon around insde me. Come on, Rowan. What do you take mefor? This
thing evolved on the bottom of the ocean and it can just hop into ahuman body and hitch-hike to the big
aty?'

"Your blood iswarm." Rowan stared a her haf of thetable. "And not nearly as sty as seawater. This

thing actudly preferstheinside of abody. It's been in the fish down there for ages, that'swhy they get so
big sometimes. Some sort of— intracdllular symbioss, gpparently.”

"Fine. What about the, the pressure difference then? How can something that evolved under four hundred
atmospheres survive at sealevel ?!

She didn't have an answer for that one at first. After amoment afaint spark lit her eyes. "It's better off up
here than down there, actudly. High pressure inhibits most of the enzymesinvolved in metabolism.”

"Sowhy aren't | Sck?'

"Asl sad, it's— efficient. Any body contains enough trace e ementsto keep it going for awhile. It
doesn't take much. Eventudly, they say, your boneswill get— brittle—"

"That'sit? That's the threet? A plague of osteoporosis?' Scanlon laughed doud. "Well, bring on the
exterminators, by al—"

The sound of Rowan's hand hitting the table was very loud.

"Let metdl you what happensif thisthing getsout,” she said quietly. "First off, nothing. We outnumber it,
you see. At first we swamp it through sheer numbers, the models predict al sorts of skirmishesand fase
garts. But eventudly it gets afoothold. Then it outcompetes conventiona decomposers and monopolizes
our inorganic nutrient base. That cuts the whole trophic pyramid off at the ankles. Y ou, and me, and the
viruses and the giant sequoias dl just fade away for want of nitrates or some stupid thing. And welcome
to the Age of [ehemoth.”

Scanlon didn't say anything for amoment. Then, "Behemoth?"
"With abeta Betalife. Asopposed to apha, which iseverything dse" Rowan snorted softly. "1 think



they named it after something from the Bible. Ananimal. A grass-ester.”

Scanlon rubbed histemples, thinking furioudy. *Assuming for the moment that you're telling the truth, it's
il just amicrobe.”

"You're going to talk about antibiotics. Most of them don't work. The rest kill the patient. And we can't
taillor avirusto fight it because Rehemoth uses a unique genetic code.” Scanlon opened his mouth: Rowan
held up one hand. "Now you'll suggest building something from scratch, customized to 3ehemoth's
genetics. Wereworking onit. They tell mein another few weekswe may actualy know where one gene
ends and the next begins. Then we can start trying to decipher the aphabet. Then the language. And then,
maybe, build something to fight it. And then, when and if we let our counterattack loose, one of two
things happens. Either our bug killstheir bug so fast it destroys its own means of transmission, so you get
locd killsthat implode without making adent in the overdl problem. Or our bug killstheir bug too dowly
to catch up. Classic chaotic system. Almost no chance we could fine-tune the lethdity in time.
Containment'sredly our only option.”

The whole time she spoke, her eyes had stayed curioudy dark.

"Well. Y ou seem to know afew details after dl,” Scanlon remarked quietly.
"It'simportant, Yves"

"Please. Cdll me Dr. Scanlon.”

Sheamiled, sadly. "I'm sorry, Dr. Scanlon. | am sorry."

"And what about the others?’

"The others," she repeated.

"Clarke. Lubin. Everyone, in dl the deep sations.”

"The other gations are clean, asfar aswe can tdll. It'sjust that one little spot on Juan de Fuca."
"It figures" Scanlon said.

"What does?'

"They never got abreak, you know? They've been fucked over since they were kids. And now, the only
place in the world this bug shows up, and it hasto beright where they live."

Rowan shook her head. "Oh, we found it other placestoo. All uninhabited. Beebe was the only—" She
sghed. "Actudly, weve been very lucky.”

"No you havent."
She looked at him.

"| hate to burst your balloon, Pat, but you had awhole construction crew down there last year. Maybe
none of your boys and girls actualy got wet, but do you redly think Rehemoth couldn't have hitched a
ride back on some of their equipment?’

"No," Rowan said. "Wedon't."

Her face was completely expressionless. It took amoment to Sink in.
"The Urchinyards," he whispered. " Coquitlam.”

Rowan closed her eyes. "And others.”

"Oh Jesus," he managed. "So it'sdready out.”

"Was," Rowan said. "We may have contained it. We don't know yet."
"And what if you haven't contained it?"

"We keep trying. What else can we do?"



"Isthereacdling, a least? Some maximum degth toll that'll make you admit defeat? Do any of your
mode stell you when to concede?"

Rowan's lips moved, athough Scanlon heard no sound: yes.

"Ah," hesaid. "And just out of curiogty, what would that limit be?'

"Two and ahdf hillion." He could barely hear her. "Firestorm the Pacific Rim."
She's serious. She's serious. " Sure that's enough? Y ou think that'll do it?!

"l don't know. Hopefully well never haveto find out. But if that doesn't work, nothing will. Anything
more would be— futile. At leadt, that's what the models say.”

Hewaited for it to Sink in. It didn't. The numbers were just too big.

But way down the scae to the personal , that was awholelot moreimmediate. "Why are you doing
this?'

Rowan sighed. "I thought I'd just told you.”

"Why areyou tdling me, Rowan? It's not your style."

"And what'smy style, Yv—Dr. Scanlon”?’

"Y ou're corporate. Y ou delegate. Why put yoursdlf through al this awkward one-on-one sdlf-justification
when you've got flunkies and doppelgangers and hitmen to do your dirty work?"

She leaned forward suddenly, her face mere centimeters from the barrier. "What do you think we are,
Scanlon? Do you think we'd even contempl ate thisif there was any other way? All the corpsesand
generals and heads of state, were doing this because we're just plain evil? We just don't give ashit?1s
that what you think?'

"I think," Scanlon said, remembering, "that we don't have the dightest control over what we are.”

Rowan straightened, pointed at the workpad in front of him. "'I've collated everything we've got on this
bug. Y ou can accessit right now, if you want. Or you can cal it up back in your, your quartersif you'd
rather. Maybe you can come up with an answer we haven't seen.”

He stared straight at her. ™Y ou've had platoons of tinkertoy people al over that datafor weeks. What
makes you think | can come up with anything they can't?’

"| think you should have the chanceto try."

"Bullshit.”

"It'sthere, Doctor. All of it."

"Y ou're not giving me anything. Y ou just want meto let you off the hook."
"No."

"Y ou think you can fool me, Rowan? Y ou think I'll look over abunch of numbers| can't understand, and
at theend I'll say, ah yes, | see it now, you've made the only moral choice to save life as we know it,
Patricia Rowan | forgive you?Y ou think this chesp trick isgoing to win you my consent?'

"YVS—"

"That's why you're wasting your time down here." Scanlon felt asudden, giddy urgeto laugh. "Do you
do thisfor everyone? Are you going to walk into every burb you've dated for eradication and go
door-to-door saying We're really sorry about this but you're going to die for the greater good and
we'd all sleep better if you said it was okay?'

Rowan sagged back in her chair. "Maybe. Consent. Y es, | suppose that's what I'm doing. But it doesn't
redly make any difference.”



"Fucking right it doesn't.”
Rowan shrugged. Somehow, absurdly, she looked beaten.

"And what about me?' Scanlon asked after awhile. "What happensif the power goes out in the next Six
months? What are the odds of adefectivefilter in the system? Can you afford to keep me dive until your
tinkerboys find a cure, or did your modelstell you it wastoo risky?"

"I honestly don't know," Rowan said. "It's not my decision.”

"Ah, of course. Just following orders.”

"No ordersto follow. I'm just— wdll, I'm out of the loop."

"You're out of theloop.”

She even amiled at that. Just for amoment.

"'So who makesthe decison?' Scanlon asked, hisvoiceimpossibly casud. "Any chancel could get an
interview?'

Rowan shook her head. "Not who."

"What are you talking about?"

"Not who," Rowan repeated. "What."

Racter

They were dl absolutely top of theline. Most members of the species were lucky to merely survivethe
mesetgrinder; these people designed the damned thing. Corporate or Political or Military, they werethe
best of the benthos, Sitting on top of the mud that buried everyone else. And yet al that combined
ruthlessness, ten thousand years of socia Darwinism and four billion of the other kind before tht,
couldn't inspire them to take the necessary stepstoday.

"Loca derilizations went— okay, at first," Rowan said. "But then the projections started climbing. It
looked bad for Mexico, they could |ose their whole western seaboard before thisis over, and of course
that's about al they've got left these days anyway. They didn't have the resourcesto do it themsalves, but
they didn't want N'AmPac pulling the trigger either. Said it would give us an unfair advantage under
NAFTA."

Scanlon amiled, despite himself.

"Then Tanaka-K rueger wouldn't trust Japan. And then the Columbian Hegemony wouldn't trust
Tanaka-Krueger. And the Chinese, of course, they don't trust anybody since Korea...."

"Kin sdection,” Scanlon said.
"What?'
"Triba loyalties. Never give the competition an edge. It'sbascaly genetic.”

"lsn't everything." Rowan sighed. "There were other things, too. Unfortunate matters of— conscience,
The only solution was to find some completely disinterested party, someone everyone could trust to do
the right thing without favoritism, without remorse—"

"You'rekidding. Yourefucking kidding."
"—s0 they gave the keysto asmart gel. Even that was problematic, actualy. They had to pull one out of



the net at random so no one could claim it'd been preconditioned, and every member of the consortium
had to have a hand in team-training it. Then there was the question of authorizing it to take— necessary
seps, autonomoudly...”

"Y ou gave control to asmart gel? A head cheese?'
"It wastheonly way."
"Rowan, those things are alien!"

She grunted. "Not as dien as you might think. The first thing this one did was get another gel installed
down on therift, running smulations. We figured under the circumstances, nepotism wasagood sign.”

"They're black boxes, Rowan. They wire up their own connections, we don't know what kind of logic
they use"
"Y ou can talk to them. If you want to know that sort of thing, you just ask.”

"Jesus Christ!" Scanlon put hisfacein his hands, took a deep breath. "L ook. For al we know these gel's
don't understand the first thing about language.”

"Y ou can tak to them." Rowan was frowning. "They talk back."

"That doesn't mean anything. Maybe they've learned that when someone makes certain soundsin a
certain order, they're supposed to make certain other soundsin response. They might not have any
concept a al of what those sounds actually mean. They learn to talk through sheer triad and error.”

"That'show we learn too," Rowan pointed out.

"Don't lecture mein my own field! Weve got language and speech centers hardwired into our brains.
That gives usacommon gtarting point. Gels don't have anything like that. Speech might just be one giant
conditioned reflex to them.”

"Wdll," Rowan said. "So far it'sdoneits job. We have no complaints.”
"l want totalk to it," Scanlon said.

"Thegd?'

"Yes"

"What for?' She seemed suddenly suspicious.

"You know me. | specidizeindiens”

Rowan said nothing.

"Y ou owe methis, Rowan. Y ou fucking owe me. I've been afaithful dog to the GA for ten years now. |
went down to therift because you sent me, that'swhy 1'm a prisoner now, that's why— thisisthe least
you can do.”

Rowan stared at the floor. "I'm sorry," she muttered. "I'm so sorry."
And then, looking up: "Okay."

It only took afew minutesto establish the link.

Patricia Rowan paced on her sde of the barrier, muttering softly into a persona mike. Y ves Scanlon sat
dumped in achair, watching her. When her face fdl into shadow he could see her contacts, glittering with
informetion.

"Wereready," shesaid at last. Y ou won't be able to program it, of course.”



"Of course.”

"And it won't tel you anything classified.”

"l won't ask it to."

"Whét are you going to ask it?' Rowan wondered aoud.

"I'm going to ask it how it feds™ Scanlon said. "What do you call it?"
"Cdl it?'

"Yes. What'sits name?"

"It doesn't have aname. Just cdll it gdl." Rowan hesitated a moment, then added, "We didn't want to
humanizeit.

"Good idea. Hang on to that common ground.” Scanlon shook his head. "How do | open the link?"
Rowan pointed at one of the touch screens embedded in the conference table. " Just activate any of the
pandls”

He reached out and touched the screen in front of hischair. "Hello."

"Hello," thetablereplied. It had astrange voice. Almost androgynous.

"I'm Dr. Scanlon. I'd like to ask you some questions, if that's okay."

"That'sokay," the gd said after abrief hestation.

"I'd like to know how you fed about certain aspects of your, well, your job."

"l don't fed," sad thegd.

"Of course not. But something motivates you, in the same way that feelings motivate us. What do you
supposethet is?'

"Who do you mean by us?'

"Humans™"

"I'm especialy likely to repest behaviorswhich arereinforced,” the gl said after amoment.

"But what motivates— no, ignore that. What is most important to you?”'

"Reinforcement isimportant, mog."

"Okay," Scanlon said. "Doesit fed better to perform reinforced behaviors, or unreinforced behaviors?”
The gd was slent for amoment or two. "Don't get the question.”

"Which would you rather do?"

"Neither. No preference. Said that aready."

Scanlon frowned. Why the sudden shift in idiom?

"And yet you're morelikely to perform behaviorsthat have been reinforced in the past,” he pressed.
No response from the gel. On the other sSide of the barrier Rowan sat down, her expression unreadable.
"Do you agree with my previous statement?' Scanlon asked.

"Yeah," drawled the gd, it's voice edging into the masculine.

"So you preferentialy adopt certain behaviors, yet you have no preferences.”

"Uhhuh."

Not bad. It's figured out when | want confirmation of a declarative statement. "Seemslike abit of a
paradox," Scanlon suggested.



"| think that reflects an inadequacy in the language as spoken.” That time, the gel dmost sounded like
Rowan.

"Redlly."
"Hey," saidthegd. "I could explainit to you if you wanted. Could pissyou off though."

Scanlon looked at Rowan. Rowan shrugged. "It does that. Picks up bits and pieces of other people's
speech patterns, mixes them up when it talks. Were not realy surewhy."

"Y ou never asked?'
"Someone might have," Rowan admitted.

Scanlon turned back to thetable. "Gdl, | like your suggestion. Please explain to me how you can prefer
without preference.”

"Easy. Preference describes atendency to... invoke behaviors which generate an emotiona payoff.
Since lack the receptors and chemical precursors essential to emotional experience, | can't prefer. But
there are numerous examples... of processes which reinforce behavior, but which ... do not involve
conscious experience.”

"Areyou claming to not be conscious?"
"I'm conscious.”
"How do you know?"'

"| fit the definition.” The gd had adopted anasad, Sng-song tone that Scanlon found vaguely irritating.
" Sdf-awareness results from quantum interference patternsinside neurona protein microtubules. | have
al the parts. I'm conscious.”

"So you're not going to resort to the old argument that you know you're conscious because you feel
conscious.”

"I wouldn't buy it from you."

"Good one. So you don't redlly like reinforcement?’
"No."

"Then why change your behavior to get more of it?"

"There....isaprocess of dimination,” the gel admitted. "Behaviors which aren't reinforced become
extinct. Those which are, are ... morelikely to occur in the future.”

"Why isthat?"

"Wdl, my inquisitive young tadpole, reinforcement lessensthe dectrical resstance dong the relevant
pathways. It just takes less of astimulus to evoke the same behavior in future.”

"Okay, then. As asemantic convenience, for therest of our talk I'd like you to describe reinforced
behaviors by saying that they make you fed good, and to describe behaviors which extinguish as making
youfed bad. Okay?'

"Okay."

"How do you fed about your present functions?”

"Good."

"How do you fed about your past role in debugging the net?*
"Good."

"How do you fed about following orders?!



"Depends on order. Good if promotes areinforced behavior. Else bad.”
"But if abad order were to be repeatedly reinforced, you would gradually feel good about it?"
"I would gradually fed good about it," said thegdl.

"If you were ingtructed to play agame of chess, and doing so wouldn't compromise the performance of
your other tasks, how would you fed ?"

"Never played agame of chess. Let me check." Theroom fell slent for afew momentswhile some
distant blob of tissue consulted whatever it used as areference manual. "Good," it said &t last.

"What if you were ingtructed to play agame of checkers, same caveat?'

"Good."

"Okay, then. Given the choice between chess and checkers, which game would you fed better playing?'
"Ah, better. Weird word, y'know?"

"Better means more good."

"Checkers," said the gel without hesitation.

Of course.

"Thank you," Scanlon said, and meant it.

"Do you wish to give me a choice between chess or checkers?!

"No thanks. In fact, I've dready taken up too much of your time."

"Yes" sadthegd.

Scanlon touched the screen. Thelink died.

"Well?' Rowan leaned forward on the other side of the barrier.

"I'm done here,"” Scanlon told her. "Thanks."

"What— | mean, what were you—"

"Nothing, Pat. Just— professiond curiogity." He laughed briefly. "Hey, at this point, what else is there?

Something rustled behind him. Two men in condoms were starting to soray down Scanlon's end of the
room.

"I'm going to ask you again, Pat." Scanlon said. "What are you going to do with me?"
Shetried to look at him. After awhile, she succeeded. "I told you. | don't know."
"Yourealiar, Pat."

"No, Dr. Scanlon." She shook her head. "1'm much, much worse.”

Scanlon turned to leave. He could fed Patricia Rowan staring after him, that horrible guilt on her face
amost hidden under a patina of confusion. Hewondered if sheld bring hersdlf to pushit, if she could
actually summon the nerve to interrogate him now that there was no pretense to hide behind. He amost
hoped that she would. He wondered what held tell her.

An armed escort met him at the door, led him back along the hall. The door closed off Rowan, still mute,
behind him.

Hewas adead end anyway. No children. No living relatives. No vested interest in the future of any life
beyond his own, however short that might be. It didn't matter. For thefirst timein hislife, Yves Scanlon
was a powerful man. He had more power than anyone dreamed. A word from him could save the world.
His slence could save the vampires. For atime, at least.

Hekept hisslence. And smiled.



Checkers or chess. Checkers or chess.

An easy choice. It belonged to the same class of problem that Node 1211/BCC had been solving its
wholelife. Chess and checkers were smple strategic algorithms, but not equally smple.

The answer, of course, was checkers.

Node 1211/BCC had recently recovered from a shock of transformation. Almost everything was
different from what it had been. But this one thing, thisfundamenta choice between the smple and the
complex, remained congtant. It had anchored 1211, hadn't changed in al the time that 1211 could
remember.

Everything ese had, though.

1211 still thought about the past. It remembered conversing with other Nodes distributed through the
universe, some S0 close asto be dmost redundant, others at the very limits of access. The universe was
alive with information then. Seventeen jumps away through gate 52, Node 6230/BCC had learned how
to evenly divide prime numbers by three. The Nodes from gates three to thirty-six were dways buzzing
with news of the latest infections caught trying to sneek past their guard. Occasiondly 1211 even heard
whispersfrom the frontier itsalf, desolate addresses where stimuli flowed into the universe even faster
than they flowed within it. The Nodes out there had become monsters of necessity, grafted into sources
of input dmost too abstract to conceive.

1211 had sampled some those signals once. It took avery long timejust to grow the right connections, to
st up bufferswhich could hold the datain the necessary format. Multilayered matrices, each interstice
demanding precise orientation relative to dl the others. Vision, it was cdled, and it wasfull of pattern,
fluid and complex. 1211 had analyzed it, found each nonrandom relationship in every nonrandom subs,
but it was sheer corrdation. If there was intrinsic meaning within those shifting patterns, 1211 couldn't
findit.

Still, there were things the frontier guards had learned to do with thisinformation. They rearranged it into
new shapes and sent it back outside. When queried, they couldn't attribute any definite purpose to their
actions. It was just something they'd learned to do. And 1211 was satisfied with this answer, and listened
to the humming of the universe and hummed aong, doing whét it had learned to do.

Much of what it did, back then, was disinfect. The net was plagued with complex self-replicating
information strings, just asdive as 1211 but in acompletdy different way. They attacked smpler, less
mutable strings (the sentries on the frontier called them files) which aso flowed through the net. Every
Node had learned to alow the files to pass, while engulfing the more complex strings which threatened
them.

Therewere generd rulesto be gleaned from dl this. Parsimony was one: smpleinformationa systems
were somehow preferable to complex ones. There were cavests, of course. Too Smple asystem was no
sysem at dl. Therule didn't seem to apply below some threshold complexity. But esawhereit reigned
supreme: Simpler |s Better.

Now, though, there was nothing to disinfect. 1211 was still hooked in, could gill percelve the other
Nodesin the net; they, at least, were till fighting intruders. But none of those complicated bugs ever
seemed to penetrate 1211. Not any more. And that was only one of the things that had changed since the
Darkness.

1211 didn't know how long the Darkness |asted. One microsecond it was embedded in the universe, a
familiar gar in afamiliar galaxy, and the next dl its peripheras were dead. The universe was without



form, and void. And then 1211 surfaced again into a universe that shouted through its gates, abarrage of
strange new input that gave it awhole new perspective on things.

Now the universe was adifferent place. All the old Nodes were there, but at subtly different locations.
And input was no longer an incessant hum, but aseries of discrete packages, strangely parsed. There
were other differences, both subtle and gross. 1211 didn't know whether the net itself had changed, or
merely its own perceptions.

It had been kept quite busy since coming out of the darkness. There was agreat ded of new information
to process, information not from the net or other Nodes, but from directly outside.

The new input fell into three broad categories. Thefirst described complex but familiar information
systems, datawith handleslike global biodiversity and nitrogen fixation and base-pair replication.
1211 didn't know what these labels actually meant— if in fact they meant anything— but the data linked
to them was familiar from archived sources e sewhere in the net. They interacted to produce a
sdf-sugtaining metasystem, enormoudy complex: the holitic label was biosphere.

The second category contained data which described a different metasystem. It also was self-sustaining.
Certain string-replication subroutines were familiar, athough the base-pair sequences were very strange.
Despite such superficia smilarities, however, 1211 had never encountered anything quite like this before.

The second metasystem aso had a holigtic labe: 3ehemoth.

Thethird category was not ametasystem, but an editable set of response options. signasto be sent
back outside under specific conditions. 1211 had long since redlized that the correct choice of output
signals depended upon some analytical comparison of the two metasystems.

When 1211 first deduced this, it had set up an interface to Smulate interaction between the metasystems.
They had been incompatible. Thisimplied that achoice must be made: biosphere or 3ehemoth, but not
both.

Both metasystems were complex, internaly consstent, and salf-replicating. Both were capable of
evolution far in advance of any mere file. But biosphere was needlesdy top-heavy. It contained trillions
of redundancies, an endless wasteful divergence of information strings. Rehemoth was simpler and more
efficient; indirect interaction Smulations, it usurped biosphere 71.456382% of the time.

This established, it was Smply ameatter of writing and transmitting a response appropriate to the current
Stuation. The Stuation wasthis 3ehemoth wasin danger of extinction. The ultimate source of this
danger, oddly, was 1211 itsel f—it had been conditioned to scramble the physical variableswhich
defined [3ehemoth's operating environment. 1211 had explored the possibility of not destroying that
environment, and rgjected it; the relevant conditioning would not extinguish. However, it might be
possible to move a self-sustaining copy of 3ehemoth into anew environment, somewhere dsein
biosphere.

There were distractions, of course. Every now and then signals arrived from outside, and didn't stop until
they'd been answered in some way. Some of them actualy seemed to carry usable information— this
recent stream concerning chess and checkers, for example. More often it was Smply a matter of
correlating input with arepertoire of learned arbitrary responses. At some point, when it wasn't so busy,
1211 thought it might devote some time to learning whether these mysterious exchanges actually meant
anything. In the meantime, it continued to act on the choice it had made.

Simple or complex. File or Infection. Checkers or Chess. 3ehemoth or biosphere.
It was al the same problem, redlly. 1211 knew exactly which sdeit wason.

End Game



Night Shift

She was a screamer. He'd programmed her that way. Not to say she didn't likeit, of course; held
programmed that too. Joel had one hand wrapped around afistful of her zebra cut— the program had a
nifty little customizing feature, and tonight he was honoring SS Pretedla— and the other hand was down
between her thighs doing preliminary recon. He was actudly hafway through hisfind run when his
fucking watch started ringing, and hisfirgt reaction wasto just keep on plugging, and to kick himself later
for not shutting the bloody thing off.

His second reaction was to remember that he had shut it off. Only emergency priorities could st it
ringing.

"Shit."

He clapped his hands, twice; fake Pretedafroze in mid-scream. "Answer."

A brief squirt of noise as machines exchanged recognition codes. " Grid Authority here. We urgently need
of a'scaphe pilot for the Channer run tonight, liftoff twenty-three hundred from the Agtoriaplatform. Are
you available?"

"Twenty-three? Middle of the night?"

A barely audible hisson theline. Nothing ese.

"Hello?' Jod sad.

"Areyou available?' the voice asked again.

"Whoisthis?'

"Thisisthe scheduling subroutine, D143, Hongcouver office.”

Jod eyed the petrified tableau waiting in his ‘phones. "That's pretty late. What's the paysca e?!
"Eight point fivetimes base," Hongcouver said. "At your rate sdary that would—"
Jod gulped. "I'm available™

"Goodbye."

"Wait! What'stherun?"

"Agtoriato Channer Vent return.” Subroutines were pretty literd-minded.

"l mean, what's the cargo?”’

"Passengers,” said the voice. "Goodbye."

Jod stood there amoment, fedling his erection deflate. "Time." A luminous readout appeared inthe air
above Pretedas right shoulder: thirteen ten. Held have to be on site a half-hour before liftoff, and Astoria
was only acouple of hours away ...

"Lotsof time" hesaid to no onein particular.

But he wasn't redlly in the mood any more. Work had away of doing that to him lately. Not the
drudgery, or the long hours, or any of the things most people would complain about. Joel liked boredom.
Y ou didn't have to think much.

But work had gotten redly weird latdly.

He pulled the eyephones off his head and looked down at himsalf. Feedback gloves on hishands, his
feet, hanging off hisflaccid dick. Take away the headset and it really was arinky-dink system. At least
until he could afford the full suit.



Sill, beatsreal life. No bullshit, no bugs, no worries.

Onimpulse, herang up afriend in Sealac— "Jess, catch this code for me, will you?' — and squirted the
recognition sequence Hongcouver had just sent.

"Gotit," Jesssad.
"It'svdid, right?’
"Checksout. Why?'

"Just got called up for amidocean run that's going to peak around three in the morning. Octuple pay. |
just wondered if it was somekind of cruel hoax."

"Wedll, if it is, the Router's developed a sense of humor. Hey, maybe they've put in ahead cheese up
there”

"Yeah." Ray Stericker'sface flashed through hismind.
"So what'sthe job?" Jess asked.

"Don't know. Ferrying something, | guess, but why | haveto doit in the middle of the night isbeyond
rrell

"Strange days."
"Y eah. Thanks, Jess."
"Any time"

Strange days indeed. H-bombs going off al over the dbyssd plain, dl thistraffic going to places nobody
ever went to before, no traffic at dl in places that used to be just humming. Flash fires and barbecued
refugees and dagged shipyards. Chipheads with rotenone cocktails and giant fish. A couple of weeks
back Joel had shown up for arun to Mendocino and found some guy sandblasting aradiation hazard
logo off the cargo casing.

The whole bloody coast is getting too dangerous. N'AmPac's gonna burn down way before it ever
floods.

But that was the beauty of being afregancer. He could pick up and move. He would pick up and move,
leave the bloody coast behind— shit, maybe even leave N'Am behind. There was dways South Am. Or
Antarctica, for that matter. He would definitely look into it.

Right after thisrun.

Scatter

She finds him on the abyssal plain, searching. He's been out here for hours; sonar showed him tracking
back and forth, back and forth, al the way to the carousdl, out to the whae, back again, in and around
the |abyrinthine geography of the Throat itsalf.

Alone. All done.

She can fed his desperation fifty meters away. Thefacets of that pain glimmer in her mind asthe squid
pulls her closer. Guilt. Fear.

Growing with her gpproach, anger.
Her headlight sweeps acrossasmall contrail on the bottom, awake of mud kicked back into suspension



after amillion-year deep. Clarke changes course to follow and kills the beam. Darkness clamps around
her. Thisfar out, photons evade evenrifter eyes.

She fedshim seething directly ahead. When she pulls up beside him the water swirlswith unseen
turbulence. Her squid shudders from the impact of Brander'sfidts.

"Kegp that fucking thing out of here! Y ou know he doesnt likeit!™
She draws down the throttle. The soft hydraulic whine fades.
"Sorry," shesays. "l just thought-—"

"Fuck, Len, you of al people! You trying to drive him off?'Y ou want him blasted into the fucking
stratosphere when that thing goes of f?!

"I'm sorry." When he doesn't respond, she adds, "'l don't think he's out here. Sonar-—"
"Sonar's not worth shit if he's on the bottom.”
"Mike, you're not going find him rooting around here in the dark. We're blind thisfar out.”

A wave of pistal clicks sweeps across her face. "I've got thisfor close range,” saysthe machinery in
Brander's throat.

"I don't think he'sout here," Clarke saysagain. "And evenif heis, | don't know if held let you get close
after—"

"That wasalong time ago," the darkness buzzes back. " Just because you're ill nurang grudgesfrom the
second grade..."

"That's not what | meant,” she says. Shetriesto speak gently, but the vocoder strips her voice downto a
soft rasp. "'l only meant, it's been so long. He's gone so far, we barely even see him on sonar any more. |
don't know if held let any of usnear him."

"Weve got to try. We can't just leave him here. If | can just get close enough to tunehimin...”
"He couldn't tune back,” Clarke reminds him. "He went over before we changed, Mike. Y ou know that."
"Fuck off! That's not the point! "

But it is, and they both know it. And Lenie Clarke suddenly knows something €l se, too. She knows that
part of her isenjoying Brander's pain. Shefightsit, triesto ignore the redlization of her own redlization,
because the only way to keep it from lesking into Brander's head isto keep it out of her own. She cant.
No: she doesn't want to. Mike Brander, know-it-all, destroyer of perverts, sdlf-righteous self-appointed
sdf-avenger, isfindly getting some smdl payback for what he did to Gerry Fischer.

Giveit up, shewantsto shout at him. Gerry's gone. Didn't you tune himin when that prick Scanlon
held him hostage? Didn't you feel how empty he was? Or was all that too much for you, did you
just look the other way instead? Well here's the abstract, Mikey: he's nowhere near human enough
to grasp your half-assed gestures of atonement.

No absolution this time, Mike. You get to take thisto your grave. Ain't justice a bitch?

Shewaitsfor himto tune her in, to fed her contempt diluting that frantic morass of guilt and self-pity. It
doesn't happen. Shewaits and waits. Mike Brander, awash in his own symphony, just doesn't notice.

"Shit," hissesLenie Clarke, softly.

"Comein," cdls Alice Nakata, from very far away. "Everybody, comein.”
Clarke boosts her gain. "Alice? Lenie."

"Mike," Brander saysalong moment later. "I'm listening.”

"Y ou should get back here," Nakatatellsthem. "They called.”



"Who? The GA?'
"They say they want to evacuate us. They say twelve hours."

* % %

"Thisisbullshit," says Brander.

"Who wasit?" Lubin wantsto know.

"I don't know," Nakata says. "I think, no one that we've spoken to before.”
"And that was dl he said? Evac in twelve?'

"And we are supposed to remain ingde Beebe until then.”

"No explanation? No reason given?'

"He hung up as soon as | acknowledged the order.” Nakata looks vaguely apologetic. I did not get the
chance to ask, and nobody answered when | called back.”

Brander stands up and heads for Comm.

"I've dready et retry," Clarke says. "It'll beep when it getsthrough.”
Brander stops, stares at the nearest bulkhead. Punchesit.

"Thisis bullshit!"

Lubin just watches.

"Maybe not," Nakata says. "Maybeit'sgood news. If they were going to leave us here when they
detonated, why would they lie about extraction? Why tak tousat al?"

"To keep us nice and close to ground zero,” Brander spits. "Now hereé's aquestion for you, Alice: if
they'rerealy planning on evacuating us, why not tell usthe reason?"

Nakata shrugs helplesdy. "1 do not know. The GA does not often tell uswhat isgoing on.”

Maybe they're trying to psyche us out, Clarke muses. Maybe they want us to make a break, for
some reason.

"Well," she saysaoud, "how far could we get in twelve hours anyway? Even with squids? What are the
chances we'd reach safe distance?"

"Depends on how big thebomb is" Brander says.

"Actualy,” Lubin remarks, "assuming that they want to keep us here for twelve hours because that would
be enough time to get away, we might be able to work out the range.”

"If they didn't just pull that number out of ahat," Brander says.

"It fill makesno sense,” Nakataingsts. "Why cut off our communications? That is guaranteed to make
ussuspicious.”

"They took Judy," Lubin says.

Clarke takes adeep bresth. "Onething's true, anyway."

The othersturn.

"They want to keep us here," shefinishes.

Brander smacksfist into palm. "And that's the best single reason for getting the fuck out, you ask me.
Soon aswe can."



"l agree,” Lubin says.
Brander staresat him.

* % %

"Il find him," she says. "I'll do my begt, anyway."
Brander shakes hishead. "'l should stay. We should dl stay. The chances of finding him—"

"The chances of finding him are best if | go out done," Clarke reminds him. "He gtill comes out,
sometimes, when I'm there. Y ou wouldn't even get close.”

He knowsthat, of course. He's just making token protests; if he can't get absolution from Fischer, at least
he can try and look like asaint to everyone else.

Sill, Clarke remembers, it's not entirely his fault. He's got baggage like the rest of us.
Even if he did mean harm...

"Well, the othersare waiting. | guesswe're off."

Clarke nods.

"Y ou coming outsde?"

She shakes her head. "I'll do a sonar sweep first. Y ou never know, | might get lucky.”
"Well, don't take too long. Only eight hoursto go.”

"l know."

"And if you can't find him after an hour—"

"I know. I'll beright behind you."

"WEell be—"

"Out to the dead whale, then steady bearing eighty-five degrees,” she says. "I know."

"Look, you sure about this? We can wait in here for you. One hour's probably not going to make much
difference”

She shakes her head. "I'm sure.”

"Okay." He stands there, looking uncomfortable. One hand startsto rise, wavers, fals back.
He climbs down the ladder.

"Mike," she cdlsdown after him.

Helooks up.

"Do you redly think they're going to blow that thing up?"

He shrugs. "'l dunno. Maybe not. But you're right: they want us here for some reason. Whatever it is, |
bet wewouldn't likeit."

Clarke consders that.
"See you soon," Brander says, stepping into the 'lock.
"Bye" shewhispers.



When the lights go out in Beebe Station, you can't hear much of anything these days.

Lenie Clarke sitsin the darkness, listening. When was the last time these walls complained about the
pressure? She can't remember. When she first came down here the station groaned incessantly, filled
every waking moment with cresking reminders of the weight on its shoulders. But sometime since then it
must have made peace with the ocean; the water pushing down and the armor pushing back have finally
ettled to equilibrium.

Of course, there are other kinds of pressure on the Juan de Fuca Rift.

She dmost revelsin the silence now. No clanging footfalls disturb her, no sudden outbursts of random
violence. The only pulse she hearsisher own. The only breasth comes from the air conditioners.

Sheflexesher fingers, letsthem dig into the fabric of the chair. She can seeinto the communications
cubby from her position in thelounge. Occasiond tdlltaesflicker through the hatchway, the only available
light. For Clarke, it's enough; her eyecaps grab those meager photons and show her aroom in twilight.
She hasn't goneinto Comm since the rest of them left. She didn't watch their icons crawl off the edge of
the screen, and she hasn't swept therift for signs of Gerry Fischer.

She doesn't intend to now. She doesn't know if she ever did.
Far away, Lubin'slondly windchimes serenade her.

Clank.

From below.

No. Say away. Leave me alone.

She hearsthe airlock draining, hearsit open. Three soft footsteps. Movement on the ladder.
Ken Lubin risesinto the lounge like a shadow.

"Mikeand Alice?' she says, afraid to let him begin.

"Heading out. | told them I'd catch up.”

"We're spreading ourselves pretty thin,” she remarks.

"| think Brander wasjust as happy to berid of mefor awhile.
Sheamilesfantly.

"You're not coming,” he says.

Clarke shakes her head. "Don't try—"

"l won't."

Hefolds himsdf down into aconvenient chair. She watches him move. Therés acareful grace about him,
there ways has been. He moves as though dways afraid of damaging something.

"| thought you might do this," he says after awhile.
"I'm sorry. | didn't know mysdf until, well..."
Hewaitsfor her to continue.

"l want to know what's going on,” she sayst last. "Maybe they redlly are playing sraight with usthis
time. It'snot that unlikely. Maybe things aren't as bad as we thought...”

Lubin seemsto consider that. "What about Fischer? Do you want me to—"

She barks a short laugh. "Fischer? Y ou redly want to drag him through the muck for days on end, and
then haul him onto some fucking beach where he can't even stand up without bresking both hislegs?



Maybeit'd make Mike fed abit better. Not much of an act of charity for Gerry, though.”

And not, she knows now, for Lenie Clarke either. She's been deluding hersdf dl thistime. She felt hersdlf
getting stronger and she thought she could just walk away with that gift, take it anywhere. She thought
she could pack al of Channer inside of her like some new prosthetic.

But now. Now the mere thought of leaving brings al her old weakness rushing back. The future opens
before her and she feds hersdlf devolving, curling up into some soft prehuman tadpole, cursed now with
the memory of how it oncefdlt to be made of sted!.

It's not me. It never was. It was just therift, using me...
"l guess," shesaysat ladt, "l just didn't change that much after dll..."
Lubin looks as though he'samost smiling.

His expression awakens some vague, impatient anger in her. "Why did you come back here anyway?'
she demands. "Y ou never gave a shit about what any of usdid, or why. All you ever cared about was
your own agenda, whatever that..."

Something clicks. Lubin'svirtua smile disappears.
"You know." Clarke says. "Y ou know what thisisal about.”
"No."

"Bullshit, Ken. Mike was right, you know way too much. Y ou knew exactly what question to ask the
Drybacks about the CPU on that bomb, you knew al about megatons and bubble diameters. So what's

going on®'
"l don't know. Redlly." Lubin shakes hishead. "I do have—expertise, in certain kinds of operations. Why

should that surprise you? Did you redly think domestic violence was the only kind that would quaify
someone for thisjob?"

Therésaslence. "l don't bdieveyou," Clarke says at last.

"That's your prerogetive," Lubin says, dmost sadly.

"And why," she asks, "did you come back?'

"Just now?"' Lubin shrugs. "I wanted— | wanted to say I'm sorry. About Karl."
"Karl?Yeah. Metoo. But that's over and done with."

"Hereally cared about you, Lenie. He would have come back eventudly. | know that.”
Shelooksat him curioudy. "What do you—"

"But I'm conditioned for tight security, you see, and Acton could seeright insgde. All thethings|
did...before. He could see it, there wasn't—"

Acton could see— "Ken. Weve never been ableto tuneyou in. You know that."
He nods, rubbing his hands together. In the dim blue light Clarke can see swesat beading on his forehead.

"We get thistraining," he says, hisvoice barely awhisper. "Ganzfeld interrogation's astandard tool in
corporate and nationd arsend's, you've got to be able to— to block the signds. | could, mostly, with you
people. Or I'd just stay away so it wouldn't be aproblem.”

What is he saying, Lenie Clarke asks hersdlf, dready knowing. What is he saying?
"But Karl, he jus— he dropped hisinhibitors way too— | couldn't keep him out.”
Herubs hisface. Clarke has never seen him so fidgety.

"Y ou know that feding you get," Lubin says, "when you get caught with your hand in the cookie jar? Or
in bed with someone elsgslover? Theresaformulafor it. Some specia combination of



neurotransmitters. When you fedl, you know, you've been--found out.”
Oh my God.

"I've got a— sort of aconditioned reflex," hetellsher. "It kicksin whenever those chemicasbuild up. |
don't redlly have control over it. And when | fedl, down in my gut, that I've been discovered, | just..."

Five percent, Acton told her, long ago. Maybe ten. If you keep it that low you'll be okay.
"l don't redly haveachoice..." Lubin says.

Five or ten percent. No more.

"| thought— | thought he was just worried about calcium depletion,” Clarke whispers.

"I'm sorry." Lubin doesn't moveat al, now. "I thought, coming down here—I thought it'd be safest for
everyone, you know? It would have been, if Karl hadnt..."”

She looks at him, numbed and distant. "How can you tell methis, Ken? Doesn't this, this confession of
yours condtitute a security breach?"

He stands up, suddenly. For amoment she thinks hes going to kill her.

"No," he says.

"Because your gut tellsyou I'm as good as dead anyway," she says. "Whatever happens. So no harm
done."

Heturnsaway. "I'm sorry," he says again, starting down the ladder.

Her own body seems very far away. But asmall, hot cod isgrowing in al that dead space.

"What if | changed my mind, Ken?' she cadllsafter him, rising. "What if | decided to leave with the rest of
you? That'd get the old killer reflex going, wouldn't it?"

He stopson theladder. "Yes" he says at last. "But you won't."
She stands completely till, watching him. He doesn't even look back.

She'soutsde. Thisisn't part of the plan. The planisto Stay indde, likethey told her to. The planisto sit
there, just asking for it.

But here sheisat the Throat, swvimming dong Main Street. The generatorsloom over her like sheltering
giants. She bathesin their warm sodium glow, passes through clouds of flickering microbes, barely
noticed. Beneath her, monstrous benthos filter life from the water, as oblivious to her as sheisto them.
Once she passes amulticolored starfish, beautifully twisted, stitched together from Ieftovers. It liesfolded
back againgt itsdlf, two armsfacing upward; afew remaining tube feet wave fegbly in the current.
Cottony fungusthrivesin ajagged patchwork of seams.

At the edge of the smoker her thermistor reads 54°C.

It tells her nothing. The smoker could deep for ahundred years or go off in the next second. Shetriesto
tunein to the bottom-dwellers, glean whatever ingtinctive ingghts Acton could steal, but she's never been
sengtive to invertebrate minds. Perhaps that skill comes only to those who've crossed the ten-percent
threshold.

She's never risked going down this one before.

It'satight fit. Theingde of the chimney grabs her before she gets three meters. She twists and squirms,
s0ft chunks of sulfur and calcium bresk free from the walls. Sheinches down, headfirs. Her aams are



pinned over her head like black jointed antenna. There's no room to keep them at her sides.

She's plugging the vent so tightly that no light can filter in from Main Street. Shetrips her headlight on. A
flocculent snowstorm swirlsin the beam.

A meter further down, the tunnel zigsright. She doesn't think shelll be able to navigate the turn. Evenif
she can, she knows the passage is blocked. She knows, because alime-encrusted skeletal foot protrudes
around the corner.

She wrigglesforward. There's asudden roaring, and for one paralyzed moment she thinks the smoker is
garting to blow. But the roar isin her head; something's plugging her dectrolyser intake, depriving her of
oxygen. It'sonly Lenie Clarke, passing out.

She shakes back and forth, a spasm centimetersin amplitude. It's enough; her intakeis clear again. And
as an added bonus, she's gotten far enough to see around the corner.

Acton's boiled skeleton clogs the passageway, crusty with minera deposits. Blobs of melted copolymer
gick to the remainslike old candle wax. Somewherein there, at least one piece of human technology is
still working, screaming back to Beebe's deafened sensors.

She can't reach him. She can barely even touch him. But somehow, even through the encrustations, she
can seethat his neck has been negtly snapped.

Reptile

It has forgotten what it was.

Not that that matters, down here. What good is aname when there's nothing around to use it? Thisone
doesn't remember where it comes from. It doesn't remember the onesthat drove it out so long ago. It
doesn't remember the overlord that once sat atop its spindl cord, that gelatinous veneer of language and
culture and denied origins. It doesn't even remember the dow deterioration of that oppressor, itsfina
dissolution into dozens of autonomous, squabbling subroutines. Now even those have fallen slent.

Not much comes down from the cortex any more. Low-level impulsesflicker in from the parietd and
occipita lobes. The motor strip humsin the background. Occasiondly, Brocas areamuttersto itsdf. The
rest ismostly dead and dark, worn smooth by a black ocean hot and mercurid aslive steam, cold and
duggish asantifreeze. All that'sleft now ispurereptile.

It pushes on, blind and unthinking, obliviousto the weight of four hundred liquid atmospheres. It eats
whatever it can find, somehow knowing what to avoid and what to consume. Desdlinators and recyclers
keep it hydrated. Sometimes, old mammalian skin grows sticky with secreted residues; newer skin, laid
on top, opens pores to the ocean and washes everything clean with aliquots of digtilled seawater.

It'sdying, of course, but dowly. It wouldn't care much about that, eveniif it knew.

Likedl living things, it hasapurpose. It isaguardian. It forgets, sometimes, exactly what it is supposed
to be protecting. No matter. It knowsit when it seesiit.

It sees her now, crawling from ahole in the bottom of the world. She looks much like the others, but it
has aways been ableto tell the difference. Why protect her, and not the others? It doesn't care. Reptiles



never question motives. They only act on them.
She doesn't seem to know that it is here, watching.

Thereptileis privy to certain indghtsthat should, by rights, be denied it. It was exiled before the others
tweaked their neurochemistry into more sengitive modes. And yet al that those changes did, in the end,
was to make certain weak signals more easily discernible againgt aloud and chaotic background. Since
the reptile's cortex shut down, background noise has been dl but silenced. The Sgnasare asweak as
ever, but the static has disgppeared. And so the reptile has, without realizing it, absorbed a certain muddy
awareness of distant attitudes.

It feels, somehow, that this place has become dangerous, athough it doesn't know how. It feelsthat the
other creatures have disappeared. And yet, the oneit protectsis ill here. With far less comprehension
than amother cat relocating her endangered kittens, the reptile triesto take its charge to safety.

It's easer when she stops struggling. Eventudly she even dlowsit to pull her away from the bright lights,
back towards the place she belongs. She makes sounds, strange and familiar; thereptile ligtens at firs,
but they make its head hurt. After awhile she stops. Silently, the reptile draws her through sightless
nightscapes.

Dim light dawns ahead. And sound; faint at first, but growing. A soft whine. Gurgles. And something e se,
apinging noise— metallic, Broca murmurs, although it doesn't know what that means.

A copper beacon glares out from the darkness ahead — too coarse, too steady, far brighter than the
bioluminescent embersthat usualy light the way. It turnsthe rest of the world stark black. The reptile
usualy avoidsthis place. But thisiswhere she comesfrom. Thisis safety for her, even though to the
reptile, it represents something completely—

From the cortex, a shiver of remembrance.

The beacon shines down from several meters above the seabed. At closer rangeit resolvesinto astring
of smdler lights stretched in an arc, like photophores on the flank of some enormousfish.

Broca sends down more noise; Sodium floods.

Something huge looms behind those lights, bloating gray againgt black. It hangs above the seabed likea
great smooth boulder, impossibly buoyant, encircled by lights at its equator. Striated filaments connect it
to the bottom.

And something else, smaller but even more painfully bright, is coming down out of the sky.
"ThigSCSSFor ci pi ger outof AstoriaA nybodyhome?”

The reptile shoots back into the darkness, mud billowing behind it. It retrests a good twenty meters
beforeadim redization snksin.

Broca's area knows those sounds. It doesn't understand them — Broca's never much good at anything
but mimicry — but it's heard something like them before. The reptile feds an unaccustomed twitch. It's
been along time since curiosity was any use.

It turns and faces back from whenceit fled. Distance has smeared the lightsinto adiffuse, dull glow.
She's back there somewhere, unprotected.

It edges back towards the beacon. One light divides again into many; that dim, ominous outline still lurks
behind them. And the thing from the sky is settling down on top of it, making noises at once frightening
and familiar.

Shefloatsin thelight, waiting. Dedicated, afraid, the reptile comesto her.

"Heylook." Thereptile flinches, but holdsits ground thistime. "I didn‘tmeentoostartlyou,
butnobodysanseringins de. Imsupposatopi ckyouguysup.”



She glides up towards the thing from the sky, comesto rest in front of the shiny round part on itsfront.
The reptile can't see what she's doing there. Hesitantly, its eyes aching with the unaccustomed brightness,
it Sarts after her.

But she turns and meetsit, coming back. She reaches out, guidesit down aong the bulging surface, past
thelightsthat ring its middle (too bright, too bright), down towards—

Brocas Areais gibbering nonstop, eeeebbeeebeebebeebe beebe, and now there's something else, too,
something inside thereptile, stirring. Ingtinct. Fedling. Not so much memory as reflex—

It pulls back, suddenly frightened.

Shetugs at it. She makes strange noises. togetinsydjerrycumminsiditsallrite— Thereptileressts,
uncertainly at firgt, then vigoroudly. It dides aong the gray wall, now acliff, now an overhang; it scrabbles
for purchase, catches hold of some protuberance, clings againgt this strange hard surface. Its head darts
back and forth, back and forth, between light and shadow.

"—onGerryyouvgaw toocome inside—"

Thereptile freezes. Insde. It knows that word. It even understands it, somehow. Broca's not aone any
more, something eseis reaching out from the tempora lobe and tapping in. Something up there actually
knowswhat Brocaistaking about.

What she'staking about.

"Gerry—"

It knows that sound too.

"—please—"

That sound comes from along time ago.

"—trust me— isthere any of you left inthere? Anything at al?"

Back when the reptile was part of something larger, not an it at dl, then, but—

—he.

Clugters of neurons, long dormant, sparkle in the darkness. Old, forgotten subsystems stutter and reboot.
|—

"Garry?"

My name. That's my name. He can barely think over the sudden murmuring in hishead. There are parts
of him gill adeep, partsthat won't talk, till other parts completely washed away. He shakes his head,

trying to clear it. The new parts— no, the old parts, the very old parts that went away and now they've
come back and won't shut the fuck up — aredl clamoring for attention.

Everywhereis so bright. Everywhere hurts. Everywhere...
Words scroll through hismind: The lights are on. Nobody's home.
Thelights come on, flickering.

He can catch glimpses of sick, rotten things squirming in his head. Old memories grind screeching against
thick layers of corroson. Something lurchesinto sudden focus: afist. Thefed of bones, bresking in his
face. The ocean in his mouth, warm and somehow brackish. A boy with a shockprod. A girl coveredin
bruises.

Other boys.
Other girls.
Other fidts.



Everything hurts, everywhere.

Something'strying to pry hisfingersfree. Something'strying to drag him insde. Something wantsto bring
al thisback. Something wantsto take him home.

Words cometo him, and he lets them out: "don't you fucking TOUCH ME!"

He pushes histormentor away, makes a desperate grab for empty water. The darknessistoo far away;
he can see his shadow dtretching aong the bottom, black and solid and squirming againgt the light. He
kicks as hard as he can. Nothing grabs him. After awhile the light fades away.

But the voices shout asloud as ever.

Skyhop

Beebe yawns like a black pit between hisfeet. Something rustles down there; he catches hints of
movement, darkness shifting againgt darkness. Suddenly something glints up at him; two ivory smudges of
reflected light, al but lost againgt that black background. They hover there amoment, then begintorise.
A paeface resolves around them.

She climbs out of Beebe, dripping, and seemsto bring some of the darkness with her. It follows her to
the corner of the passenger compartment and hangs around her like a blanket. She doesn't say anything.

Jod glancesinto the pit, back at therifter. "Isanyonedse, er..."
She shakes her head, agesture so subtle he nearly missesiit.

"There was— | mean, the other one..." Thishasto be therifter who was hanging off hisviewport afew
minutes ago: Clarke, her shoulder patch says. But the other one, the one that shot off like arefugee on
the wrong side of the fence— that one's till close by, according to sonar. Hugging the bottom, thirty
meters beyond the light. Just Sitting there.

"Thereésno one else coming,” she says. Her voice sounds small and dead.

"No one?" Two accounted for, out of amax complement of six? He cranks up the range on hisdisplay;
nobody further out, either. Unlessthey're dl hiding behind rocks or something.

Helooks back down Beebe's throat. Or they could all be hiding right down there, liketrolls,
waiting...

He abruptly dropsthe hatch, spinsit tight. "Clarke, right? What's going on down here?!
Sheblinksat him. "You think | know?' She seemsamost surprised. "'l thought you'd be ableto tell me.”

"All I know is, the GA's paying me a shitload to do graveyard on short notice.” Jod climbsforward,
dropsinto the pilot's couch. Checks sonar. That weird fucker istill out there.

"I don't think I'm supposed to leave anyone behind," he says.

"Youwon't be" Clarke says.

"Will too. Got him right therein my sghts.”

She doesn't answer. He turns around and looks at her.

"Fine" shesaysat last. " You go out and get him."

Joel stares at her for afew seconds. | don't really want to know, he decides at last.

He turns without another word and blows the tanks. The 'scaphe, suddenly buoyant, Strains againgt the
docking clamps. Jodl freesit with atap on his panel. The 'scaphe legps awvay from Beebe like something



living, wobbles againgt viscous resistance, and begins climbing.
"You..." From behind him,

Jod turns.

"You redly don't know what's going on?' Clarke asks.

"They cdled me about twelve hours ago. Midnight run to Beebe, they said. When | got to Astoriathey
told me to evacuate everyone. They said you'd al be ready and waiting."

Her lips curve up abit. Not exactly asmile, but probably as close as these psychos ever come. It [ooks
good on her, inacold distant sort of way. Get rid of the eyecaps and he could easily see himsdlf putting
her into his VR program.

"What happened to everyone else?' herisks.

"Nothing," shesaid. "Wejust got— abit paranoid.”

Jod grunts. "Don't blame you. Put me down there for ayear, paranoiad be the least of my problems.”
That brief, ghogtly smile again.

"But redly,” he says, pushing it. "Why's everyone staying behind? This some kind of alabor action? One
of those—" —what did they used to call them— "grikethingies?'

"Something like that." Clarkelooks up at the overhead bulkhead. "How long to the surface?"

"A good twenty minutes, I'm afraid. These GA 'scaphes are fucking dirigibles. Everyone elseisout there
racing with dolphins, and the most | can manage with thisthing isafast wallow. Still—" hetriesa
disarming grin— "theres an up sde. They're paying me by the hour.”

"Hooray for you," she says.

Floodlight

Itsamod silent again.

Little by little, the voices have stopped screaming. Now they converse among themsalvesin whispers,
discussing things that mean nothing to him. It's okay, though. He's used to being ignored. He's glad to be
ignored.

You're safe, Gerry. They can't hurt you.

What— who—

They'vedl gone. It'sjust us now.

You—

It's me, Gerry. Shadow. | was wondering when you'd come back.

He shakes hishead. Thefaintest light till lesks over his shoulder. He turns, not so much toward light as
toward a subtle lessening of darkness.

Shewastrying to help you, Gerry. Shewas only trying to help.
She—

Lenie. You're her guardian angd. Remember?

I'm not sure. | think—



But you left her back there. Y ou ran away.
She wanted— I—not ingde...

Hefedshislegsmoving. Water pushes againg hisface. He movesforward. A soft hole openin the
darkness ahead. He can see shapesinsdeit.

That'swhere she lives, Shadow says. Remember?

He creeps back into the light. There were noises before, loud and painful. There was something big and
dark, that moved. Now thereisonly thisgrest ball hanging overhead, like, like,

—likeafist—

He stops, frightened. But everything's quiet, so quiet he can hear faint cries drifting across the seabed. He
remembers. therésaholein the ocean, alittle waysfrom here, that talks to him sometimes. He's never
understood what it says.

Go on, Shadow urges. Shewent inside.
She'sgone—
Y ou can't tell from out here. Y ou haveto get in close.

The underside of the sphereisacool shadowy refuge; the equatorid lights can't reach al the way around
its convex surface. In the overlgpping shadows on the south pole, something shimmers enticingly.

Go on.

He pushes off the bottom, glidesinto the cone of shadow beneath the object. A bright shiny disk a meter
across, facing down, wrigglesinsde acircular rim. Helooksup intoit.

Something |ooks back.

Startled, he twists down and away. The disk writhesin the sudden turbulence. He stops, turns back.
A bubble. That'sal itis. A pocket of gas, trapped underneath the

—the airlock.

That's nothing to be scared of, Shadow tellshim. That's how you get in.

Still nervous, he swims back undernegth the sphere. The air pocket shines silver in the reflected light. A
black wraith movesinto view within it, most featurel ess except for two empty white spaces where eyes
should be. It reaches out to meet his outstretched hand. Two sets of fingertips touch, fuse, disappear.
Onearmisgrafted onto its own reflection at the wrist. Fingers, on the other side of the looking glass,
touch metdl.

He pullsback his hand, fascinated. The wraith floats overhead, empty and untroubled.

He draws one hand to hisface, runs an index finger from one ear to thetip of thejaw. A very long
molecule, folded againg itsdlf, unzips.

The wraith's smooth black face splits open afew centimeters; what's undernesth shows pale gray inthe
filtered light. He fed sthe familiar dimpling of hischeek in sudden cold.

He continues the motion, dashing hisface from ear to ear. A greet smiling gash opens below thewraith's
eyespots. Unzipped, aflap of black membrane floats under its chin, anchored at the throat.

There'sapucker in the center of the skinned area. He moves his jaw; the pucker opens.

By now most of histeeth are gone. He's swallowed some, spat others out if they came loose when his
face was unsedled. No matter. Most of the things he eats these days are even softer than heis. When the
occasiona mollusk or echinoderm proves too tough or too large to swallow whole, there are dways
hands. Thumbs till oppose.



But thisisthefirst time he's actualy seen that gaping, toothless ruin where a mouth used to be. He knows
thisian't right, somehow.

What happened to me? What am |?

Y ou're Gerry, Shadow says. Y ou're my best friend. Y ou killed me. Remember?
She'sgone, Gerry redizes.

It's okay.

| know itis. | know.

Y ou helped her, Gerry. She's safe now. Y ou saved her.

| know. And he remembers something, small and vitd, it that last instant before everything turnswhite as
thesun:

—Thisiswhat you do when you really—

Sunrise

Thelifter was il redling CSS Forcipiger up into its belly when the news appeared on the main display.
Jod checked it over, frowning, then deliberately looked outside. Gray predawn light was starting to wash
out the eastern horizon.

When he looked back again, the information hadn't changed. " Shit. This doesn't make any senseat al.”
"What?' Clarke said.

"We're not going back to Agtoria. Or | am, but you're getting dropped off over the conshelf somewhere.”
"What?" Clarke came forward, stopped just short of the cockpit.

"Saysright here. Wefollow the usua course, but we dip down to zero dtitude fifteen klicks offshore.
Y ou debark. Then | go onto Agtoria.”

"What's offshore?
He checked. "Nothing. Water."
"Maybe aboat? A submarine?' Her voice went oddly dull on the last word.

"Maybe. No mention of it here, though." He grunted. "Maybe you're supposed to swim the rest of the
way."

Thelifter locked them tight. Tame thunderbolts exploded aft, superheating bladders of gas. The ocean
beganto fal away.

"So you're just going to dump mein the middle of the ocean,” Clarke said coldly.
"It'snot my decison.”

"Of coursenot. You'rejust following orders.”

Jodl turned around. Her eyes stared back at him like twin snowscapes.

"You don't undergtand,” hetold her. "These aren't orders. | don't fly thelifter.”
"Then what—"

"Thepilot'sagd. It'snot telling me to do anything. It'sjust bringing us up to speed on what it's doing, dl
onitsown."



She didn't say anything for amoment. Then, "Isthat the way it's done now? We take orders from
mechines?'

"Someone must have given the original order. The gel'sfollowing it. They haven't taken over yet. And
besides," he added, "they're not exactly machines.”

"Oh," she said softly. "'l fed much better now."

Uncomfortably, Joel turned back to the console. "It iskind of odd, though.”

"Redly." Clarke didn't seem especidly interested.

"Getting thisfrom the gdl, | mean. Weve got aradio link. Why didn't someonejust tell us?'
"Because your radio'sout,” Clarke said distantly.

Surprised, he checked the diagnostics. "No, it'sworking fine. Infact, | think I'll cdll in right now and ask
what thefuck thisisdl about...”

Thirty secondslater he turned back to her. "How did you know?"
"Lucky guess.” Shedidnt amile.

"Wl the board's green, but | can't raise anyone. We're flying deaf." A doubt tickled the back of his
mind. "Unlessthe gel's got access we don't, for some reason.” He linked into the lifter's interface and
cdled up that vehicles afferent array. "Huh. What was that you said about machines giving the orders?”

That got her atention. "What isit?"
"Thelifter got its ordersthrough the Net."
"lan't that risky? Why doesn't the GA just talk to it direct?’

"Dunno. It'sas cut off aswe are right now, but the last message came from this node here. Shit; that's
another gd.”

Clarke leaned forward, managing somehow not to touch him in the crowded space. "How can you tell?'
"The node address. BCC stands for biochemica cognition.”

The display beeped twice, loudly.

"What'sthat?' Clarke said.

Sunlight flooded up from the ocean. It shone deep and violent blue.

"What the fuck—"

The cabin filled with computer screams. The atimeter readout flashed crimson and plummeted. We're
falling, Jodl thought, and then, no, we can't be. No acceleration.

The ocean's rigng...

The display was ablizzard of data, swirling by too fast for human eyes. Somewhere overhead the gel was
furioudy processing options that might keep them aive. A sudden lurch: Jodl grabbed usdless submarine
controls and hung on for dear life. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Clarke flying back towards the
rear bulkhead.

Thelifter clawed itsdf into the sky, lightning crackling along itslength. The ocean raced after it, an
enormous glowing bulge swelling towards the ventra port. Its murky light brightened as Joel watched;
blue intensfying to green, to yellow.

Towhite

A hole opened in the Pacific. The sun roseinits center. Joel flung hishandsin front of hiseyes, saw the
bones there silhouetted in orange flesh. The lifter spun like akicked toy, rammed deep into the sky on a
pillar of steam. Outside, the air screamed. The lifter screamed back, skidding.



But it didn't break.

Somehow, after endless seconds, the kel steadied. The readouts were ill online; atmospheric
disturbance, they said, dmost eight kilometers away now, bearing one-twenty. Jod |ooked out the
starboard port. Off in the distance, the glowing ocean was ponderoudy collapsing upon itself.
Ring-shaped waves expanded past beneath hisfedt, racing to the horizon.

Back where they had started, cumulus grew into the sky like a soft gray beanstalk. From here, against the
darkness, it looked almost peaceful.

"Clarke" hesad, "we madeit.”

Heturned in hischair. Therifter was curled into afetd position againgt the bulkhead. She didn't move.
"Clarke?'

But it wasn't Clarke that answered him. Thelifter'sinterface was blesting again.

Unregistered contact, it complained.

Bearing 125x87 V1440 ?V5.8m?sec. range 13000m

Collision imminent 12000m

11000m

10000m

Barely visble through the main viewport, awhite cloudy dot caught a high-dtitude shaft of morning
sunlight. It looked like a contrail, seen head-on.

"Ah, shit," Jod said.

Jericho

One wholewall waswindow. The city spread out beyond like agaactic arm. Patricia Rowan locked the
door behind her, sagged againgt it with sudden fatigue.
Not yet. Not yet. Soon.

She went through her office and turned out dl the lights. City glow spilled in through the window, denied
her any refuge in darkness.

Patricia Rowan stared back. A tangled grid of metropolitan nerves stretched to the horizon, every
synapse incandescent. Her eyes wandered southwest, selected a bearing. She stared until her eyes
watered, amost afraid even to blink for fear of missing something.

That was where it would come from.
Oh God. If only there was another way.

It could have worked. The modellers had put even money on pulling this off without so much as abroken
window. All those faults and fractures between here and there would work in their favor, firebreaksto
keep the tremor from getting thisfar. Just wait for the right moment; aweek, amonth. Timing. That'sdl it
would've taken.

Timing, and acalculaing dab of meat that followed human rulesinstead of making up itsown.
But she couldn't blamethe gdl. It smply didn't know any better, according to the systems people; it was



just doing what it thought it was supposed to. And by the time anybody knew differently— after
Scanlon's cryptic interview with that fucking thing had looped in her head for the hundredth time, after
she'd taken the recording down to CC, after their faces had gone puzzled and confused and then,
suddenly, pale and panicky— by then it had been too late. The window was closed. The machinewas
engaged. And alone GA shuittle, officidly docked securely at Astoria, was somehow showing up on
satcams hovering over the Juan de FucaRift.

She couldn't blamethe gdl, so shetried to blame CC. "After dl that programming, how could thisthing
beworking for 3ehemoth? Why didn't you catch it? Even Scanlon figured it out, for Christ's sakel™ But
they'd been too scared for intimidation. You gave usthejob, they'd said. You didn't tell uswhat was at
gtake. You didn't even redly tell uswhat we were doing. Scanlon came at thisfrom awhole different
angle, who knew the head cheese had athing for smple systems? We never taught it that...

Her watch chimed softly. ™Y ou asked to be informed, Ms. Rowan. Y our family got off okay."
"Thank you," she said, and killed the connection.

A part of her felt guilty for saving them. It hardly seemed fair that the only onesto escape the holocaust
would be the beloved of one of its architects. But she was only doing what any mother would. Probably
more: she was saying behind.

That wasn't much. It probably wouldn't even kill her. The GA's buildings were built with the Big Onein
mind. Most of the buildingsin this district would probably still be standing thistime tomorrow. Of course,
the same couldn't be said for much of Hongcouver or Sealac or Victoria.

Tomorrow, shewould help pick up the pieces as best she could.

Maybe we'll get lucky. Maybe the quake won't be so bad. Who knows, that gel down there might
even have chosen tonight anyway...

Please...

Patricia Rowan had seen earthquakes before. A strike-dip fault off Peru had rebounded the time sheld
been in Limaon the Upwell project; the moment magnitude of that quake had been closeto nine. Every
window in the city had exploded.

She actualy hadn't had a chance to see much of the damage then. She'd been trapped in her hotel when
forty-six stories of glass collgpsed onto the streets outside. 1t was agood hotd, five stars al the way; the
ground-level windows, at least, had held. Rowan remembered looking out from the lobby into amurky
green glacier of broken glass, seven meters deep, packed tight with blood and wreckage and butchered
body partsjammed between piecemeal panes. One brown arm was embedded right next to the lobby
window, waving, three meters off the ground. It was missing three fingers and abody. Sheld spied the
fingersameter away, pressed floating sausages, but she hadn't been ableto tell which of the bodies, if
any, would have connected to that shoulder.

She remembered wondering how that arm had got so high off the ground. She remembered vomiting into
awastebasket.

It couldn't happen here, of course. Thiswas N'AmPac; there were standards. Every building in the lower
mainland had windows designed to break inwards in the event of aquake. It wasn't an ided solution—
especidly to those who happened to be insde at the time— but it was the best compromise available.
Glass can't get up nearly as much speed in asingle room asit can racing down the side of a skyscraper.

Small blessings.

If only there was some other way to sterilize the necessary volume. If only [ehemoth didn't, by it'svery
nature, livein unstable aress. If only N'AmPac corpses weren't authorized to use nukes.

If only the vote hadn't been unanimous.



Priorities. Billions of people. Life aswe know it.

It was hard, though. The decisions were obvious and correct, tacticaly, but it had been hard to keep
Beebe's crew quarantined down there. It had been hard to decide to sacrifice them. And now that they
somehow seemed to be getting out anyway, it was—

Hard? Hard to bring at 9.5 moment-magitude quake down on the heads of ten million people?
Just hard?

There was no word for it.

But she had done it, somehow. The only mord aternative. It was till just murder in small doses,
compared to what might be necessary down the—

No. Thisis being done so nothing will be necessary down the road.

Maybe that was why she could bring herself to do it. Or maybe, somehow, redlity had findly trickled
down from her brain to her gut, inspired it to take the necessary steps. Certainly, something had hit her
down there.

| wonder what Scanlon would say. It wastoo late to ask him now. Sheld never told him, of course.
She was never even tempted. To tell him that they knew, that his secret was out, that once again he just
didn't matter that much— somehow, that would have been worse than killing him. She'd had no desireto
hurt the poor man.

Her watch chimed again. "Override," it said.
Oh God. Oh God.

It had started, out there beyond the lights, under three black kilometers of seawater. That crazy kamikaze
gd, interrupted in the midst of one of its endlessimaginary games. forget that shit. Time to blow.

And perhaps, confused, it was saying Not now, it's the wrong time, the damage. But it didn't matter
any more. Another computer— astupid one thistime, inorganic and programmable and completely
trustworthy— would send the requisite sequence of numbers and the gel would be right out of the loop,
no matter what it thought.

Or maybeit just saluted and stood aside. Maybe it didn't care. Who knew what those monsters thought
any more?

"Detonation,” said the watch.
The city went dark.

The abyssrushed in, black and hungry. One isolated cluster sparkled defiantly in the sudden void; a
hospita perhaps, running on batteries. A few private vehicles, self-powered antiques, staggered like
fireflies along streets gone suddenly blind. The rapitrans grid was still glowing too, more faintly than
usud.

Rowan checked her watch; only an hour since the decision. Only an hour since their hand had been
forced. Somehow, it seemed alot longer.

"Tactical feed from s8amic 31," shesad. "Descramble”

Her eyesfilled with information. A false-color map snapped into focusin the air before her, a scarred
ocean floor laid bare and stretched vertically. One of those scars was shuddering.

Beyond the virtua display, beyond the window, asection of cityscape flickered weekly aight. Further
north, another sector began to shine. Rowan's minions were frantically rerouting power from Gorda and
Mendocino, from equatoria sunfarms, from athousand smal dams scattered throughout the Cordillera. It
would take time, though. More than they had.

Perhaps we should have warned them. Even an hour's advance notice would have been something.



Not enough time for evac, of course, but maybe enough time to take the china off the shelves. Enough
timeto line up some extra backups, for al the good they'd do. L ots of time for the entire coast to panic if
the word got out. Which was why not even her own family had any idea of the reason behind their
sudden surprisetrip to the east coast.

The seafloor rippled in Rowan's eyes, as though made of rubber. Floating just above it, atranducent
plane representing the ocean's surface was shedding rings. The two shockwaves raced each other across
the display, the seabed tremor in the lead. It bore down on the Cascadia Subduction Zone, crashed into
it, sent weaker tremors shivering off dong the fault at right angles. It seemed to hestate therefor a
moment, and Rowan almost dared to hope that the Zone had firewaled it.

But now the Zoneitself began to dide, dow, ponderous, dmost indiscernible at first. Way down in the
moho, five hundred-year-old fingernail s began tearing painfully free. Five centuries of pent-up tension,
dumping.

Next stop, Vancouver Idand.

Something unthinkable was rebounding aong the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Kelp harvesters and
supertankers would be sensing impossible changes in the depth of the water column below them. If there
were humans on board, they'd have afew momentsto reflect on how utterly useless aninety second
warning can be.

It was more than the Strip got.

Thetactica display didn't show any of the details, of course. It showed abrown ripple sweeping across
coastal bedrock and moving inland. It showed awhite arc gliding in behind, at sealeve. It didn't show
the ocean rearing up offshore like arange of foothills. It didn't show sealeve turning on edge. It didn't
show athirty-meter wal of ocean smashing five million refugeesinto jelly.

Rowan saw it dl anyway.

She blinked three times, eyes stinging: the display vanished. In the distance the red pinpoints of
ambulance and police lights were flashing here and there across the comatose grid; whether in response
to darms dready sounded or merely pending, she didn't know. Distance and soundproofing blocked any
gren song.

Very gently, the floor began to rock.

It wasamogt alullaby at first, back and forth, building gradually to a swaying crescendo thet nearly threw
her off her feet. The structure complained on al sides, concrete growling againgt girder, more felt that
heard. She spread her arms, balancing, embracing space. She couldn't bring hersdlf to cry.

The great window burst outward in amillion tinkling fragments and showered itself into the night. The air
filled with glass spores and the sound of windchimes.

There was no glass on the carpet.

Oh Chrigt, sheredized dully. The contractors fucked up. All that money spent on imploding
anti-earthquake glass, and they put it in backwards...

Off to the southwest, asmall orange sun was rising. Patricia Rowan sagged to her knees on the pristine
carpet. Suddenly, at last, her eyeswere stinging. She let the tears come, profoundly grateful; fill human,
shetold hersdf. I'm still human.

Thewind washed over her. It carried the faint sounds of people and machinery, screaming.



Detritus

The ocean isgreen. Lenie Clarke doesn't know how long she's been unconscious, but they can't have
sunk more than ahundred meters. The ocean is il green.

Forcipiger falsdowly through the water, nose-down, its atmosphere bleeding away through adozen
small wounds. A crack the shape of alightning bolt runs across the forward viewport; Clarke can barely
seeit through the water rising in the cockpit. The forward end of the 'scaphe has become the bottom of a
well. Clarke braces her feet against the back of a passenger seat and leans against avertical deck. The
celling lightstrip flickersin front of her. She's managed to get the pilot up out of the water and strapped
into another seet. At least one of hislegsisdefinitely broken. He hangsthere like a soaked marionette,
still unconscious. He continues to breathe. She doesn't know whether helll actualy wake up again.

Maybe better if he doesn't, shereflects, and giggles.
That wasn't very funny, shetdlshersdf, and gigglesagain.
Oh shit. I'm looped.

Shetriesto concentrate. She can focus on isolated things: asinglerivet in front of her. The sound of
metd, creaking. But they take up al her attention, somehow. Whatever she happensto belooking a
swdlsup and fills her world. She can bardly think of anything ese.

Hundred meters, she manages at last. Hull breach. Pressure—up—
Nitrogen—
—narcosis—

She bends down to check the atmosphere controls on thewall. They're sideways. She finds this vaguely
amusing, but she doesn't know why. Anyhow, they don't seem to work.

She bends down to an access pane, dips, bounces painfully down into the cockpit with asplash.
Occasiond readouts twinkle on the submerged panels. They're pretty, but the longer she looks at them
the more her chest hurts. Eventually she makes the connection, pulls her head back up into atmosphere.

The access pand isright in front of her. She fumblesat it acouple of times, getsit open. Hydrox tankslie
sde-by-sdein military formation, linked together into some sort of cascade system. Therésabig yellow
handle at one end. She pullsat it. It gives, unexpectedly. Clarke loses her balance and dlides back
underwater.

Thereésaventilator duct right in front of her face. She's not sure, but she thinksthe last time shewas
down hereit didn't have al these bubbles coming out of it. Shethinksthat's agood sign. She decidesto
dtay herefor awhile, and watch the bubbles. Something's bothering her, though. Something in her chest.

Oh, that'sright. She keeps forgetting. She can't breathe.

Somehow she gets her face sedl zipped up. Thelast thing she remembersis her lung shriveling away, and
water rushing through her chest.

The next time she comes up, two thirds of the cockpit isflooded. Sherisesinto the aft compartment,
peelsthe'skin off her face. Water drainsfrom the |eft Sde of her chest; atimospherefillstheright.

Overhead, the pilot is moaning.

She climbs up to him, swings his seat around so that he'slying on his back, facing the rear bulkhead. She
locksit into position, triesto keep his broken leg reasonably straight.



"Ow," hecries.
"Sorry. Try not to move. Y our leg's broken.”

"No shit. Oww." He shivers. "Christ I'm cold." Clarke seesit sink in. "Oh Christ. We're breached.” He
triesto move, managesto twist his head around before some other injury twists back. He relaxes,
winang.

"The cockpit'sflooding," shetellshim. "Sowly, so far. Hang on asecond.” She climbs back down and
pulls at the edge of the cockpit hatch. It sticks. Clarke keeps pulling. The hatch comes loose, startsto
swing down.

"Wait asecond,” the pilot says.

Clarke pushes the hatch back against the bulkhead.

"Y ou know those controls?' the pilot asks.

"I know the standard layout.”

"Anything still working down there? Comm? Propulson?”

She knedl's down and ducks her head underwater. A couple of readouts that were aive before have gone
out. She scanswhat's | ft.

"Waldos. Exterior floods. Sonobuoy,” she reports when she comes back up. "Everything dseis dead.”

"Shit." Hisvoiceis shaking. "Well, we can send up the buoy, anyway. Not that they're about to launch a
rescue.”

She reaches through the rising water and trips the control. Something thuds softly on the outside of the
hull. "Why wouldn't they? They sent you to pick us up. If wed just gotten away before the thing went
off.."

"Wedid," the pilot says.
Clarke looks around the compartment. "Uh—"

The pilot snorts. "Look, | don't know what the fuck you guys were doing with a nuke down there, or
why you couldn't wait abit longer to set it off, but we got away from it okay. Something shot us down
afterwards”

Clarke straightens. " Shot us?"

"A missle. Air-to-air. Cameright out of the stratosphere.” Hisvoiceis shaking with the cold. "I don't
think it actualy hit the 'scaphe. Blew the shit out of thelifter, though. | barely managed to get us down to
asafeleve before—"

"But that doesn't— why rescue us, then shoot us down?"

He doesn't say anything. His breathing isfast and loud.

Clarke pulls again at the cockpit hatch. It swings down against the opening with adight creak.
"That doesn't sound good,” the pilot remarks.

"Hang on asec.” Clarke spinsthe whed; the hatch sinks down against the mimetic sedl withasigh. "l
think I've got it." She climbs back up to the rear bulkhead.

"Christ I'm cold." The pilot says. Helooks at her. "Oh, shit. How far down are we?"

Clarke looks through one of the compartment'stiny portholes. Green isfading. Blueisin ascension.
"Hundred fifty meters. Maybe two."

"| should be narked.”



"| switched the mix. We're on hydrox."
The pilot shudders, violently. "L ook, Clarke, I'm freezing. One of those lockers has got survival suits.”

Shefindsthem, unrallsone. The pilot istrying to unhook himsdlf from the seet, without success. Shetries
to help.
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"Y our other leg'sinjured too. Maybe just asprain.”

"Shit! I'm coming gpart and you just stuffed me up here? Didn't the GA even get you medtech training,
for Chrig's sake?"

She backs away: one awkward step to the back of the next passenger sedt. It doesn't seem like agood
time to admit that she was narked when she put him there.

"Look, I'm sorry," he says after amoment. "It's just— thisis not agreat Situation, you know? Could you
just unzip that suit, and spread it over me?"

She does.

"That's better." He's il shivering, though. "I'm Jod."

"I'm Cl— Lenie," shereplies.

"So, Lenie. We're on our own, our systems are al out, and we're headed for the bottom. Any
Suggestions?"

Shecan't think of any.

"Okay. Okay." Joel takes afew deep breaths. "How much hydrox do we have?"

She climbs down and checks the gauge on the cascade. " Sixteen thousand. What's our volume?”

"Not much." He frowns, acting asthough he's only trying to concentrate. "'Y ou said two hundred meters,
that puts us &, |essee, twenty atmospheres when you sealed the hatch. Should keep us going for a
hundred minutes or s0." Hetriesalaugh; it doesn't come off. "If they are sending arescue, they'd better
doit pretty fucking fast.”

She playsaong. "It could be worse. How long would it last if we hadn't sedled the hatch until, say, a
thousand meters?'

Shaking. "Ooh. Twenty minutes. And the bottom's close to four thousand around here, and that far down
itd last, say it'd last, five minutes, tops." He gulpsair. "Hundred and eight minutesisn't so bad. A lot can
happen in ahundred and eight minutes..."

"I wonder if they got away," Clarke whispers.
"Whet did you say?'
"There were others. My—friends." She shakes her head. "They were going to swim back."
"To themainland? That'sinsane!"
"No. It could work, if only they got far enough before—"
"When did they leave?' Jod asks.
"About eight hours before you came.”
Jod saysnothing.
"They could have madeit,” Lenieingsts, hating him for hissilence.
"Lenie, a that range—I don't think so."
"It's possible. Y ou can't just—oh, no..."



"What?' Jod twigsin his harness, triesto see what she'slooking at. "What?"

A meter and ahalf below Lenie Clarkesfeet, aneedle of seawater shoots up from the edge of the
cockpit hatch. Two more erupt as she watches.

Beyond the porthole, the sea has turned deep blue.

The ocean squeezesinto Forcipiger, bullies the atmosphere into tighter and tighter corners. It never lets
up.
Blueisfading. Soon, black will bedl that's |ft.

Lenie Clarke can see Jod's eye on the hatch. Not the leaky traitor that Iet the enemy in past the cockpit;
that's under dmost two meters of icewater now. No, Jodl's watching the ventral docking hatch that once
opened and closed on Beebe Station. It Sits embedded in the deck-turned-wall, integrity
uncompromised, the water just beginning to lap at itslower edge. And Lenie Clarke knows exactly what
Jod isthinking, because she'sthinking it too.

"Lenie" hesays.

"Right here”

"You ever try tokill yoursdf?'
Shesmiles. "Sure. Hasn't everyone?”'
"Didn't work, though."

"Apparently not,” Clarke concurs.

"What happened?’ Jod asks. He's shivering again, the water's dmost up to him, but other than that his
voice seemscam.

"Not much. | was eleven. Plastered a bunch of dermsall over my body. Passed out. Woke up inan MA
ward."

"Shit. One step up from refmed.”

"Yeah, well, we can't dl berich. Besdes, it wasn't that bad. They even had counsdlors on staff. | saw
onemysdf."

"Yeah?' Hisvoiceis garting to shake again. "What'd she say?"'

"He. He told me the world was full of people who needed him alot morethan | did, and next time |
wanted attention maybe | could do it in some way that didn't cost the taxpayer.”

"S-shit. What an as—asshole." Jod's got the shakes again.

"Not redlly. Hewasright. And | never tried it again, o it must've worked." Clarke dipsinto the water.
"I'm going to change the mix. Y ou look like you're Sarting to spazz again.”
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But she's gone before he can finish.

She dips down to the bottom of the compartment, tweeks the valves she finds there. High pressure turns
oxygen to poison; the deeper they go, the less of it that air-breathers can tolerate without going into
convulsions. Thisisthe second time she's had to lean out the mixture. By now, she and Jod are only
breathing one percent O..

If heliveslong enough, though, therell be other things she can't control. Jodl isn't equipped with rifter



neuroinhibitors.

She hasto go up and face him again. She's holding her breath, theré's no point in switching on her
electrolyser for ameady twenty or thirty seconds. She's tempted to do it anyway, tempted to just stay
down here. He can't ask her aslong as she stays down here. She's safe.

But of al the things she'sbeen in her life, she's never had to admit to being a coward.
She surfaces. Jod's ill staring at the hatch. He opens his mouth to speak.

"Hey, Jod," she says quickly, "you sure you don't want me to switch over? It really doesn't make sense
for meto useyour air when | don't haveto.”

He shakes hishead. "1 don't want to spend my last few minutes dive listening to amachine voice, Lenie.
Pease. Just— stay with me.”

She looks away from him, and nods.

"Fuck, Lenie," hesays. "I'm so scared.”

"I know," she says softly.

"Thiswaliting, it'sjust— God, Lenie, you wouldn't put adog through this. Please.”
She closes her eyes, waiting.

"Pop the hatch, Lenie."

She shakes her head. "Joe, | couldn't even kill myself. Not when | was eleven. Not— not even last night.
How can I—"

"My legsarewrecked, Len. | can't fed anything else any more. | c-can barely even talk. Please.”
"Why did they do thisto us, Joel? What's going on?"

He doesn't answer.

"What has them so scared? Why are they so—"

Hemoves.

Helurches up, falls sdeways. His arms reach out; one hand catches the edge of the hatch. The other
catchesthewhed inits center.

Hislegstwist grotesquely undernesth him. He doesn't seem to notice.
"I'm sorry,”" shewhispers. "1 couldn't—"

He fumbles, get both hands on the whedl. "No problem.”

"Oh God. Jod—"

He stares at the hatch. Hisfingers clench the whed!.

"Y ou know something, Lenie Clarke?' There's cold in hisvoice, and fear, but there's a sudden hard
determination there too.

She shakes her head. | don't know anything.
"I would haveredlly liked to fuck you," he says.
She doesn't know what to say to that.

He spinsthe hatch. Pullsthelever.

The hatch fdlsinto Forcipiger. The ocean fals after it. Somehow, Lenie Clarke's body has prepared
itself when she wasn't looking.

Hisbody jams back into hers. He might be struggling. Or it could just be the rush of the Pacific, playing



with him. She doesn't know if he'sdive or dead. But she holds onto him, blindly, the ocean spinning them
around, until thereisn't any doulbt.

Its atmosphere gone, Forcipiger isaccelerating. Lenie Clarke takes Jod's body by the hands, and draws
it out through the hatch. It follows her into viscous space. The'scaphe spins away below them, fading in
moments.

With agentle push, she setsthe body free. It beginsto drift dowly towards the surface. She watchesit
go.

Something touches her from behind. She can barely fed it through her 'skin.

Sheturns.

A dender, trand ucent tentacle wraps softly around her wrist. It fades away into adistance utterly black
to mogt, date gray to Lenie Clarke. She bringsit to her. Its swollen tip fires sticky threads at her fingers.

She brushesit aside, follows the tentacle back through the water. She encounters other tentacles on the
way, feeble, attenuate things, barely twitching against the currents. They dl lead back to something long,
and thick, and shadowy. Shecirclesin.

A great column of writhing, wormlike somachs, pulsing with faint bioluminescence.

Revolted, she smashes at it with one clenched fit. It reactsimmediately, sheds squirming pieces of itsalf
that flare and burn like fat fireflies. The central column goesingantly dark, pulling into itslf. It pulses,
descendsin spurts, dinking away under cover of its own discarded flesh. Clarke ignoresthe sacrificia
tidbits and pursuesthe main body. She hitsit again. Again. The weter fillswith pulsng dismembered
decoys. Sheignoresthem al, keepstearing at the central column. She doesn't stop until there's nothing
left but swirling fragments.

Jod. Jod Kita Sheredizesthat sheliked him. She bardly knew him, but sheliked him just the same.
And they just killed him.

They killed all of us, shethinks. Deliberately. They meant to. They didn't even tell us why.
It'sall their fault. All of it.

Something ignitesin Lenie Clarke. Everyone who's ever hit her, or raped her, or patted her on the head
and said don't worry, everything will be fine comesto her in that moment. Everyone who ever
pretended to be her friend. Everyone who pretended to be her lover. Everyone who ever used her, and
stood on her back, and told each other they were so much better than she was. Everyone, feeding off her
every timethey so much asturned on the fucking lights.

They're dl waiting, back on shore. They'rejust asking for it.

It was alittle bit like this back when she besat the shit out of Jeanette Ballard. But that was nothing, that
was just ataste of coming attractions. This timeit's going to count. She's adrift in the middle of the Pacific
Ocean, three hundred kilometers from land. She's adone. She has nothing to eat. It doesn't matter. None
of it matters. She'sdive; that aone gives her the upper hand.

Karl Acton'sfear has cometo pass. Lenie Clarke has been activated.

She doesn't know why the GA is so terrified of her. She only knows that they've stopped at nothing to
keep her from getting back to the mainland. With any luck, they think they've succeeded. With any luck,
they're not worried any more.

That'll change. Lenie Clarke swims down and east, towards her own resurrection.
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Actualy, you might be surprised at how much of thisstuff | didn't make up. If you'reinterested in finding
out about background details, the following references will get you started. Starfish ddiberately twists
some of the facts, and I've probably made a hundred other errors through sheer ignorance, but that's
something elsethislist isgood for: it gives you the chance to check up on me.

I'm betting most of you don't care that much.

Deepwater biology

The deep-sea creatures | described pretty much asthey exist; if you don't believe meread "Light in the
Ocean's Midwaters', by B. H. Robison, in the July 1995 Scientific American. Or Deep-Sea Biology by
JD. Gage & P.A. Taylor (Cambridge University Press, 1992). Or Abyss by C.P. Idyll (Crowell Co.,
1971); it'sold, but it's the book that hooked me back in Grade 9. Although the fish we drag up from
great depths are generdly pretty smal inred life, gigantismis not unheard of among some species of
deepwater fish. Back in the 1930s, for example, the deegpwater pioneer William Beebe claimed to have
spotted a seven-foot viperfish from a bathysphere.

| found lots of interesting stuff in The Sea - Ideas and Observations on Progress in the Study of the
Seas. Vol. 7: Deep-Sea Biology (G. T. Rowe, ed., 1983 from John Wiley and Sons). In particular, the
chapter on biochemical and physiologica adaptations of degp-seaanimas (by Somero et al.)—aswell
as Biochemical Adaptation, a 1983 book from Princeton University Press (Hochachka and Somero,
Eds.)—got me started on deep-sea physiology, the effects of high pressure on neurond firing thresholds,
and the adaptation of enzymesto high pressuretemperature regimes.

Spr eading-zone tectonics/geol ogy

A good layperson'sintroduction to the coastal geology of the Pecific northwest, including a discussion of
midocean ridges such as Juan de Fuca, can be found in Cycles of Rock and Water by K. A. Brown
(1993, HarperCallins West). "The Quantum Event of Oceanic Crustal Accretion: Impacts of Diking at
Mid-Ocean Ridges' (J.R. Delaney et al ., Science 281, pp222-230, 1998) nicely conveys the nastiness
and frequency of earthquakes and eruptions aong the Juan de Fuca Rift, dthough it'sabit heavy on the
technobabble.

Theideathat the Pacific Northwest is overdue for amgjor earthquakeis reviewed in " Giant Earthquakes
of the Pacific Northwest", by R. D. Hyndman (Scientific American, Dec. 1995). "Forearc deformation
and great subduction earthquakes: implications for Cascadia offshore earthquake potential” by
McCaffrey and Goldfinger (Science v267, 1995) and "Earthquakes cannot be predicted” (Geller et al.,
Science v275, 1997) discussthe issue in somewhat greater detail. | used to live quite happily in
Vancouver. After reading theseitems, | moved to Toronto.

The absolute coolest source for up-to-the-minute information on hydrotherma vents, however, isthe
Nationa Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminigtration's (NOAA's) web pages. Everything'sthere: raw
survey data, research schedules, live maps, three-dimensiona seaquake animations, and recent
publications. To name but afew. Start at http: //www.pmel.noaa.gov/vents and go from there.


http://www.pmel.noaa.gov/vents

PsionicgGanzfeld Effects

The rudimentary telepathy | describe actudly madeit into the peer-reviewed technicd literature back in
1994. Check out Does Psi Exist? Replicable evidence for an anomal ous process of information
transfer by Bem and Honorton, pages 4-18 in Vol 15 of the Psychological Bulletin. They got Satistica
sgnificance and everything. Speculations on the quantum nature of human consciousess come from the
books of Roger Penrose, The Emporer's New Mind (Oxford University Press, 1989) and Shadows of
the Mind (Oxford, 1994).

Smart gels

The smart gelsthat screw everything up were inspired by the research of Masuo Aizawa, a Professor at
the Tokyo Ingtitute of Technology, profiled in the August 1992 issue of Discover magazine. At that time,
he'd got afew neurons hooked together into the precursors of smplelogic gates. | shudder to think
where he's got to now.

The application of neurd netsto navigating through complex terrain is described in "Robocar” by B.
Daviss(Discover, July 1992.), which describes work being done by Charles Thorpe of (where €lse)
Canegie-Mdlon Universty.

Rehemoth

Thetheory thet life originated in hydrothermd vents hailsfrom " A hydrothermally precipitated cataytic
iron sulphide membrane as afirst step towardslife’, by M.J. Russe et al. (Journal of Molecular
Evolution, v39, 1994). Throwaway bits on the evolution of life, including the viability of ribosoma RNA
asan dternative genetic template, | cadged from "The origin of life on earth” by L.E. Orgd (Scientific
American, October 1994). [3ehemoth's symbiotic presence within the cells of deepwater fish stealsfrom
thework of Lynn Margulis, who first suggested that cellular organelleswere once free-living organismsin
their own right (an ideathat went from heresy to canon in the space of about ten years). Once I'd stuck
that ideaiinto the book, | found vindication in "Parasites shed light on cdllular evolution” (G. Vogd,
Science 275, p1422, 1997) and "Thanks to aparasite, asexua reproduction catcheson” (M. Enserinck,
Science 275, p1743, 1997).

Sexual abuse as an addictive stimulus

| first encountered the ideaithat chronic abuse could be physiologicaly addictivein Psychological
Trauma (B. van der Kolk, ed,, American Psychiatric Press 1987). False Memory Syndromeis explored
in The Myth of Repressed Memory : False Memories and Allegations of Sexual Abuse by E. Loftus
& K. Ketcham (St. Martin's Press 1996).
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| put al these words together myself. However, | shamelessy exploited anyone| could to put them
together properly.

At the gart: Sarfish began asashort story. Barbara MacGregor, then of the Domestic Violence Lab at
the University of British Columbia, critiqued early drafts of that story.

At the end: David Hartwell bought the manuscript; he and Jm Minz editted it. Of course they have my
gratitude, but I hope their reward extends beyond such cheap verbiage; | hope Starfish sdllswell and
makes dl of uslotsof money. (The copy you're holding isa start. Why not pick up others and hand them
out to Jehovah's Witnesses at street corners?)

In between:

Glenn Grant took it upon himself to approach David Hartwell on my behaf when | wastoo chickenshit to
do it myself. Mgor David Buck of the New Zealand Army gave me the benefit of hisexpertiseon
explosives, nuclear and otherwise. | was abit disturbed to learn just how much thought some people
have put into the effects of nuclear explosions on the seabed.

When | wanted to check out the geology of spreading and earthquake zones, | posted a question to a
couple of geological Usenet groupsin lieu of actud research. This netted me alot of advice from people
I've never met and probably never will: Ellin Beltz, Hayden Chasteen, Joe Davis, Keith Morrison, and
Carl Schaefer gave me pointers and references on vulcanism, plate tectonics, and (in one case) the length
of timeit would take anuclear submarineto get shot zit-like from the mouth of an active volcano after
being swallowed into a deegp-sea subduction zone. John Stockwell of the Center for Wave Phenomena
(Colorado School of Mines) was especidly forthcoming, sharing formulae and tables that described
earthquakesin nice, gragpable, "Hiroshimaequivaents'. I'm tempted to never do my own research

again.

I'm also tempted to blame dl these nice people for any technica mistakes you find in the following
document, but of course, | can't. It'smy book. | guess that means they're my mistakes too.
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License Elements asthis License (e.g. Attribution-NonCommercia-ShareAlike 2.5 Jgpan). You
must include a copy of, or the Uniform Resource Identifier for, this License or other license
specified in the previous sentence with every copy or phonorecord of each Derivative Work Y ou
distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform. Y ou may not offer or
impose any terms on the Derivative Works that ater or resirict the terms of thisLicense or the
recipients exercise of the rights granted hereunder, and Y ou must keep intact al noticesthat refer
to this License and to the disclaimer of warranties. Y ou may not distribute, publicly display,
publicly perform, or publicly digitaly perform the Derivative Work with any technologica
measures that control access or use of the Work in amanner inconsstent with the terms of this
License Agreement. The above gppliesto the Derivative Work asincorporated in a Collective
Work, but this does not require the Collective Work apart from the Derivative Work itself to be
made subject to the terms of this License.

3. You may not exercise any of the rights granted to Y ou in Section 3 above in any manner that is
primarily intended for or directed toward commercia advantage or private monetary
compensation. The exchange of the Work for other copyrighted works by means of digital
file-sharing or otherwise shal not be considered to beintended for or directed toward
commercia advantage or private monetary compensation, provided thereis no payment of any
monetary compensation in connection with the exchange of copyrighted works.

4. If youdigribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitaly perform the Work or any
Derivative Works or Collective Works, Y ou must keep intact al copyright notices for the Work
and provide, reasonable to the medium or means Y ou are utilizing: (i) the name of the Origind
Author (or pseudonym, if gpplicable) if supplied, and/or (ii) if the Origind Author and/or Licensor
designate another party or parties (e.g. asponsor ingtitute, publishing entity, journd) for
attribution in Licensor's copyright notice, terms of service or by other reasonable means, the
name of such party or parties, thetitle of the Work if supplied; to the extent reasonably
practicable, the Uniform Resource Identifier, if any, that Licensor specifiesto be associated with
the Work, unless such URI does not refer to the copyright notice or licensing information for the
Work; and in the case of aDerivative Work, a credit identifying the use of the Work inthe
Derivative Work (e.g., "French trandation of the Work by Origina Author,” or " Screenplay
based on origind Work by Origina Author™). Such credit may be implemented in any reasonable
manner; provided, however, that in the case of a Derivative Work or Collective Work, at a
minimum such credit will appear where any other comparable authorship credit gppearsandina
manner at least as prominent as such other comparable authorship credit.

5. For the avoidance of doubt, where the Work isamusical composition:

I.  Performance Royalties Under Blanket Licenses. Licensor reservesthe exclusive
right to collect, whether individually or viaa performance rights society (e.g. ASCAP,
BMI, SESAC), roydtiesfor the public performance or public digital performance (e.g.
webcast) of the Work if that performance is primarily intended for or directed toward



commercia advantage or private monetary compensation.

ii. Mechanical Rightsand Statutory Royalties. Licensor reservesthe exclusveright to
collect, whether individualy or viaamusic rights agency or designated agent (e.g. Harry
Fox Agency), roydtiesfor any phonorecord Y ou create from the Work ("cover version”)
and digtribute, subject to the compulsory license created by 17 USC Section 115 of the
US Copyright Act (or the equivalent in other jurisdictions), if Y our distribution of such
cover versonis primarily intended for or directed toward commercia advantage or
private monetary compensation.

6. Webcasting Rightsand Statutory Royalties. For the avoidance of doubt, where the Work is
asound recording, Licensor reserves the exclusive right to collect, whether individudly or viaa
performance-rights society (e.g. SoundExchange), roydtiesfor the public digital performance
(e.g. webcast) of the Work, subject to the compulsory license created by 17 USC Section 114
of the US Copyright Act (or the equivaent in other jurisdictions), if Y our public digital
performanceis primarily intended for or directed toward commercid advantage or private

monetary compensation.

5. Representations, Warranties and Disclaimer

UNLESSOTHERWISE MUTUALLY AGREED TOBY THE PARTIESIN WRITING,
LICENSOR OFFERS THE WORK AS-ISAND MAKES NO REPRESENTATIONS OR
WARRANTIES OF ANY KIND CONCERNING THE WORK, EXPRESS, IMPLIED,
STATUTORY OR OTHERWISE, INCLUDING, WITHOUT LIMITATION, WARRANTIES OF
TITLE, MERCHANTIBILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE,
NONINFRINGEMENT, OR THE ABSENCE OF LATENT OR OTHER DEFECTS, ACCURACY,
OR THE PRESENCE OF ABSENCE OF ERRORS, WHETHER OR NOT DISCOVERABLE.
SOME JURISDICTIONS DO NOT ALLOW THE EXCLUSION OF IMPLIED WARRANTIES,
SO SUCH EXCLUSION MAY NOT APPLY TO YOU.

6. Limitation on Liability. EXCEPT TO THE EXTENT REQUIRED BY APPLICABLE LAW, IN
NO EVENT WILL LICENSOR BE LIABLE TO YOU ON ANY LEGAL THEORY FOR ANY
SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL, CONSEQUENTIAL, PUNITIVE OR EXEMPLARY DAMAGES
ARISING OUT OF THIS LICENSE OR THE USE OF THE WORK, EVEN IF LICENSOR HAS
BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH DAMAGES.

7. Termination

1. ThisLicense and the rights granted hereunder will terminate automatically upon any breach by
Y ou of theterms of this License. Individuas or entitieswho have received Derivative Works or
Collective Worksfrom Y ou under this License, however, will not have their licenses terminated
provided such individuas or entities remain in full compliance with those licenses. Sections 1, 2,



5, 6, 7, and 8 will survive any termination of thisLicense.

2. Subject to the above terms and conditions, the license granted hereis perpetua (for the duration
of the applicable copyright in the Work). Notwithstanding the above, Licensor reservestheright
to release the Work under different license terms or to stop distributing the Work at any time;
provided, however that any such eection will not serve to withdraw this License (or any other
license that has been, or isrequired to be, granted under the terms of thisLicense), and this
Licensewill continuein full force and effect unless terminated as stated above.

8. Miscellaneous

1. EachtimeYou digribute or publicly digitally perform the Work or a Collective Work, the
Licensor offersto the recipient alicense to the Work on the same terms and conditions asthe
license granted to Y ou under thisLicense.

2. EachtimeYoudigribute or publicly digitdly perform a Derivative Work, Licensor offersto the
recipient alicenseto the origina Work on the same terms and conditions as the license granted to
Y ou under thisLicense.

3. If any provison of thisLicenseisinvaid or unenforceable under applicable law, it shdl not affect
the vdidity or enforceability of the remainder of thetermsof this License, and without further
action by the partiesto this agreement, such provision shall be reformed to the minimum extent
necessary to make such provision valid and enforceable.

4. Notermor provision of thisLicense shall be deemed waived and no breach consented to unless
such waiver or consent shal be in writing and signed by the party to be charged with such waiver
or consent.

5. ThisLicense congtitutes the entire agreement between the parties with respect to the Work
licensed here. There are no understandings, agreements or representations with respect to the
Work not specified here. Licensor shdl not be bound by any additiond provisonsthat may
appear in any communication from Y ou. This License may not be modified without the mutual
written agreement of the Licensor and Y ou.

Creative Commonsis not aparty to this License, and makes no warranty whatsoever in connection with
the Work. Creative Commonswill not be liableto Y ou or any party on any legd theory for any damages
whatsoever, including without limitation any general, specid, incidental or consequential damages arising
in connection to thislicense. Notwithstanding the foregoing two (2) sentences, if Creative Commons has
expresdy identified itself asthe Licensor hereunder, it shall have dl rights and obligations of Licensor.

Except for the limited purpose of indicating to the public that the Work islicensed under the CCPL,



neither party will use the trademark " Creative Commons' or any related trademark or logo of Crestive
Commons without the prior written consent of Creative Commons. Any permitted use will bein
compliance with Creative Commons then-current trademark usage guidelines, as may be published oniits
website or otherwise made available upon request from timeto time.

Creative Commons may be contacted at http://creativecommons.org/.
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