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NEAL ASHER
INTRODUCTION

| am aclassc overnight successi.e. that particular night was over twenty yearslong. It hasbeena
struggle up the ladder, missing not asingle rung, quite often stepping back down some, and every now
and again having someone stand on my fingers. | spent many yearsin the wilderness of non-publication
wondering if I'd made the right choice of vocation while | wrote the inevitable fantasy trilogy (still
unpublished), then | was published in the small presses over many years, and findly ... Macmillan.

Too often, we read of someone getting the x-thousands advance on afirst book and hearing thislose
gght of thefact that it doesn't normally happen that way. Thereis, unfortunately, alot of truth in the image
of thewriter sruggling away in his garret then drinking himsalf to deeth. Writing ishard, getting work
published ishard, and if you want easy money, your best option isto become an estate agent.

It took me five or more yearsto get my first short story accepted and then that magazine folded before
publication. After that dight boost (and it was aboost; someone had actualy wanted my work) |
managed to get more and more stories published, the occasiona novella seridised, and aone-off novella
published for asingle cash payment. For my short stories my reward was a copy of the magazine and
some complimentary letters (mostly). After another five years | was getting the occasiona cheque—
about enough to pay for atoner cartridge ayear — then in the following five yearsfinaly gained some
notoriety through the publisher, Tanjen. But then they, like so many small press publishers, went to the
wall.

Unfortunately, small publishersare redly up againgt it trying to succeed in aworld dominated by huge
publishing consortiums. Anthony Barker did not have sufficient spare cash to wine and dine the book
buyersfor the main book chains, could not afford large print runs, or divide distribution costs over many
titles. Wasit ashame for me, though?

Tanjen had dready published my novella The Parasite (illustrated by Raph Hordey), The Engineer
was getting good reviews and apparently a thousand copies had been taken in America, and Anthony
was taking about publishing abook of mine cadled Gridlinked, Ah twenty-twenty hindsight. If Tanjen
had not gone to the wall when it did, | would not have sent synops's and sample chapters of Gridlinked
to Peter Lavery of Pan Macmillan at precisdy the right time. But then again, had Tanjen not published my
other books, | would not have had afull-colour SFX review of The Engineer to send dong aswell. Ifs
buts and maybes. Maybe, in infinite parald universes, | get run over by abuswhiletaking my third
typescript for Tanjen to the Post Office.

Anyway, | fed The Engineer isacollection | have alot to be thankful for, and one I'll dwayslove
because in size and appearance it seemed my first real book. It was a shame that people could no longer
obtainit (though | heard of aguy in Americagladly paying about $20 for a second-hand version). So
hereit is, with extrawaffle from me and additiona storiesto tempt the completists.

ABOUT "THE ENGINEER"



Novellas being notorioudy difficult to publish, unlessin collectionslikethis, The Engineer has been seen
nowhere but in the Tanjen edition. In this story you can find some of the roots of the runcible universe
portrayed in my Macmillan books. Here you get to see one of the Jain, who made atechnology that
destroyed them, and other races after them ... maybe. It was utterly natura for humans, on the
archaeologica evidence, to attribute the technology to the speciesthat used it, rather than see aspecies
used by atechnology. They got it wrong, didn't they? 1 know some readerswould like to fit this story into
achronology. Did these events occur before or after Skellor started throwing his weight around?
Someone said to me that because the Cable Hogue isreferred to in the Gridlinked sequence, the events
here must have been just after, because had they been before, more mention would have been made of
them. Wdll, not redly. Immortal Al starships can exist for avery long time, and covering significant
screw-upsis not an unusua governmentd technique. Will 1 answer the question? Some day, in another
book or short story, but not here. Y ou see, my future history has not sprung full-grown from my
forehead, but istill fermenting behind it.

THE ENGINEER
PART ONE

Here dust motes are worthy of note and micro-crystalsintensively studied. A fist-sized rock discovered
by the deep spacer Plumb Line isthe subject of lengthy scientific dissertations and now amarker buoy
accompanies it on its quarter-completed billion-year journey. The Chasm, deep-space side of that tongue
of stars caled the Quarrison Dirift, is empty as much of spaceisnot ...

"It'san egg, and as soon aswe get it aboard it'll hatch out and some disgusting dlien will eat usdl. You
mark my words."

Abaron ignored Chapra. She was an aficionado of ancient cdlluloid and often came out with such
ridicul ous statements. He continued to observe the read-outs from various scanners and frown in
perplexity. Wasit something others had missed, or had some joker recently dropped it here?

The sphere was three metres in diameter, completed one revolution every couple of seconds, and sped
across the Chasm at approximately one-and-a-half kilometres per second. At that speed it would have
taken it five million yearsto get here from the nearest sar system in the Drift — discounting the possibility
of someone having dropped it from a spaceship yesterday.

"You wait, they'll tell usto twin it with amarker buoy and study it from adistance," said Chapra, gazing
at her screen. Abaron snuck aquick glance at her. She wore the appearance of ateenager: long black
hair and perfect dark complexion, decorative caste mark at the centre of her forehead, and dimfigurein
aform-fitting bodysuit. Her cat's eyes and pointy ears were afashionable look called partia catadapt.
The new look. He shook his head, annoyed. What made her do it? She was a hundred years older than
he was, and was one of the most reputable xenologists in the sector.

Chapra swung towards him. "What do you think?"

Abaron scratched at his greying beard — not for him thelook of youth — then said, "1 think, that in the
circumstances we have detailed, they'll let uspick it up.”

"Ah, the optimism of youth."
She could have been reading hismind.

"It's probably something new to the Chasm and by picking it up wewon't be disturbing any ... long-term



udies”
"Stepping on any toes you mean. Ahah, here comes Judd.”

Abaron glanced around. Judd was short, black-haired and Asiatic, dmost Chinese in appearance had he
been human, but he was Golem.

Without preamble the android told them, ™Y ou have permission to bring the spherein.”

The ship, Schrodinger's Box, resembled abox only in that it had an inside and an outside. Its shape was
that of agrain of barley with the hair il attached and it was akilometre long. Many scientific minds
noted its resemblance to a spermatozoon, and were quick to point out the symbolic significance of this
design of ship being at the forefront of human exploration and research. The Al mind that did the
designing remained sengbly silent about the whole matter. Some said its reticence was due to an
ingtruction from higher Al minds. Perhaps they were embarrassed.

Closer to and you could see that sensors and the ports for launching probes studded the ship's hull. It
was a pure science vessdl, on which Polity scientists had to book a place years in advance — coming to
the ship, on their turn, by the onboard Skaidon gate, or runcible. The ship wasrun by Al and crewed by
free Golem androids, most of which remained in stasis until needed. The sphere, in comparison to this
ship, was a hardly noticeable speck. A drone, which in appearance was no more than a three-fingered
metal claw with rocket motors attached, flew out to grab the item and bring it into an isolation chamber.
In there, padded clamps clasped it, and the ship's Al discretely sampled molecules from its surface, and
passvely scanned itsinterior.

"Ninety-eight percent frozen water insde. Therest is carbon compounds and trace elements.” Abaron
refused to acknowledge Chapra's grin. Touch consoles, screens and holographic displays surrounded
them in the centra processing room. The specidised Al-linked computers that collated information, from
the isolation chamber and from the ship's skin of sensors, worked silently, but there seemed ahum of
power intheair.

"Should | be smug, do you think, and point out the obvious?' asked Chapra, spinning around on her
swive chair.

Abaron finally looked at her and snapped, "I wouldn't call what you said a serious scientific prediction.”

Chapra pouted at him, which made him even angrier. He thumped hisfingers over histouch console,
caling up displays of information. He did not turn when Chaprarolled her chair up beside him.

"A hundred yearstime you might get just as bored," she said. Abaron paused and turned to glare at her,
but she was gazing back at the holographic display above her console. "Ah, here," she said, and rolled
her chair back across. He quickly followed.

Above the console now hovered aholographic representation of the sphere. Beside it information in the
form of graphs, bio' equations, and Standard English scrolled up too fast for Abaron to read. Chapra
picked up an interlink transmitter from her side table — the device looked like a polished ball bearing —
swept back her hair to expose an interface plug behind her ear, and plugged in.

"Outer shell isa polycarbon fabric, superconductive up to seven hundred degrees Celsus.” Asshesad
this, the outer layer melted away to reveal ahoneycomb structure. "Theinner layer isagain of
polycarbon, but with interleaved cacite and calcium formations. It would appear to be structura only."
She looked at Abaron. "The shell." She grinned.



Abaron ignored her. He watched astheinner shell fled, and tried to tell himself hisfearful fascination was
scientific curiogty.

"Water," said Chapra. "L oaded with organic impurities the most common of whichisthis." Using her
console she projected ared circle on the spheré's surface, then expanded it to infinity, zooming in on that
point to reved acomplex helica structure. It was crystdline at first, but grew to reved individua atoms.
The display spread; the structure filling the entire room and fading beyond it.

"DNA," said Abaron.

"Not quite,” Chapratold him. "It'strihelica and has some very complicated protein structures wound in
thereaswdl."

Abaron was now too fascinated to be annoyed. He called up information from his console, limiting it to
hisscreen. This just does not happen to me, he thought. Mgor events dways occurred light yearsfrom
where he happened to be at any onetime. Great discoveries were dways on the other side of the Polity,
Separatist outrages a hundred worlds away.

"Damn close" he eventudly said. "Bloody damned close.
"Towhat?' Chapraenquired kindly.

"To the theoretical models." Abaron looked at her sharply, but she had turned away. He watched her
banish the large hologram and return the display to the reved ed sphere of ice. She sat back, relinquishing
control to the Al again.

"Therésan anomaly with thewater here" she said. "The nomina temperature of the sphereisfifty Kevin,
whichislow enough for the water icesto have become complex ices, yet they have not changed. | would
say that certain free proteinsin the ice have stabilized it. We need to have along hard look at thet ... Let's
cut to the chase now shal we?”’

The Al responded by excising the water ices to show the shape at the heart of the sphere. It wasa
creature: coiled like an embryo, reptilian. Therewas atail there, finned, something like a head, strange
triangular-section tentacles folded against along ribbed body, and an arm easily recognisable as such, but
ending in ahand with tens of long twiglike fingers. Chapradrew in asharp bresth. Abaron swore.

"It'san egg," he said, aspeciesof dull dread in hisvoice.
"| think not," said Chaprain an abrupt reversal.

Something close to the creature, held under itslong fingers, the Al picked out in bright red then projected
to one side and expanded. It was a structure of folded tubes and unidentifiable components. They
watched in slence asthe Al took it apart, expanding sections, then further dismantling them. Equations
blurred past at the bottom of the projection.

"Well?' Abaron eventudly asked.

"| expected thisto be an artefact, something manufactured. That would go some way to disprove the egg
theory." Chapraregarded him. "But, as we are both well aware, when technology reaches a certain level
itsartefacts are often indiginguishable from life”

"Thenit could sill be an egg?' he asked, sensing avictory, if asomewhat Pyrrhic one.

"Oh no, the cresture is adult. Thisis probably an escape pod of somekind."



"The cresture—" began Abaron, hardly daring to ask.
Chaprafinished for him." —isin ga3s."

Abaron licked hislips. Hed come out here to study the few micro-organic motes the Box trawled up.
Thiswas his ultimate wet dream: the discovery of an dien lifeform, possibly sentient, and wholly weird.
He didn't know whether to be ecstatic or terrified.

"Do you think welll be allowed to reviveit?' he asked.

"Well probably be instructed to do so. Thisis not a question of xenology but one of morality. We have
rescued this creature and now we are responsible for itswell-being.”

"Theresalot of work to do."

"Thereis. Well have to reproduce its optimum environment and sources of nourishment, and those are
only thefirst steps. Reviving it without killing is not going to be easy. Then theres communication ... "

"Can we be certain it's sentient?"
" At the moment nothing is certain. But what would an animal be doing in an escape pod?
"It might just be adisgusting killer," said Abaron, making an awvkward attempt a humour.

"Quite," said Chapra She did not laugh. She waved her hand, and the Al consigned the holographic
model back to its memory.

Theisolation chamber wasfifty metres across, circular, the ceiling and floor flat grey cerama. There was
frost on every surface. Padded clamps, like cupped hands, held the sphere at the precise centre of
chamber: two metres from the floor and two metres from the celling. Chapraand Abaron, clad in carbon
sxty coldsuits, paced around it in the usual point seven-five gees of the ship. To one Side squatted a
Physical Study and Research robot, telefactored from the ship's Al. The PSR was a nightmare of
chrome, glass, and dull ceramal. There was something insectile about it. It bore the appearance of agiant
chrome cockroach stood upright. But a cockroach never had so many arms and legs. Abaron felt
nervous around the thing, even though he had been using such devices dl hisadult life. It wasjust the
knowledge that in afew secondsit could strip him down to his component organs, muscles, and bones.
And if that was not horror enough, it could put him back together again to complete his screaming. He
shuddered.

"The cold isn't getting through your suit isit?' asked Chapra
"No. Arewe going to get on with this?'
"Not entirely up to us. Thisisacommand decision.”

Abaron fet adull humming from the floor, then the clamps folded back and abruptly withdrew into the
floor, leaving the spherefloating in place.

"Gravplate suspension,” observed Chapra. "We'd best get back.”

Asthey got out of the way the PSR moved in and embraced the sphere. It reached in with U-sound
cutting appendage then, like a scarabid beetle working itsball of dung, revolved the sphere. With a
high-pitched whining the cutter scribed aline around the sphere's circumference. This complete, it
grasped above and below the line with its many limbs, twisted the two hemispheresin opposite



directions. At first these screeched like saized bearings, but soon began to move morefregly. Thenina
fog of ice powder, the PSR separated them from the inner skin Abaron had earlier seen in the computer
mode, and put them aside. Now the machine cut again, thistime following the hexagonsin the
honeycomb. When it finally reached into the cuts with hundreds of spatulate limbs, and levered them
gpart, thisfina outer shell opened off the centra bal of icein four parts, like the petals of aflower. Then
after putting these aside the PSR redlly got to work.

It took the ball of water ice gpart, cutting away curioudy-shaped ice blocks and stacking them. Abaron
wondered if the blocks needed to be such odd shapes or if that was aquirk of this particular PSR. It
looked to him asif the sphere could be reassembled from them and hold together like an interlocking
Chinese puzzle. Probably there was a sensible explanation for this, though he was damned if hewas
going to ask Chapra.

Eventudly the PSR exposed the creature, and held it up underneath its scanning heads to confirm what it
must next do. Held by the huge machine like that the creature looked terribly vulnerable. Abaron jumped
when the robot suddenly started to move again. It reached in with new limbs and, with that high-pitched
whining, drove needles asthin as hairsinto frozen flesh.

"At last count there were a hundred and fifty variations on the trihelix. We have to catal ogue where the
samples come from inits gut. Obvioudy some of them will be from its equivaent of bacteria, E-coli and
thelike, and other parasitesthat live onitsfood." Chapras voice was entirely andytica.

"WEell get moreideaof itsenvironment thisway aswell," said Abaron.

Chapraturned to regard him and he found it difficult to analyse her expression behind her visor. She
pointed at the blocks of ice. "We can't even assumethat it lived in water. That might have been some
kind of protective amniote.”

"Quite," said Abaron, then impatiently, "Why did we come down here?'
Chapra pointed at the creature. The PSR had now withdrawn.

"Permit meto lecture,” she said. "I've studied dien life formsfor ahundred years more than you, Abaron,
and if thereisonething I'velearned, it isthat al our superb-technologies are not enough. They caninfact
be ahindrance. It isfar too easy to wall yoursdlf in with Alsand their information. 1t'stoo easy to
distance yoursdlf from your subject. That way leadsto sterility and alack of intuition. Look at it, and
remember that it isdien and dive, not equationsin acomputer. Always remember the one unique thing
humans bring to the sudy of dienlife: imagination.”

Abaron glanced up at the cresture, then back at Chapra. "I haven't got time for this. I've amillion teststo
run." He turned and marched stiff-backed from the chamber.

Bloody woman and her touchy-feely shite, he thought.

Chaprawatched Abaron go then returned her attention to the creature. As she studied it, she heard the
lock behind her open, and guessed it was not him returning. She glanced around asin walked someone
without a coldsuit, but then Judd had no need of such protection.

"Herefusesto learn from you," said the Golem.
"He's stubborn and proud, but he does have agood mind. Hell learn eventudly — we dl do.”
Judd folded hisarms and looked up &t the dlien. "Heisafool and heisfrightened.”



"Y es, but perhaps you should remember that foolishness and fear are things you can only emulate, Judd.”
"Anything | can emulate, | can understand.”

"Y ou may be Golem," shereplied, "but you're young aswell."

"Meaning?'

Chaprasmiled. "Y our knowledge grows, Judd. It would seem you have made agood start on
understanding pride.”

There were four tanks arrayed in the room like library shelves: each stretching from ceiling to floor, two
metres wide and five metreslong. Their glasswalls had avery low refractivity and, because of this, it
seemed asif three walls of water stood there. It would have been possible to do thiswith the field
technology, but the contents of the tanks were very precious, and not even the ship Al wanted to risk the
incredibly unlikely event of apower failure.

Each tank contained plants congsting of free-floating masses of blue spheres bound together with curling
threads. Around these siwvam shoads of small strangdly-formed pink shrimp-creatures. There were those
with atail fin, one central row of leg flippers, one hinged arm to pick and feed with. Others were tubes
with the flippers and feeding partsinsde. And gtill others were distorted hemispheres of shell with limbs
and mouth parts arranged radialy underneath. On the floors of these tankstheir larger and more
heavily-armoured brethren crawled over and occasionally dismembered each other. Abaron walked
between the tanks carrying a notescreen. There were dark marks under his eyes and his movements
were jerky and dightly out of control.

"It'sthe temperature. Perhapsit's the temperature,” he said to his screen, and put his hand against the
glass. Quickly he snatched it away and shook it. The water in the tanks was as near to boiling point at
Earth atmospheric pressure asit was possble to get without it becoming volatile.

"Pressure,” he said, staring into atank. After amoment he looked around as the Golem Judd stepped
into view from behind one of the tanks. They stared at each other for amoment then Judd nodded his
head in acknowledgement. Abaron backed away a couple of stepsthen quickly left the room.

Chapraleant back in her swive chair and put her feet up on her touch console. This caused aflurry of
activity on the holographic display for amoment. She smiled to hersalf when the display settled on an
aphabetica list of xenological studies of alien genetic tissue. After amoment she frowned and took her
feet of the console.

"Box, how come were not overrun with experts?' she asked.

The voice of the ship Al was omnipresent and faintly amused. "I wondered how long it would take one of
you to notice. Y ou are not overrun because | closed the runcible gate.”

"Wdl, tdl me. | don't need to beled likeachild."

"Within ten minutes of your discovery being announced on the net there were over aquarter of amillion
priority demands for accessto thisvessal. Many of the demands could not have been refused at the
transmission end. Had the runcible remained open this ship would have been filled to capacity. Too many
COOKsS."

"I would have thought afew would have got through before you shut the runcible down.”



"No. | shut the runcible down before your discovery was announced.”
"How long before?"
"As soon as| detected the sphere.”

"Ah," said Chapra, and put her feet back up on the console. "Aredl our findings being relayed, al our
Sudies?'

llYall
"How many officia complaints so far?'

"Just over two million. Y ou have been charged with everything from unhygienic practice to xenocide. |
have put ahold on al communications.”

Chapra grinned delightedly. Abaron would hate this of course. But Abaron did not see the joke of her
coming aboard this ship asapartia catadapt. Then again, perhaps he didn't know what Schrédinger's
box was.

"What about you?' she asked. "Iswhat you are doing lega ?'
"l have unrestricted Al mandate.”

That was enough. Everyone knew it was not humans who made the important decisonsin the human
polity: they could not be trusted. Chapra shrugged then called up a projection of the creature suspended
inicy stasisin theisolation chamber. She glanced across the room when Judd entered, then returned her
attention to the projection. A skating of her fingers across the touch controls brought into focus the
subatomic mechanisms of lifein the grip of asolute cold.

"Y ou are studying the mechanisms of stass,”" said Judd.

"That could be said," shereplied. "It could aso be said that I'm studying the mechanismsof ...
resurrection, awakening. They are the same."

"Can you wakethis cresture without killing it?"

"Yesand no. We can wake it and if thereis any problem we can throw it back into stasis so fast there
will belittle damage done.

"There are no problems of environment?"'

"None. Abaron would say there are, but heisbeing perfectionist. Any living creature of this complexity
has abroad range of environmental tolerance. The differences heis quibbling over are the differences
between Winter and Summer for ahuman. The only way to find the optimum is by waking the creature
and studying itsreactions.”

"Y ou have seniority," observed the ship Al.
"l am rductant to hurt hisfedings.”
"Thereispressure,” said the Al. "Answers are required.”

"WEell belucky if we get anything,” said Chapra. ™Y ou know the difficulties of communication with diens
— points of reference, dl of that. This creature doesn't have eyes. Its primary senses seem to be related



to taste and smdll but on alevel so complex that it might even be capable of decoding individua
molecules. Add to that it living in water at atemperature that would nicely cook ahuman and you find a
lack of common ground. We need so much more information: its technology, whereit comesfrom ... ah.”
Chapra paused for amoment then stabbed her fingers down again, deleting the projection of the creature
and cdling up something e se. The result was ashifting, and dightly nauseating greyness. She quickly
cancelled that. "l see... | didn't feel usdrop into U-space. How long until we leave the Chasm and enter
the Quarrison Drift?"

"Twenty-two hours," replied Box.
Judd added, "1t will be a solstan week before we reach the system that may be the system of origin.”
Chapra shifted one finger aside and pressed down.

"Abaron," shesaid. "Y ou best get to the control room. We're going to do it now."

"We're up to zero now. Everything stable," said Abaron.
"That was to be expected,” said Chapra. "The problems start as soon as al that body ice turnsto water."
"The freezing was exceptiondly efficient,” Abaron alowed.

"I would say nigh perfect,” said Chapra. "There's no apparent cell damage to the creature. | wonder just
how much of our interferenceis necessary.”

"Theweta," said Abaron suddenly.
"Pardon.”

Abaron could not help smiling; he knew something she did not know. "It'sacricket that livesin New
Zedland on Earth. It has adapted itsdlf to night-time freezing and amorning thaw without substantial

damage.

"Yes, bl_Jt thewetaevolved toit. | doubt that is the case with this creature. What we see here is advanced
cryogenics.”

Annoyed Abaron said, "Or genetic manipulation.”

Chapraregarded him and raised an eyebrow.

"Quite," shesaid, her surprise evident. "Now, let's move on to the next stage.” Her hands fled over the
touch keys. The holographic display showed much of the isolation chamber. It was asif they sat a their
consolesjust to one side of it.

"One degree above zero. Flooding chamber,” said Abaron. As he said thisthe floor of the chamber
dropped a couple of metres below the entrance lock, from below which ajetty extended. Water poured
into the chamber from holes dl around thewall. When it reached the nil gravity areabelow wherethe
creature floated, just held in place by the tips of some of the PSR's limbs, it splashed up and floated too,
in seemingly gelatinous masses.

"Degp scan is showing cdl chemidtry initiation. Heet generated. It is primitively warm-blooded, which is
surprising considering its environment,” said Chapra.

"Brief neurd activity,” said Abaron.



"Okay, let's shut down the null-field.”

Thefield, created by two opposing gravplates, collapsed when Abaron shut off the plate in the ceiling. A
growing column of water collgpsed and the creature sagged asit gained weight.

"Enzyme activity istoo fast for anterior cell chemidiry. I'm taking the temperature up five degrees. Usea
microwave pulse, we want al that ice thawed quickly,” said Chapra, her voice urgent.

"Done," said Abaron.

"Chrigt! Look at that activity," said Chapra.

"It moved,” said Abaron.

"The chemigtry isamost too fast for scan to follow!™"
"It moved," Abaron inssted.

What?"

"l said it moved."

"Put itin thewater,"” Chaprasaid.

The PSR lowered its charge into the water, which was now ametre deep. Abruptly the creature jerked
away from the PSR, then feebly began paddling.

"Get the temperature up! Quick, it's going into hypothermic shock. Use the microwave pulse again if
necessary."

"Ten, twenty, thirty ... it'scoming out of it."

The PSR retreated from the chamber. The creature continued to propd itself around and around.
Abruptly it broke the surface with atriangular section tentacle, angled over like a periscope. The water
lay two metres deep now. The creature moved to the edge of the jetty, then underneath.

"Dim thelightsfifty percent,” said Chapra

"Eighty degrees,” said Abaron. Wisps of steam were now blowing off the water's surface.
"Hold it at ninety and keep the pressure at one atmosphere.”

"Surdy it needsmore.”

"As| sad, itll likely have as much an adaptive range as a human. We wart it tolerable enough for usto
gointhere”

IIWI,V?I
Chapraglared a him. "We haveto learn to communicate.

"Send aGolemin," said Abaron.

Chapraturned away. "Just do as| say."

It wasthefirst time she had ever fdt truly angry with Abaron, and was beginning to rediseit might not be



the last. Shereturned her attention to the chamber and watched as the creature dlid out from under the
jetty. It moved fast now. An underwater view showed thet it propelled itself with atail fin like asharp
propeller that pulsed in dternate directions. It changed direction and halted by gripping the bottom with
itstentacles. It sabilized itsdf with two fleshy ruddersjutting from its Sdes. The arm — it had only the
one— it kept folded to its ribbed body. The head was that of anightmare crayfish, but without eyes.

"| think you can open the way into one of your tanks now."
"That will raisethe temperature,” said Abaron tartly.

"Letit," said Chapra. "It'l only befor awhile." Shedid not alow hersalf be drawn. Histurn to get
under my skin, she thought.

At Abaron'singtruction an irised hatch dowly opened in thewall. Water poured in and the chamber filled
with steam. The creature turned toward the disturbance, then backed away. Abruptly it darted to its
disassembled sphere and turned one of the inner segments over on top of itself. Crustaceans and plants
poured in with the water. The tank emptied and Abaron closed the hatch. Then he and Chaprawatched
anxioudy. Eventually one of the larger crustaceans ventured over near the creature. Therewas aflicker of
movement and the crustacean was up agains the creature's mouth parts, afaint cloudinessin the water,
then a cleaned shell and emptied bits of exoskeleton drifted to the bottom. The creature dowly came out
of itshide,

"Yed" yeled Abaron happily.

Chapra watched with increasing fascination as the creature took up the empty shell and used it to scrape
at the bottom of the tank. When this had no effect, it carefully picked up dl the shell fragmentsinitssingle
hand, swam over to the jetty, then reached out of the water and deposited them on the jetty.

"I think now | can deep,” she said, and wondered if that was true. The creature's response had been
perfect, disturbingly perfect.

PART TWO

Kélor took the crodorman's pawn then grinned at him across the board before picking it up. The
crodorman had alook of rea fear on hiswhorl-skinned face. It had taken awhileto get that look there,
since Kellor had appeared to be a perfect mark when he entered the tent. He looked young and atrifle
depraved, his pouting mouth and pretty face the cosmetic choice of a certain contemptible type. His
clothing, the tightly tailored white uniform of apreruncible ship captain, was aso the choice of that type.
The crodorman grunted in pain at the pendty shock, his eyes closed and the bigger whorls of thick skin
on hisface and wrists flushing red. Kellor studied him with interest. He reckoned on check in another five
moves. It would be fascinating to see what level the pendty shock went up to then. The shock from
checkmate killed people with aweak congtitution. He wondered if the crodorman might die, and he
smiled at the next expected move.

"You'reKdlor," someone said.

Kélor glanced around a the man who had ebowed himself to the front of the ring of spectators. They
shushed him but heignored them. Kellor ingpected the uniform and recognised the man asaGenerd in
the Separatist Confederation. Now there was a contradiction in terms. He looked up into the bearded
face and saw there the harshness of rigid saf-control, amouth like aclam, and eyes ablack glitter amidst
frownlines.

"What can | do for you?" he asked, off-handedly making another move. He took no piecesthistime, so



there was no pendty shock. But Kellor was aware that his nonchaant attitude was scaring the
crodorman. The Genera could not have come at a better time.

"] am David Conard," said the Generdl.

How very interesting, thought Kellor. Here was the Butcher of Cheyne, the man reputedly responsible
for the deaths of over two million Polity citizens. He turned from the board, aflick of asmile on hisface
when he saw the sweat squeezing out between the folds in the crodorman's forehead. Over ten seconds
and the penalty shocks would start. Y ou had to think quick in this game.

"Y ou want my ship?" he asked, noting how the people who had been shushing the General had now
moved back from him.

"We can't discussthis here"

Kédlor nodded then glanced aside and moved his castle directly after the crodorman's move. The
crodorman rapidly followed that move, alook of relief on hisugly face.

Oh silly silly crodorman.
"No problem," he said to Generd Conard. "I'm finished now."

The crodorman logt hislook of relief and stared at the board, then he looked up at Kellor. Therewas no
pleading in hisexpression, just fear and abraced expectancy. Thiswasthe bit that Kellor liked; the
moment his opponent realised he had lost and that he was about to experience pain, or die. He had
enjoyed this moment so often, yet it never paled; the gun pointed or the blade of aknife paused at the
skin. But it could never be protracted in aredl fight asit could in pendlty chess. Kdlor grinned at the
crodorman and dowly reached out for his queen.

"Thiswill be checkmate, | bdieve" he sad.

The crodorman swore a him then made a sound halfway between a scream and agroan when he made
the move. Kdlor watched him writhe for amoment, then detached his own wrist bands and picked up his
winnings. As he walked from the tent with the Generd the crodorman dumped across the board, either in
afaint, or dead. He did not notice. By then he had lost interest.

The device was dlive. Chapra defined it as a device because she was certain it was a product of
technology rather than of evolution. It was also growing. Some time during their deep period the creature
had placed the thing on the bottom, at the side of the chamber furthest from whereitsfood crustaceans
congregated. It was hdf again the size it had been. It was now ten centimetres across. a spaghetti
collection of tubes, acordl.

"You noticeit'sincreased in Sze rather than complexity. It's exactly the same shape asit was" said
Chapra.

Abaron grunted an acknowledgement. She knew he was deeply involved in problems with the food
ecology. The crustaceans ate the artificid proteins he gave them, they could in fact ingest Terran protein
and plant matter, and they seemed redlly healthy. But he could not get them to breed. It was possible he
might never know what was lacking in their food or their environment, but opined that while hetried to
find out he learned much else. Chapra reckoned it was work he preferred because it tracked him away
fromthedienitsf.

"Where has the shell gone?" she suddenly asked. "Box, did you have it cleared from the chamber?*



"No, the creature utilized it,” replied the ship Al.

A flicker and shewaslooking at an earlier view into the chamber. Another flicker and the water became
totally unrefractive; it looked asif the creature, the plants, and the pseudo-shrimps were just floating
through air. She watched as the creature placed the device on the bottom then began cruising in circles
around the chamber. After atimeit reached up on the jetty and collected al the pieces of shell. It took
these to the device, and next to it, on the floor of the chamber, ground the shell to dudge and fed it into
the tubes.

"What are the main congtituents of those shells?' Chapra asked.
Abaron replied, "Calcium carbonate and calcium phosphate.”

Chapras hands glided for amoment then she paused in irritation and plugged in her interlink. Her hands
glided again.

"The device has been increased in Sze Sructurdly, using those compounds, but its other condtituents are
more diffuse. These are carbon and copper compoundsin the main, with auminium, microscopic
amounts of tungsten carbide ... " Chapras voicetrailed off and she sat there trancdlike. After atime she
turned to Abaron who was watching her carefully. "Now is our opportunity,” she said.

"What do you mean?" he asked.
"I mean I'm going inthere.”
"You mugt beinsane" he said. Helooked dightly ill.

"Box," shesaid, ignoring him. "l want those compounds in the precise proportion they arein the device,
only ten times the quantity, separate and held in inert containers ... make the containers from the same
materid asthe sphereinner shell, and in the samefashion. | leaveit to you."

"What about contamination?' asked Abaron, acatch in hisvoice.

"None of its bacteriaor viral forms have shown any pathogenic tendency in human tissue, and we are free
of al harmful human vird or bacterid forms. Even the beneficent ones we do carry would not be ableto
urviveinitsenvironment.”

"The heat?'
"I'll wear an environment suit, but | do not want to be completely cut off."
"Why?" asked Abaron, confused.

"If I completely enclose mysdlf the creature may not be able to see meinitsway. Remember, its primary
senses are mogt like our senses of taste and smell — it has no vison.”

Abaron just shook his head and returned his attention to his console and display. Chapra smiled and
stood, removed her interlink. Before leaving the room she rested her hand on Abaron's shoulder.

"Xenology is not the most clever choice for axenophobe,” she said, and headed for the door.

Before she went through it he managed areply. "It isexactly theright choice.”



Once she was outside the room and beyond Abaron's hearing, Box said, "He is right, and we watch him.
Hisfear makes him amost meticulous researcher.”

"Have you followed my ingtructions?'
"But of course. Judd awaits you in the isolation chamber.”

"Superior bastard,” she muttered as she strode down the corridor.

Theworld of Cdlanastawas Diana Windermere's home world, and where the rest of the Cable Hogue's
crew were stationed or lived on permanent call. It was a so the world the Hogue orbited and, it had been
established, that orbit was of great benefit to the Callanasta's two-centuries-old terraforming project.
Dianathought it good that abreaker of worlds, just by its presence, assisted in the making of aworld.

The cal came while she was spear fishing for the huge adapted turbot in the estuary. She was dowly
coming up on one of the great diamond shapes asit cruised aong the bottom when there came asplash
above her and the iron crab of aremote drone sank down toward her. The turbot shot away in a cloud
of glt and Dianaresisted the temptation to shoot the spear at the drone. It would only bounce off. She
surfaced and the drone surfaced with her.

"Thisisapriority cal. You areto come at once," said the drone.

Dianapulled her hemolung bregther.

"Another fucking drill?" she spat.

"The crew are gating aboard a the moment. We leave the system in one hour."

The voice was different al of asudden. Dianaredised the Hogue Al had just spoken to her and that it
sounded excited. Usually it was locked into the net and too busy in other pursuitsto even talk.

Dianadropped her spear gun and opened up with her fastest crawl for the shore. She kicked off her
flippersin the surf then ran down the grey strand to her beach house. She ddlighted in the strength of her
body. To bethisfit compensated for the times she had spent in hospitals being cell welded back together,
just asthe captaincy of the Hogue compensated for the years she had spent taking orders. She grinned
to one Sde at the drone asit overtook her, carrying her flippers and spear gun.

Her beach house was made of pine shipped around from the other side of the planet and was areplica of
the chaetsthey built in Siberiain the twenty-second century shortly after the permafrost melted. At least,
that's what the catalogue said. Dianadid not care so long as she had room for her wegpon collection and
gym — not for her the augmentations that were so popular in Security, as she considered it better to
know her own strength.

Inside the chalet she Stripped off her swimsuit and stepped under the shower. As she did this she heard
the thump of her spear gun and flippers hitting the floor. Out of the shower she dried, pulled on her jump
auit, looked around for anything she might need. There wasjust one thing. Shetook alarge cerama
commando knife down fromitswall digplay and did it into her boot. It was unlikely that she would useit;
shejust took it because she felt uncomfortable without it.

In the back of the chalet stairsled down into an underground chamber that had been carved out of
yelow rock of Calanasta. It dways gave Dianaathrill to come down here. Sherated this, her own
runcible. The floor of the chamber was dark glass underneath which could be seen the shapes of
machines and ducts. At the centre of the floor was acircular dais of black glassthree metresin diameter.



At the centre of this stood two nacreous bull's horns three metres high between which shimmered the
cusp of this Skaidon gate. No living human understood the science. Iversus Skaidon had, for the brief
time he survived directly interfacing with an Al. The whole science was created in amatter of minutes.
Diana watched the drone shoot into the cusp and disappear. There were people who used it just as
casudly, but Diana could not. Always there was amoment of reflection before she stepped through. She

stepped through.

No time. No space, nor pain. Just afedling of strangenessthat came not from the transferenceitself but
from the didocation. The air was different, aswasthe gravity, sounds, smells, tagtes. All in aningant.

"Captan, itisntadrill.”
Weapons comp: Eric Jabro.

"| figured that," said Diana, striding away from the gate to the screens that showed Callanastabelow. She
needed that momentary reassurance. "'1s everyone aboard?

"I'll check."

They would be. Whatever thiswas, they had trained for it for the last eight years. She stared down at the
planet. For eight years the planet had had tides, now it would have to do without for awhile.

The suit blew cold air up under her hood. Every so often afeather of the air in the room got through. It
felt asif someone had passed ared hot iron near her face.

"If theair temperatureis taken lower, vison will be restricted.”

Chapra stood with her back against the lock door. Judd stood a pace or two ahead of her. Wasthis
such agood idea? She looked down at the case of hexagona containers she held. It weighed heavy on
her arm. Would the creature understand the gesture? Would it even recognise what wasin these
containers?

"Let'sdoit,” shesad, her words disturbing the air in front of her face and | etting some of the heat in. She
Started to swest.

"The cregture is aware of our presence,” said Judd. The Golem was linked in to Box and to the control
room where Abaron sat biting his nails. Box had arbitrarily decided not to speak to them while they were
in the isolation chamber asthis might confuse the cresture.

"There," Judd pointed to where three triangular tentacl es broke the surface and zeroed in on Chapra. The
fronts of these tentacles were equilaterd triangles about ten centimetres on the side. Contained in these
triangles was an organic complexity that had something of alamprey's mouth, the underside of agtarfish,
and acomputer interface plug.

"It is physicaly motionless now, though Abaron informs me that there is huge sensorium activity.”

"Fine," said Chapra. She walked to the end of the jetty, lowered the case to the floor, then walked back
to stand beside Judd. There was something strange ... something made her shiver.

"We are being ultrasound scanned,” the Golem observed.

Chapra nodded. That waswhat she wasfedling. Her partial catadaption made her more sengitive to
some things. She thought about some of the structures they had studied in the creature's head. There had
been much they had been unable to fathom, but now they at least knew it used ultrasound. Just by



looking at ahuman's hands, eyes, and the Structure of the brain it is not possible to know al of what a
human is cgpable.

"Something like adolphin," said Judd. "There are d so complex pheromones present in the air.”
"It'stalking to us," said Chapra.
"Itisscanning the case," said Judd.

Before Chapra could think of any reply to that the creature propelled itsdlf to the edge of the jetty. A
tentacle poised above the case, came down, pulled the lid to one of the containers, hovered aboveit.
Something like a butterfly's tongue flickered from the end of the tentacle. There was a pause, then the
creature sampled the other cases so fast its movements were a blur. The hand came out then snatched
the case into the water, gone.

"Wadl, thank you, too," said Chapra, but she was euphoric.

Back in the control room Abaron watched, fascinated as the creature coiled around its strange device
and worked upon it in some strange manner. It opened the pots one a atime and fed tastes of the
various compoundsinto it with itstentacles. It reached insde with itslong fingers and shifted things,
reached deep inside with dabs of the compounds. Thiswas causing reactionsinsde the device and
turning the surrounding water cloudy. Abaron could seeit was growing rapidly. When it reached twenty
centimetres across, the creature snared more crustaceans, feeding itself on their flesh and their shellsinto
the device, which continued to grow. After one deep period it lay ametre across, and was like some
enormous seashell bearing the shape of awormcast. Its outer surface was red and rough, but what he
could see of the interior was iridescent white, smooth, with the tube ends turned out like lips. Movement
wasvishblefar indde, which under scan seemed the interplay of complex mechanisms, or theinterna
function of aliving cresture. Thelinewas blurred.

"Havewe any ideaat al what that is?" asked Abaron.

"Could be anything. It might useit to prepare its food, make drugs, or it might even serve no purpose a
al. Imagine an dlien watching ahuman paint apicture.... "

"I think it serves afunction.”

"It'sastep or two beyond complete analysis,” said Box in an unusua interruption. "But there are
nanomechanica structuresin there and as a consequence we must limit scan.”

Chaprasaid, her voiceflat, "Then its function could be anything, and might even be everything.”
"What do you mean?" asked Abaron.

"Nanomechanicad — it'slikely it can make whatever it wants from the molecular level up. | would guess
the only congiraint to be materias, environment, and the size of those tubes.”

"It might make something to break out of there," said Abaron.

Chapralooked at him. "It isnot aprisoner. If it wantsto leave at any time and shows that capability, then
weshould dlow it to leave."

Abaron shuddered.
"That bothersyou?' Chapraenquired.



"It bothersme, but | can livewithit ... what'sit doing now?"

They both turned to the projection. The creature caught one of the larger crustaceans, but rather than eat
it, fed the crustacean into one of the tubes of the strange machine, then coiled around it.

"Feeding it?" wondered Abaron.

"l don't think so," said Chapra, and her fingers went reflexively to her console. After amoment shelifted
her hands away. "Box, I'm not getting anything on scan.”

"Scanisinadvisable at thistime. The radiations of scan may damage the nanomechanical structuresor
interfere with whatever processistaking place.”

"Ah, Schrodinger,” said Chapratightly, but she dlowed alittle smile a theirony.
"You're not letting uslook,” said Abaron in disbelief.
"Precisdy,” said Box.

To Abaron Chaprasaid, "He'sright, X-rays and ultrasound could wreck things on amolecular level, and
the other spectrums of scan arentt likely to do any good.”

"What about underspace?”

Box sad, "An underspace scan still requires areal-space medium after gating.”
"Oh," said Abaron, and looked embarrassed.

"That'smy lot for now," said Chapra, and she stood and |eft the room.

Abaron sat for an hour analysing al extraneous data, but when the creature made no further moves he
decided it wastime for him to deep. After he had gone, Judd entered the room and stared at the
projection. Communication between Golem and ship Al was slent but long. Eventudly Judd leaned
forward and turned off the display, then just stood there still as something dead.

Oncein her quarters Chapra sat on her bed and stared at nothing in particular for awhile.
"Box," sheeventudly sad, dill staring, "There's huge potentid here.”
"We have no suitable scale of measurement or comparison,” the Al told her.

"l wasjugt thinking," she went on. "The scientific community is not the only group that'll betaking an
interegt.”

"This has been noted."

"l anglad ... you are only ascience vessd."
"l am."

"What is being done?"

" As soon as nanomechanica structures were discovered in the device Earth Centra wasinformed and
has since taken appropriate action.”

Chapralay back on her bed. "Every world that's in the net but outside of Polity control will be watching,



if not doing something. Separatist organisations are amost certainly looking for waysto capitaise on this.
What exactly isbeing done?"

"The dreadnought Cable Hogue has been dispatched and will arrive in two solstan weeks."

Chapra swallowed dryly. That if anything brought home the seriousness of things; dreadnoughts were not
put into action for anything lessthan interplanetary war.

"Will we come under military control ?"
"No," said Box.

Like amillion scientists before her Chapradid not believe that.

Kédlor watched Conard's reaction with some amusement as the vendor thanked them for their custom
and floated on to the next table. Separatists were uniformin their hatred of al machine intelligences.
Kelor sipped his cool-ice and waited. He reckoned on the transportation of weapons or as an outside
bet amilitary srike, which wasfine by him so long asthe target was not actualy within the Polity.

"We require your services," said Conard.

Kélor obliged this comment with a, dight tilt of his head.
"Thereisascience vessd that poses athreat to the Confederation. We need to take it out."”
"Polity?"

"Yes"

"Expengve”

"Tenmillion unitsof irradiated platinum.”

"Behind the Line?" Kellor asked, preparing to get up and walk away.
"What do you mean?"

"Isit in Polity space?"

"No."

Kelor spped some more of hisdrink and alowed a chunk of the psychedelic ice to melt on histongue.
That wasalot of irradiated platinum for destroying a science vessdl outside of Polity space. There had to
be a catch. There dwayswas.

"Whereisthisvesd?"

"Itslast reported position was at the edge of the Quarrison Drift. Entering the Drift. | have that position to
within alight year. There must be no survivors; total obliteration.”

"For my own sake | haveto agree. | don't want the Polity taking an interest in my affairs. What
complications might there be?"

"The ship could be planetside by the time we reach it." Conard gave ableak grin before spping hisglass
of mineral water. Kellor distrusted people who made a point of staying sober. It probably meant they



needed a clear head to keep track of their lies.

"I don't have the equipment for alarge-scae planetary action. All | have is detawing landing craft
adapted for orbital bombardment.”

"Wewill supply soldiers and landing craft for any ground action. Y ou have the hold space.”

Kelor nodded then tilted his head as the crodorman came staggering into the vending area. The man
looked drunk and angry. Kellor shook his head in mock sadness and dropped a hand down to his belt.
Hefet nothing but contempt for bad losers.

"How soon can you be ready?' asked Conard.
"Thereareafew looseends... "

The crodorman gpproached their table, pulling something from his bulky garments.

"Trazum speck!™

Kéelor knew enough crodorun to recognise the challenge and threat. He stood as the crodorman findly
pulled free acylinder of grey metd. The end of the cylinder shot away to adistance of ametre and
hovered suspended, the vague shimmer of fiel d-stiffened monofilament between it and the cylinder.
Kédlor drew asmall flat gun and pointed it. The crodorman paused; that moment again. The gun madea
sound like aplagtic ruler dgpped againgt atable. The crodorman's arm fell off. The weapon fell with it
and sheared in ahalf arecently vacated chair. On hisfeet now Kélor amed again. The crodorman had
time only to look down &t the blood pumping from his sump. Again that sound. A holethesizeof a
strawberry appeared in ridged forehead and spattered customers behind the crodorman with pieces of
skull and brain. Hefell back over the vending machine which whined under hisweight and thanked him
for hiscustom. AsKdlor holstered his gun he noted Conard clipping asmilar weapon back into awrist
holster. Hefiled the information away for future reference.

"That'soneloose end," he said.

"lIt'sfemde" sad Abaron.

"| thought you had femaes," said Chapra They were sitting in asmall eating area. Chaprawas egting
prawns and Abaron occasondly gave the plateful a strange look.

"Femade... definitions. | had two sexes and made the fundamental error of assuming that because they
were S0 like Earth crustaceansin every respect they would be the samein meiosis. ... it'sthetrihelica
DNA. There arethree sexes, al contributing their share of the chromosomes. Thisisthethird.” He
pointed at the projection. It showed a crustacean little different in outward appearanceto itsfellows.

"So our friend used the device to conduct a sex-change operation,” said Chaprawith much amusement.

"Yes" sad Abaron grudgingly. He looked at the creature curled around its weird machine. "No doubt it
iscorrecting my error with one of the other species.”

"Why don't you do therest?" asked Chapra. "Help it out.”

Abaron sared at her for amoment asif trying to decide whether or not she wasridiculing him. He
eventually nodded then took up his notescreen and headed out of the room.

"What hasit got in there now?' Chapraasked the empty air. The projection flickered and changed,



showed the cresture harvesting some of the water weed and feeding it into the machine. The projection
then flicked back to redl time showing the creature uncurling and moving back from its machine. A cloud
of small objects gusted from one white mouth.

"Whét isthat?"
"Seeds and spores,” said Box. "Initid analysis shows— " Box's voice abruptly cut off.
"Yes... showswhat?'

The silence lasted for racked-out seconds. Chaprafelt achill. It was not often that an Al did not reply,
was not there. To her knowledge this could only mean that Box's entire processing power had come on
line. And that power was phenomendl.

Box said, "l am sorry to delay. There are seeds and spores for one hundred different varieties of water
weed."

"But therewas only one," said Chapra, and only after she had said it did she realise what Box had told
her. "Jesu, it can do that?"

Box said, "From the plant materia it placed in the device the creature has made seeds and sporesfor one
hundred different varieties of water plant. The genetic coding for sixty-four percent of these plant seedsis
close enough to the origind plant code for it to have dtered that genome. The rest fall outside that area of
probability asthey are bihelica DNA."

"It'san engineer, afucking genetic engineer.”
"Shdl | continue?'
"Yes, sorry."

"Many of the seeds seem to have their originsin acompletely different environment from what islikely the
creature's native one but have been altered to surviveinit. Five of the seeds are from Earth seaweeds.”

"Y ou mean Earth-type?' asked Chapra, even though she knew an Al did not make that kind of mistake.

"Earth seaweeds, specifically three types of kelp and two bladder wracks. The kel ps are Furzbelows or
Saccorhiza Polyschides, SeaBelt or —

"Y es, yes, you've made your point, but what doesit mean?"
"Y ou require my answer to that?'
"I would likeit. I know what mineis."

"Very well, thiscreature is or was amember of star-spanning race with atechnology comparableif not
superior to our own. At sometimeit or itskind visited Earth.”

"lsor was?'

"We have never before encountered a creature like this yet it has obvioudy travelled in human space. If
its point of origin does turn out to be the system for which we are heading, then the creature might post
date the extinction of its own kind by as much asfive million years"

"How long now until we get there?"



"Forty-eight solstan hours.”

Chapranodded to hersalf and returned her attention to the projection.

"Hdl," shesaid. "What now?'

The creature had placed the sample pots on the jetty, each of which contained something.
"I'm going down there."

"Juddison hisway."

"Yes, I'msureheis”

Dianaunclipped the restraining bar from her seet asthe interface hedmet automatically disconnected itself
from her head, from her mind. Abruptly she was human again; limited to asmall and fragile bipeda form.
It wasto be agod to interface with the Cable Hogue. It wasaso very tiring.

"Everything nomina," said Jabro, asif he expected no answer.

"Nomina," said Diana, till seeing the shore scenes from Callanastas surface. The tsunami had been ten
metres high, but the shore baffles had absorbed most of its energy. There had been only minor flooding in
some coastal areas. No deaths. But then not many people lived on that world.

"We should do aweapons test before arrival,” said Jabro. Behind hisback Orland grinned at Seckurg,
the token Golem on the bridge.

"Why should we?" asked Diana, her face straight.
"We don't want anything to go wrong at the other end,” said Jabro, just as straight-faced.

"Hogue," said Diana, addressing the celling as was the wont of any addressing an Al, the location of
which they were unsure. "Give us avector on something to blast.”

"Ageroid field two hours away at present speed. Navigation hazard and mostly the Size of Separatist
dreadnoughts. Nicethat," said Hogue with relish.

"How long with the Laumer engines?'
"One hour. Engines gtill on diagnodtic.”
"Takethem off that and put them online. Thisisapriority misson.”

Deep in the guts of the Cable Hogue, banks of crystalline cylinders phased red-violet then off the visble
spectrum. The force holding the ship under the surface of underspace dragged it degper and dammed it
forward. The energy expended was such that the ship left avigbletrall behind it in rea space; self-created
antimatter sparkled into oblivion asit connected with stray hydrogen atoms and |eft black lineslike
stretch marks across vacuum.

One hour later the Cable Hogue flashed into existence in afield of asteroids with adisperson of
thousands of kilometres. Agteroids glowed and bloomed into expanding spheres of plasma. Jabro
segmented an asteroid the Size of Earth's moon, then hit each segment with quark bombs. The resultant
flash was mistaken as anova on adistant world, a hundred years on.

"That cost us," said the ship Al, but Jabro was laughing like amaniac and did not hear. Diana smiled to



hersalf, knowing Hogue would not have allowed Jabro access to that particular weapons bank if the cost
had been prohibitive. The cot later turned out to be a twenty minute stopover in the troposphere of agas
giant for refudling, then the Hogue redlly opened up with its Laumer engines. Theresult was caled The
Cable, and it glowed in the skies of many aworld for decades.

The hest licked at the edges of the air blast on Chapra's face as she entered the isolation chamber. It
amost seemed maevolent. Judd walked out ahead of her, to the edge of the jetty, and studied the
containers. The creature was floating about ten metres out and Chapra fdt that faint sensation that told
her she was being ultrasound scanned. After amoment she followed Judd and peered down into the
containers.

"A gift?" shewondered. She squatted down and looked closely. Three of the containers held small
quantities of metallic powder. There were smal quantities of crystaline substancesin a couple of others,
and in the remaining three were minute copies of the containers themselves. Chaprareached insde and
took one out. Likethe origindsit was trangparent. There was amere fleck of something insdeit.

Judd said, "The creature showed increased scanning activity when you spoke and it isshowing it again

Chaprastood up. "Perhapsit understands that thisis how we communicate. | imagine that it
communicates using ultrasound and pheromones — not an easy language to trandate.” She stooped and
took up four of the containers. Judd took up the other four.

"I don't think these are agift,” she continued. "I think the cregture isletting us know its requirements.” She
turned to the door then and hated in surprise. Abaron, dressed in atotally-enclosing environment suit,
stood just inside the chamber.

"Abaron." She could think of nothing moreto say.

"Thereisacommunication for you," he said, hisvoice grating from the PA of the suit. He quickly turned
back to the door, hit the control to open it, went through. Chapraand Judd followed him through the
lock. Inthat little chamber Abaron removed his mask while Chapraflicked back her hood. Hisface was
pouring with swest.

"Isthat suit malfunctioning?' asked Chapra swestly, then damned hersdlf for insengtivity — at least he
was trying. She shook her head. "What do you mean 'acommunication'?’

"A priority message from aplace called Clavers World," he said.
"Box?1 thought you werent letting anything through.”

"1 merely reassgned priority. One of my subminds has been vetting all communications. This particular
onemay berdevant to al our actions. It isfrom Alexion Smithand itison red time."

"Him. What the hell does he want?' As she said this Chapra glanced at Abaron and saw the awe on his
face. "Strikethat," she said. "Let'sgo and find out.”

Junger twenty-eights, thought Kellor. He stood in the hold of his ship watching, on anearby
viewscreen, the gunshipsjetting across vacuum from the heavy-lifter shuttle. The Generd must have
bribed someone in the Polity to obtain them. They were dated, and must have been scheduled for
destruction a some point. Sixteen of them. Kdlor licked hislips. He was not sure he liked this. The
money was good and must obvioudy be in proportion to therisk ... but some of the other toysthe
Genera had brought aboard bothered him. The tactical atomics weren't so bad. Kedlor had used them



himsalf on many occasions. But the CTDswere. Contraterrene deviceswere the kind of thingsto get
you really noticed by Earth Centra, and it was by not being overly noticeable to EC that Kellor was able
to continue to operate. He really hoped the Genera had no intention of using them against a Polity world
— that would redlly piss off some mgor minds, and a pissed-off Al was an enemy indeed.

"Y ou have some reservations,” said Conard. A few paces behind him stood his two young aides, their
expressions utterly devoid of emotion and in Kellor's opinion, intelligence.

"l dways have reservationswhen | don't know dl the details," Kdlor replied.

The General stood with a swagger stick tucked under one arm and managed not to look ridiculous. His
uniform was neat and spotless on adiminutive frame. Hisface wore amildly thoughtful expression. But
Kélor had begun to understand what went on behind that expression. General David Conard hated the
Polity, and most especidly its Als, with fanaticd intengty. He would die to bring it down. And he would
kill anyoneto bring it down. Kellor considered himself a better man. Asfar as he was concerned people
could live how they liked. He only killed for money.

"Thereisnothing much to add. Y ou must first sever communicationsusing those ... missiles™” He said the
last word with contempt. It was his disgust at the thought of using smart missilesthat had made Kellor
findly realise the depth of Conard's hatred of Als. "And on our subsequent arrival in the system take out
the Pality ship you'l find there."

"Andthat'sdl?"

"Yes, and as| said before, There must be no survivors; complete obliteration'.”
"Andit'sonly aPolity science vessdl ?!

"Wes"

"No colony on the world?'

"No."

"That'sdl right then."

Kdlor turned to watch asthe first of the gunships entered the hold of the Samurai. They had four-man
crews, which meant his own crew would be outnumbered by about twenty. He would have to prepare
for that eventuality. He turned back to Conard.

"Why?" he asked.

"I'm sorry?'

"Why do you want to destroy a Polity science vessal? Surely there are better military targets?”
"That does not concern you.”

Kdlor pretended to think about it then nod reluctant agreement. He had noted and filed the edge to
Conard's voice. That edge had not been there at the beginning. Something had changed and the mission
had acquired greater urgency. If the Separatists were becoming desperate to destroy that vessel then it
carried something of huge potentia vaue. With hisback to the Generd, Kdler dlowed himsdf acold
little smile and glanced to the squat muscular bulk of hisfirst officer. Jurensreturned hislook then nodded
back to Conard. Kellor turned to watch.



The Generd strode over to agroup of four of his soldierswho had come aboard the Samurai inthefirst
Junger. One of these was either ill or drunk and hisfellows were attempting to support him. Asthe
General approached they quickly stepped away. Conard did not hesitate. He kicked the soldier in his
testicles then kicked hisfeet away from under him. Asthe man lay on the deck groaning Conard reached
down and pulled something from his neck and tossed it aside. Jurens stepped up beside Kellor.

"H-patch," he said. "Confederation soldierslike to stay stoned so's they don't have to think about what
they're being ordered to do. Arseholes.”

The Generd, just to drive the point home, began systematically kicking in the soldier'sribs. The man
probably couldn't fed it. Jurens spat on the deck and turned away. Kellor followed hisfirst officer from
the hold. He too, as ayoung mercenary, had suffered such officers as Conard.

PART THREE

Alexion Smith looked neither old nor young. There was nothing fashionable nor particularly unfashionable
about his appearance. He had short blond hair, a thin non-descript face set as abackground for cadm
green eyes, and wore aribbed and nestly patched environment suit. He looked ... utilitarian. From years
of association Chapraknew that this was because such things asfashion just held no interest for him. His
love wasfor thingslong dead and buried: ancient ruins and ancient bones, preferably dien ruinsand dien
bones. He sat now at ease in adeep armchair in aprojection that occupied the air over the consolesin
the control room. Behind him was awindow through which could be seen abarren landscape below a
sky haf-filled with ared-giant sun. Weird birds drifted in charcod silhouette.

"Alex, it'sniceto see you," said Chapra as she dropped into her swive chair. Abaron took a seet in the
background.

"It isniceto seeyou, Chapra, though | wouldn't recognise you. | take it you got fed up with the grey hair
and segging tits?!

Chapragrinned a the sound of a sharply indrawn breath behind her. "I did. | find that in thisformitis
eader for meto get what | want. Appearanceisal evenin thiscosmetic age. What isit, Alex? What's
givenyou priority over hdf amillion other calers?'

Alexion looked out hiswindow for amoment before returning his attention to Chapra.

"| was fascinated by your discovery out there, Chapra, and supposing that the escape pod isfive million
yearsold | consdered that discovery within my remit. I've been watching and paying atention ... picking
up on every scrap of information ... The evidenceis mostly mythologicd, philologicd ... you know aswell
as| that you can excavate languages and storiesaswel asruins—"

"What'syour point, Alex?"

Alexion looked at her very directly, "Based on the construction of the escape pod — remains of one
exactly the same were found in the Csorian time vault — and based on the machineit ... uses— the
shape of that machine was etched into the walls of the same vault and no-one knew what it was until now
— and based on thousands of other fragments of information collated by Al, thereis an eighty-three per
cent probability that the creature you havethereis... Jain."

Chapra shivered and heard Abaron curse. She immediately wanted to object; but the Jain died out
millions of years ago, they'rejust dust and legends and racia memories of gods ...

Alexion went on, "In the Sarian mythos the Jain were the great sorcerers, the transformers. Their houses



were said to be black water-filled boxes built in the equatorial deserts. Their symbol wasthe triangle.
And if that is not enough, the world to which you are heading, has been posited for over acentury as
likely aJain homeworld."

"Okay, I'm convinced,” said Chapra. "But how isthisto affect what | am doing here?!
"The ship Al there, Box, isloading every Jain study, every relevant piece of information. It might help.”
"Isthat it?" Chaprawas beginning to fed avague disgppointment.

"They moved suns, Chapra. There are those who theorise that here we are in the backwoods of a
civilization that ill exists. | guessmy messageis: for dl our sakes, don't fuck up. Ciao." Alexion flickered
out of existence.

Chapraturned to Abaron. "This changes nothing,” she said.
Abaron nodded, but he looked scared again.

The Jain — thiswas how both Abaron and Chaprareferred to it now, it was better than 'the creature —
took the containers from the jetty to its machine. Chaprasmiled to hersaf. Perhaps they might never be
able to speak to each other, but they understood each other. When she and Judd had collected them the
containers held samples of what the Jain wanted in quantity. One of them contained asample of only a
few atomsinside asmall vacuum sphere of glass. The Jain's requirements had stretched from the prosaic
to the exatic. It had wanted iron, it had wanted tantalum, and it had wanted ametallic e ement only
theorised until then. Making afew ounces of the stuff had stretched the main onboard laboratory and
required five Golem to come out of Sasisto assist.

"You noteit only requires dements,”" said Chapra.

"Confirmation that it can build al the moleculesit wants, so long asit hasthe atoms" said Abaron. He
was being very correct and very logica, very in contral.

"I wonder though ... "
"What?'

"That metd, the Jainite, and the niobium ... I've checked. There was nothing like that in the isolation
chamber, nor in the tanks."

"They could have been present in the escape pod.”
"No. | had Box check back on every scan. We were thorough.”
"Wheat are you saying then?'

"We missed something, or with that machine the Jain is able to synthesise atoms, even if in minute
Quantities™

"It'sJain,” said Abaron, asif that was all the answer required.
Some hourslater the Jain manufactured something else.
"The deviceisascanner,” said Box. "It scanned the entire ship with some kind of neutron burgt.”

"That's not possible," said Abaron.



"It'sJain,” said Chapra, relishing the moment.

The device the Jain had built was about the size of ahuman head and looked like the bastard offspring of
awhelk and theinsdes of an old vaveradio. After using it the Jain saved one smal component then fed
therest of it back into its bigger machine, its creation machine. Afterwardsit fed in one of thelarge
crustaceans. Then it cameto the jetty and left something squatting there.

"This| haveto see" said Chapra, hurrying on her way. She glimpsed Abaron licking hisdry lipsashe
reluctantly followed her. In minutes both of them were in hotsuits and walking out on the jetty. Judd
strode behind them.

"It'sthe crustacean. It's been dtered,” said Abaron, then he stepped rapidly back when the beast lifted its
armoured belly up off the jetty and, walking on four armoured limbs, began to come towards them bull
terrier fashion. After amoment Chapramoved back aswell. The beast squatted down a couple of
metresin front of them, waiting.

"Look at itsback," said Abaron.

Chapradid so and there saw atriangle of ridged and pocked flesh. It was the negative of the end of the
Jain'stentacles, she saw thisat once.

Judd said, "Thiswas one of the crustaceans. It has been stripped of its digestive system and now hasa
small organic power cell. Its sensorium has been upgraded to eighty per cent of recelved spectraand
there are additionsto its primitive brain. Itsblood is hested by metdllic heeting e ements.”

"It'saprobe,” said Chapra. "l bet the additionsto its brain are memory."

"Cannot be determined,” said Judd.

"All right, | bet there are direct links between those additions and that triangle on its back."

After apause Judd sad, "There are.”

Chapraturned to Abaron and tried not to notice that he had pressed himsalf up against the door.

"I'll bet theintentionisfor it to wander around the ship then come back here. Once back herethe Jain
probably plugsin and reads off dl theinformation it has gathered.”

"That seemslikely,” said Abaron, aquaver in hisvoice.

"Okay, let's see," said Chapra, and she hit the door control. The beast got up again, advanced to the
door, and through. They followed it into the lock, opened the next door into the ship. Beyond this door
awaited the Golem named Rhys, who in gppearance was an Australian aborigine.

"Rhyswill accompany our little guest on itstour around the ship,” said Box.

The beast moved off down the corridor, clicks and buzzes coming from a sensorium that was a mass of
complex spikes, facets, brushes, and dimpled plates, dl shifting and swiveling.

"Isthisagood idea?’ said Abaron, and Chaprawondered how he had restrained himsdlf for so long.

"| think everything isunder control, and won't be alowed to get out of control ... what isthat on your
bdt, Rhys?'

Rhys glanced back and tapped a hand on the gun holstered at his hip. In appearance it was a L uger



made out of chrome, but with afew strange additions.

"Itisasingun,” said Rhys, hisusualy happy demeanour a once very serious.
"Y ou see?' said Chaprato Abaron.

"Bt ... | didn't think such things existed.”

"They do. One shot from that will have the effect of turning our friend ingde out through apin holein
space." She observed Abaron's confused expression and explained. "For about a second it generatesa
sngularity initstarget. Our friend there would be reduced to dudge.”

"Wouldn't an energy weapon have been better?* asked Abaron.

Judd said, "Thereisahigh probability that the creature can generate defences against energy wespons.
We have no known defence againgt the sngun.”

Chapra decided not to point out to Abaron that use of 'we'.
"It'sdl rather moot,” she said. "The Jain has shown no sgns of hodtility."
"The Jain has placed a container upon the jetty,” said Box.

"Let'sgo seewhat it wants now," said Chapra, and they trooped back into the lock. Soon they were out
on the jetty. The container was at the furthest end.

"Wheat the hdll isthat?" wondered Chapra as she strode towards the container. Showing grest fortitude,
Abaron strode at her side. Inside the container was acoil of something fleshy. They halted at the
container and stood over it.

"It looks like something dive," said Abaron, crushing the dread in him under the cool analytic scienti<.
"It certainly — "

The coil snapped straight out of the container, cobrafast. It hit Abaron's arm, hung there for amoment as
it recoiled, then snapped out into the water. Abaron yelled, staggered back, and sat down.

"Oh," he said, then looked down at his shoulder where blood was spreading between the layers of his
environment suit. "It bit me." In amoment Judd lifted him up and al but carried him to the door. Chapra
followed. In thelock Abaron's legs gave way and he looked more bewildered than scared.

"It'sjust shock," Chapratold him, but she could not put from her mind visions of an ancient celluloid film
she had in her collection; of the contents of an egg shooting out and attaching to aman'sface, and the
consequences of that.

Box looked upon the world with dl its superbly precise senses and andlysed it with amind that made the
mind of any god humans had imagined appear that of an infant throwing atantrum, and it found the world
beautiful. The eye of the beholder. Box could find beauty in anything because it could look at thingsin so
many thousands of different ways. Many philosophersin the human polity now posited that humanswere
not created by gods, that in fact the complete reverse applied.

At the poles of the world the temperature was the same as at Earth's equator, but at two atmospheres
pressure. At its equator the environment was about as inviting to a human asthe insde of apressure
cooker. The place swarmed with life much like that in the isolation chamber, but with one important



exception. There were great and complex ecosystems here, but no outpost of any star-spanning
civilization, and no discernible remnants, but then little might survive five million yearsin such hogtile
conditions. Therewere no Jain, not atrace.

Very cool and very factual Abaron said, "There are no toxinsin me, there is no disgusting dien embryo
waiting to burst out of my stomach in amessy spray. Thereis, in fact, nothing dien to my body insde me
barring the two doughnuts | ate haf an hour ago and the cup of coffee | washed them down with.”

Chapra smiled. The attack, rather than feeding hisfear, had destroyed it. Irrationa fear could never long
survive harsh redlities.

"What happened then?"

"This." Abaron pedled back the dressing on hisarm to show thewound. A perfect circle of skina
centimetre wide and few millimetres deep had been excised from his biceps.

"What do you think?"

"I think the Jain took asample. It isas curious about us aswe are about it. Only its curiosity must have a
greater urgency becauseit is entirely dependent on us and has no ideawhat we might want of it."

"What do you think it might learn?'

"Everything it is possible to learn from my DNA. Being ableto build and ater DNA to the extent it does
it must be able to decode it down to the atomic leve."

"l think you'reright," said Chapra. She thought alot else but wasn't going to spoil his momen.
"Box," said Abaron. "What happened after the ... worm .... bit me?”

"It swam very fast to theinsde of the Jain's machine. The Jain is now wrapped around its machine. There
ismuch nanomechanicd activity.”

"There," said Abaron to Chapra.

Just then the door to the mediab hissed open and in walked the Jain's probe beast, closdly followed by
Rhys.

Box said, "There was an ultrasound communi cation between this probe and the Jain Six minutes after the
sample was taken from your arm.”

The beast squatted on the floor, facing towards Abaron, who sat on the edge of the examination couch.
"It isscanning you," said Box, then, "Y our graft isready.”

"Perhapsit has come to seethis,” said Abaron as he lay back on the couch. The doctor, which wasa
closerelation to the PSR but deliberately less threatening in appearance, gripped Abaron's arm above
and below his biceps. What might be described asits head came down againgt the muscle. It quickly
gobbled up the dressing. In aglare of sterilizing ultraviolet it pressed acircle of skininto placewith a
flattened white egg on the end of one many jointed arm. The egg had the words 'Cell Weld Inc.' printed
onit. It hummed mildly. The probe beast got up, turned, and left the room.

"It'ssatisfied youredl right," said Chapra

When Abaron had nothing to say to that Box said, ™Y ou may be interested to know that prior to coming



here the probe beast, asyou cdll it, was in an observation blister, looking at the stars, and seeing our
arival a system DF678.98 and the world with the name Haden. It is now returning to the isolation
chamber."

"We haveto seethis," said Abaron. He inspected his arm as the doctor took the cell welder from his
arm. Therewas no sign of awound.

"The world?" asked Chapra.
"No, what the Jain does with its probe beast.”

When the doctor released him Abaron headed quickly for the door. Chaprafollowed camly after, faintly
smiling. Shelet Abaron get ahead of her; out of hearing.

"Where's the xenophobe?" she asked.
"Thereis nothing more fearful than fear itsdf,” said Box.
"Y et you would have thought the opposite effect.”

"Human psychology. Go figure," said Box.

Rhys opened the lock doors for the probe creature. 1t walked out along the jetty and dropped into the
water. Chapra cleared the projection of surface refractivity and they watched the beast walk acrossthe
bottom to its creator. The Jain, ill clinging around its machine, turned its strange head, then after a
moment let go. It coiled out atriangular-section tentacle and plugged into the probe beast's back.

"It'sdown-loading it, reading it,” said Abaron.

Chaprawas glad to hear fascination in hisvoice rather than the suppressed horror she had heard before.
They sat watching. Chapra expected nothing more than the tentacle to detach in afew minutes, perhaps
inafew hours. She did not expect what happened next. The Jain convulsed, itstentacle cracking like a
whip. It broke the probe beast on the chamber floor and let it go. Leaking green blood and fizzing like
sherbet the beast floated to the surface. The Jain convulsed again and coiled hedgehog fashion, dl its
tentacles, its head, itsarm, and itstail hidden away. Nothing but a crescent of ribbed body, sinking to the
bottom.

"Hell, what happened?' wondered Chapra, her hands blurring over her touch console.

Abaron just studied the projection, his handsfolded in hislap. "It just discovered how long it wasin stasis
| reckon.”

Chapra gaped at him. That had not even occurred to her.

The Jain remained coiled for twenty hours and when it findly uncoiled it swam around aimlesdy for
another eight hours. Chapra and Abaron used the time profitably, putting a probe down into the seas of
Haden and discovering many of the same plants and creatures that now flourished in theisolation
chamber.

"This certainly could be the Jain homeworld," said Chapra.
"Any world could be the Jain homeworld," said Abaron.

Chaprawaited for an explanation.



"Our Jain has ably demongtrated how it can re-engineer any life form, and how it can build life formsfrom
component atoms. How much hasit re-engineered itsef? Haven't we done the same? There are humans
with gillsand fins, humans with compound eyes and exoskeletons, humanswho can livein ten gees.”

"Very true," said Chapra "We might even be Jain."

That shut Abaron up for along time. When hefinally spoke again it wasto say, "We haveto learn to
speak to it now. We haveto learn itslanguage.”

Chaprawasin thorough agreement, but even she was not sure where to start. The Jain might speak using
ultrasound, pheromones, molecular messages, and it might not spesk &t dl. Itslanguage might have
billions of words, no words, ten words, or it might ignore them because it felt depressed. Scan of itswide
neura structure showed ahugely complex organ inits skull, aspinad column dmost aswide asthat skulll,
and from which branched nerve channels asthick as ahuman arm, leading to sub-brainsin the torso that
were easily as complex as human brains, then leading to each of its eight tentacles, eight interfaces.

"It'sback at itsmachine," observed Abaron. "Will it even listen when it's there?"
They watched it at work, tentacles moving here and there across the surface of its machine.

"The ends of those tentacles are interfaces and they are crammed with microscopic manipulators,” said
Chapra. "There must be mating plugs and microscopic controls al over the surface of that thing.”

"The entire surface is perhaps one control system,” said Abaron.

"The machineis expanding,” Box abruptly told them. Chapra reached for her touch controls then redised
she did not have to bother; they could seeit now. The mouths of the tubes had been approximately forty
centimetres wide and the entire structure two metres across. It was visibly growing now, in pulses.

"The machineis drawing in and circulating water," said Box. No need to confirm. They could seethe
movement. They watched asit drew in shrimps and water plants. Only water came out.

"It's making something quite big now," said Abaron.

"Ohredly," said Chapra, her handsrattling over her console. She swore under her breasth when she
realised Box was il not alowing her to scan the machine, then she abruptly folded her aams and sat
back.

The machine expanded until it was four metres across, the top of it out of the water, the mouths of the
tubesthree quarters of ametre across. In a couple of the tubesthey could seeflickers of light asfrom an
underseawelder. It drew in some of the bigger crustaceans. They did not come out again.

"Lookslikeit's getting there," said Abaron.

The Jain reached ingde one of the tubes, pulled out something bulky, a soft mollusc fromitsshell. It
towed this object to the jetty, and with much effort heaved it up out of the water.

"Ohmy God," said Abaron.

Onthejetty lay afemae human child of perhapsfive years. At the base of her back, etched in the
purples and reds of abirth mark, was the triangular interface. Asthey watched the child vomited water
then dowly stood up. Her skin was very red.

"The heat," said Chapra.



The door to the lock opened and Judd strode into the chamber.

The Jubilan communications satellite was a confetti of bright metd wrapped around asiver ovoid haf a
kilometre across. Geostationary above Jubd it glittered like some huge Christmas decoration. Around it,
like aswarm of silver bees, glinted shuttle craft and loaders. The dark wedge of the Samurai wasin
harsh contrast asit did into realspace trailing streamers of red fire. From this wedge of night sped four
hardly visible specks at dow relativistic speeds. Two fdl on the satellite. One wavered, then wasgonein
agaaxy-shaped explosion. The other struck home and the bright satellite cracked open, jetting flame and
human and mechanical debris. The satdllite came gpart in the horrible silence of vacuum. Theonly
screams heard were over radio links, and brief.

Kédlor watched the destruction with no visible sign of emotion, but he had reservations: there were
aways extras. He had expected no less. But thiswas a Polity world. The extra payment of five million
was dl that had swayed him. He turned his attention to the display showing the other two missiles
dropping towards the planet.

"What did they use?" he asked Jurens.

Jurens glanced up from his console. "Pulsed laser. Pretty powerful. They won't have that in atmosphere
and anyway, the missleshave learnt.”

Kélor noted Conard's disgusted expression and dismissed it. The display showed the missiles dropping
to amountain range a hundred kilometres from their target. They'd go in ten metres above the ground.
There was only one weapon that could get through their shields and armour. Kdlor smiled to himsdf as
he watched them closein like hunting wolves. Then his smile dropped away as the two missiles blinked
out of existence.

One weapon ...
"Jurens! Get us out of herel Now!"
"Wait!" shouted Conard. "Therunciblel"

Jurensignored Conard, hit the ionic boogters, then poised his hand over the controls for the U-space
engines. The Samurai was at aquarter C but it needed just alittle more. Kellor dammed his hand down
on Juren’'s hand, and the ship dropped into U-space. It was adow drag, the ship straining and the sounds
of distorting meta reaching them on the bridge. Over one of the coms someone began screaming asthey
saw through an incompletefidd into the infinite. Kellor felt something dragging at him, at the ship, and it
was not the result of atoo-quick entry into U-space. When the drag ceased, he alowed himsdlf a
grimace at the sweet hefelt on histop lip and turned to face Conard's raging.

The Generd was severely pissed-off. He was glaring and unconscioudy clenching and unclenching his
hands. His two aides stood quiet in the background. A surreptitious scan had showed them both to be
heavily armed. Automaticsin the bridge covered them, and Jurens and Speck had weaponsto hand. If
the Genera started anything Kellor would finish it. There was no way the man could call on his other
forceshere. They weredl stting in their gunships which, with an order, Kdlor could dump into deep
space.

"They did not seem to me the smartest of missiles,”" hissed the Generd.
"Get to the point.”

"Y ou should have used ahuman team. Alsare not rdiable.”



The sheer idiocy of that comment left Kellor without any reply. How could you argue with that?
Conard went on, "Humans are chosen of God and are the only oneswith the right to sentience!”

Oh dear, it got worse and worse. Kdlor considered killing him right then and there. It seemed the only
kind thing to do. The problem was that Conard had a source of information. Kellor wanted that source
before he killed the man.

"The missile did not strike home because the facility was protected by ground-based singuns. Y our entire
force would not have got through and if | had taken the Samurai in any closer, they would have gutted
it

Conard stood there till clenching and unclenching his hands. After an embarrassingly long time he
seemed to get control of himsdlf. He turned and strode out of the bridge. That's it, thought Kellor, go
and kick shit out of one of your subordinates,

PART FOUR

The sifting machine had, in strips, methodically sifted atenth of the desert's surface to a depth of one
metre. At a pace of two kilometres per hour it sucked up the sand, passed it through various grids and
seves, and spat it out behind filling the trench it had made. The sand |eft behind the machine waslevel.
Thiswould last until the next earthquake or storm. One of ether usudly came along each day.

The process was crude and frowned upon by many archaeol ogists who claimed that valuable artefacts
could be damaged or destroyed. Alexion Smith took the view that anything surviving five million yearsin
that desert would not be damaged by the sifter. His robust approach to archaeology was greetly didiked.
But he got results.

Smith checked the sifter every planetary day — about four solstan days— and made afind on average
once every solstan year. Mostly he came to empty out strange-shaped stones and package artefacts from
more recent ages for transmission to associates. On this occasion he had afind.

Inthe red light of the giant sun the coraline material was the colour of old blood. Under the lampsit
would be pink and Smith knew where he had seen itslike before. The excitement he might have felt
before was lacking now. Y ears of research and now, out there, aredl living Jain. Smith glanced up at the
red sun and the psuedobirds. A shape was coming towards him and it wasn't abird.

The crab drone landed on the cowling of the Sifter with a clattering and scrabbling and onceit got its
balanceit peered a him with stalked eyes.

"Who are you then?" asked Smith.
"l amthe Cable Hogue," said thedronein agravelly voice.
"Interesting name.”

"l am aship Al speaking to you through this drone. The droneis called CH143 though it sometimes cdls
itsdlf Spider.”

"It has an independent mind then”?"
llYall

"Wl ... what do you want of me?’



"Y our expertise.”

"Goon."

"To advise on matters Jain."

Smith dropped the fragment of ancient Jain technology back into the collection box of the Sfter.
"I'l come" hesaid.

The drone rose from the cowling.

"Y ou have four hoursto get to the runcible here. Go to the Vorstramoon for short range transference to
the Cable Hogue."

The voice was somehow different thistime.

"| take it Spider speaks now."

"Spider spoke then. Only Spider speaks now."

Smith nodded and smiled to himself, then returned his attention to what he was being told.
"By shuttle?" he asked.

"By runcible," said the drone.

"Tdl me, what manner of vessd isthis Hogue?'

"A dreadnought.”

Smith felt adight shiver of excitement. It would have to be one hdll of a ship to warrant having aruncible
aboard. He was about to ask what classification of dreadnought it was when the drone accelerated away
with asonic crack. After a pause he headed for his AGC, his desert boots kicking up plumes of the red
sand. The sfter went on fting.

"Initidly shewasyour clone. That sheisashe, isthe least of her dterations” said Chapra. Thegirl lay on
the examination couch in medlab, her blue eyes wide open, her body motionless. Shejust stared at the

cdling.
"Therestheintefacein her back," sad Abaron. "What € se?"

"A lot. Shewasn't burned in there even though she was in water that is nearly at boiling point. She can
withgtand temperatures that would kill anorma human. Very tough. Also her brain is human, but there
are sub-brains branching al down her spine. In that sense sheis nearly an amagam of Jain and human.”

"Norma DNA?'

"Not trihelicd, no—"

Chaprapaused. The girl was Stting upright.
"Not trihndicad, no— " said the girl.

"She can speak,” said Abaron.



"She can speak,” said the girl. Only when she heard the girl repeating Abaron'swords did Chaprarealise
that she had used exactly his voice, as she had spoken with exactly Chapra's voice before.

"Sheislearning, | think," said Chapra, and listened asthe girl repeated it. "WEIl haveto give her the
meanings of words. Shelll have to be taught.”

The girl repeated everything she said, then smiled. Chapradid not recollect smiling. She stepped up by
the couch and took the girl's hand, brushed stringy blond hair from her face.

"Comewith me," shesaid, and gave agentletug. The girl got off the couch. She did not repest the
words. Chaprafelt acold shiver. The girl had recognised the ingtruction. That wasfast. That was Al fast.

"Let's go and get you some clothes and something to est.”
"Clothes and something to eat,” said the girl.

Chaprafdt that shiver again. It wasn't fear. It was awe. And her awe increased when in the eating area
the girl learned how to use the eating utensilsin moments. All the time Chapraand Abaron kept up a
running diadlogue, some of which the girl repested and some of which sheignored.

"l believe the educative process can be speeded,” said Box, out of the blue.
Thegirl tilted her head. "Hello," shesaid.

The Al turned on the single screen in the eating areaand ran the upper and lower case English a phabet,
reciting them asthey scrolled past. On the second run through the girl recited. Box did the same with the
Chinese aphabet, but at twice the speed. The girl recited. The Al ran the Russian alphabet even faster.
Thegirl recited. After that neither Chapranor Abaron could tell what was being run asthe screen wasa
limina blur and Box's and the girl's voices ababble. Abruptly the screen flickered and divided and Box
began to teach aword at atime: sea, seaweed, water, human, hand, eye. Chapra noted the Al presented
huge amounts of information with each word. Beside seaweed, Box opened aframeto display many
different kinds of seaweed, nanoscopic pictures of genetic helices, cladograms and other graphical
information. She and Abaron sat back and watched in fascination. After an hour Judd cameinwith a
touch console and ran itsfibre-optic cable to awall socket. Helaid it in the girl'slap. Shortly after that
the screen became alimind blur once again and the girl's fingers were moving across the console faster
than even Chapras. At that point the two humans|eft. For someit isacomfort to believe there are
entitiesfar superior to themsalves. For someit isacomfort to know this. For others both views are
merely depressing.

"What do you think it will want?" asked Abaron, as he poured vodkainto Chapra's glass.
"Y ou mean after it has downloaded everything the girl haslearnt?’
"Yesh"

They were sprawled in form-fitting loungersin Abaron's quarters. Thiswasthefirst time Chapra had
been in there. She noted that the only ornaments were old paper books arrayed on ashelf. A glance at
one had shown it to be very old, dating from the twenty-first century before the Rdliteration. The
language in them was fragmented, almost impossible to understand.

"I don't know. What would we want? What would you want if you were woken five million years hence
by diens?’

Abaron thought about that for amoment then said, "I would want to find out what happened to my own



kind. I'd want to get in contact with them. But then that is me. We don't know how the Jain associate.
They may berabid individudigs."

"Doubtful. Y ou don't achievethat leve of technology by yoursdf."
"Y eah? It might be old knowledge to them.”

More vodka poured into the two glasses. Chapraand Abaron were using an old human remedy for what
aled them.

By the time Chapra was washing down hangover pillswith apint of orangejuicethe girl wasliteratein
eight Earth languages. She was now rifling Box'slibraries of information. Human limitations dowed her
and she had gone through |ess than one percent of the information stored.

"Any specific interests?" asked Chapra as she stepped into the shower.

"Shewastaking an overview of al theinformation; dedling in generdities. She now probably hasa
generd ideaof human history, present attainments, and socio-political Structures. She was avoiding the
specific until acouple of hoursago,”" said Box.

"What happened a couple of hours ago then?”

"She came across the first reference to the Jain and has since been concentrating on dl the pertinent
information. Seeing her interest | gave her accessto the files recently transmitted.”

"Alex's?"
"Eight per cent of them had astheir source Alexion Smith.”

Chapranodded to hersdlf then hit the shower control acrossto cold. She swore asthe blast of icy water
hit her so soon after the hot and stood it for aslong as she could. She never entirely placed her reliancein
hangover cures. When shefinally turned off the shower and dried hersdf with arough towe from the
dispenser, she felt thoroughly awake. She went through into the bedroom and gazed down at Abaron
lying in atangle of sheets, still gpparently adeep. Her underwear she took up in one hand and her
bodysuit she dung over one shoulder, then she padded naked from his quartersto her own. If that was
theway hewanted it ...

In her own quarters Chapra dung her old clothing into the cleaner, drew another bodysuit of the next
primary colour on the spectrum and dressed. Once clad she touched her caste mark with its colour stick
and went through its range of colours until it matched her clothing. She then decided againgt eating in her
guarters and headed for the commund eating area. There she halted at the door to take in the scene.

The girl sat before the screen with the touch console across her lap. To one Side of her stood ahologram
projector. Judd, Rhys and athird sexless and featureless Golem stood around her, davesto her beck
and call. On atable beside her was a plate of what Chapra recognised as high energy food and a beaker
of vitamin drink. Here everything was secondary to the ingestion of information. Nothing could have
driven that point home more thoroughly than the portable toilet beside the chair. She wondered if the girl
had dept, or required deep, then turned away and went back to eat in her quarters.

L ater, in the control room, Abaron smiled a her in asurprisingly mature manner. She had expected him
to be embarrassed or resentful.

"Perhaps we should have taken atranquilliser,”" he quipped.



"Wedid," said Chapra, and he laughed. Chaprawondered if she might prefer him lacking in confidence
and al screwed-up.

"Has anything interesting happened while I've been adegp?”’

Chapra detailed the girl's researches and the scene that had met her when she had gone to the eating
area.

"It wasthetoilet that did it redlly,” she said. " She'sjust another probe beadt, just another mechanism for
obtaining informetion.”

"l didn't go there," said Abaron, hisface curioudy lacking expression.
"It bothers you too?"

Abaron shrugged. "Genetically speaking she'sthe closest relation I've got.” He looked up from his
console as Box activated the projection from the isolation chamber. " Ah, we have some action.” Thegirl
had just come through the lock and was walking out on the jetty. At the end of the jetty she stripped of f
her clothing then dived in. It could have been a scene from anywhere on Earth had the water not been
nearly a boiling point and had not the Jain immediately zeroed in on her like ahungry crocodile.

"I wonder if the Jain will smash this probe beast,” said Chapra.

Abaron looked askance at her. Sheignored him and cut the refractivity of the water. They watched as
the Jain caught the girl with its single hand and snaked out one tentacle to plug in to her back. The actions
looked almogt obscene. The girl froze, arms outstretched and fingersrigid; anewt with its neutral

buoyancy.
"I have received disturbing news," said Box abruptly, hardly impinging on their fascination.
"Yes, what?' said Chapra.

"Thereisan unidentified ship heading towards us, dueto arrive in two days. On itsway hereit released
smart misslesat the Jubilan communications satellite and the planet-based runcible. The satdllite was
destroyed but the missilesfired at the runcible were intercepted. Had the runcible been destroyed we
would have received no warning."

"What?' said Abaron. "What was that?"

Chapra suddenly felt very cold. This had been a possibility right from the start.
"Unidentified?"

"The probability ishigh that it isamercenary craft employed by the Separatist movement.”
"How long until the Cable Hogue gets here?'

"Itistrandight with anew design of engine. Projected time of arriva isfour days.”

"Cable Hogue?' asked Abaron angily.

Chapra said, "The dreadnought sent out here to protect us— "

"Ohyeah," Abaron sneered.



"My thoughts exactly, but we are not in a position to dispute the matter. | for one would prefer Earth
Monitors here and an Al-directed warship than Separatists and out-Polity mercenaries.”

"Why didn't you tdl me?'

"Becauseit would have interfered with your work."

"l don't believethat."

"You don't haveto. You'e at the bottom of the ladder and only here because | agreed for you to come.”
Abaron was il angry, but kept his mouth shut.

Chapraturned from him. "We have forty-eight Solstan hours?'

"Yes" said Box.

Abaron looked thoughtful for amoment then said, "What about the runcible?"

"It isnot possible, at thistime, to useit,” replied Box.

"Why?

"Since entering the Quarrison Drift we have gone beyond the range of any other runcible to which you
could trangmit.”

Abaron swore and peered down at his touch console. He refused to look at Chapra. She repressed the
sudden contempt she felt. Redlly, he had been right to ask ...

"What capabilities do you have?' she asked Box.

"l do not have armament.”

"Can we outrun thisship?"

"With atrandight dingshot around the sun thisis possible.”
"Whet about the Jain?'

"Hang on,” interrupted Abaron. "What do they want?"
"They want the Jain. Ian't that obvious?'

"No, not necessarily. What are the projections, Box?'

" Separatists are normally xenophobic in outlook. Itismorelikely that they are coming hereto kill the Jain
and destroy dl itstechnology than to kidnap and useit,” said Box.

Chaprafolded her arms, nodded, and met Abaron'slook of victory for amoment. He was grasping
things more firmly now but Chapra had no time for such games. Things had turned deadly serious. She
turned to the projection and saw that the girl was climbing out onto the jetty. The Jain's tentacle was il
plugged into her back. Once she was up on the jetty the Jain began to follow her.

"Box," said the girl, looking straight from the projection at Chapraand Abaron. "It is necessary thet |
gpesk with decison makers." There was nothing of alittlegirl in her voice. Over the com Chapra
understood the precise selection of every word. She had asked, "What about the Jain?' She realised then



that it might be the Jain itself that answered the question. She stared at the projection, noticed something
ese "Themachine, it'sshrinking again isnt it?"

"Yes" replied Box. "Thereiswater flow and an increase in contaminants.”
"I'm going down there."
"Metoo," said Abaron.

Herésthe test, thought Chapra. He had not been in the isolation chamber since that worm-thing had
taken a chunk out of hisarm. She watched him stomp out ahead of her and waited for the door to close.

"Wasthat true ... about the runcible?' she asked.
"Would | lie?' asked Box.

Chapra said nothing as she followed Abaron. She waswell aware that Als sacrificed human livesfor the
greater good of humanity. She did not find this knowledge comforting.

As she stepped through the airlock, Chapra caught the tail end of a conversation between the girl, or
rather the Jain, and Box. She understood none of it because it ran at high speed. It finished shortly after
she and Abaron walked out onto the jetty. She felt suddenly superfluous. Information had aready been
exchanged, decisons made. The girl turned to her and Chapra saw agirl with her own character and a
mind possibly superior to Chaprasown. Y et the Jain, lying there on the end of the jetty with itsweird
head turned towards them, was looking through the girl, who to it was just atool, alensto bring them
into focusfor it.

"I havetold the Jain of the Separatist ship,” said Box.
"And?" asked Chapra.

"The Jain wishes to be transported to the surface of the planet, which wasitswish before told it about
the ship."

"Why doesit want to go there?" asked Abaron.

Chapra glanced a him and saw that he was staring intently at the Jain. His fear was gone. There was
hungry fascination in hisregard.

"Why | wish to go to the surface is not relevant. Under Polity law you do not have theright to detain me,
and | can also demand transport to the nearest habitable planet, which for meis Haden."

Both Chapraand Abaron stared at the girl for along moment. It was pointless asking how she ... it,
knew so much about Polity law.

"You are aware of the threat posed to you by the Separatist ship?' she asked.

"I am awarethat onthisship | amin greater danger than | would bein the sea below. None of your kind
have scanners sensitive enough to detect mein that sea, and should asearch beinitiated | would much
more easly be ableto evadeit or defend myself.”

"Solves acouple of problems," said Abaron. " The Jain can hide from them down there and they've no
reason to attack us without the Jain aboard.”

Chapraglanced a him. He was naive and in this Situation that could be dangerous. "They are not coming



hereto kill the Jain just because they're xenocides, but to prevent Jain technology getting into Polity
hands, which they'll view asjust abigger stick for ECSto beat them with. They won't risk letting us get
away. Even with the Jain gone we might aready have learned something vital or have acquired some
super-science device. Thereisno doubt that they will try to destroy this ship.”

"Then we haveto run," said Abaron, taking the lecture well.

"After dropping our friend off," said Chapra, then, "Box, do you have a shuttle ready?

"Yes" sad Box. "Judd will pilot it. The Jain will depart when its machineis smdl enough to transport.”
"l do not require apilot,” said the girl/Jain.

"The shuttleis Polity property and requires a Polity pilot."

Chaprawondered about that. Why did Box want Judd as a pilot? The Golem certainly would not be
coming back before the Separatist ship arrived. To try and keep track of the Jain? Or was Judd's
purpose more sinister? Maybe the people on that other ship had come here to kidnap and stedl rather
than kill and destroy. Chaprawas sickened by the thought of Separatists getting hold of Jain technology.
How much would Polity Alsdidike that progpect? Would they be prepared to kill the Jain to prevent it?
And who wasto say the Jain would not go willingly? What did it care about human politics?

The Jain, through the girl, said no more. Itstentacle detached and it did into the water. The girl staggered
then regained her balance. Her face took on amore juvenile appearance. She smiled at Chapraand
Abaron, then sat down on the edge of the jetty and dangled her feet in the boiling water. The Jain
wrapped itself around its machine dmogt asif sulking.

TheVorstraruncible sat under a clear domein alunarscape etched with sharp-edged shadows. Lakes of
slver dust patched the surface, their source the dow crumbling of crowded rock spires. Normally this
was aplace of interminably dow change and gtillness, but now the lakes were moving under the influence
of another moon.

Alexion Smith stood before the bull's horns of the runcible, acarry sack dung over one shoulder, and his
hand in the pocket of hisbaggy trousers. His associ ates often said he was as much an anachronism asthe
things he studied. Such criticism wasfar from hismind at that moment. He gazed up through the dome at
adigtant silver sphere, and replayed in his mind acomment made by a harried-looking runcible
technician:

"Damned thing's perturbed our orbit, but they said they'd reposition us before moving off."

The Cable Hogue was huge. Alexion had never seen any ship thissize, had thought them only the
product of holofiction producers and conspiracy theory junkies. With a shake of his head he stepped up
onto the black glass dais and through the shimmer of the Skaidon warp. Shortly afterwardsthe Vorstra
moon shuddered in its orbit and the Hogue moved away. An hour later the burn of Laumer engineslit up
the sky. Inlater years, Alexion was delighted to learn that Jain artefacts had been washed up on the
shores of the dust lakes. Providentia, somehow.

PART FIVE

Hoating in an observation blister Chapra watched an aquarlanding shuttle drop out of its bay towards the
blue and white glare of the planet. She watched thetriangle of it grow small and dark in silhouette, then

glow and trail vapour asit hit atmosphere and did into its orbitd glide. Judd piloted. The Jain crouched in
acargo bay half filled with saline heated to anice ninety-seven degrees Cdsius. In its many-fingered hand



it clutched its cregtion device shrunk down to the Size of ahuman fist. Chapra smiled at that. How we
define things: when it waslarge it was amachine and smdll it isadevice. What then was the girl now the
Jain had left her, now she seemed to have some character of her own? Did individuaity mean anything
when thought of in connection with the Jain? Could she be an individua, or would that be like caling
someone with asevered corpus callosum two separate beings, two individuas? Perhaps so. It wastoo
easy to look a her and see ahuman girl when she wasreally amask over something wholly dien.

"Why did it leave her, Box?" she asked.
"To watch, to learn, to gather information.”

Asthe Al said this, Chaprafdt the dight surge asthe ion driveignited. She saw theflarefar to her right
like a sunrise and watched as the planet, with apparent downess, did aside.

" She could be destroyed along with us."
"The Jain can make another whenever it wants."
And that brought it home.

"Make another what?" asked Abaron, coming into the blister and catching hold of one of the frame bars
as he stepped out of the ship's artificia gravity. "We're picking up G," he observed. Both of them looked
to the black macula, in the reactive glass, where the sun was.

"Girl," said Chepra.

"It'snot so worrying,” said Abaron. "Humans make humans al the time and are they any more
respongble?!

"How very mature of you," said Chaprawith agrin, then awider grin at hisirritation.

"1 will be starting ramscoop drive in twenty minutes. It would be better if you wereingde the ship at that
time" said Box.

Abaron led theway from the blister. They stepped from it into the corridor gravity of the ship and both
turned toward the control room.

"How long before we go trandight?' asked Chapra.

"Three hours," the ship Al told them, and as they entered the control room it went on to say, "Y ou may
be interested to know that | have received genetic maps of the five seaweeds from Earth and compared
them to the samples from the planet and the onesin theisolation chamber."

"How old?" asked Chapra

Box went on, "Cross referencing certain structures, and taking into account mutational variables, | have a
extrapol ation graph that peaks at four point seven three million years. Thiswould seem to confirm that the
Jain's point of origin in the escape pod was this system and that it has been in stasisfor the
aforementioned time.”

"Damn," said Chapra.
"What's the problem with that?" asked Abaron.

"Not that ... we just never got around to asking why it ended up in an escape pod in the first place. We



know lots about what it isand what it can do, but nothing about what it was and what it did.”
"] asked," said Box.
"Wel?" said Chaprawhen Box did not go on.

"Haden isaJain world, but not the Jain homeworld. Origindly it wastwo AU from the sun. The Jain we
rescued was hereto Jainform it. Using its starship it towed the world to its present position and over a
period | estimate to be nearly ten thousand yearsit seeded it with the kinds of lifethe Jain like. Whileit
was seeding the world an enemy attacked and destroyed its ship. It managed to get away in the escape

pod.

Chapra gave Abaron alook, then sat and tried to absorb that: a ship that could tow worlds about ...
spending ten thousand years seeding aplanet ... and an enemy that could destroy such aship, defeat a
Jan.

"Isthere anything more about the enemy?" asked Abaron, putting hisfinger straight on afear: more
Superior diens.

"The enemy was another Jain."

And of course that was right. The Polity was huge and ever-expanding and humans had encountered
many dien life forms, but the greatest enemy had remained the same: other humans. Chapra smiled. Not
so damned superior after al. She flicked acouple of touch controls and summoned up views back down
the length of the ship. These showed aplain of cerama scattered with insgrumentation, then thetail fading
into distance. She aways enjoyed watching the ramscoop engines starting: the vast orange wings of force
opening out through space. At that moment she could see only the white corona glare of theion drive
shoving the Box up to scoop speeds. The ramscoop would then power the fusion enginesto shoveit up
to aspeed where the trandight engines could get agrip on the very fabric of space and pull the ship
through into underspace. Chapradid not want to be watching the projection then. She glanced across as
something &t the edge of the projection caught her eye. There was aflickering there— spatial distortions.

"There has been amiscdculation,” said Box.

Chaprawaited. She was getting used to Box's conversationa grenades. She watched, without really
seeing, asawedge of midnight entered rea Space, opened ramscoop wings then stood on itstip on fusion
fire, braking into the Haden system.

"The Separatist ship ishere now," Box told them.

With aflash the projection disappeared and in the same moment the ship shuddered. Chapra clutched at
her chair as shefdt the gravity shift. Something was out. She could fed the surge as the ship changed
direction. A sudden dragging force. An explosion.

"Shuttlein bay six isready for launch,” said Box.
Chapra clutched her chair. So, why did she need to know that?

"Comeon!" Abaron yelled, grabbing her arm. Theniit dl hit home. They were being attacked. The
Schrodinger's Box was being destroyed. She stood and ran with Abaron to bay six. The gravity kept
fluctuating and the way they ran might have appeared comicd at any other time, anywhere dse. Great
hollow booms echoed from deep in the ship, and she heard distant clangs of meta faling. Chaprafelt
changesin pressure. Her ears popped, which wasterror for anyone who knew space. Hull breach. They
reached the irised hatch to bay six. It wasfirmly closed and would not open on command nor at the



controls.
"Box!" Abaron ydled.

Chapra shook her head. This was happening, thiswas real, she had to accept it. Sheturned. Inthe
corridor; ashape moving very fast. It was Rhys carrying the girl under hisarm. The Golem jerked to an
abrupt halt by them and released the girl. She reached out and grabbed Chapra's hand.

"Step away from the door,” said Rhys, and raised his singun. The weapon made no sound. A fleck of
black appeared in the centre of the door and the door screamed asit folded; a sheet of paper crumpled
by afist. Then the door, now awrinkled ovoid of meta, thumped to the floor. Rhys held out the gun to
Abaron. "Here," he said. Abaron shook his head. Rhys handed it to Chapra. The butt felt dick and the
gun was heavy. It was horribly redl.

"Aren't you coming with us?' she asked.

The Golem grinned at her and fled away down a corridor that now seemed to be twisting, splitting. More
explosions. They ran into the huge bay and gaped out through a shimmer-shield at a passing vast shape,
and the burning of hdlish fires. The shuttle crouched like an iron sparrow hiding from the raptor outside.
Abaron opened the door. Inside, the girl refused Chapra's help and strapped hersdlf in. Chapra dropped
the gun into awall pouch. Abaron stared at the controls, his hands clenching and unclenching. Chapra
pushed him aside and sat in the pilot's chair. He took the one next to it. Asthey strapped in, something
crashed and violet fire flared to one side of the bay. The shuttle began to dide down atilted gravity field.

"Now!" screamed Abaron.

Chapra used override to knock out the shimmer-shield. The bay full of air exploded into vacuum, sucking
the shuttle out into a Dante night. The acceleration dammed the three of them back into their seets and
something went crashing down in the back of the shuttle. Chapra reached and grabbed the control
column and using booster steering wrenched the shuttle in the opposite direction from that passing shape.
Wreckage was spewing across space, fragments and molten metal, nebul ous sheets of fire with no gravity
to give them shape, then clear space. Chapraignited the shuttle's small but powerful ionic drive. The huge
wedge and the fragmenting Box fled behind them. She adjusted their course as now there was only one
placeto hide. The moonsin the system were too small and the only other planet was no option at dl it
being a gas giant. Chapratapped controls and one haf of the screen showed areverse view. The wedge
was closeto the Box, enfilading it with missiles. It wasn't using lasers on the big ship, nor particle
weapons. Missles were much lesswasteful of energy, and much more destructive. Chaprawas
immediately reminded of the PSR chopping up the sphere of ice in which the Jain had dept. Thislooked
amost surgica — what they saw of it before the screen whited-out.

"What was that?' asked Abaron.

"Laser. Burnt out al our externa coms," said Chapra. She kept the acceleration on and checked a
reading from the radar, which did not have enough of its delicate parts outside to be wiped out. Two
shapes were accel erating after them. She only hoped they would not have the fuel to sustain that
acceleration.

"Smart missiles," said Abaron, his face white and beaded with sweat.
llYall

They sat in slence watching the trace from the missles grow stronger, then strong enough for them to see
the shape and smooth beauty of these clever weapons. They were close. Chapra was white-knuckling



the throttle for theion drive. There was no way to get anything more out of it. Five wracked-out minutes
passed before they realised the missiles were getting no closer.

"How long can we keep thisup?' asked Abaron.
"Not much longer. We have to decelerate for the planet.”
"If we do that they'll get us"

Chapranodded and from the instrument readings did a high-speed calculation in her head. In twenty
minutes they must begin to decelerate or they would not be able to go into orbit. Not landing was out of
the question because there just was not enough fuel for them to keep on running until the Cable Hogue
arrived. She redlised she had no answers. Unless the missilesran out of fuel they were dead.

"What do we do?" asked Abaron, obvioudy willing to defer to her authority. Chapra was about to tell
him she did not know, but suddenly shedid.

"This shuttle and the missles are both a maximum accderation,” she said. Shelooked a him. "Do you
think you can handle the controls. Delicately?!

"What do you want?' he asked.

"Onmy signa | want you to reduce our acceleration and bring the missilesin as close asyou can. Fifty
metres. Lessif you think you candoiit.”

"What are you going to do?'

"Those missiles are probably the same as are being fired at the Box — hull piercers. Detonating them that
closeto us shouldn't do usany harm.”

"How do you know that?' he asked dully.
"I'mold. I did other jobs before | studied xenology," she said.
"How are you going to detonate them?"

Chaprasmiled at him, alittle crazily, she thought, as she clamped down on that smile. "I'm going to shoot
them withthesingun.”

Chapragot out of the pilot's chair and Abaron took over the controls. She went back into the main cabin
wherethe girl watched her intently as she donned a spacesuit. The Sngun was heavy and she st its
controls to the maximum. The singularity would last afull three seconds with each shot. She stepped into
the airlock, attached asafety line, then over the suit com said, "'I'm going out there now. Start reducing
accd eration — gently — in about aminute.”

Out of the artificia gravity of the shuttle Chaprafelt the tug of acceleration. It felt to her asif shewas
leaning out the window of atower and looking down into fire and darkness. Holding tightly to the Sngun
sherested her arms down the hull and aimed beyond the ionic glare of the shuttles engines. Acceleration
dropped, then dropped again. Two silvery nubsrose up out of the darkness. She aimed at them and saw
the range-finder on the gun going crazy astheionic halo confused it. She fired and fired again, black bars
cut through the glare. She swore, amed carefully, fired athird time. Her visor polarised. One missile
disappeared in abrief flash and the other missle tumbled away. Chapra quickly pulled herself back
insgde. Her arms and face were burning and she wondered just how many rads she had taken. Insde the
shuttle and out of the suit, Chapra rubbed emollient cream on her face. Her arms had been hested insde



the suit, but had not burned. She reckoned her face would ped, though funnily enough, the skin under her
caste mark was unburned.

"Y ou got them,” said the girl. "We're safe now."

"I wish | could agree with you," said Chapra, stepping up into the control cockpit. She grinned at
Abaron, but saw he did not look happy. "What isit?' she asked. He was studying the radar display.

"We're ahead of it at the moment, but there's a craft coming after us.”
"Not missles?'
“No."

Chapra sat down and began using the onboard computer. "WEl| be able to get into orbit and land before
it catchesus. Well be a couple of hours ahead of it."

"Will thet hdp?"
"Of courseit will."

Chapra's smile was set. She thought about infrared tracking and scanning, about the weaponsthat craft
might have. She checked the time piece under her fingernail. They had roughly fifty hoursuntil the Cable
Hogue arrived. They just had to survive that long.

In high definition hologram Schrédinger's Box died. It drifted in space surrounded by a swarm of smart
missiles and aspreading halo of dispersing air and water crystas. Occasiondly amissile or two would
detach from the swarm, dart in through the laser defence to pierce the hull and detonate far indgde. The
long tail of the ship had broken away as had many of the external sensors and probe ports. There were
gaping holesin the hull rimmed with skeletal members black over red internd fires.

"There'sacom laser in the nose section,” said Speck, his hands moving in a caress across the wegpons
console. A smart missile moved in close, flashing red in coms laser fire. Another went in undernegth it like
apack dog going for the underbelly. It flashed and, trailed vapour, detonated above the science vessdl's
skin. That areaof the hologram went black for amoment, then cleared to reveal awarped and glowing
areaof hull. "It'sdown. Couple more like that to deal with and we can send one of the Genera's gunships
across.”

Kélor glanced at Conard then returned his attention to the hologram. It wasn't enough that the ship was
gutted: Conard wanted no lessthan totd annihilation, which on aship of that Sze was ademoalition job
rather than an attack.

"Therewon't be anyone dive over there" Kellor said, just for the hdll of it. "They're away in that shuttle.”
"That will soon be remedied. | have some of my best menonit,” said Conard tersdly.

Kédlor smiled to himself. He had met the soldier Beredec and immediately recognised a career
mercenary. Conard's best men were not the usua Confederation grunts. Conard went on, "Thereis
no-one alive over there, but there are Als. | want them al." Heturned to one of hisaides. "Take four
men over with you. Let Daviscarry the CTD."

The ade grinned nagtily and turned on his hedl. Kellor looked at Jurens, who pressed athumb againgt his
chest then tapped the knife a hisbdlt. Kdlor gave adight nod and Jurens grinned, exposing artificialy
white teeth in his bearded face. He had logt his original set to an officer just like that aide.



Atmosphere thundered againgt the ceramic undersides of the shuttle's stubby wings and wide body.
Haden was an orange and white arc cutting the screen in two. Around the edges of the screen was ared
glow from the hesting hull. They had managed to dump velocity with ion engine braking but were ill
entering atmosphere a design limits. The shuttle gravity was duggish to compensate for thiskind of
treatment and they were not completely cushioned from the violence of entry into atmosphere.

"It'sgoing to have to be the sea," said Chapra. "We won't be able to get the speed down enough for a
verticd landing. Taketoo long. | suggest we dl get into full environment suits.” She did not comment on
their chances of surviving in aseaof boiling water if the shuttle broke up. Perhaps it would be better not
to wear asuit a al then death would be quicker.

"Can't you usethe AG unitsto dow us?' asked Abaron.

"A little, if I tilt them. We don't want to end up skating acrossthe gravity field esewell take aslong to
dow asif wed stayed airborne.”

Abaron nodded then went back into the passenger compartment. He was gone for alittle while before he
returned wearing an environment suit with the visor flipped up and carrying another suit for Chapra.

" dmost forget,” he said.
"What?'
He gestured with a thumb into the passenger compartment. " She doesn't need one.™

Chapra nodded, then handed the controls over to him while she pulled on her suit. In ashort time the
view through the screen was of the crinkles of mountains, red flat deserts and jungles of light green
vegetation. The sun was bright orange, oblate, and its coronafilled half the sky with concentric bands of
its refracted spectrum. Therest of the Sky was ared ochre that reminded of African earth.

"Areyou well-strapped in back there?' Chapra asked.
"l am," replied thegirl.

"Okay, be ready to be thrown about a bit. Were landing on the ocean and internd gravity isunlikely to
be able to compensate quickly enough. Could be bumpy.”

"| am prepared,” said the girl, which was not redlly alittle girl sort of thing to say.

The edge of the land mass came into view. An orange seafoamed against dabs of rock and wide sandy
beaches. Out beyond thisthey lost sight of the seaas Chapraturned the shuttle to its optimum braking
attitude. The congtant roar increased in pitch and hot sparks of something skated across the screens.

"I'm using braking thrusters!" she shouted over the noise. The braking thrusters added to the roar and the
labouring AG units, normaly only used for gentle manoeuvring, made adeegp thrumming sound. There
was no perceptible change of velocity.

"Goingin!"

The noise wasterrible. They were jerked forward against their straps, flung back. Spray and voldtile
water foamed across the screen. Then the nose abruptly dipped and ploughed into the sea. A hand of
force flung them forwards again and held them against their straps. Chapra could not get her breath. The
pressure was huge, and thiswas with the shuttle gravity compensating, unlessit was out. How wasthe
shuttle holding together? The roar went on and on then dowly started to diminish. The pressure came off,



and asit did so, Chapraturned off the AG. She looked up. Spray quickly dewed from the screen's
frictionless surface. The braking thrusters were dowly bringing them to a hat. Outsde was arolling sea.
A quarter kilometre ahead of them was one of awide scattering of jungle-covered atolls. Chapra
checked the radar and shivered when she saw how many of them they had missed.

"Weve got acouple of lesks," said Abaron. " Automatics are dealing with them.”

Chapra studied a schematic on one of the lower screens. There were more than acouple of legks. She
made some adjustments.

"I'm bringing up internal pressure to match,” she said. "What's the mix out there?"
Abaron said, "We could breatheiit if it was cooled down abit.”

"Funny man."

"I'm abarrd of laughs. By theway, weresnking.”

Chapra compensated with the AG; making the shuttle light as awooden ship so it floated and bobbed on
the sea. They both peered through the screen. It was Earthlike out there, yet, only the two atmospheres
of pressure kept the seafrom boiling. If they stepped outside the shuttle without environment suitsthe
heat would flay them. They might survive for afew minutes while they were being boiled dive. Chapra
swallowed dryly. And they must go out there.

"That'sit," she said, and flicked off the braking thrusters. For amoment there was quiet then she turned
on externa microphones and the shuttle filled with the sound of sea. Only the seagulls were missing.

"What have we got?' asked Abaron as he unstrapped himsaif.

"The edge of the continent is twenty kilometres away. We should be able to get thereon AG and
thrustersin about an hour." She checked the time. "Forty-five hours before the Cable Hogue gets here.”
Sheincreased the shuttleé's AG and it rose higher, came out of the water, then using the thrustersin short
burst she turned it on course for the continent. ™Y ou sort out some travelling packs: medica supplies,
food, spare power packs for the suits. Jesu! Will you look at that!"

Abaron leant forward and looked down at the sea. Tentacles thrashing the sea's surface and just below
the waves a giant nautiloid was dragging down a huge |obster-thing with along ed's tail and morelegs
than seemed probable.

"I'm glad you didn't suggest swimming,” said Abaron.
Chapraglanced at him. He seemed amost happy. Perhaps he was enjoying the buzz.

Davis hurt and the pain-killing patch on the sde of his chest was not enough. Perhaps this was because of
his previous overindulgence in such patchesfor recreation, though he wouldn't put it past Conard to
order him under-dosed. He had a hidden supply, but dared not useit. He needed to keep his wits about
him to survive the next few days. It would take very little provocation for Conard to set one of histrained
dogs on him, and maybe it was the Generd's intention for Davisto die up this particular shit creek. His
ribs were broken and not only was he likely under-dosed, he had been denied access to the bone
welder. That he might come back to the ship with a punctured lung was the least of hisworries. He
wondered if hewould be coming back at al.

"Thisisnot agood day," said Artris, fingering the settings on his pulse gun. He too was one of Conard's
least favourite soldiers.



"Surpriseme," said Davis.

"Therell be Golem over there," Artristold them.

Davismoved dl hisweapon's energy settings up to their highest. His ribs sarted to ache even more.
"Golem?' said Jan, the youngdter.

"Cut the chat back there!l" yelled Conard's pet, Talist.

"Guess wholll be directing operations from the Junger,” mumbled Artris.

Tdist glanced around from the flight controls but said no more when the bay doors opened. The clang of
docking clamps releasing shook the hull and the Junger moved dowly forward on itstrack. The soldiers
closed down their maskslimiting al talk to com.

"Out and away," sad Tdig. "ETA five minutes maximum.”

Once the Junger was out past the doors and diding into the light of the burning ship it accelerated and
corrected. The wrecked science vessel came into view and rapidly grew in the screen. When Davis saw
the sze of it he once again wondered about the futility of the Separatist cause. Thiswasjust ascience
vessel and it wasthe Size of acity. Polity battle shipswere bigger, alot bigger.

"God bewith us," said Sheena, the other member of the troop. Thisdicited no reply.
"Weagpons check," said Taligt, then, "Davis, you tekethe CTD in."

It figured. Davis checked over hisweapon then took up the chrome cylinder from its clamps on the floor
and fixed it to hissuit straps. There was no AG in the shuttle but the device seemed heavy. No one said
anything morefor the long five minutes.

Tdist matched the ponderous spin of the Box then carefully manoeuvred the Junger to acavity inthewall
of wreckage.

"You dl know what is expected of you. We want the CTD as near to the ship Al asyou can get it. Just
get in there and get the job done. Any trouble and | want to know about it right away."

Trouble started when they were hafway into the ship on their suit jets.
"What's that? Something moving above you, Artris," said Sheena

Artriss weapon strobed and dagged wreckage, blew it into vacuum. The sound over theradio waslikea
diesd engine sarting. Nearby something silver and spidery darted aside. Davis opened up, aline of
flashes down a structura member, ablur of movement, and aslver leg spiraling through vacuum. Golem;
without the hindrance of artificid skin, metal skeletons. One landed on Artris and he managed to yell
before his breath gusted out through his smashed visor. He hung in vacuum struggling for bresth he would
not find as the Golem efficiently completed its task by opening up his suit from neck to crotch. Davis got
it when it used Artrisas alaunch platform to come at him. Spewing molten metd it fell past him.

"What's going on in therel ? What's happening! 7
"Golem. Got Artris. Shit! Over there! Move!"

The static from wegpons fire drowned out anything else. They opened up their suit jets and traversed the
corridor of wreckage at letha speed. More Golem appeared out of the tangled metal. Subliminaly Davis



saw Sheenaimpaled on a stanchion, her blood a candy floss cloud al around her. Hefired in bursts.
Metd splashed like solder. Cerama ship's skeleton retained white heat, sometimes warped. The CTD
was aheavy pain againgt hisribs. Jan screamed as askeletd slver hand dammed him to ahdt. Even
over the suit radio Davis heard breaking bone. Spinning in mid flight he hit that Golem once and it
released Jan. Out of control the boy dammed into ametd wall.

"I'vegot aleak! I'vegot alesk!" he had timeto yell before a Golem came running past on magnetic feet
and kicked the helmet from his head. Davis tumbled through the air, his suit warning bleeping asalaser
flashed across hislegs. He was in achamber near the centre. Ashe got himsalf under control he saw a
ship'sruncible below hisfeset. It was operating when it should have nowhere to open to. Perhaps that was
where the dark-skinned Golem was going with the silver ovoid of the ship Al: nowhere. Davisaimed a
them but did not fire. The Golem stared at him, perhaps expecting to die. Davis glanced at the CTD
display asit told himin glowing letters that it was armed and how so very little time he had left to live.
Taist was probably hafway back to the Samurai even now. Davis released the straps and kicked the
device away. So the runcible might be open on nothing and no one ever came back from that. But who
wasto say no one ever survived? To the best of his knowledge no one survived aCTD blast at this
range. He dammed on his suit jets and followed the Golem and the Al through the cusp. He entered
blackness on the edge of white-hot light.

"Y ou know, we redlly should think of anamefor you," said Abaron as he released the girl's safety straps.
She amiled at him and sat on the edge of her sest.

"How about Jane?" she suggested.

"Hah!" Abaron surprised himsalf with that bark of laughter. But then in the last few hours he had been
aurprising himsdlf alot. He had never beforefelt so dive.

"Chapra, what do you think?"

"Think about what?"

"A namefor our friend here. She suggests 'Jane’.”

"Soundsfine to me. Have you got those packsready yet, Tarzan?"
"Never mind."

Abaron looked down at the two packs. He had tried to cover every conceivable bet, but there was so
much they could not take. He put the packs next to the airlock then turned back to the girl. "1 think it
might be an ideato put you in asuit anyway, Jane. What do you think?"

"It will offer some protection, though obvioudy | do not need it for the same purpose as yourselves.”

Abaron winced, redising he was patronising her. She might look like alittle girl, but in that body was an
aien mind probably far superior to hisown. He pulled asmall suit from alocker and handed it to her.
Without assstance she put it on and reduced it at al the expansion points. Shortly after he felt the
thrusters cut out and the AG go off. Chapra came through from the cockpit.

"Let'smoveit,” shesad. "Weve only haf an hour to get clear of the shuttle. That other craft isnearly
here

Abaron pulled his visor down and popped the inner door. He took up both packs and handed one to



Chapra. He noted the singun hung on her utility belt. He went first into the lock, and remembering those
mongters they had seen in the seg, pulled ashort range cutting laser from his pack and held it ready ashe
opened the outer door.

Nothing immediately attacked. The shuttle was up on abeach of red sand scattered with nautiloid shells
up to ametre across, into the cover of which scurried thumb-sized lobster things as soon as he stepped
out. Two steps from the lock he looked out to sea at the swarm of atolls and saw the heave and
glistening backs of greet beasts swimming between them. Inland towered trees the size of redwoods, but
with globular blue objects on their branches rather than needles. Jammed between these giantswas a
tangle of lifethat on Earth would have conssted of smaller trees, bushes, and vines. The only
resemblance these growths bore to such was that they filled the same niche. It seemed afrightening place
to negotiate and a perfect place to hide. Abaron wondered what creatures were making the racket of
groans and shrieksissuing from there. Soon Jane and Chaprajoined him. Chapraled the way into the hot
shadows under the trees. There she drew the singun and aimed it at something on the ground. Abaron
stepped forward in time to see agiant leech heaving itsalf out of her way.

Half an hour into the tangle Abaron was thoroughly grateful for his suit'simpenetrable fabric and the hard
chainglass visor. There were insectile horrors here: blood-suckers and flesh eaterswith dl their cutlery in
their mouths. Beetles as big as hiking boots landed on him and immediately tried to bite him. His chest
ached where awingless mosquito-thing the Size of a cat legpt up and tried to ram into him probosceslike
the barrels of a shotgun. That thing he cut awvay with the laser before it broke hisribs. Chapratwice used
the Singun on things charging out at them with intent that did not seem joyous greeting. They bore
gppearance of Rottwellers crossed with hornets, before the singularity converted them to dudge. The
expected danger reveded itsdlf to them when they had been travelling for an hour.

The explosion wasloud and brief, and it silenced the jungle racket for afew minutes.
"The shuttle," said Chepra

"Will they come after us?' asked Abaron, then hefdll silent at the sound of boosters overhead. The three
of them stood waiting. They could see nothing through the foliage. Nearby an actinic flash then blast was
followed by the monolithic fall of agreet tree.

"Can they detect us?' asked Abaron.
"Only if our suitslesk, and then it won't matter to us."
"QLits?'

"They could useinfrared and maybe pick up cold spots, eventhen ... " Chapra gestured up at the thick
foliage.

The next explosion was close. A lightning flash, and ahand of force knocked Abaron sumbling. It hurled
Jane to the ground and knocked Chapraagainst atree.

"Oh shit! Run!" shouted Chapra, and sheled theway to theright.
"| thought you said they can't detect us” yelled Abaron.

"The gun!" Chaprayeled back. "Both those explosions were where | shot thosethings! It usesan
underspace tech to open the singularity! That'swhat they're picking up!"

Another explosion behind, thistimein agraight line from the last two. Gasping, they eventualy stumbled
to ahalt, and rested at the base of one of the forest giants. When they moved on again it wasto the



distant and repeated sound of explosions and aloud sawing sound that Chapraidentified asaparticle
beam fired in atmosphere. Shortly after that, sparks and smoke boiled out of the jungle, driving out
swarms of creatures. The three had to flee aswell — back towards the shore. One look at the white fire
consuming the trees was enough to tell them their suitswould never surviveit. Near the beach, attacking
hornet-dogs forced Chaprato use the Singun again. Immediately lasers droned in the air and turned the
dog-thingsinto exploding ash.

"Stay exactly whereyou are! Y ou have been targeted!”

The ship did above them. It was an old-style AG gunship but no less effective for that. Chapra stood
with the singun at her sde. Abaron waited for her to raise it and for the three of themto die.

"Throw the weapon to your right!"

The ground suddenly boiled in front of Chapra. She threw the Singun to her right. The gunship came
down on the beach, its gun turrets locked on them every moment. Abruptly Jane screamed. Abaron
turned, thinking she had been fired on, saw she had pulled off her visor and hood and ripped open the
front of her suit. She was staggering away. Her face and chest were bright red. She screamed again and
fell to the ground. Abaron and Chapra exchanged alook, then looked back at the gunship asits hatch
popped and four people came out carrying pul sed-energy assaullt rifles.

"Moveforward," one of them said, then, ™Y ou, drop the laser cutter!"

Abaron let go of thething asif it was hot. He had forgotten he was holding it. He and Chapramoved
forward asingtructed.

"Right, lay face down with your arms and legs spread.”

They did asingtructed. Abaron heard one of them move over to Jane.

"She'sdead, sir. No pulse”

"Whét the hell did she do that for? She'sjust agirl.”

Dead, thought Abaron, no, she had probably just turned her heart off for amoment.
"What'll we do with her, Sr?"

"Just leave hen Find the wegpon, it was an EC singun.” Abaron heard the greed in that voice. Of course
the Separatists would be very glad to get their hands on that kind of wegpons technology. Helay there
gtaring at one of the thumb-lobsters asit checked out hisvisor with itsfedlers. He wondered if they
would be killed here on the beach or if they wereto be questioned firgt. I can't find it, Sir.”

"Then try harder you — what the fuck isthat!" There wasabrief yel cut off by asucking explosion.
Abaron heard the sound of something moving in the sea.and thought about mongters. There were two
more screams and they carried on; dreadful panicked screaming. Abaron pushed himsdlf to hisfeet
shortly before Chapra. The beach was dive with movement. Worms coiled in the sand and legpt serpent
fast. Onetheir captors staggered past, blood pouring from holesin his environment suit, other worms
flicking away from him, others attaching. Abaron well knew what kind of worms could penetrate an
environment suit. Another sucking explosion and aman disappeared and regppeared asarain of organic
durry. Stuttering white fire from an assault rifle. Abaron turned and saw Jane cut in haf at thewaist. She
fell away from her hips and legs, face-down in the sand, then camly propped herself up with onearm and
fired twice more. Of the four Separatists little remained but spreading stains on the sand; organic durry
that excited the thumb lobsters. Abaron grabbed up the laser cutter and ran for the craft, expecting to be



cut down at any moment. Some of the worms hit him but did not bite. Insde the craft were two more
Separatists. Shock and blood |oss from hundreds of coin-sized holes the worms had punched into their
bodies, had very quickly killed them. What remained of them hardly looked human.

Outside the gunship Abaron leant against the hull and tried very hard not to be sick in hissuit. After a
moment he looked to the seaand saw the Jain resting in the shalows, worm-things swarming in the water
al around it. Beyond it, partially concedled by the reflection off the surface, Abaron could seea
shell-mouth a couple of metreswide, at the end of atube disappearing into the depths. He could not
redly grasp what that meant; couldn't make any sense of it.

"I thank you," he said, and nodded to it. The weird head dipped in reply, it seemed. Abaron went to
Chaprawho was by Jane.

"Get her legs" said Chapra, holding the girl upright.

Jane seemed quite calm about the fact that she had been cut in half. Get her legs? Abaron glanced aside
to where the other half of her lay. Then he looked back to her.

"I can berepaired," she said.

Abaron picked up the legs, surprised at their weight. Chapra carried the top haf. They took Jane to the
Jain, who took her initstentacles, pulled her under the sea, and into the mouth of its machine grown huge
there. Thewormswent withiit.

PART SIX
"Tdl meabout the Jain," said Diane.

"Thereislittle provable fact. From the few artefacts discovered and from some cultural archaeology it is
evident that their technology was ... isfar in advance of ours," said Alexion. He did not look away from
the information scrolling up on the screen before him. 1t was just too fascinating: some things proven
beyond doubt, others now possible, and so many more questionsto ask. Alexion normally did not hold
much of an opinion about the current political situation, but would gladly see the Separatists hung who
might halt thislovely flow of information.

"Their nanotech isfantagtic. It might easily be called picotech ... "
"Arethey warlike?'

Alexion looked around. "There's so much space. Why?"

"Weare"

"We're supid.”

Diane shrugged.

"l supposeit ispossible. God help anyone they declared war upon.”
"Meaning?'

"As| said to Chapra, 'the Jain moved suns and we'refairly sure of that. | have to wonder if arace
capable of that kind of thing would have any enemiesleft a al.”

Alexion returned to hiswork and Diane grimaced at the back of his head. They would be there soon,



ahead of schedule because of the Laumer engines and ready to deal with an enemy they knew. Smith
was with them on the off-chance they found an enemy they did not know. She wondered if he was aware
of how closdly hisideas and summeations were being ingpected by the Hogue Al. Thusthought of, that Al
gooketo theminitsgravelly voice.

"Schrodinger's Box destroyed. Am receiving extreme range runcible transmisson.”
"Sedl containment sphere. Maximum security.”

"Done”

Alexion looked around and Diane shrugged once again.

"Best guess asto what is coming through?' she asked him.

The Al answered her. "They are through. | have a Golem android, Box, and an armed Confederation
soldier ... Disarmed.”

Diane grinned. Sheturned to go.

"May | comewith you? 1 think my studies have ended for now," asked Alexion.
Without stopping, Diane nodded. Side by side, they entered a drop shaft.
"Intimethat soldier may cometo think of himself asvery lucky,” shesad.
Dropping through the irised gravity field Alexion looked at her questioningly.

"In ship warfare theré'slittle room for mercy and less room for prisoners. He may be the only onewe
leavedive

Alexion shivered. Shortly after, in the containment sphere, he observed the Golem Rhys holding a
pulse-rifle on the Confederation soldier. But the man was not up to much. Hewasflat on afour-gee
gravplate, groaning weakly as blood ran from his flattened nose. Smith surmised that though the man
might be glad to be dive, he was not particularly enjoying the experience just then.

The night sky of Haden was black and starless but light was provided by strange luminescence under the
Seq, igniting and going out, lighting large glassy shapes. The two human bodies lay on the sand, swvarmed
over by finger lobsters and flat black cruciform creatures moving as dowly as starfish. Abaron and
Chapra sat insde the back of the gunship with the coolers on and their visors open. They had intended to
et here, but the messin the cockpit and the smell circulated by the coolers scotched that idea.

"What other jobs did you do before you studied xenology then?" asked Abaron.
Chapragrinned. "I was an Earth Central Enforcer for twenty years, then aMonitor for another six.”

Abaron tapped the controls before them with the metal spoon he had intended to use. " So you should be
abletofly this"

"Yes, | canfly this... You don't seem surprised.”
"I'm beyond surprise.”

The communicator beeped and avoice spoke out of it in gibberish.



"That's Faculan. He's asking someone called Beredec to respond.”

"1 wonder which one hewas."

"Who knows? Anyway, ther€ll be more gunships down here before long.”

"What next?'

"Back into thejungle. We—"

"What isit?'

Chaprawordlessy pointed out the screen at the naked figure striding from the sea.
"That didn't takelong, not long a dl," said Abaron.

Jane grinned up a them then disappeared from sight as she went to the airlock. They turned in their seats
as she entered the ship.

"You've grown," said Chapra.

Her hair was longer. She was bigger. She had the body of a pubescent girl, only there was ahardnessto
her musculature that did not look quite right.

"Whole body growth accelerated the repair process,” she said, then, "The artificia human, Judd, will be
coming herein his shuttle to lead you to aplace of safety.”

"Lead?' asked Chapra.

"It might be prudent to bring thisgunship.”

"How long before he gets here?' said Abaron, climbing to hisfeet.
"Judd will be herein ten minutes.”

Chapra stared at Jane. She looked so different. She was beautiful, and she would make a beautiful adult.
"Do you want clothing?' she asked, then wondered at her impulses.

"That won't be necessary."

Abaron grinned at Chapra, who ignored him.

"Let'sget out of herefor awhile," she said, looking around at the blood-bespattered cockpit.
"Don't you need to familiarise yoursdf?' Abaron asked.

"No need.”

They filed back outside after Jane. The sand was now swarming with the thumb-lobsters and cruciform
fish, and watching these scrape up the gory sand they did not attend to their surroundings closaly enough.
One of the giant wingless mosguitoes attacked Jane. She caught it, almost negligently, then toreit in half
without aword before pointed out the shuttle asit glided toward them just afew metres above the sea.

"Strong," said Abaron.
Chapra only nodded.



The shuttle beached with adeep grinding crunching asthe AG cut and alowed the full weight down on
the sand. Judd came out through the airl ock.

"I am hereto lead you to a place of potential safety,” he said.

Chaprathought that a strange way of wording it. The Golem also seemed twitchy to her. There was
something wrong with it. Had the Jain damaged it?

"We only need to hidefor aday or s0." She checked her timepiece. "ECS are punctua if nothing else
and | can't see that ship standing up to adreadnought.”

Judd stood there blinking at her.
"Wheat's the problem, Judd?' she asked.

Judd said, "1 do not have Box to advise me so | do not know if facts should be concealed from you. |
have very little practica or theoretica human psychology.”

Chapra absorbed that but Abaron |ooked shocked. Chapra remembered how she had felt on first
discovering that Alscould lie, cheat, and kill just like humans. The only difference wasthat Alsdid it with
firm purpose, and were better &t it.

"If it concerns our surviva then facts should not be concealed. Trust me, I'm ascientist,” said Chapra,
then felt a sinking sensation when Judd did not acknowledge humour. 1t was bad.

"The gtuation is not amenableto survivd," said the Golem.
"Claify."

"The Cable Hogue arrived forty hours ahead of schedule and now stands within striking distance of the
Separatist ship. It will not strike because the Separatist ship is carrying CTDs and is threatening to use
them on the planet.”

"Sounds like a stand-off to me."

"The Separatist in charge is Generd David Conard. His gunships are even now entering atmosphere. |
project that he intends to destroy us and the Jain. If he does not succeed with the gunships he will use
atomics. If he does not succeed with atomics hewill usethe CTDs. If the Cable Hogue intervenes he will
usethe CTDsanyway."

"But that's crazy!" said Abaron. "If they do that they won't get away from here.”

"Who ever accused Separatists of sanity?' said Chapra, and turned to walk to the gunship. Jane went
with Judd. Abaron followed Chapra. We humans should stick together, she thought, we get on so well.

Kdlor stared at the read-outs. Nothing.

"Any reply yet?' he asked communications officer Speck.

"Nothing for us, and | can't pick up anything el se through those scramblefields.”
"Any ideaof what classwe're up aganst?"

"Not aclue. It could be a shuttle behind that chaff or an Alpha dreadnought. At least they're holding off."



"Y eah, but for how long?*
"They'll hold off," said Conard. "Thisisaclassic terrorist hostage Situation.”

Yes, thought Kellor, and we all know the usual messy denouement of such situations: no win for
anyone but the fanatics. And this Stuation was getting messer every moment. First the four soldiers
taken out inthe CTD blast just, asfar as Kellor could see, because they were at the top of Conard's shit
list. Then theloss of contact with the shuttle planetside. Now this. It wastime to resolve athing or two.
Before he could turn his attention to that Speck said, "Wait aminute. We've got acommunication coming

through.”

"Put it through on holo," said Kéellor, and turned his chair to aflickering cylinder appearing in the middle
of thefloor. Init resolved awoman's face. Kelor thought the captain of the ECS ship very attractive, in
an Amazonian way.

"Who am | speaking to?" she asked.
Kdlor glanced at Conard. Conard nodded.
"Speck, let the Generd talk to her," said Kellor.

Speck operated the controls to the ceiling holocamera. The woman'simage turned toward Conard. In
the bridge of the ECS ship Conard would now be projected.

"Conard,” she said, and Kellor immediately noted a hardnessto her face.
"Sergeant Windermere, you have risen through the ranks.”
"No doubt they ill cal you The Generd."

"They do. What can | do for you, Windermere? Y ou know the situation and you can do nothing. If you
bring your ship any closer or intervenein any way, the three CTDs, which were stolen from the Droon
complex on Titan, will befired a this planet.”

"I had hoped to appedl to some source of common sensethere. Y ou realise, Conard, that you won't get
away from thisoneunless| dlow youto go."

"What do you mean by that curious statement?'

"I've been authorised to alow you to pull away and leave unmolested so long as you do it now. So long
asyou cal back those gunships.”

"That would be so finefor you," spat Conard. "Then ECS can just drift onin and pick up ascienceto
ubjugate usdl.”

Ah, thought Kdllor, now this conversation is getting interesting.
"What science? Y ou destroyed the Jain and its machine when you destroyed the Schrodinger's Box.”
"I cannot believe that your scientists learned nothing in thet time.”

"They learned agreat deal and it wasingtantly transmitted into the net. By now the thingsthey learned are
common knowledge to thousands of researchers.”

"l am supposed to believe that? ECS would not dlow such technology into the public domain. No. I will



make cartan.”

Conard signalled for communicationsto be cut.

The cave was huge. The seaflowed into it and the roof was fifty metres above. Chaprafollowed the
shuttle inside and before it was necessary for her to turn on the gunship'slights, Judd put the shuttle down
on astony shore.

"I'm not sure | want to go out there," said Chapra.

Abaron nodded in agreement. On the shore stood two lobster creatures, each about three metreslong.
"| bet they've got triangles on their backs," he said to Chapra.

They both remained seated as Judd and Jane came over from the shuttle and boarded.

"The other gunships are very close. Why have you remained in here?' asked Jane.

"Wewere alittle worried about them," said Abaron, pointing.

"They are the equivaent of your PSRs. They are here to demount the guns from this ship and set them for
defence.”

"Okay," said Abaron, and stood.
Chapra noted he had acquired a handgun from somewhere and tucked it in his utility belt.

"Comewith me," said Judd once they were outside the ship, and he led them to the dark mouths of caves
worn into the stone at the head of the dark beach. From behind them came aripping crash. They turned
to see that one of the lobster-things had ripped agun turret out of the gunship. They turned back when
Judd took up aveined sphere and shook it to produce a chemical light. Asthey entered the cave, Jane
passed them on her way out. There must have been another entrance. When two Janes came walking
toward them carrying objects like living rifles, they began to understand.

The Junger twenty-eight was a square-sectioned stubby cross with a spherical cockpit at one end. On
the arms either side of the cockpit were sideway's projecting gun turrets each containing one rapid-fire ten
millimetre cannon and one pulsed laser. The cannon'srate of fire was adjustable from oneto five
thousand shells asecond. Each spherical shell contained enough explosive to vaporise ahuman being.
The lasers could cut a human being in haf. Slung underneath were missiles that could not be used in the
close confines of the cavefor fear of collgpsing it on the ship. The opposition had no such fears.

With alow droning thefirst Junger entered the cave asfast asits pilot dared in the confines. A burst of
firefromitsright turret gun jerked the shuttle fifty metresinto the air and dammed it againgt the back of
the cave. At that point amissile from ademounted launcher hit the Junger. The flash was brief and bright
enough to blind. Molten meta and fragments of white hot ceramoplagtics hit the walls of the cave. The
next Junger went the same way and perhaps because it managed to take out the beached gunship two
more followed it in. Rapid fire hit these. Bits of them hit thewalls of the cave. When no more gunships
followed, the two |lobster-things with turret guns mounted on their backs, retrested into the smaler caves
at the back of the beach. They were well clear by the time the incendiary missiles swarmed in and
converted the main cavern into afurnace. They only came out of hiding when the bombardment had
finished. A hot glow from molten spots on thewadlslit theway for the soldierswho flew inusing AG
harnesses. The lobster things made arain of human wreckage in the steam until there were no more
bulletsfor their guns. They kept on aiming and firing, like the mechanismsthey were. Pulsed energy fire



cooked them on the beach.

Thefirst soldier to encounter the enemy in the smaler caves hesitated too long. He just found it too
difficult to open fire on anaked pubescent girl. The girl raised something like ametre-long razor fish and
it repeatedly pat a him. The soldier hung in the air screaming as worms bored through his environment
suit and into hisflesh. The next soldier shot the girl, hurling her back with her chest burst open and jetting
smoke. Then it was histurn to scream when the worms legped from his comrade and started on him.

The General's aides were both young men, and probably very inexperienced. Kellor had noticed that
peoplewho did not fed securein positions of power tended to gather other people around them who
were not too much of athrest. He, on the other hand, felt completely secure and had as hisfirst officer
and com officer, Jurens and Speck, who were both hardened mercenaries with years of experience.
Kélor glanced at Jurens and gave adight nod when Talit, the aide Jurens had chosen, went to pukein
thetoilet just off the bridge, then returned his attention to Conard. There would be no sound from the
toilet, but there might be abit of amess. Jurens preference was aknife for close work.

The young man in the hologram was trying not to cry. Blood was pouring from two circular holesin his
cheek and in the background other soldiers were screaming.

"Littlegirld" ydled Conard. "Fucking wormd™

The whole incredible fiasco brought home to Kdlor that there could be only one result now. There
seemed no chance of him thieving some of this Jain technology, and he till had no ideawho Conard's
contact was. If he judged Conard right, the man would go tactical next, and if that didn't bring the ECS
shipin, Chrigt knows what would. He glanced aside as Jurens came out of the toilet looking annoyed.
Kéllor attributed thisto the patch of blood on hisfirst officer's trousers — Jurens made amess but was
normally very good on not getting it on himsif.

"Well haveto usethetacticals," said Conard.

It gave Kéellor no satisfaction to be right. He gave the nod to Speck, who had moved close to the other
aide. Speck preferred the garrotte for close work. He was so completely casual as he opened out the
shining wire and looped it over the aide's head. One quick jerk and aballet twist and step away. The
ade staggered, making horrible gobbling sounds and spewing blood everywhere. His head still remained
on his shoulders by dint of the garrotte stopping at his vertebrae. Conard spun around and saw the man
sumble and fall: the pastic movements, the bubbling tube of an oesophagus sticking out whereit should
not. He turned back and froze, staring into the hollow-mirrored cube that was the hole-making end of
Kdlor'sfavouritelittle plasmagun. Kellor smiled. That moment again.

"Notecticds," hesad. "Tdl him."

Conard glanced at the hologram. The young soldier could only see Conard, and wastoo far gonein
shock to know something was wrong.

Conard sad, "Firedl thetactica nuclear wegponsinto that cave.”

You've killed me, thought Kéellor, then lowered hisweapon and incinerated Conard's groin and thighs so
the man dropped screaming to the deck. Speck quickly transferred the holocamerato Kdlor.

"Obey that order and you won't get out of there dive," said Kellor to the soldier. "And if you return now
theré€lll beagood bonusinit for you." He knew held made amistake right from the first word. The
soldier stared at him for amoment then cut com. Kellor looked down at Conard who had stopped
screaming and was now groaning. There would have been no pain at first anyway, thought Kellor, though



there was pain now. He deliberately stood on Conard's thigh so the cooked skin tore away from muscle.
Conard started screaming again and scrabbled at hiswrist holster. Kellor slamped on his hand then
removed Conard'slittle gun. Hed amost forgotten about that.

The sounds of battle died though the screaming lasted for some time after. The Janes did not scream.
They fought even with the most hideous wounds. Abaron had seen one of them stooping over astruggling
soldier, choking the man with something. It was only when Abaron stepped in close and shot themanin
the head that he realised the Jane had the ssump of her wrist jammed in the man's mouth. That Jane had
nodded her thanks and run back into the fray. Abaron retreated behind the dabs he and Chapra had
chosen astheir last place of defence.

"What's happening now?" he asked. "Have we won?"

"Y ou heard what Judd said,” said Chapra. She lay with the singun propped before her, staring out to
where the cave was it by luminescents spattered on the wals and floor. Suddenly she tensed, then
relaxed. Judd and two Janes came quickly to join them.

"We must go deeper,” said Judd.
"Oh my God," said Chapra, perhaps guessng.

The ground shifted and rock began to rain down. Abaron had time to seeawall of fire hurtling towards
them before a Jane pushed him down and pressed hersdlf over his head — protecting his precious brain.
Without that protection his death might have been less protracted and painful.

"Have you got them on com yet!" yelled Kellor. He knew hewaslosing it. "For Chrissaketry again!”

Speck kept sending, kept trying to get something.

"Shut up!" yelled Kedlor and fired once, silencing Conard's crying. He turned back to the com consoles
and screens. Tactica nukes, ahundred square kilometresincinerated. Thank Chrigt the CTDs remained
aboard under ship control. He peered at the readouts on another screen. Nothing but chaff and fuzz.
Wéll, if the ECS ship attacked hed make afight of it, maybe get away ... Then the Cable Hogue shut
down its screens and jamming. There was an energy surge. Somekind of particle wegpon. All the
screenswent out for amoment. When they re-established Kellor saw that the remaining gunships were
now just metalic fog.

"Get usout of here!" he screamed at Jurens as he reached for the controlsto the CTD launcher. Perhaps
it would delay ... perhaps ...

"Oh Chrigt," said Speck, dull horror in hisvoice.

The sheer hopelessness of the Situation made Kéellor hesitate for amoment, a second. In that second he
knew how they had fdlt, al those opponents, in their moment of defeat. And in that second the
dreadnought wrenched the Samurai from orhbit, killing most of its crew with the massve accel eration.
The flattened and distorted ship |eft atrail of fire across space, then rode alight-speed gravity wave
towards the sun, where the antimatter in the CTDs would make not awit of difference. The nine minutes
of that journey were the longest of Kdlor'slife as his shattered body lay hard against the deck. With the
ship ingde the gravity wave he did not fed any more accderation. What held him down was afluke of
broken computers and distorted conduits that had re-established artificial gravity at Sx gees.

He couldn't even scream.



Dianawas dill bailing. Vacillation and bloody incompetence and when there came the inevitable enquiry
she knew they'd manage to make the shit stick to her. If she'd had her own way she'd have gone straight
in and they wouldn't have had a chance to use nukes. She looked at the screen showing the blasted
ground the shuttle overflew.

"How far?" she asked.
"Ten kilometres. We should be therein afew minutes, Captain,” said the pilot, obvioudy alittle nervous.

Diana snorted. Wl perhaps they could salvage something from this mess. She glanced a Alexion, who
had remained curioudly reticent after witnessing the destruction of the mercenary ship. People took their
fird taste of war in different ways. His reaction to the ground blast had been alook of extreme pain. His
precious Jain, gone.

The shore soon cameinto view and the pilot brought the shuttle down by the ATV parked there. Troops
were standing by the ATV dressed in full environment and radiation suits. Diana pulled down the visor on
her gear and headed for the lock. Alexion meekly followed.

"Whereisit?' she asked the commander, before he had a chance to salute. The man pointed down the
beach. "Okay, let'shave alook.” Dianawalked down the ash-covered sand to the figure sat upon a
rock.

"Which oneareyou?' she asked.

Its soft outer covering had been burned away and what remained was a seared metal skeleton containing
the sealed mechanisms of its existence. It regarded her with brown lidless eyes st in its blackened skull.
Its white teeth were stained, and because its lips were gone it seemed to be grinning.

"I am Judd," it rasped at her, black flakes shooting from its mouth.

"What happened to them, Judd? The other Golem, Chapra and Abaron?"
"Died. All died."

"Chapraand Abaron are dead?’

"No."

"You sadthey died.”

"Yes"

Obvioudy screwed, thought Diana. They might get something from its memory.

"What about the Jain? We know it wasn't killed in the ship." As she said this Diana surveyed the
devadtation and focused on the bloated creatures floating in the shallows. The neutron bursts had amost
certainly donefor the dien. It was now as much part of history asthe rest of its kind. Perhaps Smith
could excavateit. Shereturned her atention to Judd as the Golem raised ahand missing three fingers and
pointed with the remaining one out to sea.

"Here. Soon."

Diana stared down at the sea. Abruptly she stood. Movement out there. She glanced at her soldiersas
they nervoudy fingered their wegpons. Something was coming out of the sea.



"Let'snot have any moreincidents,” she said loudly.

It was red, whatever it was, and huge. It broke the surface like the back of awhale and ploughed in to
the shore. A giant red worm, thought Diana, then remembered the description of the Jain machine.

"No shooting!" Sheturned on Alexion. "What the hell isthat?'

It heaved up onto the beach, sending awave of seawater that washed to Dianas boots. The mouth was
three metreswide, speckled at the lips and iridescent white insde. The mouth of along and impossible
shdll. Thewater drained away and Diana could see nothing deep insde but agradua thickening of
shadow.

"Christ knows," said Alexion.

Movement. Two shapes walking out — human shapes. Chapraand Abaron strode out of the Jain
machine, the remains of their environment suits hanging on them in tatters, visors discarded, hoods pulled
back. But were they Chapraand Abaron? How could they be alive? They were standing in temperatures
that should take off their skins.

"Y ou'd best cometo the shuttle,”" said Diana, watching them intently.
Chaprastood before Diana. "We are human. Herepaired us, rebuilt us."
Abaron said, "l guesshefound it easier to dter usto survive here than to repair our suits.”

Chapraturned to Alexion. "Alex, it'sgood to see you." She smiled and Diana saw Smith's strange ook of
yearning.

"It's good to see you. New body?*
A weak joke.

"I'mme," shesaid, that amiledtill there. "The Jainisvery good a what it does. If anything I've been
improved. So muchisclear now. And thisbody ... "

"What haveyou learnt?"

"A fraction. Some figure after the point. Therésso much ... | cannot explain ... "
“Try."

"It will teke time. Have you acentury or so free?"

Alexion stepped forward, impulsively Dianathought. She caught his shoulder and hadted him. He turned
to her. "I haveto do this. In my research the questions aways outnumber the answers. Always. Y ou can't
stop me. I'm not security.”

"Comeaong," said Diana. "l should think you want to get home."
"No."

She released her hold. His choice. Alexion went to stand with Chapraand Abaron. Chapra grinned at
him then returned her attention to Diana.

"We're staying here. There's so much to learn. Y ou understand?!



Dianafdt shemight.
"Here, agift." Chapraheld out her fist to Diana.

With reluctance Dianaheld out theflat of her gloved hand. Chapra dropped something into it then turned
back to the tunnd. Alexion followed, eagerly. Asthe three of them walked into the Jain machine, Diana
saw through atear in Abaron's suit atriangle at the base of his spine. She shuddered, and just stood there
until they were gone. Eventudly the tube filled with seawater and drew back into the sea. She opened
her hand to look at the small red shell Chapra had given her. It was shaped like aworm cast; asmall

coral of convolute tubes. She'd seen recordings; she knew what it was— knew it wasthe future. There
was not much Dianafeared. Shefeared this.

SNAIRLS

The other passengers went to their cabins and cowered there like the limp city dwellersthey were. The
cabins were shell-walled dead stuff, braced by shock-absorbing muscle, and interndly free of dime.
Janer was no city man and there was so much more he wanted to see and experience. He had yet to
walk Upper Shell and look from the Spire, and it was not in his nature to give up so easily. Besides, now
might be his only chance before his freedom of movement was once again curtailed.

"It meansastorm is coming or we are coming to astorm,” the CG told him before casudly stripping off
his uniform and sealing it in a plagtic bag. Embarrassed by the man's nakedness Janer looked around the
CG'scabin. Thewdls glistened. When he glanced back, the CG was watching him andyticdly. Janer
tried to keep hiseyesleve with the man's. Crew were different, he had known that, but seeing one naked
was ... disconcerting. On thefront of the CG's body was a diamond of white flesh extending from his
white genitaliato the base of histhroat. It was segmented like the body of some worm, each segment a
couple of incheswide, and there were other differences he tried not to observe too closdly.

"Y ou'd best do the same," said the CG, wryly noting his discomfiture. "Clothing becomes crusted and stiff
if it dries, or takes on aheavy build up. Only skin shedsit well."

"Asyou say."

Janer left the Chief Geneticist in his cabin— acyst in the body of the Graaf — and headed down the
glistening artery of acorridor, haf-lit by bioluminescent globes clinging to the fleshy walls and sucking
their juice. Everywhere these things. Janer had not redlised they were dive until he saw one detach itstick
mouth and scuttle along the wall to anew feeding spot. For aday after that the skin on his back crawled
whenever he walked undernesth one. But in the end one must get used to the presence of life: it was
everything around him.

Soon he saw that many of the crew of the Graaf had dispensed with their clothes. Eller, naked on a
hyaline strut bone, rested her chin on her knee and grinned at him. She dowly and deliberately parted her
other leg to one sSde as he dowed to make some passing greeting or wry comment. He found he had no
words and quickened his pace, aware of theflush rising in hisface. The diamond of white wormflesh on
the front of her body included her hairless genitaliaand ended at a narrow point by her anus. There was
something incredibly erotic about it. Behind him he heard her chuckle. Damn. He would haveto do
something about her. There were stories about what went on insde asnairl when thewalsdimed. The
creators of holofiction became quite sweaty-pa med about the subject. Janer wanted to find out. He
wanted to find out alot of things— for himself for achange.

Inhisdry and civilized cabin Janer stripped off his clothing and pulled on the rubber trunks of his surfsuit.
Hedidn't want to wander about the Graaf with a permanent erection waving about in front of him. That



kind of thing delimited serious conversation. Admittedly, he did intend to screw Eller a thefirst
opportunity. Findly into histrunks and considering what else he might take out with him he turned to the
sudden buzz from beside his compscreen. Jumpy today — very jumpy.

The hornet rose into the air above the antique plastic keyboard — ablur of wings suspending a
severed-thumb body and dangly mosquito legs. Faceted eyes glittering. All over its body the hornet was
painted with intricate designsin red and yellow-green fluorescent paint.

"| thought you were exploring,” said Janer. The hivelink behind his ear buzzed for amoment before the
mind replied.

"Thedime could kill thisunit and | only have five on the Graef."

"Where are the others?'

"They arein Upper Shell, but even there the conditionsareinimica.”

"How come? There's no dime there."

"No, but there are rooks."

"How inconvenient.”

"They requireindruction.”

"Arethey intelligent enough to learn?”

"Youwere."

Janer sighed. The'you' in this case was the human race. It wasn't having another dig at him, for achange.

It had come as one shock in many when arrogant humanity had discovered it wasn't the only sentient race
on Earth. 1t was just the loudest and most destructive. Dolphins and whales had always been candidates
because of their aesthetic appea and stories of rescued swvimmers. Research in that area had soon
cleared things up. Dol phins couldn't tell the difference between a human swimmer and asick fellow, and
were substantially more stupid than the anima humans had been turning into pork on aregular bas's.
Whdes had the intelligence of the average cow. When ahornet built its nest in aVR suit and lodged its
protests on the Internet it had taken along timefor anyone to believe. They were stinging things, creepy
crawlies, how could they possibly beintelligent? At ten thousand years of age the youngest hivemind
showed them. People believed.

"Y ou want to come out in the box, | takeit?"

The buzzing of the hivemind seemed contemplative. Thoughts that once took the time of ahornet's flight
between nestsflicked at the speed of light between hivelinks. Janer held out his hand and the hornet
stled oniit, vibrating, itslegs pressng into his skin like blunt pins. His flesh rebelled but he controlled the
urgeto shudder and fling the insect away from him. He was getting better at it now: his payment, his
serviceto thismind, for killing ahornet that had tried to settle on his shoulder in a crowded ringball
stadium. It had been tired that hornet; searching for somewhereto land and rest, tempted by the besker
of coke Janer had been drinking. His reaction had been instinctive; the phobic horror of insects had risen
up insde him and he had knocked the hornet to the ground and stamped on it. The police had comefor
him the next day. Killing ahornet was not precisaly murder, as each cresture wasjust one very small part
of themind. There were siff pendties, though.



"It would be interesting to observe the interior during the storm. Y es, the box," the mind eventualy told

him. The hornet launched itsdf from his hand and hovered above his bed. The box was there: ashaped

perspex container with one skinstick surface. It landed by thisand crawled inside. Janer picked the box
up and pressed it againgt his shoulder where it stuck.

"There are no phobes on this ship,” the mind observed, asif picking up on what Janer had been thinking.
He wasn't the only one who had trouble with the idea of dlowing huge stinging insectsto fly around them
unmolested. There were others whose service to amind had to be without contact with its hornets, who
became hysterical in their presence, some who just paid over alarge amount of money, and somewho
required ... adjustments.

"Not surprising,” Janer replied casually. " Spend your lifeinsde afloating mollusc and youre sureto lose
some of your aversons.”

The mind replied to thiswith something like a snort asits hornet rattled around in the box and settled itsdlf
down in the shaped pedestal provided for it. Like thiswas better for Janer. Now the hornet was no more
to him than a camerafor the remote and disperse mind, and the voice adisembodied thing. If he didn't
look at it he could convince himsdlf that there was only a machine perched on his shoulder. That
anus-clenching shudder left him and he could concentrate on other matters. He stooped and picked up a
pair of grip shoes, then discarded them. The crew did not wear them so he would try to do without as
well. He stepped out of his cabin into adime-coated artery.

"Why doesit produceit?' he wondered loudly.

"A defensive measure for molluscs. It sensesthe storm and preparesitsalf.”

"How doesthedime hep?'

"Retroactive reaction. It would have helped if it was being attacked by a predator.”
"So the Geneticists didn't straighten every kink in the hdix.”

"Never say that here," the link hornet warned.

"Would | be sofoolish,” said Janer dryly.

There was no reply but Janer seemed to get the impression of afeeling something akin to araised
eyebrow. Yes, so | stepped on ahornet in amoment of panic. It won't happen again. In ten years when
my service contract isfinished | should bewell inured to them. Cunning bastards those minds.

Under his bare feet the floor was rough and sticky, not at al dippery as he had expected. When helifted
hisfoot it was till attached by athousand hair-thin strands.

"They got part of the way there ... the Geneticists," he said.
"What do you mean?"

Janer bowed his shoulder down so the link hornet could see his feet and the tacky mess on the scaed
floor.

The hornet said, "Partial adaptation. Unable to get rid of the dime they convert it into amore acceptable
form."

"On thefloors anyway,” said Janer. "Elsewhereit'sjust asthick and dippery asyour usua mucous.



"Of course, they may have made the floors the dime absorption points and what you are encountering
hereistheresdue. The moisturewould go firgt."

"Yes" sad Janer, without much interest. Ten paces from his door and he turned to sudy what was
reveded of his cabin between the ceiling and floor of flesh. It was an oblate bone-yelow sphere from
which extended organic-looking struts to pierce the flesh, thesein turn held by ropes of grey muscle.
How like parasites were humansin the uterine living spaces of the Graaf snairl — squirming
endoparasites, gall wasps. A little way further along he could see some of the next cabin and afaceat a
plastiglass portal. That would be Asharn the merchant. Somewherein this snairl was stored his cargo of
exotic organics— synaptic chips, non-specific human augmentations like eyesto seein the dark,
guaranteed multiple orgasm vaginas, cetacean capacity lungs, and other things the merchant had hinted at
with nods and winks and meaningful looks at the hornet. Crime, if it was to be committed successfully,
had to be done so away from prying eyes, especidly if they were faceted. Janer had displayed hislack of
interest in anything the merchant might have, well aware of afeding of huge amusement coming through
the hiveink.

"Thestorm closes" thelink hornet told him. "'l seeit now, an anvil of cloud waking on legs of lightning."

Janer closed his eyes. Heredly wanted to go there, where the other hornets and the rooks were. Would
the mind let him, asits eyeswere dready there? He asked.

"Later," themind told him. "First | want to see theingde of this snairl during sorm.”

Janer wondered exactly what it was the mind wanted to see. Did it want to observe the orgy purported
to take place? What possible interest could it have in human sex? Or was he just missing something? Had
he not been told something? He walked aimlessly then in the body of the snairl and thought about hisfirst
sight of it. It had drifted through the sky, afaerie castle in the clouds, only the flicker of rotors on the
Lower Shdll betraying its maotive force. Sunlight refracted through the spird of nacre helium chambers
reveding them like the internals of some diatom. Theliving body of the snairl clung chancrous below, its
tall thrashing the air asangry asacat, grey and slver tendrilstreeing up into the shell and fading. One
cresture: ugliness clinging to beauty, tenacioudly.

Crew ceased working at their tasks, as Janer walked by, and watched him with evident surprise. The
dime on the wals thickened and some arteries were hung with glistening ropes of it. In one such place he
saw two crew members coupling ferocioudy and stopped to watch. They were obliviousto him; tightly
wrapped in an embrace and foaming the dime with their frenetic movements. Damn the mind, he thought.
Hewas going to find Eller. Ever since he had come onboard she had been dropping broad hints. The last
hint had been too broad to ignore. He headed in the direction of the cyst-cabins of the crew, hoping to
find her there.

"The storm isaround us," said the mind, "and now the snairl holdsits postion. It will not move on now."
"What do you mean?"

He was definitely not being told something. There was no reply and he was about to ask again when Eller
stepped out into the artery before him and beckoned. He hurried towards her and stood in front of her.
Therewas athin layer of dime on her body and her black hair was dick against her head. Nictitating
membranes blinked over her eyes and when she opened her mouth he noted her tongue was pure white,
likethelips of her vagina. She reached down and inserted her fingersin thetop of histrunks.

"Why these?"

"I'm not used to nakedness," hetold her.



"Youll get usedtoit.”
Shetugged him through the cervix in afleshy wall and into her cabin.

Once within the narrow confines Janer looked around. Slime coated the floor and walls and no personal
objectswere visble. The floor was soft under hisfeet. He sensed the curiosity of the mind and it voiced
no objections when he removed the box from his shoulder and placed it on ridge of hard flesh protruding
from thewall. Eller stood at the middle of the cyst for amoment inspecting him from head to foot.

"] wasto bewith Ableman,” she said.
"Why not?'
"I likethe exotic."

Thiswas hardly how Janer classfied himsdlf, but at that moment he was amost without thought. She
stepped forward, took hold of histrunks, and pulled them down to hisankles.

"Ah," she said, rubbing her cheek againgt his penis, then scraped her nails down histhighs. He grabbed
for her and she did away. He grabbed again and she dlowed it, then tripped him to the floor. The dime
was warm. She sat astride his chest, did back, then reached between her legsand did his penisinside
hersdlf. Janer did not last very long and wasimmediately aware that something €lse was operating here.
He had never reacted like this before. That he had come did not seem to affect her as she rode him, her
eyesrolled up in her head. He was hard again in amoment, but not inside her. She didn't stop. He got
hold of her and threw her down on the floor, mounted her, her legslocking behind him and her ankle
spurs scraping his skin. His mind was awhite blur of pleasure into which the hivemind spoke afew
unheeded words.

"Aphrodisiac in thedime. How interesting.”

The hornet scuttled back into its box and fastidioudly cleaned itself. The substance had no effect on a
cresture without gender.

They rested in an 0ozing tangle, foamed dime al about them. At last able to think Janer reacted to the
hornet'swords.

"Why?Why isit in the dime?"
Eller sat upright, glanced from him to the box, then lay back with a squelch, adreamy smile on her face.

"Itisnot normally there," the mind replied. "Rumours of increased sexud activity during ssorms are greetly
exaggerated. Thisactivity does come during atime of dime production, this production being for other
reasons.”

"And what arethey?'

The mind was slent. Janer looked to Eller for an explanation, but she waslooking at him in aparticular
way and he quickly logt interest in the subject. He reached for her but she caught hiswristsin her rough

pams.
"Sowly now," shesad.

Janer nodded mutely then glanced around as he felt the cabin shift. The storm; it was buffeting the snairl.
He hoped it wasn't just asquall as Eller took hold of his head and pressed it down between her legs. The



dimedidn't matter. But for afaint peppery taste he hardly noticed it. He hardly noticed anything but what
he was doing. Eller moaned and dug her nailsin his head, hooked her leg over his shoulder and dug her
spur in his back. Abruptly she pushed him away and it was her turn to sink down and take his penisin
her mouth. She worked on him with her lips and white tongue, brought him near to coming then stopped
and backed away. They were both panting harshly. She did away from him and lay back with her legs
widdy parted, rubbing a hersalf with both hands, her moans louder. Janer saw that dime was actudly
being generated by the segmented flesh on the front of her torso. It didn't matter. He pulled himself over
her, entered her yet again, hisfists againgt the floor either sde of her hips. As he started to move he lifted
one hand from the floor and ran it over that ribbed flesh. She went wild, writhing and yeling undernesth
him. Hardly in control himself he used both hands, pressing and caressing, and something gave. She
yelled with ecstacy. Janer came unendingly. Hefdlt asif shewere draining him, asif his head would burs,
asif hisgutswere spurting out of his penis.

Asthe wave subsided Janer looked down and saw with growing horror that his hands had sunk between
the segments of her torso. He felt a sudden panicky revulsion and pulled away. Shelay limp on the floor,

her eyes glazed. Was she dead? Oh no, no ... He glanced to the hornet on its fleshy shelf, unmoving inits
box, an ornate piece of jewellery, al-seeing.

"It'sdl right," said Eller, and he stared at her with relief. The segments of her torso were open, exposing
organs under glassy dime. Janer swallowed bile and had just enough presence of mind to grab up the
hornet box before fleeing through the fleshy door. In his cabin he used the smal shower unit then vicioudy
dried himsdf with atowd. Once clean and dry he fet suddenly exhausted and collapsed on his bed.

"The geneticists did more than create the snairls, they created the crewsaswell,” the hivelink told him.
"| didn't redise how much ... so much.”

"They arelikeus— dl one," it told him.

He heard it and dept, but he didn't understand.

"Wewill go to Upper Shell now," said the hivelink.

Still fedling bleary Janer glanced from the shirt he was holding to the hornet on the bedside stand. It was
drinking from the dispenser Janer had placed there. The device contained asickly swest protein-laced
syrup that was dl the hornet needed to sustain it. Janer stared at it blankly for amoment then returned his
attention to his clothes. He couldn't put two thoughts together. Should he dress or shouldn't he? He
dropped the clothing he had been putting on then sdected amonofilament overal from hiswardrobe. It
was guaranteed impervious to anything and its outer surface was frictionless— the dime wouldn't stick to
it. He found gloves and dip-on shoes of asmilar materid. In the neck pocket there was ahood and
mask. He possessed no goggles and no respirator so would have to do without. Was he overreacting?
He thought not. Suitably attired he made coffee and checked through hisfood supplies. The hyperclam
he ignored, as it was supposed to have aphrodisiac qudities, and instead chose a meetfruit, which
somewherein its ancestry had a pig and a peach tree. Redl pigs were a protected species now.

There were two of them outside his cabin. A young man was vigoroudy buggering another young man
while ayoung girl lay on the floor to one side playing with hersdf and looking annoyed. As soon as she
spotted Janer she became hopeful, but he shook his head and moved quickly away. He would have to
watch that in case anyone grabbed him. The hornet box had not stuck to the monofilament overal, and
the hornet was in histop pocket peeking out at everything. He could fed it moving againg his chest
occasondly, but wastoo drained in every way to find any reaction to that. Quickly he strode dong the
artery, then dong another that spiraled up through snairl flesh. Whenever he saw crew he saw sexua



activity or itsaftermath. Mot of them were obliviousto him. With amost clinica detachment now he
observed bodies opened at the front and 0ozing, men thrusting into women or other men in any position
from genitals upward. It was asif the white wormflesh was an extension of their sexual organs. He saw
and he moved on, not unaffected, aware that the substance in the dimewas also inthemoist air taken
into hislungs. At one point, when awoman did across afloor to him, he had to grit histeeth and stride
on. Heredlly wanted to stay with her.

At length Janer cameto drier areas where shell materid stabbed the walls and ran in reefs along the
floors. He peered through doors half organic and half manufactured, into cargo areas and beyond them
saw tranducent shell thrashed by rain and lit by flashes of lightning. Only seeing thisdid he reglise how he
had grown used to the haflight in the snairl — the muted blue glow of the bioluminescent globes pinned
to every wall.

"The shaftsare ahead,” the hivelink told him needlesdy. He had studied aplan of theinternal layout of the
snairl before boarding. In amoment he came to open mouths of metal that curved up into darkness. He
stepped into one, groped until he found arung, climbed.

Hewasinthe dark for only a short time before he reached a hatch that irised open as he reached the
rung below it. The sudden light made his eyes ache momentarily as he climbed up intoit. Thisiswhat he
wanted to see. The floor was smooth and iridescent. To hisright the curving wall of near transparent shell
showed him the vastness of sky, welcoming after the confines of the snairl body. From afloor space
three metres wide, he gazed out at thick strobe-lit cloud and down at the snairl body below, its huge
glistening head swaying from side to side, horns probing the ssorm. To hisleft bulged the huge helium
bags veined with snairlflesh. Thefloor doped up following the spird of the shell. He climbed, bresthing
eadly ar that gradudly cleared of the taint of the living body below. Cold breezes gusted in at him from
occasiond splitsin the ancient shell. He tasted rain and cloud, and thunder made the floor vibrate. The
moisture here gathered in small droplets and ran away. He climbed spiral after spira, each onetighter
than the last. Higher up he noted the bird droppings on the floor, some kind of nest between helium bags,
two dead rooks on the floor.

"Ingtruction?' he asked.

"They lack theinteligence to learn. It has been the same with their kind since thetimethey ruled the
Eath."

Birds— the direct descendants of the dinosaurs. There were hiveminds old enough to remember, but
they were strange and did not communicate much with the younger minds, and not at al with the human
race.

Eventualy Janer reached the glassy cone of the spireand itslevd circular floor. He saw the other hornets
clinging to the transparent wall, flawsin glass. He walked over to the opposite sde of the chamber and
gazed out.

"Y ou are content now?" asked the hivemind.

"| fed an easing of certain tensons” hereplied.

"That's good, because well be spending the rest of thejourney here.”
Janer paused. "Why?!

"L ook it the direction my companions arelooking.”



Abruptly the hornet launched from his pocket and was buzzing in the air. He gazed across the chamber,
past the hornets, stared intently through the wall at the tumble of cloud. Then he saw it, wreathed in
lightning: another faerie castle, another snairl gpproaching.

"It isnot the storm that causes the activity below, but the anticipation of this snairl. Every five hundred
yearsthey mate.”

"Yes, thisiswhy we are here. Thisiswhy we are interested.”
Janer noted the royd we. The hivemind was completdly &t the link.
"Why such grest interest”?"

"Thissnarl ismae" themind told him.

"l don't understand.”

"Liketheir mollusc brethren, male snairls manufacture in their bodies aharpoon of cacitethey useto
spear thefemae and hold it close. Norma snailsthen mate and part. For amae snairl, the making of this
harpoon isakilling effort. Such mate only once."

"ltwill die?"

"es"

"Thereis danger then. What of the crew, the passengers?’
"Look down."

Janer peered down past the body of the snairl and saw egg-shaped objects being spewed out into the
ar, opening gliding wings, faling through the sky.

"They are safe.”

"The passengers, yes. For the crew thereis never any escape.”

Janer whirled around and faced the hovering hornet. "What! No warning! Just et them die!™
Heturned and ran back. Eller. He found that he did care what happened to her.

"Foal," thelink told him. "The geneticists made both: snairl and crew.”

Again, Janer did not hear.

Janer was halfway down Upper Shell when the snairls met. Theimpact threw him back against the helium
bags, and the shells clashed and rang. He saw fragments of shell fly glittering through the air. Therewasa
giant sound: a bubbling groan, the sghing of caves. Asthe shellsrocked and scraped he staggered to the
wall and looked down in time to see the male snairl extrude abarbed spear of cloudy glass and thrust
into the body of the female, and the bodies ooze together. Foamed dime spiraled up on thewind like
spindrift. The towered shells closed throwing Janer back againgt the helium bags then parted high, ground
at the base. Janer went head-first into the glassy wall, logt it dl in aflash of black.

Janer's immediate reaction to consciousness was to vomit on the floor and clutch at hishead. Therewas



aweird buzzing from his hivelink, something he had never heard before. Perhaps he had broken it. He
staggered upright and tried to blink the double images from his eyes. Unsteady on hisfeet, itwasa
moment before he realised the snairl was back on an even kedl. At thewall he peered down. The sky
was clearing and he could see everything in detail. The femaewas gone. Themade snairl hunginanarc
under itsshell, flaccid, its connectionsto the shell stretched taut. The crew. Eller. Supporting himsalf
againg the wall Janer made hisway down, wondering as he went, how long he had been out. Minutes?
Hours? As soon as he reached the down-tube into the snairl body he realised it must have been some
time.

The floor was drying, tacky, as he stepped out of the tube, and he wondered about that until he heard the
rustling of air pumps— something previoudy disguised by the living sounds of the snairl. They were not
biotech and would run until clogged with decaying flesh. A biolight lay nearby, itslegswaving weskly in
theair, and itstick-mouth gaping and clicking hungrily. The air smelt of deeth. Janer carefully stepped
around the biolight, but he need not have worried; it was too weak to get at him and would never have
got through his monofilament clothing. He peered down the corridor artery at the other biolights there and
one fell while hewatched. They would al be hungry. He pulled the hood and mask from the neck-pocket
of hisoverdl, and put on the gloves. They would go for exposed body: his eyes and mouth. He would
just haveto be very careful.

Janer found thefirst of the crew shortly after crushing under hisfoot the third biolight to drop on him. As
he crushed it, itsjuices spread in aglowing pool and Janer | eft bright footprints behind him. He noticed
then achangein the quantity and spectrum of the lighting.

The man had crawled away from his partner with five biolights attached to his back. Their glow was
reddish, their energy drawn from near to human blood. The man had left athick dimetrail that was now
skinned over. The woman was curled in acorner with abiolight attached to the Sde of her head. Ashe
turned to her the biolight fell away, leaving abloody hole, and tried to drag itself towards him. He stood
on it and it burst with awet pop. The woman turned her head, opened her mouth with adry click and
tried to open her crusted eyes. He stooped down by her and caught hold of her.

"Dead," sherasped, her last breath hissing out foul in hisface. Helet her go and ran, something of what
the hivemind had said coming back to him — the geneticists made both. He remembered then that he
had never seen crew edting, never seen much in the way of persond effects... They are like us — all
one. They were dying now their host was deed, like the biolights.

The door ripped like wet paper ashe pulled it asde. Eller blinked at him from her place on thefloor in
theropes of dime. A pot of water rested to one side of her. She had cleaned her face and her eyes, but
her eyeswere dull, drying ouit.

"Hler ... this..."

"Janer," she said and smiled, shifted. Her body had grown long, gaps as wide as his arm between the
segments, there her heart, beating dowly, there her intesting, drawn taut. He knelt beside her and she
managed to get ahand up to his shoulder. She shifted again.

"Kissme... just once more," she said.

Janer was leaning forward when he heard the low buzzing. Distorted speech came through hislink, but he
could not makeit out. He turned his head dightly asthe hornet darted in. Eller made ahorrible sound,
somewhere between a groan and a hiss, jerked her hand away, her mouth opening wide at the pain as
the hornet launched itsalf from her arm. It had stung her. Janer wanted to crush it at once, then he saw

her mouth; her white tongue open at the end like aflower, raping teeth wet ingdeit. More buzzing, more



glittery shapesin the room. Five hornets hovered between him and Eller, darted at him, and because he
could no longer hear their speech his fear returned and he sumbled back. Eller tried to crawl towards
him and heredisad, like the biolights, and shuddered in horror. The hornets drove him out into the
corridor. The walswere cracking and liquefying now. The death stink had turned to something else,
now. Stumbling ahead of the insects he was numb to thought. They drove him to the Upper Shell.

The floor was cool againg his cheek. The hornet, anding on the side of his neck and working with the
cdlular structure behind his ear, finished itstask and flew from him.

"We were unaware of the danger," the mind told him.
"It'swrong, that they should dielike that."

"They dl lived for aslong asthe snairl. Though they could feed on other things after its death they would
not long surviveit. The chemigtry istoo complex. They are one being, like ourselves."

"Isdl thiswhat you cameto learn?
"No."
"Whet then?'

"The shell does not decay. The body below will drop soon and the shell will need to be counterweighted.
We came for the salvage. Here we can be safe.”

Janer, his shoulder againgt the crystal wall of the spire, could see them. The cloud was vast and grey, and
moved with purpose. He could fed the presence of many minds— amillion hives. The hornets were
coming to their new home.

ABOUT "SPATTERJAY"

Spatterjay isthe planet where al the action takes place in The Skinner, and dl the characters and events
here will be familiar to readers of that book This story isin fact a precursor, whereasfrom Shairls | only
snatched Janer and his hornets. Again it was astory published in Grotesque (issue 8 '95) and suitably <o,
though not enough so to judtify changing thetitle to 'Splatterjay'. It isa story whose genesiswasin a
nightmare of long blue and bony hands reaching out of densejungleto grab someone, and of trout ina
stream, which weren't. It spent anumber of yearsin afolder, in the form of afew scribbled lines, then
grew out of some free-association writing | was doing to limber up my brain one day. Acornsand dl that.

SPATTERJAY

Sweating green blood, alung bird wheezed from the tree tops, its flaccid wings groping for the clouds.
Ambd tucked his trumpet-mouthed blunderbuss under his arm and despondently watched its limping

progress.

"Suitable protein,” suggested Jane.

"Thereisn't any. Would you egat that?" asked Peck.
"Depends on how hungry | got.”

"l guesswe could make astew."



Ambe made no comment on this, but he closed up his blunderbuss and aimed. The weapon flashed and
banged, sparkles of till-burning powder gouting through the air. A cloud of acrid smoke obscured view
for amoment, then they saw the bird falling into the trees, bits breaking away from itsill-made body.

"Let'sgo,” said Peck.

They trotted through the knee-high putrephallus weeds, their masks pulled up over their mouths and
noses. The pear-trunk trees shivered as they passed. By the time they reached the areawhere the bird
hed falen it was gone. They caught aglimpse of something huge and glistening dragging the squawking
and flapping messinto the deep dingle.

"Bastard,” said Peck, turning to Ambel. Ambel shook his head as he squatted down and thumped
another paper cartridge down into the barrel of hisbuss.

Jane lifted her mask, winced at the smell wafting off the weedsthen said, "Leech. A big one. Best leaveiit
dore”

"Can you eat leeches?' asked Peck. He dways got a bit weird when he hadn't had enough to eat.
Ambel shook his head.

"Too acid," hesad. "Makes you fart like awind machine and burns your ring when you crap. Know a
guy died of it once. Terminad wind. Blew his arsehole across the room.”

Peck snorted disbelievingly. "Wdll, we gotta get something to take back." He looked towardsthe dingle.
"Not there," said Jane. "Well go back to the beach and circle around. Might get arhinoworm coming in.”

The three moved back through the weeds onto the green sand of the beach. Ambel gazed out at the ship

and noticed that the masts were till bare. They needed asail something bad. They needed food, yes, but
whatever they got from the idand would only keep them going for alittle while, asthey were. They had to
get back to port and get somerea Earth-food inside them; some dome-grown grain and mest.

"They say there are people out here who survive on wild food. They say the Skinner lives out here on
oneof theidands," said Jane.

"Y ou gottabekidding, dl dive, and Hoop?' said Peck.
Ambel nodded morosdly to himsdf. "They dl survive, but they ain't people no more, Hoop included.”

That killed the conversation until they reached the first stream winding out from the deep dingle. Ambel
looked into the water and thinking about the dome he thought; salmon, then, seeing how they were
grouped he thought; edls. But of course some of them broke from the water, their glistening ribbed backs
rolling in the glitter, round thread-cutting mouths probing the air.

"Leechesagain,” said Peck. "There anything edible on thisidand?’
"Yes" said Jane avidly as she pointed out to sea.

The rhinoworm was as long as aman and its sinuous body asthick. It was aptly named. It had the head
of arhino, little different from those pictured in the old zoology books, and it had the body of athick edl.
It was pink and red-speckled. They watched it gpproach the mouth of the stream and rear its head out of
the water with aleech writhing and flicking in its narrow mouth. Ambe's blunderbuss boomed, part of its
head disappeared, and it sank back down into the water, clouding it blue.



"Quick! Quick!" shouted Jane, leaping up and down. Peck waded out, hooked his grappleinto itsflesh
and waded back in, trailing the line out behind him. He was nearly ashore when he ydlled and splashed in

very quickly.
"Garit off! Garrit off!"

A four-foot long leech had attached itsdlf to his hip. Hefell in the sand and grabbed hold of the horrible
thing in both handsto try and prevent it boring in even further. Jane grabbed up the line and began hauling
in the rhinoworm while Ambel tended to Peck. He did the only thing that was possiblein the
circumstances; he grabbed hold of the leech in both hands, put hisfoot against Peck's leg, and hauled
with dl hismight. Peck let out a scream asthe leech pulled away with afist-sized plug of hisfleshinits
circular mouth. Ambel bashed the cresture against arock until the lump came free, then after trampling
the creature to durry he handed the piece of flesh back to Peck. Peck screwed it back into hisleg, then
wrapped abandage from his pack around it to hold it in place.

"Help mewith this," said Jane. She had got the rhino-worm to the edge of the water, but could not haul it
up onto the sand by hersalf. A mass of leecheswas building up around it, each of them after its plug of
flesh. Ambd rushed over and helped her haul it in, then the both of them stomped as many of the
creatures asthey could. Asthey ssomped thelast of them Peck was able to join them and relished
gplattering the last few.

"Right, let's chop it and head back to the ship,” said Ambel. They proceeded to dice the rhinoworm into
huge lumps, which they packed into their waterproof packs, and staggering under their loads, headed
back up the beach. Before they set out Peck was able to take his bandage off. The plug of flesh had
hedled back into place and his muscle was working again. When they reached the rowing boat and were
dumping the packsinto it Jane grinned at Peck.

"The Earther'll want to see your leg. Probably want blood samples and afew pots of piss outtayou as
well," shesad.

"Bollocks," said Peck, and gave the boat a shove. "Don't know what she'sal worked up about. We ain't
thet different.”

Ambed, who was, so the Earther had said, built like atank, rowed the boat, being careful not to put too
much pressure on the oars and go snapping them again. Jane, as skinny and small asastarveling child,
had undone her shirt to her waist and sat plaiting her hair and looking et Ambel meaningfully. Shewas
aways horny after ameet hunt, and when al her attemptsto get Ambel into her bunk failed, asthey
awaysdid, sheturned to the next available crewman. During the next few hours the crewmen would be
faling over each other asthey tried to stay close to her. Peck had opened one of the packs and was
cutting dices of rhino-worm meat to stuff into his mouth. He had injury hunger; another phenomenon the
Earther woman was eager to study. Shortly they arrived at the wooden dliff of the side of the ship and the
meet was hauled aboard. The three followed, after passing up the oars, then Ambel hauled the rowing
boat up the sde and held it in place while others strapped it just below the gunnédls. The Earther woman
came out of her cabin to watch this and when it was done she returned shaking her head in amazement.

"How long before you were mobile again?' asked Erlin as she ingpected the circular scar. They dl had
these scars, every member of the crew; white and neat circular scars on their bluish skin.

"Eh?" said Peck, brilliantly.
"How long after thisinjury were you able to stand again, to walk agan?'

"Couple of minutes after | screwed the plug back."



"Let me get thisright. Ambel thumped the leech against arock until it released the piece of your leg it had
excised. Y ou then took that piece of flesh and screwed it back into your leg.”

"Y eeh, sowhat?'
"Doen't that strike you asalittle odd?’
"Who you cdlin' odd? At least | ain't the colour of burnt sugar. Bleedin' Earthers ways cdlin' usodd.”

It was the strangest piece of racism Erlin had ever encountered. Her first doctorate had been in history
because she had been fascinated by her genetic heritage. Not that she was atrue Negro, there had been
none for more than afive hundred years, nor any other definite racia types, but her skin was very dark.
Shewas dmost athrowback, but for her white hair and blue eyes. The people here though, on this
grange little world, were very different from the usua run of humanity. She handed Peck a couple of
bottles.

"Here. | want your next urine samples. Now I'll take some blood.” Thisshedid, quickly and efficiently.

Y ou could not take too much time over such things with hoopers as they healed so fast aneedlewould
block in less than thirty seconds. When Peck grumbled hisway back out onto deck she got the blood
under her nanoscope and found the fibrous structures she had expected to find. It was dl coming
together now. She had a damned good idea of what was going on and reckoned that when she made her
report, Spatterjay would be descended on by just about every science team in the Polity.

Ambd grinned to himsdf as Jane dragged Peck below decks and the rest of the group broke up in
disappointment. He carved himsdlf adice of rhinoworm and chewed on it contemplatively. They redly
did need asail. He did not like to hang around the idands for too long as he was well aware that the
Skinner was dtill active. One day he intended to come here done and catch the mad bastard. One day.
Heturned as Erlin came out on deck and stood next to him gazing with distaste at the worm stesk.

"Want ahit?' he asked her. Her food ran out a couple of days ago and he knew she must be hungry.
"l wouldn't mind if it was cooked,” she said.

He shook his head. "Destroys the flavour.”

"No, the stuff tastes awful — what it destroysisall the nutritional vaue for humans."

Ambel nodded and carved another dice. He held it out to her, blue blood dripping down hisfingers. "Go
on, it'll do you good."

Erlin took the dice and nibbled a bit off the edge. A sudden look of astonishment transformed her
features. She atethewhole dice.

"It tastesgood,” she said. "When | first had some it tasted like copper and curry powder."

He carved her another dice, and as he did this she studied his hugedly broad back. His bluish skinwas
mottled, looked amost patterned. It was only then that she redlised the effect was caused by leech scars
layered upon each other in their thousands.

"Didyoufdl inthe seaor something?' she asked.
"Onceor twice," he said, turning and handing her some more mest.

"You have alot of leech scars. | didn't redliseit until just now. Y ou're covered with them. Could | have a



blood sample from you?"

"Sometime," he said, not meeting her eyes.

She was about to say more when there was a shout from the cabin roof.
"Sal! Sal comingin!”

Erlin peered up at the sky. She had heard about this but never seen it. When the hover car had dropped
her at the ship it had been asit was now: bare masted and moored by thisisand.

The sail undulated in on the east wind; agreat veined sheet turning the flesh-filtered light underneathit a
strange orangey pink. It caught hold of the top of the mainmast with one long bony hand, swung around
and replaced that grip with acoil of itstail before moving that hand along with many others down onto
the spars. Itslizard head on along whiplike neck came questing down to the deck. Ambel pulled the
worm steak off its spike and walked up to the creature's head. The sall licked itslipswith adark-blue
forked tongue and eyed the stesk hungrily.

"How are you called?' asked Ambel, aswas only proper.

"I am Windcatcher," replied the sail, asreplied dl sails, never having mastered the ideathat names could
beanindividua thing. Ambd gaveit the steak, which it chomped down hungrily. Erlin watched the lumps
of mest travelling up its tranducent neck to where its somach could be seen bubbling between the first
two spars. When it had finished the meat it yawned loudly, shrugged the vast sheet of its body, then
wrapped its neck around the mast and closed its eyes.

"Amazing," said Erlin, but by that time Ambel had moved away and was giving orders. Erlin walked up to
the triangular head resting on the deck and wondered if she might be able to get a sample without waking
it. She stepped alittle closer and removed a hand microtome from her overdl pocket. The sail opened
one demonic red eye and looked at her.

"Bugger off," it said, then closad itseye.

The anchor socketed with a crash and crewman Borisran yelling down the deck, swiping at afrog-whelk
that had come up clinging to the chain, leapt onboard, and bitten alump out of his calf before running
away making asound suspicioudy like atitter. Boris cornered it by the forecabin and threatened it with a
hammer. The whelk considered its options, looking from side to Sde with its stalked eyes, then spat out
its prize before sdling towards therail. Boris snatched his missing part and shoved it back into place
before limping back to his sation. Erlin looked on with her mouth hanging open, then quickly ducked into
her cabin when she saw the whelk eyeing her estimatingly from therail. There was athump againgt her
door just as she got it closed. Outside she heard yelling and cursing, then asqued of surprise and awet
crunch. When she edged her cabin door open she saw Ambel toss something over the sde then reach
down and scrape something off his boot with hisknife. He grinned at her.

"All clear," hesaid.

Erlin closed her door, leant her back againgt it, then did down until she was sitting on the floor. Culture
shock? Shewould just haveto get used to it. She bit down hard on agiggle.

Onthethird day of sail Erlin finaly got Ambel into her cabin for ablood sample, but, when she pushed
the syringe into him she could get nothing into it, and after amoment it popped out of hisarm. Thoroughly
determined now, Erlin tried a chainglass scapel on his skin with apad held ready to soak some blood up.
The scapd went in al right, but when she pulled it out again the wound sedled ingtantly. Shetried again



with two scalpels, sde by side, to hold the wound open between. The gap she opened abruptly filled
with flesh and skinned over. When she removed the scalpel s those wounds closed as quickly asthefirst.

"Doctor at the port tried once. Don't reckon | got any blood any more.”

Erlin thought about the fibrous structures she had seen down the nanoscope. Peck, who claimed to be a
hundred and eighty years old, had the most in his blood she had ever seen. Therest of the crew she had
taken samplesfrom; Jane, Boris, Pland, and Mede, who were comparative infants at ages ranging from
fifty to ahundred and ten, had proportiondly less.

"How old are you, Ambe?"

"Oh, abit."

Ambe rolled down his shirt deeve and looked shifty.

"Comeon. Thisisredly important.”

"Dont rightly know. Been on the shipsfor awhile."

Erlin wasn't having that. Y ou do know. Don't fob me off!"

Ambel looked uncomfortable. "No one bdievesme," he complained.
"I will."

Ambel got up and headed for the door, as he opened it he mumbled, " Spatterjay Hoop was a crazy git."
He went out onto the deck.

Erlin sat down on the chair and shook her head. They were all crazy gits, and Ambe was no better. If he
thought she was going to believe he knew Spatterjay Hoop, the man after whom this strange little world
was named more than five centuries ago, then he was probably worse. Ridiculousidea. Wasn't it?

"Sal'sawakel Sail'sawake!" bellowed Borisfrom hisfavourite vantage on the roof of the forecabin. The
head was questing around the deck, its eyes blinking deepily. As Erlin came out of her cabin to see what
new madness might occur, the sail looked at her, yawned, then sneezed. Ambd ran for the hatch cover,
opened it and jumped down inside, then climbed out with aworm steak on his shoulder. He held it out
for the sail, which took it in its mouth, hesitated a moment, then spat it out on the deck.

"Wormy," it said with disgust.

Ambe shrugged. The sail watched him for amoment then unwound itsdf from the mast, released its
holds and undulated away through the air. The ship dowed as Erlin walked over to the steak and
ingpected it. A long thin worm poked its head out of the mest, grinned at her with amouth full of small
triangular teeth, then dived back in. Ambel picked the meat up and threw it over the Sde before Erlin
could object. He eyed her carefully.

"I've had worms," he said, then said to Boris, "see anything?”
Boris pointed off to one side. "Idand over there."
"Better get some more meset,” said Ambd.

Erlin wondered how it was they ever got anywhereif thiswas the rate they dwaystravelled. And wasit
her imagination, or werethey dl looking alot more blue than they had before? She sat againgt arail and



watched as they unhooked the rowing boat and Ambel lowered it into the water. Theidand was a distant
speck and she wondered about going with them thistime. When Ambel rowed the boat out till attached
to the ship with athick hawser, she realised what he intended to do. She stared with her mouth falling
open as he began to redly dig in with the sted oars. Sowly he pulled the ship around and began towing
god knows how many tons of timber and metal towardstheidand.

It took most of the day and the sun was going into fade-out by the time Boris dropped the anchor and
peered with deep suspicion down the length of its chain. Ambel turned the rowing boat back to the ship
and leaving it on the water he hauled himsdf up the hawser onto the deck.

"I want to comewith you thistime," said Erlin.

Ambd shrugged. "Morning," he said then turned and bellowed down the deck, "Pland, boxies here, get a
lineout."

Pland, asguet little man who spent most of histime at the helm muttering to himsalf and chewing bits of
purple seaweed that squeaked when he bit them, glared at Ambel then douched off to one of therall
lockers. He removed aline coiled around awooden frame. It had aweight at the end of it and two small
sde lines bearing hooks.

"What about bait?' he asked.

Ambel went below deck and came up with their last steak held away from his body on hisknife.
"Aw, comeon," Pland walled.

"Jugt doit," said Ambd.

Erlin watched while Pland tapped at the steak until aworm poked its head out. He reached out to it and
it quickly sank itsteeth in his hand. Grimacing and swearing he drew his hand away, pulling theworm
from the meat. Onceit flopped free he pulled it from his hand, asmall squirt of blood hitting the deck,
then heimpaled the worm on a hook. The worm squawked and writhed about, but Pland tied it in place
with another piece of line. He did the same again for the other hook then dropped the line over the Side.
His hand had healed by the time Erlin approached him.

"Do you often get the bait like that?' she asked.
"Better than some ways. Least we ain't the only mesat on board.”

Erlin was contemplating that when Pland stepped on aworm, which was trying to snesk away from the
meet, and grinned with satisfaction. The worm writhed about and bit at his boot.

"Y ou next you little bagtard,” he said.

Erlin walked to her cabin, suddenly feding the need to lie down for alittle while. When she returned to
the lamplit deck Pland had quite a catch. Boxies were another aptly named Spatterjay life form. They
were smply cube-shaped fish with eyes on one face of the cube and atail sticking out of the other. Pland
hed stacked anumber of them next to him like building blocks. Ambel was standing behind him biting
chunks out of one like an gpple. As he ateiit the boxy blinked at him mournfully. Between bites Ambel
was giving Pland his considered advice.

"Gently now, don't tug so hard or it'll be off again.”

Hedid and it did. Pland swore asthe line did through his hands until he was unwinding it from the frame



again. Erlin walked up and stood beside Ambe, trying not to meet the boxy eyeto eye.

"Reckon he'sgot aturble on,” said Ambel. He picked up aboxy and held it out to her. "Want one?’ Erlin
tried to refuse, but shewasredly hungry. She held her hand over itseyes and bit into it. It waslike eating
curried squid with pieces of bananain it. Rather palatableredlly, if only al those other boxies wouldn't
look at her so.

"Wouldn't it be kinder to kill them first?' she asked.
He stared at her shocked. "Kill boxies?"

She noticed he had eaten his one down to its spine. All that remained wasthetail a one end and alittle
face at the other. He tossed this back into the sea and she watched in amazement asit swam away. For a
moment she thought she was going to vomit. When she did not, and in fact took another bite out of her
boxy before she could think about it, she was dmost Sartled. Isthiswhat they caled going native?

Come sunrise Erlin, Ambel, Peck and Boriswere in the boat heading for the shore. Erlin had a pack of
equipment and in her pocket asurgical laser the case of which she had managed to open, to removeits
safety governor. It was completely illegd, but she felt adamned sight safer with aweapon that could cut
through anything within two metres of her on this crazy world. Anyway, Polity law was supposed to
apply here, but it seemed to go no further than the security fence around the gating facility. Hoopers
seemed to find the ideas of law and justice nearly asamusing as palitics. They just got on with things. She
often wondered about Ambel. Was he the captain of the ship, or was he deferred to because he could
Settle an argument by ripping peoples arms out of their sockets?

Ambd rowed the boat into the green sand beach, then with two more strokes of the oars brought it up
onto the sand. He did it effortlesdy, asif it made no difference to him what substance was supporting the
boat. They climbed out and Ambel hoisted out his blunderbuss and rested it across his shoulder. Thereit
was again. Thething probably weighed about a hundred kilograms. Ambel ambled up the beach.

"Seeif we can get another rhino worm. Boxies ain't that filling, and we need the meat for asall,” he said.

They waked aong the green strand ignoring the rustlings and gruntings from the dingle. Erlin wasjumpy.
Every time anything moved in the tangled undergrowth she had the nib of her laser pointing in that
direction. The life forms of Spatterjay seemed to have a propensty for taking chunks out of one, and she
would not hed as quickly as crew. Abruptly they al drew to ahat around Ambel, who had stopped and
was peering at something in the sand. Erlin took alook and wondered what the problem was. All that lay
there was a piece of screening from an old re-entry vehicle. Ambel raised his gaze from the yellowing
glassite and stared down to the shordline. There was quite a distance between.

"Oh shit, | thought it was further west," said Boris, with fedling.
"Arewe... isthis... you know?' said Peck.
"Yes" said Ambdl. "Back to the boat.”

At that moment the dingle parted and an arm came out. It was six metres long, thin, and seemed as hard
asbone. Thelong long hand stretched two metres from wrist to fingertip. It was ablue that was amost
black. It plucked Peck from the sand and pulled him into the dingle. Erlin stared at what was on the other
end of the arm and wasn't sure she believed what she was seeing. Peck was shrieking asloud ashe
could. The noise he was making was joined by aloud maniaca laughing and giggling asthe dingle closed,
then both sounds receded.



"Damn and buggeration!” said Ambd.

Erlin thought that an understatement.

"Back to the boat now, yes?' said Boris eagerly.

"You go," said Ambe. "Take the Earther back with you." With that Ambel entered the dingle.
"What wasthat?"

Borisforced agrin. "Oh, the Skinner. Let's go now shall we?'

"No," sad Erlin, and quickly followed Ambel. By the time she caught him up she wondered if she had
goneinsane. The Skinner? The names on Spatterjay were usudly quite apt, so what did the Skinner do?

"Y ou should've gone back to the ship,” said Ambel, then glanced over her shoulder. "Y ou too.”
Erlin looked behind to see Boris approaching, his grin turned rictus on hisface.
"Jugt couldn't missthefun," he said.

They moved on into the dingle, pear-trunk trees ashiver, and suspicious looking vines draped in the
branches of something like aninverted pinetree. In dl direction the undergrowth tangled al into
darkness, yet it was easy to follow the Skinner's path of crushed vegetation.

"Bigone," said Boris, and they dl crouched down a Ambd's signal and kept very quiet. A giant leech
oozed past nearby, waving its wad-cutter at them for amoment.

"They normally don't bother,” said Ambel. "But if they do you don't get it back. One got Pland ayear or
two back. Been abit cranky ever since.”

Erlin tried to make sense of that. Surely not? The leech's mouth had been half ametre across.
"Keep away from the pear-trunk trees,” Ambd told her asthey moved off again.

Pear-trunk trees? She looked up into the branches and saw things hanging there, but they did not look
like pears. Of course, the trunk. It was squat and pear-shaped. The bark wasrea strange though. She
wondered about its structure ...

"l said keep awvay — "
The pear-trunk tree shivered and Erlin screamed.

"All right, | got it!" yelled Boris. He tugged on the leech attached to her back and she screamed some
more. It took Ambel's help to pull the leech off. Shelay face down in the mould sobbing. She could fed
the holein her back.

"Don't worry," said Ambel. "l got it." He best the leech on the ground until it released the lump of fleshiit
had unscrewed. Erlin regarded him with tears streaming from her eyes. God it hurt. Until now the whole
process had seemed so unredl.

"That won't work," she said as Ambel approached with part of her back between hisforefinger and
thumb.

"'Courseit will," hesad.



He screwed it into her back and the pain immediately started to fade. Slowly she got to her feet and tried
to reach around to the wound. There was blood, but she couldn't quite reach ...

"You're oneof usnow," said Boris.

Erlin stared a him. Of course, the leeches. It al made sense now. She had to get her blood under the
nanoscope as soon as she could.

"Comeon," sad Ambd, shouldering his blunderbuss.

When they reached the putrephallus stand at the edge of the dingle, Erlin refused the mask Boris offered
her until the smdl hit her, then she snatched it from him and quickly placed it over her face. The weeds
were green and, again, well named. There was an Earth fungus that looked similar, but that did not throb
quite so disconcertingly.

"Seethehill. Helivesup there," sad Ambd.
Boriseyed him suspicioudy."Y ou've been here before.”

"Couple of times. Chopped him up last time and spread him al over theidand. Reckon it took him a
century or two to pull himsdlf together.”

"Someone tried burning once," said Boris. "Wouldn't burn.”

The conversation went completely over Erlin's head. Beyond the putrephdlus the hill rose up into agentle
pimplein the centre of theidand. Ambel unshouldered his buss and began walking up the dope, hishead
darting from side to sde. Definitely bluer, thought Erlin. Then she looked updope just asthe nightmare
loomed into view and came screaming and giggling down towards them, something flaccid, and which she
had no wish to identify, held in itslong fingers. It was like aman who had been put on arack for a
hundred years, every joint and muscle stretched out impossibly. It was huge blue and spidery and came
capering down the hill asif to welcome them. Ambel's blunderbuss boomed and a greeat cloud of smoke
wafted away. The Skinner went, "Oh!" and fdll on its back.

"Quick!" shouted Ambe, drawing hisknife. Borisdid likewise and followed him. They reached the
Skinner just asit sat upright, reached round behind itsdlf, and threadled itslong hand through the hole
Ambel had madein its chest. Ambel and Boris skidded to ahalt.

"Shit!"
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Erlin ran past them and swiped with her laser scalpel. The Skinner'slong head thudded on the ground
and looked at her accusingly. She laughed alittle crazily and proceeded to cut the rest of the mongter into
pieces.

"That's the ticket!" bellowed Ambel, and proceeded to pick up bitsand hurl them in every direction.
Borisjoined him and soon the Skinner was scattered dl over the hillsde and in the jungle below, barring

the head that Ambel held onto, and the flaccid thing it had been carrying. Erlin saw it direct for thefirst
time and immediately threw up.

"Oh God! Peck!"

It was Peck, outwardly.



Ambed looked at Boris and nodded towards the skin. Boris picked it up and shook it, then turned it
around and peered at the split from the circle cut around the anus to the one cut around the mouth.

"He'sgonnabe abit cranky for awhile" said Boris.

Ambe nodded in agreement. Erlin turned away. They had both gone mad, she had to get help for them.
When she turned back they were walking back up the hill. She quickly followed.

She had nothing I eft to throw up when shefollowed them into the basin in the top of the hill. Shejust
retched alittle. Therest of Peck was jammed between two rocks, writhing about and making horrible
noises. Erlin followed them down and watched in horror as they dragged him down and dropped him on
the ground. All hismuscles she could see, dl hisveins. Hislidlesseye-bdlsglared up at the ky. She
advanced with her laser switched on. It was the only merciful thing to do.

"No!" Ambel knocked the laser from her hand. "Don't you think he's got enough problems? Find his
clothes."

Erlin dropped to her knees, not sure if she wanted to cry or laugh. No, this was not happening ... but it
was. When she looked up, Ambel and Boris were putting Peck's skin back on him, tugging the wrinkles
up hislegsand pressing the air bubbles out ... and Peck was hel ping them.

As shewatched Peck climb unsteadily into the boat she said to Ambd, "What are you going to do with
the head?'

Ambe held the Skinner's head up in one hand.
"I'll put it in abox, then hell never be adleto pull himsdf together properly.”

Erlin had lost dl her doubt. Of course, why not? She wondered about the report she must make. A nice
scientific dissertation about how the leech fibre kept everything dive so that the leeches would have more
prey to feed on, that wasfine, but what about the Skinner? How would she tell them what the fibre had
turned Spatterjay Hoop into, and what happened to humans too-long deprived of the Earth proteins that
kept the fibresin abeyance? No, she would move her research in another direction — something about
the leech symbiosis with the pear-trunk trees. She wasrelieved, asthey cameto the ship, to see a couple
of sallscircling aboveit. Both Boris and Ambel were now amuch darker shade of blue, and Ambel
seemed to be getting taller. Her own blueness was hidden by the natura colour of her skin, though Ambel
had told her she had a pretty blue-white circle in the middle of her back.

JABLE SHARKS

The ship: three masts stitched across the horizon, black against the lemon sky. The hull isacliff of wood
topped with rails supported by talow urns. Carvings everywhere. Wood and bone knitted together,
interlaced, cunningly crafted. Along its Sides are longboats braced like a beetl€swing cases. It seems
deformed — top heavy. In therigging are five crew, two hanging idle and onein the crow's nest, the
twinsreefing asal. Below the deck are five more: three deegping, the Barrelman, and Cook. On the deck
to make things even are five others, for the moment.

Bosun Hinks handlines for green mackerel and the Captain Stsin drugged stupor. Hinks payshim no
mind. It isafear the Captain has never named that drives him to the smoke, but heis not as bad as some,
better than most, and only gives orders when the sharks are in. Therest of the time Hinks has charge.
From his handline he now glancesto Cheyne and Pallister who are sharpening the great knives ready for
the next jable run. These harpoons are made of manbone and laminated shark skin. One of them is



tipped with rare hull-metal, but it is never used during arun, being too valuable to lose.
"Ketral Ketral"

Hinksties hishandlineto therail and staresto where Chaff lieswith arm stumpsleaking into his bedding
and the smell of hisdying sckening theair. Tiredly Hinks climbsto hisfeet and walks over to the dying
man. Cheyneisquickly with him.

"Chaff ... Chaff, it'sHinks." He squats down beside the man and touches apalm to sweat-soaked hair.
"Chaff."

Behind him Cheyne pulls along bronze-edged stiletto from his sash and waits.
"Chaff, spesk to me, please.”

"Hewould choose death.”

It is Pdllister who speaks, Second Knife now that Chaff isdying.

"I would choose death and | would expect my friends and shipmates to release me, even had | no tongue
toaskit."

He looks with especia concern to Cheyne. Cheyne has no tongue.
"Ketral Ketral"
Hinks glances to the Captain. "The Captain says no knife until he asksfor it. By the Book. By the book."

All three of them regard the large black book resting next to the Captain's hooka. The book he aways
has with him but never seemsto read. They are aware of its presence, itsweight, that it is the source of
the fear that drives the Captain to his choice of oblivion. They listen to the cresk of hischair as herocks
dowly back and forth puffing the smokeinto the air.

"Hewill not seenow,” says Pdliger.

They observe the reddened eyesfixing on the horizon as the rocking of the chair gradualy comesto
counter that of the ship. The glow of the gauze-wrapped wad of dreamfish waxes and waneslike the
beating of asick heart. Hinks turns from the Captain to the two knifemen.

"He asked usthen. Y ou will back me on this."

Pdlister nods and glances at Cheyne who nods aso. Cheyne teststhe point of his stiletto with acallused
thumb. A bead of blood fallsto the waxed deck. Above; stillness. The onein the crow's nest watches.
The four who are closer pretend concerns elsewhere. It isahot and sultry day with not a breath of wind.
Thereislittle need for them to be up, but there the air isfresher in the rigging and the responsgibility isnil.

"I cannot order you, Cheyne."

Cheyne nods, then steps past to stoop down next to Chaff. Palister and Hinks stand between him and
the Captain. Thereisacrunch as of avegetable being segmented. There isthe spagtic kicking of legs,
then dtillness. Chaff no longer suffers.

"Man born of Earth who strivesupon thissea... ™

The prayers are sincere and the sermon long and boring for the crew. The Captain assuagesthe guilt he



fedlsat missng Chaff's desth by reading the man'slast rights. What remains of Chaff has been stitched
into an old sailcloth and weighted with lumps of sdt. Hinkswatchesit dideinto the sea, asmall splash,
nothing really. Below decks the Barrelman cuts ligaments and drops Chaff's bones into the maggot barrel.
Asistheway, hisboneswill be fashioned into agreat knife aong with the skin of the jable shark his other
remanswill summon. The shark isnot long in coming.

"Hn. Fn. AN."

Pdlister thumpsthe haft of his great knife against the deck. The chant istaken up by the rest of the crew
asafinayard high dicestheir dow wake and takes the cloth-wrapped bloody morsel before the sat can
takeit right down. It isbad luck, but they are used to that.

"Hn. Fn. AN."

"Second Boat!" yellsthe Captain, and the windlasses are manned. With a clatter of bone ratchetsthe
boat folds out level. The twinsleap aboard to stow the coils of rope and floats. They are not allowed to
touch Pallister's barbs for he believesit isbad luck for them to be handled by women. Cheyneisnot so
superdtitious and hands his down. Asthe boat isloaded the Barrelman comes out on deck and the chant
becomes quieter in deference to him. He has the black skin that marked him for his position from birth,
for only by the hands of those born of the dark may the dead be handled before their last passageinto it.
Hisface and shaven skull are dyed white and hiseyes are blue. All the crew fear and love him.

Six crew board the longboat: the twins, Pallister and Cheyne, Hinks and the Captain. The Barrelman has
charge of the ship, but then, he dways has had charge.

"Lower away!"

The ratchets clatter again and the boat dropsto the sea. Asit hitsthe surface the fin turns and movesin.
Who is hunting whom? Hinks wonders as four scapula oars dig into the water and shoot the boat
forward.

"It comes!" The Captain clutches awax-proofed copy of the book to his chest as he shouts. "Firgt knifel™

Cheyne stands with agrest knife ready. Behind the blade he has mounted one of the detachable barbs
from which arope coilsto asea-cork float. The sunlight glints on the waves and the jable shark
approachesin atide of golden bands. They can dl seeits dead button eyes.

"Steady." The Captain isfirm. Cheyneisfirm. The shark's expresson isal tooth-bone and flesh-ripping
horror.

"Now!" The Captain, a second after Cheyne has made his cut.

The boat isrocked at the edge of astrike. Thefin clipsan oar asit israised. The rope thrums asit goes
out and thefloat hits the water with adull flat smack. Cheyne stands with hisknife emptied of itsbarb
and the shark paintsared line from behind itsright eye, acurving line, asit turns.

"Second knifel”

Pdlister has his place and is ready. Soon two lines of blood flee the boat, turn, return, three linesthen
four, until at last the shark has had enough and triesto dive.

"Row, boys, row!"
They pursue the bobbing and jerking floats that reflect the shark's struggles. Down below; acloud of



blood at the nexus of four taut ropes. Then out of the cloud the toothed horror comes again, dowed and
tangled. Cheyne's unbarbed cut istrue and the great knife goesin behind the shark's head and seversits
cartilaginous spine. The shark isheld on the surface in the tangle of ropes and floats, and the blood
Spreads.

"Heave, boys, heave!"

The Captain holds the Book in his hand, the proper book, the ship's book. One of the twins mutters
something filthy about his continua use of 'boys. There was no proof to the rumour, though.

By dow increments and ratcheting clicks they hoist the jable shark from the sea using the same
windlasses used to lower the boat. The weight heels the ship over and bloody water rains down itsside.
No finsarein sght, but thereistime yet. Hinks hauls with the crew. Two sharks snapping at adead one
on the sde of aship isenough to pull that ship over. He knows. He has seen. In the long boat Cheyne
and Pdllister keep ready to drive sharks away, but only adapted squid swarm around the ship. Even so,
they will not be washing their bloody handsin the water as Chaff did.

The white water of an approaching fin is seen asthey lower the corpse onto the deck and open the blood
drains. Cheyne and Pdllister soon attach lines to the boat and the new shark only managesto nudge it
once beforeit ishauled up the side of the ship.

"Open her up, boys. Let the shark soul free.”

It is Cheyne's honour under the Sight of the Barrelman. He uses the hull metal greet knifein one
flamboyant dice. Steaming guts avalanche across the deck at the unzipping. The opening of the ssomach
at thelast spillsahundred weight of turtle crabs, an amond-shaped shell the size of abarrel, the remains
of Chaff and, what gppears to be the corpse of asmdl boy until it convulses and spews sdt water from

itslungs.

"Shark soul," hisses Pdllister asthe Captain haulsthe boy to hisfeet. Hinks glares at the Knifeman, then
turnsto one of the twins as she speaks.

"Sea people?’ she wonders.

Hinks stares a her. 1s she Jan or Char? He has never known asthey deliberately confuse. He turns back
asthe Captain pushes away damp fair hair to inspect the boy's neck for gill dits.

"Not of the seapeople,” hetellsthe crew. "Where are you from, boy? How isit you come live from the
belly of thisshark?"

The boy stares at him with blue and innocent eyes and Hinks does not like the expression that twiststhe
Captain's mouth.

"Ded with thisshark. | shdl question himin my cabin.”

He pullsthe naked boy away and the twins nod an affirmative to each other.

"That isnot aboy. That isthe soul of this shark cometo avenge. We must cast it back in the sea.”
"Pdliger, why so sure of this?'

"Always 'release the soul’ and we see nothing. Thistime, something. A reason for the words. We dways
throw the innards and their contents back though they could be used.”



" 'Tisno soul of ashark.” They turn asthe Barrelman comes upon the deck. "Y et it seemsnot likely itisa

boy."
"What should we do?"
"Asthe Captain ingtructs. Asaways: by the Book of the Sea."

With great knives and small knivesthey cut the shark. The innards go back into the sea after, with
cursory ceremony, the remains of Chaff. The hull thumps with movement below the waves. squid and the
butting of sharks. Barnacles never grow on the hull of ajable hunter, but weed often grows on the teeth
left jammed into the wood.

They skin the shark and the Barrelman takes its skin to preserve and prepare for lamination — one of the
many uses of askin with acolour and atexture called jable. The sdted mesat they storein the barrels he
marks, thefat isrendered for oil, and the cartilage stored in brine for later use in the manufacture of glue.
When dl isdone, they wash the deck clean and replace the blood drains. All around the seafoams and
great dark bodies surface and dive. All around, fins.

Night seemsto drive the last of the sharks away or perhaps another jable hunter has cast a bucket of
blood into the sea. Hinks knows there are those who prefer to hunt by the light of the moons, those who
make it amystic thing of ceremony and sacrifice, and toast each kill with shark's blood drunk from
whelk-shell cups. As he pullsin nacreous glitters of green mackerel and snapstheir neckswith his
forefinger and thumb he wonders what questions the Captain might be asking now. It has been sometime
snce hetook the boy to his cabin. No matter, no concern. Hinks casts hisline of lures back into the sea
asthe two ydlow moons the twins have their names from break over the horizon like glaring eyes.

"He buggers an innocent while Paligter talks of shark souls, Cheyne sharpensdl hisknives, and you
catch mackerel we don't need.”

Hinks stares the pile of mackerd next to him then looks up at one of the twins. "Are you Jan?'

Sheignoresthe question. "In Piezel they would crush histesticles and throw him to the jable. We stidle
whilehegrdtifieslug.”

"Many would, given opportunity.”

She steps more into the moonlight and stands with her hands on her hips. "I might give you opportunity,
Hinks. It isfor meto say yesor no and for you to accept or not. This boy has been given no such
choices"

Hinksredshis handline back onto itsframe then climbstiredly to hisfeet. It ishisresponghility, just like
with Chaff. They dl know what the Captain is doing and they al know it iswrong, but only he can do

anything, by the Book.

"Back me up then. Whereisyour sster?
"Sheistedting the point of Cheyne's most important knife."

Hinksissurprised. In dl the time the twins had been on board he had never known ether of them to bed
another member of the crew. The rumour was that they preferred their own sex, but then that was aways
the rumour when men's egos are bruised.

"A gtrange night, and | wonder why you told me. ... Is she recruiting to your cause?"



"No and yes. She has been with Cheyne since the season began and he isin agreement about the
Captain."

"I heard nothing."
"Cheyne does not gossip.”

Hinks shakes his head. Of course Cheyne does not gossip. Cheyne does not speak at al and has not
spoken since the excison and cautery of the funga infection in his mouth and throat.

Through the double moon shadows they walk to the forward hatch and the single stair that goes down to
the Captain's cabin. Asthey dip below decks, Hinks shakes abiolight to luminescence and carriesit
before him. Soon they are before the door of shark skin siretched on itsframe of manbone. They listen.
Nothing. Hinks reaches to scratch on the door, but it opens, unlatched. They enter.

"It ismurder. Murder has been done here."

Hinks nods agreement, the rich smell of daughter in his nogtrils. What else could thisbe? The Captain lies
sprawled across hisbunk in atangle of bloody sheets. Driven up through hisgroin and into hisgutsisa
spike made of solid glass, like anicicle. But maybe thiswas not the first cause of his death, Since neet as
acylinder hisright eye-socket has been reamed out to the back of his skull. Hinks knowsthe horrible
fear of the supernatura. They heard nothing, perhaps a shark soul was|oose on this ship.

"Man overboard!"

Theydl isfrom above and bregksinto their nightmare reverie. Hinks gains some command over himslf
and pushes the unnamed twin back to the door. What now? Another murder, or amurderer seeking to
escape? Past the twin he rushes up on deck. The Barreiman isthere leaning over therail and Pallister is
besde him.

"Whoisit?' Hinks asks.
"l do not know. | do not know." The Barrdman's voiceis strange, asif surprised at itsdlf.
"Pdliger?'

"I don't know, but heisdone." Pdlister pointsto the floating body and to the fin dicing moonlit water just
beyond it. Hinks watches the inevitable: the fin disappearing, the body snatched from below.

"Dead or unconscious when hewent in, likeasnot," says Paligter, then after glancing to thetwin, "or
ge”

"Get the crew on deck, dl of them you can find, find that boy if you can, bring them all, bring them all
here. Murder has been done. The Captain is dead in his cabin and who knows who the shark took."

It takeslittle time for them all to be roused and assembled as many of them were coming onto the deck
as Hinks made his speech. He counts and he appraises. Cheyne and the other twin look flushed. Cook
has certainly been sampling the sea gpple wine again and the others seem no different from normal. All
are here but the boy and the Captain. Hinks wants to be sure, though.

"| want the ship searched forward to aft, every unsealed barrel checked and every sail locker. Check the
crow'snest aswell." Heturnsto the Barredman. "What say you, Barrddman?' The Barrelman shakes his
head and goes below to his own kingdom. Cook follows him.



No boy isfound, just as Hinks expected. He speaks with Pallister and Cheyne as dlies dways and
knows alondiness when he redlises he cannot trust even them. In the end he must ask those questions.

"Pdllister, did you throw the boy back into the sea?'
"Asthe Book ismy witness, Hinks, | did not."

Hinksinspectsthe rest of the crew who stand nervoudy around. Which one of them? Which of them
committed murder? It could be any, even the twin who had him go to the Captain's cabin might have
come from there earlier.

"Somebody cast the boy into the sea, dead or alive, no difference. Somebody has murdered our
Captain.”

"Theboy," saysPdligter. "The shark soul. It killed him and returned to its element.”
"Youtak like aReader," spat one of thetwins.

Hinks gares at her. "Which one are you? Tell me now."

"l am Jen."

The rest of the crew study her carefully. So, Hinks decides, Jan isthe one with her hair tied back and
Char the one who was bedding Cheyne, this night, anyway.

"Shemay beright, Palister. What matter? If what you say istrue then there is no blame or guilt to attach
anywhereand | will beglad. But | must be sure.”

"What are your thoughts?' asks Pdlligter.

"| think one of you killed the Captain, and the boy, in disgust," he gazes at al the crew, "or fear," he now
looks particularly at Pdligter. "And the boy was thrown into the seato bring belief in your story."

"It could have been you," says Jan.

"Yes, but | know it wasnot,” says Hinks. "Now you and Pdlister will come with me and we will once
again view the body beforeit is passed on to the Barrelman. Therest of you prepare sail for the morning
wind. We head directly for Piezd."

"What wegpon isthis?' Palister braces hisfoot againgt the Captain's groin and triesto pull the spike from
him. His hands dip along the glassy surface. "Too deeply imbedded, perhapsin hisspine. It was put there
with someforce." Hinks, suspicious of every action now, tries to remove the spike himself. He cannot.

"And what wegpon caused this?' asks Jan, pointing at the neetly reamed hole in the Captain's head.
Hinks has no answer for her.

"Hinks." Pdllister has moved back by the door and is pointing at thefloor. "Thisis not the work of a
man." Hinks looks down and sees atrail of dimeleading to the door. He turnsto the table beside the
Captain's bed and picks up the Book of the Sea. As he opensit to thefirst pagethereis a scream of
horror, turned rapidly to one of agony.

Crew, and heliesin apool of blood upon the deck. Hinks turns him over gently. Holes have been bored
into his neck. Another scream from below just as four more of the crew come onto the deck, amongst
them are Cheyne and Char. Cheyne snatches up the metalled great knife and Stares at the hatch to the
crew quarters.



"What isit? What is happening?'

"Something ... Something killing them,” Char repliesto her Sdter.

"What doesit |ook like? Tell me, tell me now," demands Hinks.

"It isaman sometimes, and it crawls. Thereis dime and atube like awood bore ... | cannot ... "

Hinks curses and in the moonlight he opens the book. He searches down the first tissue-thin page and
finds the seerlife section: Dangers of the Sea. There are more sharks than he redlised, giant squid and
flatworms capable of ingesting aman. It isthere. Hefindsit only afew pagesin under 'Sea Fages and
Related Mullusca. Thereisapicture of the glass dart; alove dart used during mating. It is barbed hence
the reason Pdllister could not remove it. Another scream just as Hinks reads the section which tells him of
the shdll they found in the ssomach of the shark. Just then the hatch crashes open and out come the
Barrdiman and two others. All now watch the hatch and wait for what might come next. Pallister has
armed himsdlf, and the remaining great knives are shared. Only Barrdiman, Hinks, and Jan are without

Wegpons.
"What isit Hinks? Tdl us?' asks Pdligter, terror barely suppressed in hisvoice.

"ItisaFage. A kind of mollusc. That wasits shell we saw insde the shark,” Hinkstdlsthem dl, and
some of the terror departs. It is named. It isin the Book. Hinks continues to read, moving his finger from
word to word, some of them unfamiliar, metamorph and shifter, syphon and ovipositor. He beginsto fed
agreater dread. The boy ... He turnsthe page and sees the picture of aman, and something next to it that
ishdf aman.

"Dear God ... "

Helooks up directly at the Barrelman standing behind the shoul der-to-shoulder crew. Out of the corner
of hiseyethe Barrdman returns hisregard, but does not turn his head. His head is deforming, pushing
forward and taking on a goatish shape, lips pedling back from something thet glistens. The Barrdmanis
not. It isthe Fage.

"L ook out!"

Theman directly in front of the Fage turns, screams, fallsto the deck with half of hisfaceripped away.
His screamstake on aliquid quaity. Back into the glistening head part the glassy tube of the syphon
retracts. All of itsskin now glistens. Arms merge with sdes, legs merge, now astanding dug shapeit fals
on Char, who islocked in placein her terror. It didesover her fast. Thereisabrief struggle. It leavesher
dime coated and spurting blood from the hole bored through her ribsinto her heart. Thereisascream,
fear, rage. A greet knife pinsthe Fage, goesright in. Thereaction is horrifyingly quick. A dime coated
tentacle exudes then crackslike awhip. A man smashes through arail and goes bonelesdy over the side.
The great knifefdls out, leaving only awhite mark on the grey skin. That cry again. It is Cheyne. He
comesinwith the stedl grest knife, ducks the tentacle then lopsit off. He cuts again and the Fagefallsin
half. He cuts again and again in hisrage. In moments the deck is spread with writhing pieces of dimy flesh
no larger than aman's head. Cheyne drops his great knife, kneels down by Char. He cries silence.

"OhGod ... Isit dead at last? Isit dead? | would have preferred the soul of ashark. Yes... | would have
preferred that." Palister isbabbling. Hinks stands. He had not even timeto get to hisfeet. That fagt, it
happened that fast. He looks at the remains of the crew. Jan, standing with her mouth open in shock,
Pdligter, babbling to himsdlf now that no one e seislistening, Cheyne, silent, three other crew, one on the
deck with hisface hanging off, but il dive, one squatting by the mast gazing about him in bewilderment,
one mechanically stabbing pieces of the Fage with a great knife and flicking them over the Sde.



"You,Tanis"

The man by the mast stands and looks to Hinkswith akind of hope. Hinks keeps the Book firmly tucked
under hisarm ashe gives hisorders.

"Help him ... in whatever way herequires.”

Tanis gazes with compassion to his companion on the deck and draws aknife from his belt sheath.
Cheyneisdill grieving but now Jan iswith him and they hold each other. Hinks does not want to go
below decksjust yet. He does not want to see what isthere.

"Hinks... gr," the other crewman callsto him.
"Whatisit...La?'

Hinkswalks over and stands beside him.
"Watch," saysLai.

The man skewers a piece of the Fage and throwsiit into the sea— asit hits the water it changesinto a
turtle crab, the next piece turnsinto a green mackerel, and the next into a small shark. Hinks understands
now why the Captain was aways frightened. The Book is heavy under hisarm and he hasonly seen a
few of its many thin pages. He wonders what the Captain read that frightened him so badly, and if he
ever read any more.

THE THRANKE

To Mark, the runcible was the dtar to some cybernetic god of technology, and he felt like an acolyte
come beforeit for thefirst time. He consdered it the nearest thing to anicon in this Godless society, and
consequently looked upon it asan enemy of hisfaith.

Skaidon technol ogy.
Theréligion.

The room containing the runcible was afifty metre sphere of mirrored metal — the containment sphere
beyond which the buffers operated. It was floored with black glass, and mounted on a centra stepped
pedestal or the same substance, were the ten metre incurving bull's horns of the runcibleitself. Between
these shimmered the cusp of the Skaidon warp, or the spoon. Mark could remember someone trying to
explain five-dimensond singularity mechanicsto him, but the subject did not interest him.

They dined on mince and slices of quince.
Hewasto be quince: hewasto be amitter traveller.

He advanced into the room, across the black glass to the steps, mounted them. Before the cusp he
paused for amoment and tapped the cross, tattooed on hiswrigt, for luck.

Our Father who art in Heaven —
He stepped through.
STOPSTART.

Hallowed be thy name.



He had travelled by runcible many times before, and on every occasion found it adeeply disturbing
experience. He could not grasp that the step he had just taken had been light-yearslong. The universe
should not be so big. He refused to believe there were things the unaugmented human mind could not
understand.

"Mark Chrigian?"

Heturned his attention to the woman waiting on the black glass of this second runcible chamber. Shewas
short, with the muscular body of one raised on aplus G planet. Her hair was cropped and dyed with
rainbow spirals and she wore skintight monofilament overdls. Her eyeswerethe eyes of acat. Interms
of Earth fashion she was about two years out of date.

Mark dlowed himsalf asmug little smile as he walked down the stepsto meet her. "Yes, | am. Pleased to
mest you."

He pumped her hand and gazed beyond her to the door of the chamber. Where was the Director? Who
was thiswoman? He would have to have words. Didn't they redlise who he was?"'l am Carmen Smith.
Welcome to Station Seventeen.”

"Oh, redly?"
Mark released her hand with atouch of distaste. She had calluses!

"If you will comewith mel will show you to your quarters. Sorry not to have awe coming committee
here, but we are very busy and don't spend much time on the socia niceties.”

Heonly redised his gaffe when he wasfollowing her out.
Carmen Smith ... Oh God!

He had just met the Director.

Xenoethnologist my ass. | don't need this.
"| takeit you received dl your immuno trestments?’

It was astupid question to ask, shewaswell aware, but she did not think she would be having asensible
conversation with thisidiot.

"Yes" sad Chrigian.
Carmen noticed he was alittle pae. ™Y ou do know thisis an open runcible?!

Mark nodded. Carmen studied him for amoment, wondering what his problem might be. Perhaps he
knew of her objectionsto him coming here. She shook her head and turned to the door. It did open and

they stepped outside.

The sky was dien. No other word applied. He could have said it was the colour of blackberry cordial
shone through with asun lamp or that the clouds were like the froth on fermenting red wine. But those
were descriptions taking asther basisthings from Earth— things familiar. The Sky was not familiar. It
was something seen in Technicolor nightmares and the strangest of dreams. He stood under asky an
unimaginable distance from Earth. Another world. Another place. An element in the dreams of another
species. Abruptly he realised Carmen was speaking to him.



" —it'sfatd to anthropomorphise.”

"Sorry ... ?"

"The Orbonna are very like us physologicaly."
"Oh, yes.... | antrained in these matters.”

"I thought it best to warn you. There have been members of Station Seventeen who had formed too close
an attachment to the likes of Paul."

"Paul?"

Carmen gazed at him speculatively. Abruptly he felt foolish, but the sky and the weird contorted
landscape below it had denuded him of words. He shrugged asif making himsalf more comfortablein his
fashionable jacket.

"That isanthropomorphisng initsaf,” he said. "1 mysdlf adhereto Gordon'sdictum; If it isdien, giveit an
aien namée. 'Paul’ isfar too prosaic.”

He glanced at her again and took in the angular beauty of her tanned features. Sheld had dterations other
than her eyes, yet, because she was out of date she seemed more ... plausible.

She sad, "The runcible technicians named him Paul. Edron, the co-ordinator of the planetary biostudy
team, then tried to have his name changed to Xanthos or some such. Never caught on."

Mark nodded to himself like someone with accessto privileged information. "1 would be most interested
to view any studies made of him."

Carmen glanced a him. "I'll have the recordings sent to your quartersdirectly.”

After leaving the shower and donning his slk Faberge lounging suit, Mark dropped in the chair before his
viewing screen and caressed atouch-plate with hisfinger. The screen flickered on to show him a scene of
dense jungle on the edge of a stream with banks of blue sand. He fast-forwarded it until there were Sgns
of movement from thejungle. A narrative began as he watched. He jumped with surprise then glanced
around guiltily before returning his attention to the screen.

The orboni edged out of the jungle, wire-taut asit surveyed its surroundings, then squatted down in the
sand at the edge of theriver. It was difficult not to ascribe human characteristicsto it, with its bilateral
symmetry, arms and legs, and its upright stance. Y &, it was bone-white and with a head like the bare
skull of abird. Half listening to the narrative, Mark watched it intently.

" — and theimmediate and invaid assumption being that Paul was atool user. Note the three fingered
hands and opposable thumb. Aswe now know, Daneson wasin eror. It isfar too easy to
anthropomorphise when faced with creatures which bear such aclose physiologica resemblanceto
humanity. Here we see the true use of that opposable thumb, and more importantly, the long mid-finger
with its hooked point. It isrelevant at this point to add, that the Orbonnai do not have nails. As Gordon
once had the temerity to conjecture; 'If they don't have nailsthey don't use tools. Imagine bashing your
finger with ahammer." A most dubious—"

Mark turned the sound down as he observed Paul. He did not need the distraction of thisbabble. He
knew what he was searching for, and he knew he would find it. According to the highest Church
authoritiesthe Orbonna were pre-ascension.



The orboni reached into the stream and fumbled around for awhile. Eventudly it withdrew its hand,
holding asnail the size of an ash-tray. Mark watched it intently asit inspected its prize, and felt a
momentary flush of excitement. Could it be that al the evidence he needed would be on these memory
crystals? He noted anumber of rocks laying nearby. Would Paul make the connection? The way he was
ingpecting the snail looked very much asif he was satisfying his curiosity. Mark willed Paul to pick up a
stone. If there was no evidence here then he would have to go outside. He shuddered at the thought and
turned the sound up again.

" — Again hewasin error. This 'turning' of the nautiloid is not due to aesthetic gppreciation. It isan
ingtinctive behaviour that mimicsthe tumbling of the mollusc in the current of the stream when it has been
didodged from its hold on the bottom. Shortly we will see the reason for this."

Abruptly Paul darted his'long’ finger inside the snail, twisted it, and pulled out the white squidlike bodly it
contained. With relish he pecked this up, tipped his head back and shook it to get the morsel down. He
discarded the shell.

"There. A study of nautiloid behaviour shows they open the clypeus of their shellsto re-attach themsdves
to the bed of stream after about thirty seconds ‘tumbling'’. Thisiswhat Paul was after. Other sudies have
shown that the Orbonnai till follow thisingtinctive behaviour even with empty nautiloid shellstaken from
the beds of the streams. Empty or otherwise, these shells are dways discarded after thirty seconds. It is
well to note that the blue nautiloid, which has atumbling response time of fifty seconds, has displaced the
green nautiloidsin the Graffusidand chain, asit isdowly doing here, and that there are no Orbonnai
there”

"Stupid woman," saild Mark, and ran the recording forward.

" — the miracidia of the so-caled 'brain fluke' parasite are caused to break secondary encystment by the
heating of the faeces. Their vector hereis—"

" — oncein nautiloid waters they begin their cyclic swimming patterns. Thisgresatly increasestheir
chances of findingahost — "

" — amatter of conjecture. If green nautiloids are the infested form of blue nautiloids then —
Mark swore and jerked the memory crystal from the machine. Helooked at the label in disbelief.

A BRIEF ANALYSISOF HELMINTH PARASITE VECTORSIN
NAUTILOID-ORBONNAI-THRAKE POPULATIONS
BY CARMEN SMITH.

He closed his eyes and tapped his crossfor luck, then reinserted the crystal and ran it to near itsend.
When heturned it on the scene presented to him froze him in his seet.

" — but of course the thrake has no need to be thismabile. It ismy opinion that thisis athrow-back to
the tumbling delay, and atime prior to such widespread infestation. Thisis, of course, based on tenuous
evidence. Theremay beacyclic—"

Mark was not listening. He was staring in horror at the creature on the screen. It bore the appearance of
agiant metallic wood-louse bent into an L. It had four short insectile legs on the ground, and six of what
could only be described as arms. They were long, had two joints. The pair nearest its head ended in
crablike pincers, and the pair below ended in clubs. Thefina pair Mark could not see because they were
the ones holding down the orboni, while the thrake dismembered it with its pincers, and conveyed it piece
by pieceto its nightmare, machine-like mandibles and grinding mouth.



"My God!"

He had never been more sincerein that exclamation. He fdlt sick. He jerked the crystal from the viewer
andtossed it to one sde asif it were infectious. He then took up the next crystal.

SOME XENOETHNOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF THRAKE ...
"Barbariang!"

He tossed the crystal aside and took up the next.

"Let me get thisright. Y ou wish to go out done to study the Orbonnai. | do hope you are aware of the ...
difficulties," said Carmen.

"| saw that obscene recording of the thrake creature,” said Mark.
Carmen looked askance at him then shook her head.

"They're no problem — "

"| beg to differ.”

"Y ou can beg all you like, but no amount of begging isgoing to get you near the Orbonnai. They move
very fast when they want to ... well, in most cases. Most of the recordings we've managed to make have
been by remote chamel eon drone. Paul was the exception. He came close to the station to feed because
he was old and had been driven away from his group by ayounger mae."

"Then perhaps heisthe one | should seek. In that other,” Mark pursed hislipsin distaste, "recording, |
noted that Paul had been radio tagged.”

"Which crysd wasthat?'

"You arewdl aware of the one | am referring to.”

"Ohyes, 'Sexud DynamicsIn Orbonnai Family Groups. | remember it — amost definitive study.”
"| ill wish to make my own observations.”

Carmen stared at him in annoyance for amoment. "l will do everything | can to prevent you. Y ou were
foisted on us here at Seventeen by the New Christian Church a Carth. It is unfortunate that Earth Central
have not seen fit to keep the likes of you off our backs."

"I resent your inferences, Madam."

"And | resent your beliefs. | find the practising of your particular brand of pseudoscience here, where regl
scienceisbeing carried out, mogt distasteful, and quite possibly damaging. | know why you are here.

Y our Church knowsthere are creatures of near-human appearance and al of asudden they've got the
missionary bug. When are you going to leern — "

"l do not haveto tolerate this. Creation Science hasits basisin the most sublime of works. The New
Carth Bibleis— Where are you going! Come back herel"

Carmenignored him.

Once back in hisroom Mark picked up amemory crystal at random and smashed it against thewall.



Then he dropped to hisknees. "Oh Lord, give me the strength to go on. Give methe will to bear this
ignorance of your plan and your presence.”" He bowed his head and clasped his hands below his chin.

Didn't they understand? What worth had their universe of facts without a binding deity? How could they
believe the magnificent complexity and pattern of the universe was not created by God? He hated
so-called 'true’ scientists. Where would the human race be without God to guideit? He unclasped his
hands and stood up. Asa Chrigtian in the face of adversity, he would do what he had to do. It had
always been so0. Their science wasirrelevant. He opened his case and removed some things he would
need.

Carmen dammed the door to her office. She was angry because she had dlowed him to get to her. But
what other reaction was there in the face of such pig-headed stupidity? She sat down at her desk and
stared blindly at the papers before her.

He had not studied the crystdsfully, dse hewould have redised the futility of hismission. But then that
was aways the way with people like him. They based their 'science' on afa se premise and discarded
anything that did not fit. They rambled on about watchmakers and complex construction and gave
amplistic explanations: a human being is complex therefore it was made, because conventiona science
does not have dl the answers, the ones it does have are wrong. For hiskind facts were twisted to match
theories, rather than theories proven or disproven by facts.

Carmen repressed the urge to smash something and reached across and pressed the button on her
intercom. "Davidson?'

"Here, lab twelve."
"If you're not on anything important can you come up to my office."

"Just running some computer models. The Al can handleit. I'll be up in about aquarter of an hour.
What'sup?'

"What do you think?"
"No word from Earth Centrd yet?'

"There was avague promise of amonitor being sent, but you know how it iswith them. They think that
causing afuroreisfree advertisng for the Churches. Best to let them die anaturd death. Interferenceis
frowned on. Freedom of choiceand all that.”

"| preferred the pre-runcible attitude: belief in superior ‘It bedl right in the end' deities equated with
dangerousirrespongbility.”

"Y eah, see you shortly anyway. We've got to sort out how to ded with the arsehole. He wantsto 'make
his own observations.”

There was a silence before Davidson replied. " Freeman told me he saw him down at the Stores kitting
himself out. Y ou mean you haven't given him permisson?'

Carmen closed her eyes and rubbed at her forehead. She was getting a headache. She suspected it
would get worse. "We didn't actually get to that. Got side-tracked. Go to the stores yoursdlf will you and
seeif he'staken aradio tracker. Also get Freeman to charge up that last chameleon drone.”

"I'monit."



Carmen leant back in her chair and stared at the map up on her wall. She had been going to warn him.
Him with expensive clothes, city ways and archaic beliefs. Outside Station Seventeen was awilderness
that thus far had claimed threelives, and they had been professionals. Did he think his God would help
him once he was logt and starving? That would be afirgt. All the proteins and sugars out there were
inverted. Y ou could eat your fill of fruit and meat every day and still starve to death, if you were not
poisoned beforehand. No matter. The water would get him firdt. It was so contaminated with mercury
sdtsit was agtanding joke that the streams grew longer in warm westher.

Carmen shook her head. The ache was growing worse.

"Ugh! Filthy cregture!”

Mark stamped the leaf-shaped worm into the ground and winced as his boot rubbed on the raw spot on
the back of hisankle. Then heinspected the red ring on the back of his hand where the worm had clung
for amoment before convulsing and falling off. Thiswas just too much. He looked around at the nigh
impenetrable jungle then continued on down the track he hoped had been made by Orbonnai. He would
show them that a creation scientist was as capable of doing field-work as the best of them.

The sky was growing darker by the time he reached the stream and he offered up a silent prayer of
thanks before stooping down at its edge to fill hiswater bottle. Once that was done and he had drunk his
fill, he unhitched his pack and took out the tracker. The direction finder pointed roughly up the course of
the stream. There should be no problem. His God was with him. He sat down on the blue sand to rest for
amoment. Hewastired, but well-satisfied with himself. He had made a stand, as dl good Chrigtians
should.

The nautiloid was bumbling aong below the surface directly in front of him when he saw it. With great
daring he reached into the water and took it out. With aclick it retracted into itsshell. Hehdd it in his
hand, checked hiswatch, then began turning it as he had seen Paul do. After thirty seconds nothing had
happened. He tossed it to the ground and stood up.

"Rubbigh,” he said, and went on hisway.

The blue nautiloid, with itsfifty-second response time, crawled back into the stream once he was gone.

Carmen studied the man seated opposite her and felt bewilderment. He represented Earth Centrdl, yet,
he looked s0 ... mediocre. It was obvious he had no dterations. The face he wore had not seen cosmetic
surgery since hisbirth. His eyes were muddy green and there was ascar on his chin. His clothing had
nothing to recommend it either, other than functionality. He wore a green monofilament coveral and
chegp plastimesh hiking boots.

He steepled his fingers before his face before commenting on what she had told him. *The orboni he
showed greatest interest in isthis Paul. What would you say are his chances of reaching this cresture
without getting himsdif killed?'

"Quite good. Paul isdying and cannot move about very much. He has dready started to venture into the
less complex environment of the savannah.”

"And you have achameleon dronefollowing Paul.”
"Yes... wecouldn't think of much elseto doredlly. Anair search ... | mean ... thejungle ... "

"| take your point. But you do have more than one chameleon drone.”



Carmen nodded.

"Then | would suggest you send them into the jungle to search the area between here and Paul’s present
location. Mark Christian did take aradio tracker so it islikely heis heading directly toward this orboni.”

"| suppose we could.”
"Thereis some problem?’
"Theremaining drones are being used in an intensve study of the Thrakai. The study has prime status.”

The man pressed hisfinger againgt histemple. 1t was a gesture Carmen had seen before. Visible
aterations were not the only ones. He was direct-linked to the runcible Al.

"l see" he said, and looked at her with araised eyebrow. "A class three sentience?”

Carmen nodded again. It was not polite to interrupt someone when they werein the midst of a
conversation with an Al asthose intelligences tended not to repeat themselves. Eventuadly he shook his
head and showed signs of annoyance.

"And thisfool istraling after the Orbonnal ?'
"We passed dl the recordings on to him. He did not seefit to study them.”

The monitor bowed his head for amoment before going on. "It would appear thisis an intervention
Stuation rather than amonitoring one. He must be stopped. The policy of Earth Central is one of
‘observation only' during encounters with any sentience above class eight. We cannot have theocratic
interference with class three sentiences” The monitor looked thoughtful, finishing with, "Recall your
drones and send them into the jungle. This man must be stopped.”

Mark was gtillnessitself as he watched the orboni, even though the painsin his scomach had increased.
It was Paul. He knew it was Paul.

And heis praying!

Thiswaswhat he had come for. Here was purpose.

Paul knelt at the edge of the stream with his head down on the blue sand. He had remained so for some
time. Mark maintained his pogtion and dowly lowered his holocorder. His arm was beginning to hurt, but
he believed he had enough evidence for the Bishop. He continued to watch, gradualy becoming more
uncomfortable, and wondering when Paul was going to move. Some time passed before the orboni
jerked upright and shuffled to the edge of the stream. Mark raised the holocorder again.

Paul was poised at the edge of the stream for some time before he dipped his hand in and pulled out a
nautiloid. He held it up before himsdf for along time.

He's not turning it!
Abruptly hisarm jerked to one side and the nautiloid was smashed on arock.
Yed Yed

In amoment he had the nautiloid in his beak, but then he seemed to lose interest, and the fleshy body,
crusted with sand and broken shell, dropped to the sand. Mark lowered the holocorder. That was not



relevant and could be deleted from the crystal. He followed the orboni asit sood and began to makeits
unsteady way dong the bank of the stream.

It seemed dmogt asif there was no trangtion at al when they came from the jungle out into the open.
Twice Paul fdll to hiskneesin an attitude of prayer. On the second occasion Mark only got to film part of
it, because he was suddenly and violently sick.

Backwoods worlds!
Hefdt hot and shivery and the light seemed too bright.
Oh Father, give thy servant the strength to go on.

It was only asthe glare seemed to clear, that he saw the pyramid of skulls— Orbonnai skulls, stacked
so their beakswere al pointing to the east. The stack was higher than his head.

"Thank you, Lord," he said, and filmed the pyramid before continuing to follow Paul. Thiswas proof that
the Orbonnai respected their dead. Better than tool using, as good as the act of worship. Mark waked
onwiththelightin hiseyes

The third time the orboni went down the light seemed to turn to aheavenly glare. Mark nearly fell over
the creature, but instead fell to hisknees at its Sde. He clasped his hands before his chest just asthe
cresture was pulling itsdf upright. He gazed & it, searching for some sign of fellow fedling, of an
understanding of the mystery of worship. The orboni made a squedling sound and he felt something rake
hisface.

"No, wait! | understand!"

Paul was staggering away. Mark stood to go after it when asilvery sphere materidised inthe air above
him. He glanced up at it then ignored it, for he had more important thingsto do. It was achameleon
drone with itsemulation field off. He wiped blood from hisface and went after the orboni.

Paul stumbled aong ahead of him. But for some reason he could not catch up. He fdlt dightly drunk. His
legs did not seem to be obeying him.

"Wait! Come back ... please.”

He stopped and took a breather. Liquid bubbled in his chest and his stomach heaved again, but he was
retching dry.

"Wait ... "
When hefinaly got the retching under control he looked for Paul again. And saw horror.

Paul was bowed to the ground again, and rearing above him was athrake. Mark froze, his brain working
duggishly. He had not redlised they were so big. The thrake towered over Paul — it must have been over
tenfeet tall.

No, not that, that is not The One.

Mark unhitched his pack and removed from it asmall glassy pistol. Hefired once, but his hand was
shaking too much, and scrub began to smoke beside the thrake.

"Get back! Get away from him!.. Paul, that creatureisno god. Itis...anicon... Godis... "



Thethrake turned its nightmare mouth and convolute sensorium towards him. He swallowed bile and
fired again. Thistime his shot hit and it emitted a bubbling scream as part of its hide gusted smoke, then
turned and ran.

"Godis..."

A dark shadow blotted out the sky above. Helooked up and saw someone looking down at him.
"God?" hesaid, and fainted.

"Feding better?'

Paul nodded to the kind-faced man and took another drink from the pure water in the flask. He tried not
to look a Carmen Smith, who was standing beside the raft with her arms folded and alook of disgust on
her face.

The man said, "We would have taken you back, but your condition is not too bad. Those injectionswill
keep you going until they can give you atransfusion a Seventeen. The cut on your face should cause no
problems. Anyway, | bdieve Professor Smith has something to show to you."

Mark nodded and got unsteadily to hisfeet. He was fedling better. He may have been ddirious, but he
had seen what he had seen. He looked to Carmen.

"Please, comewithme" shesad, dl politeness.

When he saw where shewas leading him he said, "Paul ... " Paul, still frozen in an attitude of prayer.
"Yes, Paul. Heis quite dead, though you did not make hisdying any easier.”

"Thethrake..."

"Thethrakai feed on the Orbonnal. They dways have done."

With more certainty he said, "That does not makeit right.”

Carmen smiled with nasty relish. ™Y ou know, we picked up on you by the stream when you first saw this
orboni. What did you think you saw there?'

Mark straightened up. "I saw areasoning creature taking the first steps toward tool using.”
"And this attitude? An atitude of worship?"

Mark nodded, less sure. He glanced around at the man and noticed for the first time that he was clothed
in the workmanlike gear of an agent from Earth Central. He was not sure if the man's expression was one
of sympathy or contempt. He turned back to Carmen and saw she now held asmall surgica shear.

"I suppose you saw that this orboni's God was the thrake — amonster. | wonder what it saw?"

She stooped to the orboni and diced off the top of itsskull. A writhing ball of flatworms spilled out. "In
theend it saw nothing at al. It was blind." She prodded at the worms with the toe of her boot. "Y ou
know what | saw at the stream? | saw an animal with abrain so badly damaged it had lost the use of its
norma ingtinctive abilities. When it fell to its knees, it did so, not to worship, but becauseitsinner ear was
full of parasitesand it kept losing its sense of balance. Look at them. Look at them, Mark Chrigtian.”

Mark stared at the writhing mass of worms as they broke apart and began to die on the bluish dirt.



Carmen continued, relentlessly. "Tell me, did your God that made the lion and the lamb make the worms
that eat them from theinside out?

"l havefaith."

At that point the monitor stepped between them and stared down with clinical detachment at the opened
skull of the orboni.

"l presume,” he said, "that the thrake hasiits place in this parasiteslife cycle.”

Carmen looked to him. "Y es, the thrake shitstheir eggs. The parasite goes from there to the water and
into the nautiloids. The Orbonnai ingest them and become so riddled they're easy prey.”

As shefinished the anger drained out of her.

"Arethethraka damaged in any way by these parasites?’ asked the monitor.

Carmen shook her head. "It'sdifficult to tell. Thelife-cycleis so interlinked that you cannot make— "
They areignoring me.

" — an easy assessment based on — "

Suddenly angry, Mark interrupted. Do you think you've won? Do you think that somehow you have
proven to me that the Orbonnai are not pre-ascension! | will return to Carth and report my findings.
Those skulls.... On the basis of them, amission will be sent herefor the ... ™

Hetrailed off when he noticed they were not listening to him. They were looking past him into the scrub.
He turned and saw the thrake he had shot at, standing no more than ten yards away.

"My God! Shoot it! Driveit away!"
He turned and saw the monitor and Carmen looking at each other.
Carmen said, "We can't havethat ... amisson here.”

The monitor nodded. "It won't happen.” He turned to Mark. ™Y ou will not be returning to Carth. Y ou will
be coming with meto Earth Centrd to answer to the charge of attempted unlawful killing."

"What? ... Who?"'

The monitor pointed at the thrake. "Y ou attempted to kill a grade three sentience. That isa serious
offence.”

Carmen said, "The Thrakai were the ones you should have been studying for your spurious proofs.
They're the ones that build those mounds of skulls. Perhaps they worship the Orbonnai. Members of the
prehistoric societies of Earth used to worship the animalsthey ate.”

They turned from him then to watch the thrake. It sarted to movein, dowly, like an anima staking its
prey. Mark could see it had its many joined arms opened out ready to grab any of them that tried to
escape. He started to back away, but the monitor's hand came down on his shoulder with thefindity of a
guillatine.

"There's no need for panic,” the monitor said to him, then to Carmen, "What should we do now?"



"Back away dowly, towardstheraft. It only wants the orboni. They've tried human flesh before, and
found it digtasteful.”

Mark wanted to shout out how wrong she was as they moved away from the body of Paul. He wanted
to run, but the hand on his shoulder seemed to suck the will out of him. It was al he could do to keep his
legs moving. Soon, the three of them were backed up againgt the raft and the thrake had reached the
corpse. Mark watched in horror asit severed Paul's head, then continued to advance on them, with the
head held in its lower appendages.

"My God ... do something!”

Suddenly Carmen was walking forwards, her arms spread wide, like the thrake's. Soon she was standing
beforeit, below it. It paused over her like awall of scrap-iron about to fal, then dowly it stooped,
placed the head at her feet, then turned and moved away. In amoment it had picked up the rest of the
corpse and was loping for the horizon. Carmen stooped down and picked up the head.

"Souvenir?' she asked Mark.
He stared at her, feeling sick. She tossed the head back on the ground.
"Let'sget out of here," shesad, tiredly.

The monitor's hand did not leave Mark's shoulder as they boarded the raft.

ABOUT "PROCTORS'

Recently, Lavie Tidhar, areviewer on Dusksite, managed to obtain acopy of The Engineer (Tanjen),
and at the launch party for Tor UK said to me heredly liked the 'Owner' stories and felt them to contain
materia for plenty of books. Heis absolutely right, and if | can just drag over afew more versions of
myself from parallel universes| can get on and write that stuff, and rewrite the four fantasy books and the
contemporary nove, produce large collections of Mason's Rats stories, write the next
Héliothane/lUmbrathane book, produce many more short stories, start pushing the TV scripts, and write
more of them ... Of course, what | really need isthe capability of aten-thousand-year-old immortal with
godlike powers and vast intelligence and wisdom. | wouldn't mind the spaceship too.

PROCTORS

Mr Coti pulled hisrain cape closer about his shoulders and looked nervoudy out from under his
barley-bowl hat. Cloud occluded the light of the moons. The rain was coming down in sheets and, having
turned the street into a quagmire, was now turning it into a stream. Thiswas good for Coti's work, since
as aboard-cutter in the wilderness, he was much in demand at thistime of the year, but the cutting of
boards was the last thing on hismind at that moment. It was imperative he got to Chief Scientist Lumi
before they found him. Thiswas hisonly insurance of surviva: once he had imparted his news, Cromwell
would leave him done. Cromwel | would not dareto go up against C SLumi.

Coti halted at the corner of Blue Street, the boards creaky and dippery underneath him, and for a
moment thought he might be able to reach his destination without mishap — Lumi's house was only a
street away — then he saw the caped figures lurking in aside dley and darted back for cover. Few
options now remained to him. He could either make arun for Lumi's house while making as much noise
aspossible and attracting all the attention he could, but the probable result of thiswould be adart in the
back, or he could sneak there, using what cover he could, but he reckoned every accesswould be
covered. He decided his best option was neither of these. He would hide until morning and try to get to



Lumi when he came out. Cromwell's people dways preferred the cover of darknessfor their nefarious
doings. Hugging awall Coti stepped off the boardwalk and crept back down the alley he had been about
to leave. Back that way he had spotted a suitable woodpile he could hidein, but before he reached it, a
girl stepped out of a shadowed doorway.

The girl was young and innocent looking and Coti thought she might just live here and have nothing to do
with Cromwell. When she grinned and said, "Mr Cati," he knew otherwise. Two bulky figuresfollowed
her out of the doorway and stepped past her to grab him. Coti pulled hisboard cutter and switched it on.
It hummed in therain, inset lightsflickering from red to green and back again. He swung it at his nearest
assailant, who screamed and fell back as a board-thick dice of flesh and bone peeled from his shoulder.
The second man dropkicked Coti in the chest. The cutter flew from hisgrip and landed sizzling in the
mud. In amoment, the man had Coti on his kneeswith hisarm wrenched up around hisback. The girl
stepped forward, pulling something from under her rain cape while the first man staggered to the wall to
lean againgt it moaning while he clutched his haf-severed arm.

"Hurt the fucker! Hurt him!" said that one.

She knocked away Coti's hat, grabbed his hair, and pulled his head back. Coti awaited the cut that
would open histhroat, but it never came.

"Y ou know what ablade beetleis?' she asked him.

Coti managed to scream just before the blade went into his guts. He retched and choked at the fed of it
cutting into him, the fed of it dtill there. The girl held up an empty handle before hisface and when the
man released him, Coti fell face down in the mud, clutching at the full wound in hisbelly. Why did they
haveto doit likethat? They didn't haveto do it like that. The pain and horror of the knifewound in his
guts were redoubled with a blade that remained insde, and began to make anet there.

C SLumi had been working in hislaboratory since dawn when hisdoorbell chimed. It was not that he
was by nature an early riser, but that the privilege he had been granted brought with it adeep fedling of
respongbility. He saved the information he had been collating, from his notescreen to his house computer,
took along contemplative look at the nautiloids feeding in their tank, then took off hislab coat and
headed for the door. The Chief Constable stood waiting for him.

"Sorry to bother you so early, sir, but there has been akilling.”

Lumi studied the congtable'sleather uniform and thought how closdly it made him resemble a Proctor. He
thought how one day he might write a paper on the psychologicd effects of this.

"No bother, Brown, comein."

Chief Congtable Brown removed his leather helmet, wiped hisfeet on the door mat, and stepped into the
hall to stand amost at attention. Lumi had no authority over the police, nor any position in local politics,
but having been granted privilege by the Owner, he was |ooked upon with respect and deferred to by all.

"Wasit anyone | know?' he asked.
"Unfortunately, yes, it was Coti, the board cutter.”

Lumi looked around in surprise as he pulled on hisjacket. "Why would anyone want to kill him?Where
did this happen, and how?"

"It happened very closeto here, in the dley leading to the wood yard." Brown paused, obvioudy



uncomfortable. "Wethink he was killed with a blade-beetle.

"Cromwdl," said Lumi, hisexpression grim.

"Thereis, of course, no proof of this. We are questioning his people, but they will dl dibi each other.”
Lumi snorted and picked up the bag containing his study kit. "L et's go and have alook then."

Out on the boardwalk he gazed up at the clear sky, then down at the poolsin the street. What anight for
dying, and to diein such away ... Brown headed down the boardwalk to the street bridge, beyond
which Lumi could see a crowd around ataped-off area. In the centre of thisarealay amuddy shape. It
had been donein the dley. Coti must have managed to crawl that far before the beetle reached avita
organ or he had collapsed from blood loss,

The crowd parted before Lumi then closed behind him as he ducked under the tape and squatted by the
corpse. Coti was on hisback, hisfacein death relaxed into akind of idiocy that belied the agony he must
have suffered. Lumi opened hiskit, pulled on apair of surgica gloves, then removed along set of tongs
and areinforced plastic bag. He parted the wound with his fingers and pushed the tongs up the path of
lacerated organsinto the chest cavity. There was movement there and he closed the tongs on something
hard and dick, and withdrew it from the body.

"Ohmy god," said someonein the crowd, turning and rapidly staggering away.

The blade beetle was the length of a hand and shaped like an dmond. Itslegs wereflat paddies and the
edges of these and itswing cases, as Lumi well knew, were sharper than broken glass. It was an adult,
he saw; there would be eggsin the body.

"Wewon't learn much fromthis," he said, inserting the feebly moving beetle into the bag and seding it in.
"Check his clothing and so-forth then bring him over for autopsy. HEll have to be burnt right after.” He
glanced around at the Chief Constable, who was|ooking on white-faced, then he stood. "L et's see where
hewaskilled."

Brown led Lumi down thedley, following thetrail Coti had |eft, dragging himself through the mud.
Grooveswith red puddlesin them.

"Stop."

Brown looked around at Lumi in surprise.

Lumi tilted hishead. "Do you hear it?*

The Chief Congtable listened aswdl. " Something humming?*

"There," said Lumi, pointing down into the mud. He stooped down and removed histongs again, delved
into the mud for amoment, then came up with ametd cylinder with flashing lightson it. Heclicked a
switch and the lights went out.

"That'saboard cutter,” the constable told him.
"l am aware of that. What it would be nice to know isif it has cut something."
Brown amiled.

"Evidence, hard physicad evidence," he said, then, as he hurried back out of thedley, "I'll get my men."
When he returned, Lumi was scraping mortar from between the bricks of onewall and placing it in abag.



"They tried to wash it off, but it soaked into the mortar. One of them was badly injured. Probably had
something cut right off — there's afragment of bone here. Find someone badly injured and I'll do a
genetic cross-match, then you'll likely have your killer, or bevery closeto him."

"Sr"

The shout came from the constable probing the mud at the end of the dley. Lumi looked down there and
saw the crowd hurriedly disperang.

"What isit, Walker?' asked Brown.

Walker did not reply. He hurriedly stepped back to the wall of the alley and stared out into the street.
Suddenly a huge figure loomed there; eight feet tall and leathery skinned, long robes, agtaff, aface
visored with leathery skin, no eyes gpparent, agrim dit of amouth. A Proctor.

"Oh shit," said Brown.

The Proctor strode down the dley, its staff punching holesin the mud. It halted when it waslooming over
them, regarding them with the featureless thrust of its head.

"Death," it sad, its voiceflat and barren of anything human.

Lumi stood up and sealed the plastic bag he had been filling.
"Weareinvesigatingit,” hesad.

"Lumi," said the Proctor, then abruptly turned away and strode out of the dley.
"What the hdll?' said Brown.

"l don't know."

"But they never takean interestinloca law."

"l said | don't know."

Lumi gazed after the retreating Proctor. They enforced the laws of the Owner: No one to enter the
restricted zones, no building in or corruption of the wilder zones, no more taken from them by ahuman
than a human can carry without mechanica aid, and of course, the population stricture. It wasthislast
that inspired terror of the Proctors. The population was set at two billion and must never go above that
number. Whenever it did the Proctors turned killer. It did not matter who died just so long asthe
population number was brought down again. Thiswaswhy it was law that every man and woman must
be sterilized after engendering only two children. To flout thislaw was punishable by death. In Lumi's
opinion thiswas the right way of going about things. On Earth no such laws had been in existence, and
the horror of what had resulted was still remembered.

Cromwell tapped acigarette againgt its box and inserted it in hismouth. A quick pull onit had it burning
and he blew astream of smoke from his nostrils. The guard watched him warily out of the corner of his
eye, hisrifle braced before him and his stance rigid. Cromwell stood looking thoughtfully at the door. He
flicked ash on the ground and took another drag. Thiswas difficult. People not co-operating with him
was one matter, but this one ... she hardly seemed to be aware of his presence. It was asif she
considered him of no importance whatsoever. She would have to be made aware. He nodded to the
guard.



"Open the door," he said.

The guard removed akey from his pocket and did asinstructed. Cromwell entered the cell and stood
ingpecting his prisoner asthe guard closed the door behind him. She was an attractive blond-haired
woman in asingle skin-tight coverdl. She sat in alotus position in the centre of the cold concrete floor.

"Y ou have had time to consider my proposd,” said Cromwell.
The woman glanced up at him and nodded absently.

"Will you give me accessto your ship?'

She shook her head.

"Perhgps | am not making mysdlf clear. Perhgps you actudly think you have choicesin this matter. Well,
inaway you do ... you see, there are drugs | can use, some nasty little insects that are local to thisares,
pain, endlessamounts of pain.”

The woman met his sare directly. Her expression showed an analyticd curiosity now. "What do you
want from my ship?"

Cromwell stared at her for amoment, took another drag on his cigarette.

"High tech wegponry,” hesaid &t last.

"Thereisnone" shetold him.

"Unfortunately | do not believe you. Y ou can of course prove mewrong by alowing me access.”
"I think not," said the woman.

Cromwell grinned nastily. Shewas not avery good liar. There were weapons aboard her ship, weapons
probably powerful enough to deal with Proctors. Cromwaell's grin turned to a sneer when he thought
about that. Damned Proctors. The Owner was amyth kept dive by idiotslike the Chief Scientist. Only
the Proctors with their stupid arbitrary restrictions were real. He winced when he thought about the
money he had outlaid on the duice from his paper mill. Theduice had led into ariver in the wilder and
there had been no interference until the day of the first outflow. A Proctor had walked out of the wilder
and methodicaly smashed the duice to pieces. Cromwell ordered hismen to fire on it, but only two
dared to do so0. They had been brave men. He was generous in compensating their families. These
thoughtsin mind he stepped forward and grabbed hold of the woman's hair.

"Youll let meinyour ship or I'll skin'you from thefeet up,” he hissed. The next moment he found himself
on hisback on the floor, the woman standing over him.

"I do not understand you," she said, and it sounded asif sheredlly did not. "If you had such wegponry the
Owner would never allow you to useit.”

"Thereisno Owner," Cromwell spat. "1 would use the weapons on the Proctors to free us from them!™
Thewoman sat down on the floor again, saring & him dl thewhile.

"I come from Earth,” she said. "l am here to see the Owner to tell him we are ready for his guidance now.
Heexigs"

Cromwdl| stood up, stared at her in disgust, then banged on the door of the cell. He ssomped down the



corridor pulling another cigarette from his packet and lighting it. At the end of the corridor he mounted a
gtairway that led up to his office. There he paced for awhile before eventually throwing himsdlf into his
chair and flicking on the communicator.

"Owner my ass," he said as he punched up acoded number.
The screen flicked on and the face of ayoung woman gazed out at him.
"Isit done?" he asked.

"Yes"

"Any problems?’

"Wes"

Cromwell had not expected that.

"Goon," hesad carefully.

"Y our sonwasinjured.”

Cromwaell sat back in his chair and stared a the woman coldly.
"How bedly?'

"The board cutter had his cutting tool with him. He took alump off your son's arm before we killed him.
Wetook him to Doctor Grable. HE'sin aroom in the nursng home."

"Evidence?'
"We cleared as much as we could find, but it was dark ... the residents were showing an interest, Sir.”

"Keep him concealed. No oneisto know where heis. The board cutter ... he had no time to spesk to
anyone?'

"We got him before he reached Lumi's house."
"That, isnot what | asked."
"He spoke to no one."

"Very well." Cromwell stubbed out his cigarette as he consdered his options. "If they start genetic testing
well have to move fast. Has there been any Proctor activity?"

"I'm told one was seen at the scene of the killing while Lumi wasthere.”
Cromwdl swalowed dryly. They should not be interested. It was not in their remit.

"Okay, keep your eyes and ears open. Anything unusual and | want to know. If they Start testing | want
Jamie moved to Cosburgh. Keegp meinformed.” He cut her off then quickly punched in another number.
After apause abad-headed man with awalrus mustache looked out of him.

"Doctor Grable" hesad.

Lumi studied the two patterns on the screen then turned to Brown.



"It wasn't Cromwall, but thereisaclose match. | would say it was ardative, perhaps his son or his
brother. 1 suggest you check them both out. No generd testing, that will dert him."

"Well check dl the nuraing homes. If hel's badly injured Cromwd | will have himin one of them," he said.
"How about Grabl€'s place?!

"My men aremoving in now."

Jamie Cromwell lay on the surgica table feding dightly sick. There was no pain with the nerve-blocker in
place, but he could fed the pullings and cuttings a his shoulder as Grableingtdled the plasticjoint. This
was not the kind of adventure he liked. It had always been fun going out to 'sort things out’ with Kedla.
Heloved thefeding of power, loved being able to say the words, Kill him'. There was nothing €l se that
gave the same buzz.

“How long will | belaid-up?" he asked.

"Ohyou'll be up and about after this. But you won't be able to use thisarm for three weeks, and | would
suggest plenty of rest,” said Grable.

Jamie congdered telling him that he should save his suggestions for his other patients. He was working on
Jamie Cromwell, there was a difference, but when he looked at the doctor's bloodied surgica gloves and
closework eye visor, he desisted. There was no telling what the doctor could do to harm him. Jamie did
not like pain when it was hisown.

"What'sthat?"

"Bedill!" Grable held him down on the table as hetried to rise. The sound of gunfire had come from
outside, and there was shouting now. Grable stood up and walked to the window.

"Congtables" he said, after amoment. "A large force of them.”

"I must get out of here," said Jamie. He sat up, supporting hisarm and trying not to look at the bloody
mess of his shoulder. One glance had been enough: the plagtic joint wasin placein raw flesh and tied-off
arteries, dl sealed under alayer of tranducent jelly. He carefully lowered hislegs over the side of the
table. Grable was|ooking a him strangely.

"l haveto go," he repeated.
"No," said Grable. ™Y ou must not. They will catch you and question you."
"What elseisthereto do then?" asked Jamie.

Grable turned from the window and went to hismedical cabinet. He opened a drawer and removed an
old-fashioned syringe. While Jamie watched he squeezed out the air. How would thishelp him to
escape? Grable approached.

"Here, St down again,” he said.
Jamie had asudden horrible suspicion. "What isthat for?!
"It will cam you, relax you."

Jamie did not want to be cam and he did not believe Grable. He lashed out and kicked the doctor
between the legs. The doctor swore and bowed over. Jamie swore at the pain of abroken toe and a



sudden foretaste of pain from his shoulder. In the surgical gown he staggered for the door. There he
turned back in time to see the doctor reaching for the syringe where it had stuck point-down in the
wooden floor. Jamie opened to the door and fled.

"Come back!" the doctor bellowed, and Jamie heard him coming after as he ssumbled towards the stairs.
He reached the landing just as the doctor caught up with him. Hetried to yell at the constables he could
see coming into the reception area. The doctor's hard hand dammed over his mouth, and he was shoved
back againgt thewall. The doctor lifted the syringe to plungeit in Jami€'s neck. Jamie kneed himinan
aready tender spot. He had learnt alot from Keda. Asthe doctor gasped again Jamie grabbed the
syringe hand with hisfree hand, and pulled it down in an arc to stab it into the doctor's thigh.

"Oh! Oh, you bastard!"

Grable staggered back and gaped down in horror at the syringe. He pulled it out of hisleg and saw it was
empty.

"I must — " he managed, turning back towards his surgery, then hefdl on thefloor. By thetime his
screams and convulsions had finished the constables had reached that floor. Asthey led Jamie away he
looked back and noted how the doctor had ripped off hisfingernails while clawing at the floor, and how
the convulsions had displaced one eye from its socket and broken histeeth.

"Why was he killed?" asked Lumi, his eyes not straying from the nautiloidsin their tank.
"He saw something he was not supposed to see," said Brown as he looked around the [aboratory.
"And what was that?"

The Chief Constable returned his attention to Lumi to see what reaction hiswords might dicit. "Hesaw a
gpacecraft that had landed in the wilder.”

Lumi turned from his nautiloids. " Spacecraft?'
"es"

"The Owner?'

"No."

"Pleas=explan.”

"A spacecraft of unknown origin landed in awilder zone ten days ago. Apparently Cromwell's people
found out about it first and sealed off the area. Coti saw the ship before they did that. He avoided
Cromwdl's people there, but they caught up with himin Blue Street. He waskilled to silence him."

"Cromwell must see great advantage in thiscraft. If it is not something to do with the Owner then it's
likely from Earth or the colonies. Perhaps he thinks the war is reaching out to us again, thefool. Has
Jamie given any indication that hisfather thinksthis?*

"He saysthat thisishisfather'sbdief.”
"What of the crew?'
"One pilot, awoman, whom Cromwell has captured.”

"Thisisfascinaing,” said Lumi. "Have you closed in on Cromwell yet?"



"All his residences have been raided. He left this morning with alarge group of his people and headed
into thewilder."

"Then he's gone to this ship and taken the pilot with him. He must not get his hands on any high tech
wegpons. He will bring disaster on us. We must go after him immediately.”

"| agree,” said Brown. He was staring at the tank again.

"We need atracker," said Lumi.

Brown turned to look at him. "In thiswe are lucky. Bradebusisin town. My people have goneto hire
him."

Lumi looked at him. "Y ou've been ahead of meall theway," he said. "Why do you come here?!
Brown smiled bleskly. He pointed at the tank. "Are they the ones? These crestures?”

"Y es, they are the nautiloids the Owner alowed meinto the restricted zone to study,” said Lumi.
"What was helike ... if you don't mind me asking?"

Lumi thought back to that time when he was twenty-five years old and hiking aong the Choom beaches
of the wilder, on the edge of the restricted zone, in search of fossil nautiloids to back up histheory that
they were not Earth-import life forms. He remembered his frustration when he stood a the marker line:
slver posts spaced fifty metres apart. To step through that line was instant death for a human. Human
bonesin fact lay on the beach there. So wrapped up in hisfrustration had he been that he thought thisthe
reason he had not heard the man approach. Thiswas not the reason. He turned to seeabigmanina
black suit of strange design: asuit piped and padded and linked to half-seen machinesfloating inthe air
about him. His hair had been white, cropped, hiseyes asred asadevil's. Lumi had known in an instant
he faced the Owner. The half-seen mechanisms were the subspace machinery of the Great Ship
Vardelex, and part of the Owner himsalf — extensions of his mind and senses, grown and added to over
ten thousand years.

"You are Lumi," he had said, and in that moment the machines had faded away around him and hiseyes
had turned from red to a quite norma hazd.

"l am," Lumi managed.

The Owner pointed to mountainsin the restricted zone. "Up there are the fossils you seek. Y ou will not
find them anywhere e se on this planet.”

Was he being taunted, Lumi wondered.

"Y ou may study them at your leisure.” The Owner stared a him very directly. "I place no restrictions on
you in this matter because | know you to be responsible.”

Lumi felt sck with excitement and fear. He gestured at the fence. "I cannot ... ™
"It will not harm you. | have ingtructed the fence here not to harm you. Y ou may pass through.”

Lumi could not doit. All hisupbringing, al the socia conditioning, the hundreds of years of tradition ...
Hewasterrified. The Owner saw thisin an instant, took hold of hisarm with ahand as cold asice, and
marched him between the silver posts. On the other side of the fence Lumi had fallen to his knees and
been sick on the sand.



"Y ou may pass through this section of fence for the rest of your naturd life. Y ou may study thefossilsand
nautiloids and whatever e'se you may find here of interest to you."

Lumi had gazed up into eyes returned to red, the weird machinery back.
"Why ... have you dlowed methis?' he managed.

"Because | can,” the Owner had said, astrange smile on hisface.

"What was he like?' Lumi said in reply to Brown's question. "My meeting with him has been detailed time
and time again, much has been spouted about how human the Owner iswhen he disconnects himself
from hismachines. | think that is exactly the case. Heisn't human. He probably ceased to be human
thousands of years ago. Y ou know what | felt most strongly about that meeting? It wasthat only a
fragment of him communicated with me, the largest fragment permissible.”

"What do you mean?"
Lumi shook hishead. "A man does not discuss philosophy with amicrobe.”
"Y ou think the gap that wide."

Lumi pointed a the nautiloids. "He let me study those. Only in thelast few yearshavel cometoa
conclusion about them, that conclusion recently backed up by evidence from the foss| beds. They are
native to this planet, as are creatures like the blade beetles, but they were extinct before the Owner got
here. Thiswas adead world. He populated it with life forms from Earth and then resurrected some of the
old lifeforms. He must have got the information from their fossls somehow. | dso think he created the
Proctors, and that they are not machines as s often thought, but highly sophisticated living creatures. |
think that in these thingswe see only ahint of his power."

"Doyou think heisagod?’

"As near as makes no difference to us. Think of the war. Our ancestors came herein an escape craft
from aship capable of destroying planets and which itself had been destroyed. The Owner alowed them
to settle.... it'san old story ... but think about some other facts: Thisworld wasin the war zone yet
nothing touched it, nothing came into the system unless the Owner alowed it. The two warring factions of
the human race had no power here whatsoever."

"Then, what power does Cromwd | have?'

"He could get usdl killed. With high tech weapons he is sure to try to destroy Proctors. It might be that
he could become just enough of an irritant to get himself flattened.”

"A good thing, surely?

"One microbe or the whole Petri dish. The laws are for areason. We are here on sufferance. The
population gtricture should have told you enough. The people killed when the popul ation tops two billion
are not theidiotswho can't control their gonads and there is no enforced birth-control or sterilisation
unlesswe do it. The Owner's message in this should be evident: We keep our own housein order. | have
ahorriblefeding, no, I am certain, that if Cromwell starts killing Proctors then the Proctors will start
killing back, and they won't stop.”

Bradebus the tracker was the most irascible old man Lumi had ever known. He was a so reputedly the
best tracker known and had often helped the Constabulary find criminals who had fled into the wilder.



"Who you after then?' the old man asked, scratching at aragged mess of a beard.
Brown looked to Lumi then said, "Cromwell."
"Ah! Got something on the bastard then?”

"Y ou could say that. HE's gone into the wilder with many of his people. We want to catch up with them
assoon aspossihle.”

"Who'sgoing?"

"Mysdf, Chief Scientist Lumi here, and fifteen constables.”
"When did hego?"

"Thismorning.”

Bradebus stared at Lumi calculatingly then gulped down the rest of his glass of whisky. The barman
waddled forward and immediately refilled the glass.

"We want to leave as soon as possible,” said Lumi.

Bradebus took agulp from hisglass and grinned. "Oh, welll catch up dl right. Can't say well take him by
surprise though, not with fifteen clod-hoppers dong.”

"The men areready now," said Brown to Lumi.

Bradebus said, "Y ou know more or lesswhat direction he took?"
"Yes" sad Brown.

"Y ou go dong then. I'll catch you directly.”

"Thisisimportant, Bradebus," said Brown.

"It dwaysis," sad thetracker, turning his back on them.

The edge of the wilder was marked by aline of black metal posts. On one side of thisline were arable
fiddsand landsfor livestock, on the other side the degp woodland that was the wilder itself. The bus
drew to ahdtinacircular parking area, in which the road terminated, and Lumi and the constables
disembarked. The men and women were dl infield kit and carried an assortment of weapons. Lumi was
in hishiking gear and carried no weapons. Brown was quick to remark on this.

"Sir, | would fed better if you carried this," he said, and handed over apistol belt. Lumi drew the weapon
and inspected it. It was aten-bore revolver with eight chambers. A weapon you only needed to hit aman
with once. Lumi congdered rgjecting it then changed his mind. Such an act might have been admirablein
some circles, but here and now it would have been foolish. He strapped the wegpon on and observed the
congtables unloading more powerful armament.

"What'sthat?"

"Missile launcher,” said Brown. "If he getsto the ship and takesit up ... " Brown did not need to
elaborate. "Okay, let'sgo," he said to his men. And they walked between the black postsinto the wood.

This close to the perimeter there were many well-trodden paths. They moved a adow pace following



the main track Cromwell's group had reportedly followed. By evening they had not |ft that track, and
stopped at awell-used camp site.

"Well wait herefor him," said Lumi, and went to set up histent. Before retiring he ate amed with theten
men and five women under Brown's command, drank tea, and listened to Brown briefing them. They had
known nothing of their mission prior to entering the wilder.

The night sounds kept Lumi awake for sometime and in thefull dark he heard the arrival of Bradebus
announced by the guards. He did out of his deeping bag and after pulling on some clothing went out to
see the man. The night waslit by the second and third moons; one a pitted and dented thing that was
called the Old Man, the other amirror-bright sphere that had acquired no name. It was smply called the
Third Moon.

The tracker was dressed in clothing made from animal skins and wore along coat of bear fur. He carried
ashort hunting carbine, aknife nearer the size of amachete, and two pistols holstered at his belt. He was
squatted by the remains of the fire when Lumi saw him.

"Wedidn't expect you until the morning,” commented Lumi by way of something to say.

Bradebus nodded. "Morning we go off the track to the north. Should catch up with them abit. Loopin
thetrack." He poked at the fire with a tick.

"Isthat agood idea? They might turn off."

Bradebus studied him estimatingly. "They're out here after something. If it was close I'd have known
about it by now. Must bein the deep wilder. They'll stay on the main track.” He continued staring at
Lumi, waiting.

Lumi nodded and returned to his tent. He was not yet ready to tell the tracker what thiswas al about.

Morning was yet to make its presence felt when Brown caled outside Lumi's tent then went on to rouse
his constables. Lumi swore, stuck his head out into the darkness, then checked the luminous dia of his
watch. An hour until sunrise. When they set out the foliage above had become distinguishable from the
sky, and it wasjust possible not to walk into the trees when Bradebus led them off the track. They had
travelled for an hour more before the birds started singing, and travelled for three more hours before
stopping to remove rations from their packs to eat while they walked. Lumi noticed that Bradebus
watched thiswith amusement, then wandered on chewing at a piece of jerky that smelt suspect, and
washing this down with gulps from his hip flask. At midday Lumi went up to walk beside him.

"Ready to tell mewhat it'sall about?" asked the tracker, hiswords only dightly durred.

"A spaceship haslanded in the wilder. Cromwell hasthe pilot. Wethink heis after weapons.”
Bradebus nodded. "L ot of Proctor activity around here lately.”

Lumi did not know what to make of that.

Shortly after thisthey regjoined the the main track and the tracker pointed at the signs of alarge groups
passing that way. "Gained about two hours on them," he said.

Lumi wondered if it would be enough. Another day's march and they would be getting into the deep
wilder. They camped part way into the night, when they were al too tired to make good time, and when
blade beetles started to be attracted to the lamps they carried. One man required stitchesin his upper
arm before he could go to histent.



Lumi woke and did not know why. Had there been a sound? With utmost caution he pulled the revolver
fromits holster and did out of histent into the night.

"Everything dl right?" he asked the guard.

The woman glanced at him then looked back out into the darkness. "The tracker went out therea
moment ago. Don't know what he'sup to," she said.

"Which direction?"
Thewoman pointed.
"I'll just go and take alook.”

Lumi walked out into the wood as the woman muttered something about 'shitting in thetrees. Yes, that
could be the reason the old man had gone out, but Lumi found he entertained suspicions about the old
man. Might he bein the employ of Cromwell? Might he be leading them astray? Ahead of him he heard
the rustle of leaves. He moved towards it, saw aflicker of blue light, moved towardsthat. As he drew
closer thelight grew brighter. There was an area of blue light, a huge shape moving about init. A hand
caught him by the shoulder and ahand closed over his mouth.

"Shush now," said Bradebus, and took his hand away.
"Proctor,” said Lumi as the huge shape became recognisesble.
"Ohyes, lots of them here. Lots of them.”

There was something strange in hisvoice. Lumi watched Bradebusin confusion as the old man turned
away and headed back towards the camp. Then the scientist glanced back at the light as it faded, before
following the old man in. Had Bradebus come out here because he had heard a Proctor? Or had there
been amore snister reason? Lumi shivered in the night.

The next day of travel was marked only by the advent of their seeing a Proctor striding through the
woodland far to one side. Otherwise it was exhausting and uneventful. Lumi quickly ate the food
prepared for him and drank histeabefore crawling into his tent and the comfort of hisdeeping bag. In
the dark before dawn they set out into more rugged country where deciduous trees gave way to conifers
and patches of stone reveaed sky above and aglimpse of distant mountains. There was atrack of sorts
that Bradebus led them from without aword of explanation. Lumi felt too tired to question, or to reassure
Brown, but did have the energy to follow when Brown hurried to catch up with the tracker and demand
an explandtion.

"Youll see," said Bradebus, and hurried them on. Soon he brought them to the edge of the pinesand a
flat area of sone. Beyond the stone was nothing but purpled by distance mountains and sky. He waved
them forward and walked to the edge. Lumi stood at his shoulder and looked down into the forest a
thousand metres below. It was an awesome sight. Bradebus pointed.

"There" hesaid.

Thereit was, lying on the shores of alake, aslver cylinder amongst trees that only reached up to haf its
diameter.

"Onewould think avantage point like thiswould be watched," said Brown, glancing around.

"Itis" said Bradebus. "Cromwell's people have been watching usfor sometime now." Heturned to



Brown. "l said wewould come as no surpriseto him.”
Brown snorted in annoyance and walked away.
"How many people does Cromwe | have with him would you say?" asked Lumi.

"Ten came with him, including the one from the ship — she has strange shoes— and about here | would
reckon another ten."

"Wewill haveto bevery careful then."
"They won't be aswell armed, nor very well trained.”

They came acrossthefirst of them an hour later.

Keela squatted down in front of the woman and handed her abowl of soup. It was accepted graciously
and thewoman sipped at it while Kedlatested the chain attaching her to the tree.

"Hell tortureyou,” said Kedla.

"Yes | imaginehewill."

"Why don't you just let himin? If there are no wegponsasyou say ... "

"1 am not amenable to coercion.”

"l don't understand,” said Kedla, settling down on the pine needles. "Why are you here?!

The woman looked up from her soup and observed Kedawith disconcerting eyes. "It is strange, isit not,
that you ask methisnow?"

"Wdl?'

"] am an ambassador from the human federation. | have come here to seek the wisdom if not the
asd stance of the Owner."

"Why?
"Heisten thousand years old. From who elsewould | seek wisdom?'

"Hedoen't exist," said Kedla

The woman smiled and continued to sip her soup. Chagrined, Kedarose to her feet and ssomped away.
"Anything?' Cromwell asked her.

"Shejust doesn't make sense.”

"Then welll have to force her to make sense.”

Cromwell gazed speculaively at the glowing point of hiscigarette.

They heard the crack of the shot s multaneous with the smack of the bullet againgt flesh. A constable
staggered to one side, fell from the narrow path, and tumbled down the heather-tufted dope. Lumi had a
glimpse of jetting blood, araw exposure of flesh the size of a cooking apple.



"Down!" came the belated cry. Congtables ran for cover behind the boulders at the base of the cliff as
another shot range out and smashed splinters from rock. Lumi found himsalf behind a boulder with
Bradebus and watched him take aim with his hunting carbine. He looked into the woodland below and
could see nothing. The carbine went off with a satisfying explosion.

"Got the bugger.”

Immediately Bradebus was up and running down the dope. It al happened too quickly for Lumi. He
followed after with the dazed constables and swearing Brown.

The man lay dead behind a splintered pine tree. Bradebus had shot him through the tree. The mangled
bullet and wood splinters had made quite amess. Lumi looked at the tracker questioningly. The man held
out a handful of bullets. Lumi picked one up and ingpected it: pointed sted tip, large caseless charge,
enough to shoot aman through atree, but of no use otherwise. There were no animalslarge enough to
judtify such bullets. How wasit that they had come into thislowly tracker's possession?

"Spread out now, and move with caution. Lambert, you stay back," said Brown. Lambert wasthe one
who carried the missle launcher. Before they moved off Brown went to confirm the fallen man was dead.
Lumi went with him. Half his head was gone, somewhere on the dope above.

They moved cautioudy. Shots soon rang out again. The sound of bullets cracking through tree branches.
A curtailed scream. Lumi saw the tracker running, his knife drawn and bloody. He was grinning. He
looked like he was having fun. Two constables stayed back after that exchange, one to tend to the leg
wound of the other. Nearby lay the corpses of two anonymous men and awoman, their blood draining
into the pine needles. The second exchange was more intense, then abruptly ceased when Cromwell's
people withdrew.

"What the fuck!" said Brown.

Lumi saw he was|ooking to one side. Two Proctors were striding through the trees towards the ship.
There was another out to the other side of them.

"How many, | wonder?' said Bradebusin awhimsical voice.

Thisisvery important, thought Lumi. Asfar as he knew the Proctors only enforced those few of the
Owner'slaws. There were two thousand of them, onefor every million human beingson this, the
Owner'sworld. Seeing them together was an event rare enough to be recorded. The last time Proctors
had been seen together had been forty-three years before, just two of them, and the observer of thisrare
occurrence had said they seemed amost embarrassed about the matter and had quickly parted. Three
Proctors here, in thissmal area of trees, how many more weretherein the vicinity?

The ship and the |ake became visible through the trees. Brown scanned the areathrough compact
binoculars.

"They're dug in around the ship behind log barricades. The camp is clear. Can't tell how many of them
there are. There's awoman chained to atree between us and them.” He scanned to one side, then with
his expression dumb-founded he handed the binoculars to Lumi and pointed. Lumi brought the lensesto
hiseyes.

Proctors.

They were on the lake shore, moving through the trees. As he watched, one walked up out of the water
of thelake asif it had just walked across the bottom, which might well have been the case. What were



they herefor? They seemed to be doing little more than waiting and watching; leaning on their staffsand
gazing into the distance like old-Earth Masai. The pardld was perhaps not the best. Arewe their cattle?
Lumi wondered. Just then Cromwadll's people opened fire and Brown dammed him down to eat pine
needles. The congtables fired back with their automeatic wegpons until Brown yelled at them to stop.

"Thewoman! Youll hit thewoman!"

Lumi looked out to her. Shewas sat in aposition of meditation, not trying to bury hersef aswould be
expected. All thefiring ceased.

"Surrender and wewon't kill her!" came Cromwell's shout.
"He doesn't want to kill her anyway, she hasn't let himin her ship,” said Bradebus.

How do you know that? Lumi had no time to ask the question. The tracker fired twice. There was ayell
of surprise. He turned to Brown.

"Y ou don't have to shoot low to get them. That Cromwell isn't the best tactician. Just shoot at the hull of
the ship above them and the ricochets will do therest.”

Brown looked where indicated and grinned, then his grin faded.
"Thewoman," hesad.
"I would say that problem is about to be solved," said the tracker.

The Proctor came striding in from the side and positioned itsalf between the woman and Cromwell's
people. It drove its staff into the ground then reached down to take hold of the chain. It was athick
chain. The Proctor snapped it like a cord of plasticene. Cromwell stood up then. He wasyelling
something as he depressed the trigger of hisweapon and emptied its clip. The Proctor'sfield flared blue
about it and no shots reached the woman asiit led her away with a huge lesthery hand on her shoulder. It
kept itself between her and Cromwal| dl the time. Cromwell should have remembered the outfal from his
factory. It seemed he was not thinking straight, because after he had emptied one clip he remained
standing while he fumbled for another. The woman was out of the way. The congtables remembered
many crimes, many dights, dead friends. How many bullets hit him at onceis moot. It would have been
difficult to count the holesin what remained.

"Ceasefiring!" Brown shouted, once Cromwell had disappeared out of sight. From Cromwell's people
entrenched below the ship there was no more firing once the constables lowered their weapons. The
sounds of argument could be heard, then aweapon was tossed out in front of the stacked logs and aman
rose dowly to hisfeet with hishandsin the air. Someone was yelling at him and he wasignoring that
ydling. He stepped out from cover with his hands up.

"Bravefdlow," said Bradebus as he watched the man walk across the no-man's land between. Twenty
feet from the constables the man hdted.

"I surrender mysdlf,” said the man. He looked scared but determined.

"Come behind here and lay face down on the ground,” said Brown. When the man had done this Brown
searched him and cuffed him. "How many of the otherswill give themselves up?' he asked.

"Mogt of them," the man replied. "Cromwell was dl that kept us.”
"Loyalty?" asked Brown.



"Fear, for ourselves and our families”
Brown raised a sardonic eyebrow at that but did not refute it. "What about the rest?"
"A few who have reason to hate Proctors, only them.”

Shortly after this more weapons were tossed out and another five men and two women approached to
givethemsdvesup.

"How many more?' asked Brown.
"Kedaisthere, her and two of Cromwdll's closest.”
Brown flicked on the com unit on his belt and turned it to public address.

"Will you die?" he asked the hold-outs. He signalled to his constables to be ready. "Where you are we
can bounce bullets off that ship until you are dl dead. Isthisthe end you want?'

A slence drew astaut as as a garrotte. Eventually three weapons were tossed out and three people
stood: Kedlaand the two men. They walked over to be cuffed with the rest.

The night sky was black and moonless, unusudly, in that three moons orbited the Owner's planet. The
forest was it by camp-fires and weird blue glows like the flash of glow worms from where the Proctors
waited. Brown, Bradebus, and Lumi shared the glow of afire, seaming mugs of tea, and bread rollsfilled
with steaks from a deer Bradebus had shot and wild onions he had collected.

"We must find out why she came here, and what interest the Proctors have in her,” said Lumi.
"And how do you suggest we go about that?' asked Brown, ahint of sarcasmin hisvoice.

"Why not go and ask?" said Bradebus, and the other two looked at him asif he had suggested eating
blade beetles. "Well, why not?"

Lumi and Brown looked at each other. It was Lumi who replied. "For one, they would not answer, for
two, we might end up dead.”

" She would answer, and what rules have you broken that might bring their anger down on you?"
Bradebus stood up. "Come on, let's go see them.”

Lumi and Brown stood up staring in amazement at each other as Bradebus strode off towards the
Proctors. Lumi hesitated for amoment, then quickly followed.

"I have the prisoners, my men ... " said Brown, not inclined to follow.

Lumi waved him back and continued on. Brown sat back down and poured himself more tea. He did not
want to say anything about dl the leaders being killed.

The Proctors were seated around under the trees al facing in one direction. Lumi and Bradebus walked
between them and soon came in sight of acampfire, and Proctors beyond that facing inward. The woman
was by thefire eating something that had been cooking over it. The rise and fall of speech could be
heard. Three Proctors sat around the fire with her, their staffs driven into the ground behind them.

" ... fourteen star systems and the new gates are opening more adl thetime," they heard, followed by the
grating voice of one of the Proctors.



"So much to learn, to see. Thismust bethetime.”

By then Lumi and Bradebus had reached the fire. The woman looked up at them cautioudy. The Proctor
that had been speaking turned its head in their direction and watched them approach. Lumi wasthefirst
to spesk.

"Areyou uninjured?" he asked the woman.

She nodded. He continued. "1 am Chief Scientist Lumi and my companion isthe tracker Bradebus ... by
what name should we address you?"

The woman smiled. "At last someone with acivilised attitude. No one has yet asked me my name. The
man Cromwell considered me ameansto an end, though it turned out it was his own. These Proctors
speak beyond names." She stood up. "'l am Manx Evitel, ambassador from Earth.” She held out a greasy
hand, which Lumi took.

"Names have importance to us," said the Proctor, and Lumi looked &t it in startlement. "All of us have
names. We are one but we name ourselves singly, but what purpose identification to us?*

"What isyour name, then?" asked Lumi, as he moved in and squatted by the fire. Bradebus came with
him, hismouth closed and hisexpresson dert.

"l am called David," said the Proctor.
"Why ... why areyou here, David?" asked Lumi.
"Hereisopportunity,” said the Proctor.

Lumi left it, it sounded cryptic enough to be an avoidance, and he had no wish to push Proctors. He
turned back to the woman, who had seated hersalf again.

"Why areyou herethen?"

She smiled again. "l am here as an ambassador. The wars have been over for many centuries now and
the human federation grows faster than some of us can cope with. | have come here to seek the Owner,
we need hiswisdom, his great knowledge. He travelled the galaxy millenniaago in hisgreat ship. There
arethingshewill know."

"It'smorethan that," said Bradebus.

Shelooked a him. "Yes, itismore. Our expansion has brought usto the edge of an dien civilisation. It is
vast and they are ... difficult to understand, yet, from what we have learnt in our few encounters, they
know about the Owner. He has been there. There will be things he knows... Thereis so much he
knows."

"Some bdieve the Owner isdead,” said Lumi.
"This... ispossble" said the Proctor, David.
"How?"'

"We have been one with the mind of the Owner for millennia. In the last fifty years the contact has been
broken and we have gained independent existence. Thisiswhy we are here. We want to see and know
more than this world. We want to do more than enforce the Owner's law."



"Y ou have what you seek,” said Bradebusto Manx Evitdl. She looked abruptly surprised at this, then
regarded the Proctor caculatingly.

"Y ou have not been in contact with the Owner for some time then?”
The Proctor shook its head.

""Has anyone seen the Owner since?’ She glanced at Lumi and Bradebus. Lumi realised he must be the
last to have seen him.

"Twenty yearsago | saw him," hesaid.

Evitel nodded and turned back to the Proctor. "What use might you be to us should we transport you
from this place?’

The Proctor said, "The Owner called them the Snark-kind in reference to a poem by one Lewis Carral.
He traded with them and observed their civilisation for two hundred years. Every one of us knows what
he learnt about them. We were one with the Owner's mind."

Evitd abruptly got up and faced her ship. " Ship, open,” she said.

In the side of the greet cylinder adot of light appeared, and with eerie slence a segment of meta folded
down, straightened out, became aramp. Lumi stood and glanced back towards the camp where he
could hear shouting. Suddenly there was gunfire. Lumi and Bradebus began running in that direction.
More gunfire. A figure ahead, crouching, something acrossits shoulder. A spear of light.

"Shit!" said Bradebus, both he and Lumi hitting the ground. There was an explosion behind them. In the
light of the flame Lumi saw the girl Kedawith the missle launcher across her shoulder. He drew his
pistal, fired twice. She staggered and fell.

The Proctor David lay on the ground, flickers of blue light on his skin. His Side was open to expose
something like organs and something like eectronics. Evitel stood to one side. A shimmer winked out
around her. All dong, a persona force shield, Cromwell could not have harmed her. The Proctors began
ganding, something likeagrowl of anger coming from them.

"How the hell did she get hold of that™" Lumi shouted at Brown as he reached Kedlaand turned her
over onto her back, hispistol in her face.

" She knocked out Lambert. We didn't think she ... sheisathird child ... "
Enough, thought Lumi, there was never any getting away from the sigma.

Brown stared in terror a the Proctors, they were moving now, dl their fidlds flicking on. Lumi watched
them too, not knowing how to stop what he felt sure wasto come. A Proctor had been killed, thefirst
ever.

"Tdl themto Sop," hesaid to Evitd.
"Wait!" she shouted. The Proctorsignored her.

"Hold," said Bradebus. He was crouched down by the corpse of David. All the Proctors froze then
turned in hisdirection. Lumi saw the man's rough clothing fade, become ablack body suit, piped and
padded and linked to half-seen machines, saw his appearance change. The Owner. He touched David.
He and the Proctor flickered out of existence. There was a crack asair rushed to fill the space. The



remaining Proctors turned towards the ship and dowly began to mount the ramp. More of them came out
of the woods.

Twilight, birds beginning to sing, immediate warmth in the forest. The Proctors were dl aboard, but for
one caled Mark. He and Evitd sat by afire with Lumi and Brown. The other constables were taking the
prisoners, the wounded, and the dead, back to the town.

"We are onewith hismind again,” said Mark.
"What ishe doing?" asked Lumi.

"He hasrepaired David."

"Whet are hisintentions?' asked Evitdl.
"Youmay ask him."

The Owner came out of the forest with David waking behind him. He said, "It was my intention that the
Proctors go with you. They have my knowledge and they have wisdom." He squatted by thefire, the
machines gone, his eyes normd. He grinned at Lumi. "1 had intended not to show mysdlf, but, Six
thousand years of wisdom and knowledge istoo much to lose." He looked towards David and nodded.
Mark rose, the two Proctors walked towards Evitel's ship.

"Why the subterfuge?* asked Lumi.
"Because | wanted it," wasthe reply.
"I would have preferred you to come,” said Evitdl.

"For that there will be no need. My Proctors will be sufficient to the Snark-kind." He looked at Lumi and
Brown, then pointed out beyond the [ake. In the sky they saw falling lightslike ameteor shower. "This
place has remained closed for too long. Here my constructors will build a spaceport and thisworld will
join with the human Polity. All my lawswill no longer apply. Thereis much room in space. | leavethis
placeintrust." He stood.

"Wherewill you be?" asked Evitdl.
"Around," said the Owner.

The ash of thefire gusted as air replaced him. The third moon, like a polished metd ball, rosein the
twilight sky, made aright angled turn far above them, receded into dark. Lumi fdlt the tug of the huge
mass moving away, heard waves breaking on the |ake shore, squinted at the sudden flare of agtar drive

igniting.

ABOUT "THE OWNER"

There's not much to add about this story. It's another 'Owner' onein its distinct future history, but has no
history itsdlf (i.e. wasn't published anywhere but in The Engineer collection). | reckon I've got about four
or five future histories going now, and probably will start more of them. Looking at the ongoing crestion

of the 'runcible universe' | wonder how many writerslove or fed trapped by their speculative crestions,
or both.

THE OWNER



Thereisaplace where stands an ancient pillar. It istaler than aman, just, and wider. Itisaplain cylinder
without plinth or capital and ismade of grey corroson-free metal. Its surface isintagliated with strange
runes, or circuit diagrams, and it stands upon sand in ableak place where few have heard of
Ozymandias. It isred, absolutely and solidly red, asif itslocation hasformed around it — an accretion
of redity. Standing on the sand by this pillar isaswordsman. Heisjust inits shadow; dl dark fabric and
iron, and seemingly part of that shadow. Such fancy hewould perhaps dlow asmile, knowing a
permanence greater than that of the grey metd.

They weretired of running, tired of forever being on guard, and tired of the fear, but there was only one
dternative. Cheydar knew thisand it churned him up inside. Sometimes he felt a hopel essness so strong
he just wanted to stop, to sit down and wait for the end, but he hadn't, not yet. The Code would not
alow him suicide without permission.

When he saw him, the man seated on a boulder out on the flats, watching them, Cheydar thought, Here
isanother killer come for the Cariphe's reward. And, as he waved histwo sonsto his sde and moved
out from the campfire hewondered if he might die thisday. The boys spaced themsalves and pumped full
the gas cylinders of their air guns. Cheydar was weary, loath to kill yet again, frightened he might not be
ableto. Behind him Suen held her daughter close and looked on. Suen, wife of Tarrin, to whom he and
hisfamily were sworn service of life. All thisfor her and the girl now. He knew that sometimes she
damned the loydty that kept him and hiskin with her, only sometimes, without it there was only that one
dternative.

The man was motionless. It seemed asif he might have sat there dl night watching their camp. When he
findly moved, when hefindly came down from hisrock, it was at the precise moment the sun gnawed a
red-hot lump out of the horizon. Cheydar fdlt histhroat clench: The Daybreak Warrior. Then he damned
himsdf for afool and the bitternessinside threstened to overwhelm him. Hewastoo old for such fairy
tales. If only Tarrin had been aswise.

"Helooks ahandy onethis" hesad.

It was the way the man had come down from the boulder: lithe, strong. That had been afour metre drop
and he had taken it asif it was nothing and was strolling towards them with the loose-limbed gait of a
trained fighter ... killer.

"Not handy enough to outrun an iron dart,” said Eric, Cheydar's eldest.

If only that were so, but the three would not fire at this man unless he attacked. Honour would not permit
murder. They must wait until he had come close and offered challenge, and gained the opportunity to kill
them one at atime. Cheydar had taken on two chdlengers and killed them both. Would he be ableto kill
thisone? A hitter part of himself observed that dying first he would at least not get to see hissonsdie. He
observed the approaching killer and shivered. Thekiller was a hard-faced man with cropped blond hair.
His age wasindeterminate. His stature short but heavily muscled. His clothing was dramaticaly black and
leaning towards leather. Over hisleather tunic he wore chain mail. Sticking up above his shoulders were
the pommels of two swords. There were knives at his belt, in his boot, probably € sawhere. Three metres
from the Cheydar and his sons he hated and squatted.

"Who are you and what do you want?" Cheydar demanded.

The man looked past Cheydar and directly at Suen. "They burned your husband on the frame," he stated
matter-of-factly.

"Have acare," said Cheydar, and glanced around at Suen. Would she ever get over it? Would she ever



look asif she wanted to live? She had bribed the Jack-o-the-frame to use green wood so Tarrin would
have aquick and relatively pain-free death from smoke inhalation. He had taken her money and il used
coke and dry wood. Tarrin had screamed for avery long time. Now Suen was outlawed for attempting
to bribe an officia of the Cariphe. She winced and turned her face away, hugged her daughter to her.
Her daughter flicked along suffering look at Cheydar's son David, and carefully tried to extricate hersdlf.
The stranger turned his attention from Suen to Cheydar.

"He nearly got you, didn't he? Y ou're getting too tired.”

Cheydar suddenly fdt cold. Thiswasthe thought that had been occupying him for days. Thelast killer
had nearly got through his guard, nearly gutted him. This man must have seen, must have been watching.

"Who areyou?' Cheydar asked yet again.
"Cdl me Dagon. | have cometo joinyou."

Cheydar fdt that tightnessin histhroat yet again. Dagon. The name of the Daybreak Warrior. He did not
need thiskind of thing, not now, not when he was weak enough to hope, weak enough to believe.

"Why should we dlow you into our company? Why should we trust you?"

The stranger stood abruptly. There was alook on hisface. Cheydar could not identify it, but it made his
skin creep.

"Whereisyour hospitdity?1 am thirsty and | am hungry," said Dagon.

Cheydar felt aflush of shame, felt hisface burning. Such was the way of things: the most basic tenets of
the Codelogt in only five days and strangers greeted at the campfire with hostility.

"You will forgiveme," he said tightly, and glanced aside a each of hissons. They lowered their air guns
as Dagon came forward. "Please, eat at my fire, and drink.” Even as he spoke theritual words Cheydar
was aware they could ill afford the food; straight porridge gruel and not much of that. He backed off as
Dagon stepped past him, his hand on his sword. It could be aploy. There could be one quick draw and
swipe when Cheydar might least be aware. Perhaps Eric might get him, he was much faster than David,
but even that was doubtful. Cheydar knew the measure of men and this onelooked asif hewould not die

eaxsy.

The man squatted by thefire, smiled at Sheda and bowed his head to Suen, then with adeliberately long
look at Cheydar he folded hislegs and sat, not a position he could quickly gain hisfeet from. Cheydar
nodded and moved to thefire, sat opposite him. The boys stood well back, air guns till ready, holsters
for gpare cylinders clipped open. Sheda, with abusinesdike expression, pulled away from her mother
and spooned grud into a bowl, which she handed to Dagon. He thanked her, placed the bowl in hislap
and carefully removed the pack from his back, exposing the sheaths of the swords. Well made, Cheydar
observed from the glance he got. Dagon removed jerked meat from his pack.

"Let meoffer thisin return. It islittle enough.”

Ritua. He knew it verbatim. Cheydar felt his mouth watering as he looked at the mesat. They had eaten
nothing but gruel for four days. He took three pieces and tossed two of them to Eric and David, chewed
on hisown piece, found it tasted wonderful, better than he had ever had before. Suen and Sheda
ravenoudy chewed into their mest.

"l havethisaso. Little enough.”



Applesand cheese. How wasit he had such fresh food so far from civilization? Cheydar did not want to
ask. He asked other questionsinstead.

"It isaburdensome name you carry,” he said.

Dagon nodded. "1 sometimesthink that if | had been named differently | would have been afarmer, or an
inn keeper."

"What are you now?' Cheydar shot back.

"Many things. For your purposes| can be akiller of men. What do you say?"
"l say tell me how you know so much.”

"I have followed you since the burning."

"Why?" asked Suen, taking part at last. It was not right for her bondsman to dedl in this matter. She must
take on her mantle of power. Her time was now.

Dagon said, "Because the Owner brought you people here in the Greatship Vardelex so you could build
anew life. Because soon the Owner will return for an accounting, to see that his strictures have been
obeyed, that the contract you people have with him has been held to. Because before the end of this
demicycle the Owner and his Proctors will once again walk the world."

Suen gaped at the stranger and tried to take in hiswords: al that her husband believed and had
understood, and they burnt Tarrin for those words in the Square of Heros before the Cariphe's palacein
Ompotec. Stupid stupid words had lost Suen her husband, a son, a home, and would soon |ose her her
life. She could only run so far before the Cariphe's people caught up with her. She looked at Cheydar:
grey, old. How long could she depend on his strength? For how long had she that right? Soon the priest
soldiers would be upon them, for their sport, and they would die. At least out here it might be acleaner
death. She studied this young man who caled himsalf Dagon, out of nursery rhymes and bedtime tales,
and thought about what he had said. The Heresy of Ompotec. Ironicaly the name of the only place
whereit was caled heresy and where the Cariphe and al his sick minions dwelt. Verbatim, but for one
tiny dteration. She glanced at Cheydar and wondered if he had noticed. This man had said you people
rather than we. She felt cold and she did not want to ask the obvious question.

"If you come with usit may well be the death of you," she said. She would give him every chanceto go,
every warning. Thisshetold hersdf to assuage her guilt. "We have no hearth nor home— " Abruptly she
stopped. No, it waswrong. "Y ou cannot stay with us. You must go ... " She gazed at him, straight into
grey-green eyesthat seemed too wise. That wasit, she redlised. Look away from him and heisayoung
warrior. Look into his eyes you know he makes only his own choices.

He nodded, then lifted a strong sun-tanned hand and pointed off to their left. "It istoo late for meto walk
away now. They will not alow it. Guilt by association you could say, not that they observe any code.”

Cheydar legpt to hisfeet hishand damming down on the butt of his sword. Eight men were coming
towards them at a steadly trot. Eight fully-armoured and armed priest soldiers of the Cariphe. Too late
now for anything but survival.

"Into therockd!"

Suen went to take her daughter by the hand, but her daughter stayed close to David and avoided this
mothering. Instead Suen took up aweapons belt from which hung a dagger and a short crossbow.



Cheydar took up hisown air gun and trotted behind her, his sonsfollowing. Dagon stood by thefire
watching the soldiers gpproach, then after amoment he followed the others.

"We need avantage, aplaceto defend.”
Dagon pointed up into the rocks and scrub. "Up there."

They took him at hisword and scrambled that way.

“I will stay."

As he helped Suen up the dope Cheydar watched him suspicioudy. Dagon returned the look then
grinned and disappeared into the scrub of bushes and cycads. Cheydar had no time for him now. The
priest soldiers had broken into arun and were spreading out.

"Check your targets," hetold his sons. "Our friend is down there, if friend he be."
"Of course heis, father," said David. "Heisthe daybresk warrior.”

Cheydar ignored that, cracked down the barrel of hisgun, inserted an iron dart, then worked the hand
pump on the charge cylinder. The leading soldier was close enough now. He brought the intricately
carved butt of hisgun up againgt his shoulder, flipped up the sight, then aimed and fired in one. The crack
of theair gun wasvicious and immediately followed by the horrible crunch of impact. A priest soldier
staggered back with his hands coming up to asuddenly bloody face. There were two more cracks and a
dart hit therocksjust in front of him and went whining over his head. He ducked down.

"Yesl" shouted Eric. Crouched down Cheydar saw that his son had hit one of them in the thigh. That one
was struggling for cover. Another lay with abloody throat. There had been no exclamation from David.
The rest were now in cover provided by the bushes around their camp, and no doubt would be drawing
close. Cheydar recharged the cylinder on hisgun and put in another dart. Only in closefighting would he
resort to the spare cylinders on his belt. His sons, he saw, were doing the same. He watched, alowed
himsdf alittle smile when he saw Eric aming a aswiftly moving figurein black, then lowering hisgun. Let
us see what you are worth, Dagon. A scream was swift to answer him, followed only moments after by
the gagging gurgle Cheydar recognised as the sound issuing from acut throat. One or two? He
wondered.

"Who ishe?' Suen asked.

"Just akiller, out to make aname for himself," whispered Cheydar, but it did not sound right. There was
aydl. Two soldiersrunning, afigure standing. Eric amed again and David knocked his gun aside with the
barrel of hisown. Cheydar felt afist closing in his stomach. Now. It was beautiful, if death can be called
that. The two swords; crescents of morning sunlight. One man down on his knees hisforehead against the
ground, the other man standing for amoment until his head toppled from his shoulders. Cheydar had only
seen the second blow.

"Fast," Eric bregthed.
"Perfect,” said David, his observation andyticd.

Cheydar had no words. His mouth was dry. He looked from the scene to see one priest soldier running
away just asfast as he could. Helevelled hisair gun, adjusted the sight for the extra distance, fired. The
man sprawled then crawled on for alittle while, hisback rapidly soaking with blood. Hetried to haul
himsalf up by the hard dark green leaves of a cycad, then hefell again. Cheydar turned to his sons.



"Go down, seethat they are dl dead. Get their supplies, weapons, all we might need.”

There was nothing in the Code against | ooting the dead.

Stedeye was the name of the third moon, or the Still Moon, for since the time of its cataclysmic arrival it
had remained Stationary in the sky above, day and night. In gppearance it was a polished bl of metd,
and there was something ominous about it, something attentive. It had gppeared in the time when
Cheydar had trained for service, causing floods and earth quakes. It stood vigil in the sky when he
learned bladework, unarmed combat, and the maintenance of dart guns. That time was exciting; change
was imminent, things would happen ... But the years passed, the tides settled and the ground ceased to
shake. And the only change had been the growth in the power and oppressiveness of the Cariphate. It
seemed like abetrayal to Cheydar. The moon just became ordinary. He turned his attention back from it
to the conversation.

"He would not have alowed it. He would not alow the Cariphe to do the things he does. His Proctors
would stop the killing. His Proctors would enforce Hislaw.”

He could see Suen regretted the outburst the moment she finished. She shouldn't have said that, but
wasn't it true? All that her husband had believed: abetter time, a golden age that would come again. Suen
closed her eyes and shook her head. Her anger was dway's greatest when she missed him mogt, but in
Cheydar's experiencerailing againgt injustice only brought it down on you.

"Why did the Proctors go away?" he asked, embarrassed and clumsily trying to move away from the
subject of Tarrin's execution as he poked at the firewith astick. Hewasn't redly interested in why the
Proctors had gone away. He wondered if anything about those indestructible monsters of the past and
their ten-thousand year old demigod master could have anything to do with him and hislife.

"They did not go away. They are deeping,” said Shedawith that certainty only ateenager can have.
"Daddy said they deep in the Forbidden Zone and that they can be woken." As she finished speaking she
looked at David and flushed at her own boldness.

Now wouldn't that be something, thought Cheydar, and shivered. He stared through the flames at
Dagon. The man had been very quiet and gill. Eventualy he spoke.

"Why should you want to wake them?" he asked.
"Justicel" spat Suen, but she sounded suddenly unsure.

"The only justice they bring isthe Owner's," Dagon replied. "They enforce only hislawvsand hislaws say
nothing about you people killing each other.”

" 'Y ou people." Y ou do not consider yoursalf one of us?' Suen asked.

Dagon looked briefly annoyed. " A manner of speech, nothing more. But | tell you this, | have read the
Agreement.”

Suen snorted her dishdlief.

Cheydar said, "It isetched into ametd pillar around which the Ompotec templeisbuilt. Only select
members of the priesthood are alowed to seeit.”

Dagon smiled mildly and shook his head. "Wrong, there arein dl fifty-eight of the message pillarsand
every death post around the forbidden zones has the Agreement etched in its surface. Anyone prepared
to take abit of awalk can read it. I've seen it many times." Suen and Cheydar stared at him. They did



not know how to refute that. He continued, "Understand that the priesthood uses any and al methodsto
gather power to itsdlf. Like dl religious organizationsits greatest power semsfrom the claim to forbidden
knowledge, the ability to intercede with the divine, al of that, though the Owner ishardly divine."

"What doesit say?" asked David, speaking for the first time that evening, uncomfortably aware of
Shedas attention firmly fixed upon him.

Dagon glanced a him. "It isquite smple: No oneto enter the forbidden zones, no building in or
corruption of the Wilder zones, no more taken from them by ahuman than a human can carry without
mechanical aid. Thereisaso apopulation stricture, but that is hardly necessary asthe population hereis
indedine”

"There hasto be morethan that," said Suen.

"Thereisnot. The Owner isagreat believer in persona responsibility. Beyond preventing damageto his
property he doesn't have much more interest in planetary populations.”

"You are an Owner expert dl at once," said Suen.
"I'vegsudied himdl my life."
"Likemy husband.”

Dagon regarded her very directly, "No, not like your husband. My research was into origina materias,
not the wishful thinking and digtortion that came after.”

"What do you mean?"

"The Owner has fascinated scholars for centuries and agreat deal has been written about him, and alot
of what has been written issmply not true."

"How do you know what istrue?' asked Cheydar.

Dagon showed annoyance again, quickly repressed it. " Simple research. Congder the entire mythology
that's arisen about the Proctors. To somethey are saviours, and their enforcing of law will bring about
Utopia. To othersthey are demons and thisis perhaps closest. They enforced the Wilder laws. If
someone used a cart to haul wood out of the Wilder a Proctor would turn up and smash the cart. They
smply prevented the law being broken. But it was the population stricture that inspired terror of the
Proctors. The population hereis set. at two billion and must never go above that number. When it did,
about two centuries ago, the Proctors turned killer. For every child born at that two billion limit ahuman
waskilled. It was completely random. It might have been ababy that died or an octogenarian on his
desth bed."

"l do not believethis," said Suen, but her voice was not firm. She turned to Cheydar. "I want to go into
the Wilder. | want to read what is written on a death post.”

Cheydar was watching Dagon thinking, simply a killer? He nodded, fedling his ssomach clench. To
actually go to the edge of a Forbidden Zone ... He turned to Suen and saw something else therein her
expression: akind of set stubbornness, a determination to carry something through. He had seen that
look before and it brought to him afeeling of hopeless dread. She nodded once asif by hislook he had
guessed her intention and she was confirming it. She reached into her pack and took out a leather-bound
book. She held it up.

"In the morning we head for the Forbidden Zone beyond North Forest, by the coast,” she said. Cheydar



knew the book. It was one of Tarrin's.

"Wewill be caught and killed before we get there," he said. "Any route will take us through the Cariphe's
lands. If we go South we can take the road to Elmarch and the Forbidden Zone there nearly touches on
theroad."

"We go to North Forest, by the coast.”

There would be no arguing with her. She turned to Dagon, who had taken out one of his swords and was
running a stone up and down the blade.

"Will you bewith us?'

"Of course" he said. Helooked around at them. "Sleep now, | will watch.”
Cheydar returned the look.

"Wake meintwo hours," he said.

Dagon took out a pocket watch, checked it, then nodded and moved off into the darkness.

The sky was lightening, but the sun had yet to break over the horizon. Like a corroded coin the
sulphurous moon Linx traversed the sky, one edge gilded by the approaching sun. Stedleye was amisty
orb dl but lost behind thin cirrus. There was frost on the boulders, layers of mist out in the scrub.

"Father will be very annoyed,” said Eric.

"Ah, but hewill bewell rested,” said Dagon. He stood next to aboulder, an air gun cradled before him.
Eric did not recognise the design. He walked up and stood beside thiswarrior.

"Y our wegpon," he said.

Dagon flipped the gun around, handed it across.

Ericsad, "Vaved gas cylinder ... how many shots?!

"Five. Thedartsarein that revolving barrel and are automatically presented.”
"I've never seenitslike before.”

"They're made in Elmarch and are standard issue to the army there. They're the reason the Cariphe keeps
to hisborders.”

"I'd liketo go there. So would David. They say it isdways sunny and the King's navy isawayslooking
for volunteers." Eric handed the weapon back.

"They're normally volunteered with aclub on the back of the head. Try the Border Legion, you'll have
better luck there.

Dagon turned and started walking back to the camp. Eric followed.
"That'swhere you're from then?"
"Yes"

Eric glanced back. He's from Elmarch, he thought, staring at the ground. Something ... He shook his head



and halted. Y es. Where Dagon had stood there were two printsin the frosted ground ivy. No prints
other than those Eric had just made coming out here and the both of them were now making asthey
walked back. There had to be a reasonable explanation. No man could stand as till asastatue al night,
or fly, or just appear out of thin air.

"I would say that if we skulked al the way to North Forest weld more likely be caught than if we just
travelled there openly. Head into Giltown, rent a carriage and take it right to the edge of the Wilder.
Much less chance of getting caught,” said Cheydar. Hefdt that if they must make thisinsanejourney it
would be best to do it quickly.

"| leavethat decision in your hands. Y ou are the soldier,” said Suen.
Cheydar grimaced. Subterfuge was hardly soldier'swork. He turned to Dagon. "What do you think?*

"I think you'reright," answered the warrior. " The priesthood is geared that way: they'll be looking for
people who look guilty, who aretrying to hide, they'll aways be looking for that kind. Best to go boldly,
pretend to Lord Right, even priestliness.” Thelast word came out with atouch of contempt.

"Y ou don't have much liking of priests do you," said Suen.

"l just don't like the ignorance of faith,” he shot back at her.

The coach house a Giltown was asprawling affair with many attached stables and low buildingsfor the
coaches and, because it was on the main trade route from Elmarch, the carts of traders. Even from a
distance the bellowing of the titanotheres could be heard, and in thefields al around grew tree ferns;
fodder for the great beasts.

Beyond the coach house the rest of the town consisted of red brick houses with many storeysleaning
precarioudy over a street leading down to adock crowded with low black barges. It was on these that
goods were brought up from the richer southern country and traded for metal ores mined around
Ompotec.

"The priesthood keeps to the agreement,” said Cheydar as he walked at Dagon's side to the reception
building of the coach house. "Thereis never mining in the Wilder, nothing likethat.”

"There has never been the need,” replied Dagon. "The established mines supply al the demand thereis.”
Helooked at Cheydar. "If they did minein the Wilder that would bring the Proctors back and believe
me, that'sthe last thing the priesthood wants. They have no wish to appear in any way powerless."

The main building of the coachhouse was ringed with alow veranda on which priest soldierslolled and
inspected passers by. Dagon and Cheydar ignored them as they mounted the steps and went in through
the main door. Within, afat bald officid sat at a desk sorting through sheaves of paper. He glanced at
them over half-moon glasses and continued with hiswork until Dagon, as agreed, walked up and
addressed him.

"The Lady Vemeer requires a coach to take her North," he said, and dropped a bag of metal money on
the table. Cheydar contained his surprise; that hadn't been in the game plan.

The officid ddicately pulled at the strings of the bag and opened it. His eyeswidened at what he saw
insde and with aglance to the door he quickly did it across his desk and dropped it in hislap.

"Wearein ahurry, aMetrarch awaits her presence.”



"The gold phaeton would be best. | will takeyou toit." He did the money into a pocket, picked up some
forms from astack beside him and led the way to the door. Once outside he turned away from the priest
soldiers and led the way around the side of the building. The soldiersinspected the trio with expected
suspicion, but did nothing.

"Will you be requiring adriver?
“No."
llAhlll

They shortly came to aman who sat on the edge of awater trough while watching some girlswork at
cleaning out the huge stables. The man looked bored. He held a short whip in one hand and was
methodicaly dapping it againg hisleg. To one sde, in acompound with fences five feet tall and made of
treetrunks, a mae titanothere ate from a huge basket fixed to the stable wall. The grey hide behind its
head was goad-scarred and there were calluses on its doping back and sagging belly, from the cart
sraps. A couple of the fist-shaped horns on its head had been broken off, probably in mating fights, and
itssmall piggy eyes regarded the world with seeming indifference. It flicked warble fliesaway from its
huge rump with an inadequate tail, twitched its mussd-shell ears. When it leaned its many tons againgt the
fence the tree trunks bowed and |ooked asif they might break.

"Feruth, the gold phaeton, how quickly can you have it ready?"
The man pushed himself upright and gave Cheydar and Dagon a probing look. "What's the hurry?"
"A lady vidting aMetrarch,” said the officidl.

"Ah." The man made no move until the officia tapped his pocket and the clink of money could be heard.
He grinned, nodded. "I'll have it ready in a couple of hours." He moved off.

The officid turned away from him to Cheydar and Dagon. He met Cheydar'slook. "Yes, | know;
shocking isn't it?'

Dagon sad, "Y ou'll send for uswhen the coach isready?"
"Y es. Where will you be?!

"The tavern. The lady waits there now. We shal have ameal there and hope to hear from you soon
after?'

"Soitwill be"
Theofficid gavealittle bow to them and they moved off.
"They have no honour, these people,” said Cheydar, after amoment.

"Money and power command respect. There are few people who can even be true to themselves. You
should have redlised that long ago.”

"You arecynicd, Dagon."
"| seethingsasthey are.”

"You bdieve 07



"Unfortunately, | know so."

Cheydar dlowed that to sink in for amoment then said, “The money, did Suen giveit to you?"
"It was my own."

"You shdl bereimbursed.”

Cheydar just caught the quickly repressed smile.

The tavern was smilar in congtruction to the coach house; red brick and sagging, ringed with wooden
verandas. The areas around the buildings were dry, as was the dabbed road. The verandas around most
buildings were an indication that |ater in the year the combination of rain and traffic would turn the bald
ground to aquagmire. Dagon stepped up onto the verandafirst, and while waiting behind him, Cheydar
glanced back the way they had come. That the priest soldiers from the coach house had followed them
he gave no indication until hewasingde the building.

"We have company, five of them," he said.

"I know."

"What would you suggest? Y ou seem more able at subterfuge than myself.”

"| fed that should they seek identification from us subterfuge will be wasted.”

"Evenif wekill them al here, otherswill come after us riding titanotheres and catch us on the road.”
"I will think of something,” said Dagon.

The room beyond the door was like a thousand other rooms of taverns. Suen and the rest sat at along
table, Spping at goblets of orange wine while ayoung man laid out food for them. Cheydar noted with
approval that his sons, though staring at the food wide-eyed, were waiting for Suen to break bread and
offer them apiece. Ritua; the lady feeding her bondsmen.

"Go and join them. | will goto the bar.”

Cheydar made to obey then stopped himself. "Y ou give commands very easily,” he said, hisface grim.
"Now isnot thetime, Cheydar. | can get usout of this."

"You areisolating yoursdf."

"es"

"Why?

At that moment the five priest soldiers camein through the door. Cheydar met Dagon'slook only for a
moment then went and sat with Suen. From there he watched Dagon walk to the bar, asudden
arrogance in hiswalk, contempt in the glance he threw at the soldiers. The soldiers gazed around the
tavern then followed him.

"What is happening?"' asked Suen.

"l don't ... " Cheydar stared, then realised. Of course. He cursed then turned to Suen. "I think he's going
to force aduel. Even priest soldiers stick to some of the Code.”



"What do you mean?"

"Win or losethe rest of them will not harass us, not immediately. One night must pass between
blood-lettings else dud will degenerate into open brawl or béttle.”

"Can we be sure of that?"
"With them, no, Lady. It isthe best chance we have, though.”
At the bar there was a sudden dtercation. Dagon shoved one of the soldiers back.

"Be prepared to stand by your wordsl" he shouted, asif angry and very offended. Cheydar noted that he
had picked on the officer. He aimed to behead, perhaps literdly. The officer regained his baance and
said something more. Dagon struck him back handed across the face then stepped to one side as another
of the men made agrab for him. His sword was an arc of light between. One of the men stumbled back
holding hisforearm. The others kept out of the way. Cheydar was on hisfeet, with hisair gunin hishand,
and coming up beside Dagon in amoment. His sonswere behind him. Dagon glanced at him.

"This scum offersinsult to our Lady," he said with vehemence. Cheydar thought he acted the part well.
He looked to the officer, whose eyes never wavered from the tip of Dagon's sword. Though his hand
was at the short sword in his belt, he made no moveto draw it.

"This scum should be made to pay, then," said Cheydar.

The officer watched. He was thin-faced and had the wiry toughness of atrained fighter. He did not draw.
He knew his chances. Dagon stepped forward alittle way and ritualistically spat on his boots.

"My choice, then," said the officer. Thiswaswhat he was waiting for, Cheydar redised. "Thetimel
chose is one hour from now, the place | choseisthe street outside, and | chose air guns as the weapons
of combat.”

Cheydar nodded to himself; a sensible choice. Dagon had demonstrated his speed with the sword.

"So beit," said Dagon, and sheathed his sword in one smooth motion. As he did this hands strayed to the
hilts of short swords. Cheydar smiled and raised the barrel of his gun. Hands drew back. Dagon nodded
and stepped past him. They moved to the table where Dagon dispensed with his swords and took up his
gun. The priest soldierstramped from the tavern. Cheydar saw that Eric was grinning.

"What amuses you, boy?" he asked.
"Dagon's wegpon — it hasfive shots. It isarepester.”
Cheydar nodded in confirmation when he saw the wegpon, then he felt misgivings.

"Y ou and David, keep your weapons gassed and cover the others. There may be some objection.”
Cheydar knew that in air gun duelsit was often not the first shot that counted and that the winner was he
who could reload the fastest and have more timeto aim for the second shot. Dagon would not have to
reload and could probably fire off al four of hisremaining shots while the officer reloaded. The officer's
men might congder thisan infraction of therules.

The sun was poised above the coach house and Linx was making its second daily journey across the sky,
but thistime was partidly in slhouette and looked like a hole punched there. Dagon walked out across
the worn ground and stood midway between the coach house and atitanothere fence. Thefat official
from the coach house stood afew yardsto one side of him and fidgeted nervoudy; adjudicators were



often shot by accident and he had not wanted the task. From where he stood Cheydar directed Eric and
David to move away from him to the far ends of the veranda and be ready. He noted that over by the
other end of the coach house a three-wheeled phaeton was being hitched to the backs of two patient
cud-chewing titanotheres. Perhaps they could get this over with and be quickly on their way. He turned
his attention to the right as the officer stepped out of a building just beyond the coach house and began
walking towards Dagon. Six other priest soldiers waked out behind him and moved off in different
directions. That could be taken two ways, either they were setting themselves for attack, or they were
just covering their officer's back. The officer walked, hisar gun held one-handed at hisside, until he
came face to face with Dagon. Thefat officia approached.

"Standard procedure,” he said distastefully. " Stand back to back with your weapons held as you wish,
then start walking a my count. | will count to ten then shout 'now’. Y ou turn and fire at that shout, not
before." He backed away quickly as Dagon and the officer turned their backs to each other. "One, two,
three ... " The count seemed to take no time at al. He reached ten and the officer turned and fired.
Dagon staggered forward. "Bastard,” said Cheydar. There had been no 'now' and the officia was
unlikely to object. There was a silence as Dagon regained his balance. The officer dropped his expended
cylinder and was putting in anew dart when Dagon turned, and holding his gun one-handed up to his
shoulder, took careful aim, and fired. The dart cracked against the officer's gun and ricocheted up into his
jaw. He stepped back making a keening sound, his cheek hanging off in aflap and his sde teeth exposed
inabloody grin. He put another cylinder in hisgun. Dagon fired again and there was the hollow fleshy
thump indicative of achest hit. The officer keeled over and lay coughing blood. Dagon walked up to him,
watched him for amoment, then waked towards Cheydar. Cheydar watched the soldiers, then glanced
addeastheofficia stepped up to him.

"Y our phaeton isready,” he said, hisface deliberately clear of expression. "l suggest you get in it now
and leave”

Cheydar nodded in agreement and turned his attention to Dagon.

"Areyou hit?'

"Wes"

Cheydar looked at hisleft arm. Blood wastrickling from hisfingertips. "How bad?'
"Theboneisbroken. Thedartistill in me."

Cheydar nodded to the interior of the tavern. "Wewill ded with it now."

"It would be better if weleft,” said Dagon.

"Don't befoolish. If thereisto be afight later on today or tomorrow | do not want you weak from blood
loss. Weded with it now."

Dagon looked at him with evident surprise then smiled. "Y ou areright. Y ou are absolutely right," he said.

Cheydar wondered why he took such delight in being wrong, but dispelled the thought when Dagon
staggered as they entered the tavern and he stepped to support him. Suen rushed to help once they were
insde

"Sheda, get my things," she said. They sat Dagon in achair and Eric stood guard at the door. " Shedal
Damn, whereisthat girl?" Cheydar looked around then continued to cut away Dagon's shirt. Hetook a
look at the wound then went to his own pack and removed afield-surgery kit. Suen walked to a back



door and looked out. "Shedal" Cheydar put atourniquet around the top of Dagon's arm then tossed
powder on the split below.

"That should deaden it some," he said. "'l haveto get the dart out." He cleaned apair of surgica pliersin
acohol and apair of spatulas that he handed to Suen. "When | say, hold open the wound with these."
They waited ashort time until the powder did its work, then at Cheydar's instruction Suen pushed the
gpatulasinto the split and opened it wide. The dart was imbedded in broken bone. Cheydar got the pliers
onit, but had to shove hisfingersin the wound so one end of the break did not get pulled out as he
tugged at the dart. Dagon turned to look at him with asickly grin on hisface, then he fainted. Cheydar
gtitched hiswound and splinted his arm while he lay unconscious on thefloor.

"Now we have to get him to the phaeton. Whereis David?' Cheydar turned to Eric, who looked
momentarily guilty before removing afold of paper from histunic and handing it over. Cheydar unfolded
the note and read it. He was angry for amoment then guilty to fed relieved. He handed the note to Suen.
She read the note then suddenly looked very angry. Cheydar waited for the explosion, as Dagon
regained consciousness and struggled to sit upright. Cheydar squatted to help him.

"What's going on?' Dagon asked Suen.

"David and Sheda have gone. They've taken or are taking abarge to EImarch.”
"We havetimeto stop them,” said Suen, screwing up the note.

"Why?" asked Dagon.

"Why!" Suen dl but screeched. "Sheismy daughter. Sheisjust alittlegirl!™

Dagon gave her such alook of contempt it was amost a blow. She stepped back. "That little girl has
been lying with David since | joined you, and probably long before. Shel's found love, or infatuation if you
will, and you want her at your side to go and die with you below a death post.”

"l am not going to die," said Suen, quietly, dmost whispering.

"Then you can find them in Elmarch sometime after. They will be safer there" Dagon staggered to his
feet. Suen stared at him, probably knowing him to be right but loath to agree. She turned away as
Cheydar and Eric began to collect up their things.

"I blame you for this," she snarled at Cheydar. He nodded acquiescence and continued with what he was
doing. Suen abruptly sat down and began crying into her hands. Cheydar reached out to touch her
shoulder and she knocked his hand away. Asthey |oaded the phagton she made no objection. She
boarded without aword.

It took four days to reach the last coach house before North wood and during the four stops on the way
for the feeding of the titanothere they mostly stayed inside the capacious phaeton and ate cold food. For
aday Dagon ran afever, but thiswas quickly dedlt with by drugs bought at their first sop. No one
followed. Perhaps the soldiers were embarrassed by the cowardly duelling tactics of their officer, or
frightened by the way he was dispatched. At the last coach house they bought supplies and set out afoot
aong one of the many pathsinto the Wilder.

"Perhaps we should have hired aguide,” said Cheydar as the trees closed around them. He preferred to
be out in the open. Too much that was unexpected could come upon them in this place. There were
dangerous creatures in the Wilder and dangerous men. He unhooked his airgun, dart pack and blades,
and handed them to Eric to free himsalf of iron before checking their course. He laid the compass on the



map, turned the map, grunted his satisfaction then put map and compass away. His son returned to him
his weapons. They continued.

"WEell be a the coast by the evening,” said Cheydar. No-onefet inclined to reply to him. Theforest
brought its own silence that it seemed should not be disturbed by rude human chatter. Suen had had very
little to say since her daughter had run away. Perhaps, Cheydar thought, she was beginning to redlise
what was most important. He had. He was glad David had gone and only sad that Eric had not gone with
him. Thetwo of them had not yet sworn any oath to Tarrin'sfamily and it was not necessary for them to
serveto the limit; deeth.

They walked all morning and most of the afternoon through thick deciduous woodland. Great oaks,
chestnuts, nettle ems, and the like, towering dl around them. The nettle dmswere bare, but the oaks il
held onto the Autumn leaves other trees were in the process of shedding. The ground was swamped with
leavesin shades of red and gold, and every breeze brought more of them kiting down. Through this
colourful layer pushed fungi in bright poisonous colours and colours the same as the leaves. Dagon
collected some of thelatter in acloth bag he hung at his belt. Eric and Cheydar, not knowing which fungi
might be edible confined themselves to picking up sweet chestnuts, and walnuts. Suen just tramped aong.

"Let ustake abreak now," said Cheydar, in the afternoon. "Thelast four days have been wearing. Here
at least we can relax some. Here." He gestured to an area clear of briers below an ancient walnut tree.
Suen nodded to him and dumped down on a pile of leaves by the trunk. "Take yoursdlf off," said
Cheydar to Eric, whilelooking at hismistress. "Bring us some fresh mest. I'll light thefire." Dagon and
Cheydar cleared a space in the leaves and collected together a pile of the ample falen wood. Cheydar
waved Dagon away as he built afire. Dagon went to Sit by Suen.

"Y ou haveto let them go sometime," the warrior said.

Cheydar glanced over, seeing Suen looking up at the tree from where she lay with her cropped golden
hair on the leaves, blending with them. He felt something twist in his somach; concentrated on the
conversaion.

"l don't need your comfort,” shetold Dagon.

"But you do, and | think it would comfort you to know that David carries with him enough money for
them both to livein comfort in EImarch for ayear or even more." He looked at her with mild eyes.

She sat upright."Y ou?'

"l gave him the money."

"Y ou knew then," she said, angry now.
"es"

"Y ou could have said something.”

"I could have, but | did not seetheir choice asfoolish.” Suen just glared a him. He continued, "1 think
Sheda hoped you would follow, that you would abandon this meaningless quest.”

Smoke wafted into Cheydar's face as his fire caught; made his eyes water.
"Itisnot meaningless" said Suen.

"What meaning then doesiit have?'



Cheydar |€eft the fire to its own devices and joined them, squatting down on his hegls. Suen reached into
her pack and removed her husband's book. She shook it at them as she spoke.

"My husband recorded here that there is a breach in the fence two milesin from the coast. Only afew
miles North East of thisthereisabuilding in the forest. In that building are the Proctors.”

Dagon looked thoughtful for amoment. “"What makes you think the breach is till there?!
"Why should it not be?"

Dagon grimaced. "What would you intend should you reach this building?*

"I will wake the Proctors and lead them back through the breach.”

"Why should they go with you? Why should they even wake for you?'

"They will. I'm not interested in argument, Dagon. | did not ask you to join us. Y ou said when you first
joined usthat you believed the Owner to be returning for an accounting and that his Proctors would once
again walk theworld, yet you show no sgns of thisbelief. | am going there. Cheydar will follow me
because | know he would not obey meif | ordered him not to. Eric should perhapsreturn ... " She
looked at Cheydar, then returned her attention to Dagon. ™Y ou do not have to come, yet you are, that's
your choice. Kindly stop trying to dissuade me from the choices | have made.”

Dagon bowed his head, "1 apologise. Y ou are correct. | do not have the right to make other people's
choicesfor them, even should those choiceskill.”

Suen turned her face from him. "HereisEric.” Eric came back to the fire with four squirrels, skinned and
gutted, hanging on astick. He was grinning like amaniac. He had been enjoying himsdf. Cheydar thought
it unlikely he would be able to send this son away. He took a pan out of his pack and tipped in alittle
water. They dined on squirrels broiled with mushrooms and sweet chestnuts. They ate walnuts while they
waited for the squirrels to cook, as there were plenty on the ground, then they sat around thefire talking
of anything but Proctors and the Owner. It was pointless moving on, as darkness was gathering the forest
close about them. Dagon took first watch.

Waking to take hiswatch, Eric saw that Dagon had apparently not moved all night. So that isit, he
thought, remembering footprintsin frost. He wondered how any man could be possessed of such a
dillness.

"Y ou have not moved dl your watch,” Eric said to him.

"That istrue," said Dagon. "The leaves create too much noise.”
"How can you be s0 il ?*

"It comesfromingde.”

Eric did not understand, but was not prepared to admit this. He saw that Dagon had hisarm out of its
ding.
"Y ou can move your am?'

"It ishedling quickly. Thisisagood body."
Eric watched him walking back to the embers of the camp-fire. He is deliberately mysterious, he



thought, to make us think he is more than we reckon ... or is he deliberately mysterious to cover
that there is something strange about him? Eric blinked in the darkness. It was al too complicated.

Morning brought athick fog into the trees that coated everything with well-defined ice crystalsand
brought leaves tumbling down ungently. Thefire was roaring up well with the extrawood Cheydar had
thrown on it and he kept it within sight as he patrolled, hisair gun charged and ready to come up against
his shoulder. It would be too easy to get lost in this, and he definitely did not want to be lost now. The
chuckling bark came again, to hisleft thistime. Whatever it wasit could be circling around to get at the
others. He hurried back to the fire. When he got there he saw the other three were awake.

"What isit?' Eric asked.

"Hyeanadon,” Dagon supplied. Hetossed hisair gun to Eric then drew hissword. Eric looked at him with
surprise. "Our dartswill not stop it if it decidesit ishungry enough to attack us." He glanced a Suen who
was staring at him white faced. "Y ou take Eric'sgun.” Heturned to Cheydar. "I know, I'm sorry, but |
know about these creatures and | doubt you've encountered one.”

"Y our other sword," said Cheydar, holding out his hand. His own blade was a short stabbing blade used
in combat with an armoured opponent. He would use that as well as the sword Dagon handed over. It
waslight. Just holding it gave Cheydar a surge of confidence. It was so very very sharp.

"Let'smove," hesaid, taking up his pack. "We cannot stay here dl day." He led the way back onto the
path, diced aleaf in hdf asit fdl in front of him. Confidence died as the two halves reached the ground
and Eric fired one shot. The huge creature made ayipping growling sound, itsteeth clashing over where
the dart had struck it, then it disappeared into the fog. That sound was answered by chuckling barks from
two different directions.

"They hunt in packs," said Dagon.

"Redlly,” said Cheydar, studying the sword he held and wishing he was somewhere else. Eric loaded
another dart. He looked no less scared than the rest of them. Of course Cheydar had heard of such
creatures. It made him cringeto think of how he let his son go hunting squirrels.

"Remember, they areonly animas," said Dagon.

"That'sacomfort,” said Cheydar. How long had those teeth been? Two inches, three inches? And how
high at the shoulder had the creature been? Higher than his own head at least.

"Shoot for the eyes, cut for thelegs,”" said Dagon.
"Yes, of course”

Thefog seemed to grow thicker asthe morning progressed, and frost formed on loose clothing. Cheydar
was thankful for Autumn leaves as the hyaenadons could not attack in silence. Any other time of the year
and they would have been dead long since. One hyaenodon would make anoisy growling feint while
another tried to sneak up on them. Every timeit was the noise of the leavesthat gaveit away. The leaves
aso told them that the creatures were gtill with them all the time between attacks. Two attacks were
driven off, stedl darts smacking against rock-hard skulls. On the third attack the hyaenodon kept coming.

Cheydar dropped hisair gun and braced himself with the sword held two-handed before him. The

hyaenodon camein asnarling charge, its shoulders and head thick with the blood of its dart wounds. Eric
pumped dartsinto it and it was half blinded by the time it reached them. Dagon strode to mest it, stepped
nestly to one sde and cut acrosswith full force, hiswhole body in the cut. A ton of hyaenodon went past



him nose down in the leaves, itsleft fordimb clinging by adiver of flesh and skin. Cheydar struck down
with his blade and it carved meat from the creature's face but did not penetrate bone. Its huge jaws
clashed a him asit struggled to right itself. Dagon's sword went in through its Side, twisted, came out on
afountain of blood. Cheydar stepped around, hacked down on its neck. Three hacks it look to reach a
spine he could not sever. The stink of the creature's vomit and excrement thickened the air. Cheydar
drew his short sword to drive between vertebrae, then turned as Dagon bounded past him. Another of
the creatures was coming from the other sde and only Eric faced it. Cheydar fdlt his scomach clench. Eric
had perhaps one shot to fire. He was dead.

"Get out of theway!" Cheydar bellowed, running after Dagon.

Eric took careful aim, pressed the trigger. The hyaenodon stumbled, shook its head. Eric shouldered the
air gun, reached up, and hauled himself up onto the oak limb above his head. Dagon met the second
hyaenodon like the first, brought it down, heart stabbed. It died vomiting up itslast meal in which
Cheydar was sure he saw the chewed remains of ahuman hand. Eric grinned like amaniac from the oak
tree. Suen just kept saying, "Oh my God. Oh my God." But she shrugged away Cheydar's hand when he
rested it on her shoulder. A third hyaenodon retreated into the fog.

Inthe middle of the afternoon the fog cleared asfar back asthey could see through the trees, and the
hyaenodon that had been trailing them disappeared. Then they saw aherd of chalicotheresthat were the
hyaenodon's usua prey. Perhapsit went after them or returned to the ready source of mest itsfellows
had become.

Thetrail began to cut acrossthe face of a steep dope, and after consulting his map and compass,
Cheydar led them down the dope to afast-moving river, with gravel beds between haf submerged dabs
of rock. Armour-headed salmon swam in the degper pools hunting trilobites the size of ahuman hand.
They followed this river downstream and as evening encroached they heard the cadence of waveson a
shingle beach and came out of forest by the sea, gleaming in yellow moonlight.

"Not aplaceto swim," said Cheydar, pointing out at ahugefin.
"It'sonly abasking shark,” said Dagon.

Cheydar looked at him with annoyance.

"Isthere anything you don't know?" he asked sarcadtically.
Dagon looked at him, didn't reply.

They walked on for some while longer until the setting sun illuminated asiiver post in the trees above the
beach. They climbed above the beach and came upon the post, no closer than five metres. The post was
higher than aman and aswide. It wasaplain slver cylinder with what could have been runes, or could
have been circuit diagrams, etched into its surface.

Cheydar stared &t it and felt a crawling supertitious dread. He had been raised on stories about these
things, about the power, the death. So many people had died trying to cross fencelines, or by just
crossing accidentaly. He glanced to his|eft, into the forest. No trees grew in line to the next post. There
was just short grass and lichen on the ground. It waslikethisall theway along; trees never grew close
enough to afence where their falling might damage a post. No creepers or vines grew, nothing grew that
might obscure posts from view. A human, crossing the line between postswould die, dramatically.
Animals crossed the line without ill effect. It wasjust the way it was.

"Where are these words?' Suen asked Dagon. He pointed to aframed area on the post and looked at



her. Her lips pulled back from her teeth in sudden anger. " And how are we supposed to understand
thet?"

"Y our hushand would have understood it. The language is old-Earth English; the language of scholars, the
language that was yours when you came here.”

"Ours," said Suen pointedly. She led the way into forest then, keeping to the edge of the trees, away from
the death posts.

Eventud|y they came to an areawhere trees had falen on ground turned boggy, their roots clawing at the
sky. Beyond thiswas abresk in the ground risen to head height; arecently risen wall of mud. Just before
the break, spring water bubbled and new streams were cutting their way into the forest. They moved
away from the fence line and got past this by climbing the trunk of afalen em. Abovethe bresk only a
couple of trees had come down. The ground was dry here, but there were deep cracksin it where it had
moved.

"Underground river," said Dagon. "Changed its course; undermined everything." And one of the thingsit
had undermined was a death post. The post wastilted a an angle and glassy underground cables
exposed.

"Here," said Suen, "if we cross on the side the post istilted from we will not be harmed.”
"It isgood to be so certain," said Dagon.
"Y ou do not haveto try," snapped Suen.

Cheydar gazed across the line and wondered if he dared cross, even to follow Suen. There wastoo
much dread caught up in the idea. Never before had he so feared death. Perhaps it was because there
was nothing here he could fight. He turned to say something to Dagon; anything to easethetensionin
him. The snarling bark came just behind him and he was jerked off hisfeet by his back pack, shaken,
then hurled to one side as the straps of his pack broke. He struck atree and fell to the ground
half-stunned and staggeringly tried to right himself as the hyaenodon went for Suen. Air guns cracked and
the creature turned, itsteeth clashing & the air. Cheydar ran at it, drawing the sword Dagon had given
him. He saw Dagon in front of it, sword drawn, ready for the cut, but the creature turned at the last
moment and itsjaws snapped on the sword and broke it in half. Then it had Dagon initsjaws, shaking
him, still running, into fenceline. Theair filled with lightnings. Clamped in the creature's jaws, Dagon was
sheathed head to foot in fire. The hyaenodon went down, releasing him; aburning thing on the ground
that after amoment roseinto the air again asif impaed on the lightnings. Cheydar saw this, smelt burning
fur and burning flesh, black after-imagesflickering across his vison. Then the lightnings went out. Dagon's
blackened corpse dropped to the ground beyond the fence, extremities breaking and falling away in
charcoa shdlls. The hyaenodon was not burnt, but it did not move again. Cheydar gritted histeeth over
sickness and horrified surprise. Not him, not Dagon, he shouldn't have died.

"Why did it kill the hyaenodon?' asked Eric, hisvoiceflat.

"The power wasthere to kill aman. The hyaenodon just got in the way because it was holding himinits
mouth,” replied Cheydar. They were both standing back by the treeslooking at Suen who stood closeto
the fence and stared at the blackened corpse. What could she possibly say or do now? It wastime to
turn back and follow David and Sheda to Elmarch. Time to end this pointless quest. Perhaps, thought
Cheydar in the most secret part of his mind, for an ending to oaths. Suen had ceased to have aright to his
loyaty when she no longer supplied hisfood, aroof over hishead, and a meansto decent interment after
his death. Only plain stubbornness had kept him with her.



"What will we do now?' asked Eric.

Cheydar paused a moment over hisreply and saw Suen take a step towards the fence. He did not
believe she would go further. She feared death as much as any and aworking fence was certain degth. In
some storiesit had even been described as the fence separating the living world from the land of the
dead.

"Wewill go to Elmarch, perhaps down the coast so we avoid al the Cariphe'slands. Well take service
there. Perhapsthearmy ... No!"

Suen was striding towards the blackened corpse of the Daybreak Warrior. Cheydar ran after her with
Eric close behind him. They did not reach her in time. She crossed the line of the fence, cameto stand
over the corpse. Cheydar hesitated only amoment at theline, Eric not at all. Asthey reached her she
was bresthing heavily and had an insane ook to her face. Cheydar redlised she had meant to die. The
fence had not killed her, perhaps something had gone wrong, burnt out. Cheydar redlised he was
shaking. He reached out to rest a hand on her shoulder, but at that moment she dropped to her knees
and bowed down, sobbing. Cheydar felt sick with fear after the fact. He glanced at Eric whose face was
now white with shock at the redlisation of what they had done. They had crossed the fence. They werein
the Forbidden Zone.

Digging with Dagon's broken sword and the pan Cheydar carried, they buried what remained of the
warrior and stabbed the broken sword in the ground to mark the spot. By the time this was done they
had al regained a certain grim composure. They would go on and find this building that contained
Proctors, and then ... Cheydar had no idea what would happen then. Perhaps the Proctors would kill
them for being in the Forbidden Zone. Perhaps Suen would lead them to Ompotec and there exterminate
the Cariphe and his priest soldiers. Whatever, Cheydar preferred to walk forwards. He doubted he
would have the nerveleft to turn around and walk back through the fence.

In the long shadows of evening, after covering perhaps two miles, they built afire and roasted awild pig
Eric had shot only a short distance from the fence. It was one of the normal kind; similar to the
domesticated ones, not one of the forest giants Cheydar had heard tell of. They redly did not need
another encounter like the one with the hyaenadons.

"| thought there was something specia about him,” said Eric. "He stood watch al night without moving.”

"There was something specid about him," said Cheydar. "He was agreat warrior, fearless and strong. It
took death poststo stop him. Nothing else could." Helooked at Suen who was staring out into the
darkness. "Whet did you think, my lady?"

"He knew things, and he was not one of us," she said. "He wasn't meant to die.”

"None of usare," said Cheydar, then he stood to take the first watch. As he stepped away from the light
of thefireto stand in darkness, hefdt bitter. Her find comment had been right, he fdlt, yet he dared not
admit to himsdf why he thought thiswas so. He walked a circuit in the darkness then dowly made his
way back to the fire where he sat warming his back and watching. A chill breeze shifted the fire behind
him when he had been watching for an hour. Thisdowly increassed in strength and in only afew minutes
the others had woken.

"Winter isupon us," said Suen, sitting up with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Cheydar
wondered why he thought this comment o futile and why hefdt that thiswind had nothing to do with
Winter. It grew in strength, at first amuted roar through the trees blowing leaves beforeit. Then its
strength increased. Soon the roar was no longer muted and ablizzard of leaves was blagting across their



campsite. The flames from the fire came out below the stack of wood and flat aong the ground. Out in
the darkness atree went down with an abrupt crash, then another. They huddled againgt the wind.
Cheydar tossed alog on thefire and this prevented it being blasted away. Thewind fed it leaves and it
gpat out sprays of embers.

"Thisisnot right!" he shouted over the roar. Suen and Eric just stared a him. They werein the Forbidden
Zone Who knew what was right? Cheydar looked up, why, he did not know. "God save us," he said,
and they heard hiswords clear and gazed up aswell.

Stedeye, the third moon, now filled aquarter of the sky, gigantic, impossibly close. It wasn't amoon like
the others. Cheydar redlised he had dways known that. It was one of those things never spoken of inthe
Cariphate; it was amoon put there by god to light our nights. Heretica to believe otherwise. Cheydar
saw the congtructions on its surface; the angular shapes and the towers, the glint of power, vast cities of
machines, giant ramscoop engines, and the flare plates of fuson drives ... here, no moon falen in place by
the luck of naturd forces brought to balance, but a ship, aship so vast it stunned the mind, a Great Ship.
Here then was the Vardaex; the Owner's ship. And as Cheydar stared, wondering when he might be
crushed, red fire flashed and swirled between constructs the size of mountains and flashed down, here,
there, again and again.

"That was over Ompotec!” Eric shouted.

Cheydar wanted to crawl under his blanket and hide, or he wanted to get up and shout at the sky. He
sat, unable to move. There could be no doubt; thiswas the stuff of ancient stories, of the wars they had
fled, of vast ships and planet-destroying powers. What of Ompotec? Granted the place was a sack of
scorpions, but there were good people there as well.

"Thewind iseasing," he said, becauseit was, and there seemed little e se to say. He lowered his gaze,
returned his attention to the forest, to things he could dedl with. " Suen, Eric.” They turned to him, then
turned to see what he saw, said nothing, again, what was there to say?

The Proctor stood five paces from thefire, leaning on athick meta staff intagliated like a death pogst. It
was eight feet tall, robed and hooded, but the hood not enough to hide the eyeless leathery head and grim
dit of amouth. It gestured with one huge six-fingered hand. It wanted them to follow, thiswas clear.
Cheydar stood up. At least it had not killed them, perhapsit intended to throw them out of the Forbidden
Zone. Eric and Suen stood a so. They grabbed up their belongings and followed the Proctor into the
darkness and the leaves, and the cold blast of the wind. It was leading them away from the fence,
Cheydar redised.

Asthey walked bowed through the darkness the wind began to abate, and a stinging hail rattled on the
leaves. Every few hundred paces Cheydar had to look up at the sky to remind himsalf what was
happening. He tried to recapture the excitement he had felt as a youth when Steeleye had first appeared
inthe sky. There was awe, but with it the wisdom of age had brought fear. He saw that after thefirst time
Suen did not look up again. She stared resolutely ahead and wasthefirst to see the grey loom of the
building in the darkness, and the dark mouth of a doorway. The Proctor led them into that darkness.

"Thismust bethe place," said Suen. There was something avid in her voice. Cheydar surveyed the dusty
gloom and wondered at it. He had not been able to see much beyond the grey bulk of thisplacein the
concealing trees, but it had not seemed to him to be of any great extent. The Proctor had gone to one
sde. He could hear it moving about. Suddenly there was light. Suen gasped. Eric swore.

"Nothing here," said Cheydar. He turned to the Proctor for answers and saw that it just stood with its
back to the wall, waiting, patient as astone. Something stirred then. Air feathered hisface. He turned, felt



Eric'sfingersdigging into his biceps, heard Suen moan with fright, felt hislegs go wesk and his somach
turn over.

"No Proctors here but Galeb," said the gpparition. "He stayed for whatever reasons Proctors have. His
fellows went to other worlds, other civilizations, along time ago. Thereis nothing here for you.”

Cheydar could see Dagon in there; in the shape of the face, somewhat in the tone of the voice, but
otherwise this could not be mistaken for anything less than the Owner himsdlf. His eyes were pupil-less
red, and he was pae like an abino, half-seen machines hung about him, were connected to him, plugged
down into socketsin hishead, neck and spine; hislink with the ship and with the rest of amind that had
outgrown its human skull, his mind. He seemed solid, the machinesless so. There was afeding of power
intheair, of forces bearing down on this point like mountains turned on their tips.

"You ... the Owner," said Suen.

Dagon, the Owner, looked at her and she flinched back.
"Didn't you know that?" he asked.

"| thought ... but you died.”

"Dagonisjust an aspect of me, apart of me, the oldest part and apart not yet reintegrated else Ompotec
would sill be standing and the Cariphe's garrison il living.”

The red fire, thought Cheydar, and felt a deep vicious satisfaction.
"What do you mean?" asked Suen.

"I do not interfere in human affairs," said the Owner. "The Cariphe would not have lasted. The King of
Elmarch was preparing to bring him down even as your husband burned ... All part of the ebb and flow in
thetide of human affairs.” There was a shimmer. Something changed. The machines became distant and
Cheydar saw that the eyes were no longer red.

"But | do interferein human affairs.” And it was Dagon speaking now; the man they had travelled with.
Helooked directly at Suen. "Proctors would have done no good, but this has, for you. When | died on
thefencedl that | wasreturned hereto this" He gestured behind him at the half-seen machines. "1 held
my integrity long enough to open the fence, to destroy the Cariphate. That | speak to you like this, now,
isaboon my whole sdf grants. Therewill be more killing, Suen, when the army of Elmarch hunts down
thelast of the priest soldiers. But once the King has access to the mines around Ompotec, anew age will
beborn. Y ou'll seethe start of that." He turned to Eric. "Join the the Border Legion, likel said. You'll do
well there." Finally he regarded Cheydar. "And you ... do what you must. Y ou are agood man,
Cheydar." There was pain then in Dagon's face. The last he managed was, "I've been before, perhaps ...
sometime.. "

"Wait," said Cheydar, and knew hisrequest to be futile. The Owner was back, the eyeslike afire seen
through rubies. The machines showing a solid face turned out from that other place where they were,
somewhere above.

The Owner said, "That isall. Galeb will lead you to the fence. The death postswill be reactivated in the
morning.”

"But you can't— " began Suen, anote of righteousnessin her voice that had Cheydar cringing.

The Owner interrupted, " Suen, you are on my property. Y ou have until morning not to be. Galeb will



lead you and if you will not go hewill kill you. Thet isal.”

Air dragged a them asit rushed to fill the space the Owner had occupied. Dagon had been there even at
the end, but buried under layers of something ancient and frighteningly complex. Cheydar took Suen by
the arm and led her out. Eric followed, trying not to grin a such adventure.

"WEll go by the coast to Elmarch, find David and Sheda," said Cheydar, wondering if Suen would ever
beabletolive.

"Yes" shesaid, and leant againgt him. He shrugged her off and followed the grey shape of the Proctor
into the dark.

ABOUT "THE TOR-BEAST'S PRISON"

Now onto the additions to this collection. The Tor-beast's Prison wasfirg published in Graeme Hurry's
excdlent Kimota (issue 13, 2000), is an off-shoot of Cowl, but not the novel, the novellathat came
beforeit. | guess| have awaysliked timetravel ever since hiding behind the settee when Dr Who was
running away from those mobile dusthins. In astory-telling context, | love the self-referencing logic of it
al and how very often the story arc can betied into aloop. And now, proving that truth is sometimes
dranger thanfiction: | wrote Cowl (the novella) with itstors and itstor beast, before any publisher caled
Tor had even impinged on my consciousness. Strange how | am now being published in Americaby Tor
and in Britain by Macmillan's Tor UK imprint. A bit loopy redly.

THE TOR-BEAST'S PRISON

| wasin apark, it was spring and the birds were singing. The Earth was beneath my feet as was the black
sphere; poised at the edge of thered. In two hours there would be another shift and then for the ensuing
fifty hours and forty-three minutes | would be confined to that black surface below its metallic sky. | had
two hoursin which to feed mysdlf, two hours of sunlight and human contact, two hoursto acquire some
luxuries. The money in my pocket would be of no use hereunless| could get to acoin deder. Thelast
shift had put me down at the inception of the second Roman invasion of Britain, and | had taken the coins
from the pouch of alegionary who had crawled into abriar patch to die, out of sight of the Iceni warrior
who had split hisgut. The head of the Emperor Claudius was impressed on them.

A jogger came swesting and wheezing past me with a Wakman plugged into hisears. From hisdress,
and from that single dectrical device, | guessed thistimeto be the late twentieth or early twenty-first
century. Thisman was no use to me, for people did not often go jogging with money in their pockets. |
scanned around and spotted a smartly-dressed man sitting on a park bench with a briefcase beside him.
He was opening a sandwich box. | sauntered over and sat beside him.

"Morning," | sad.

He looked askance at me and | wondered if it was morning. | checked my surroundings. The jogger was
fast disgppearing and the only other people in view were a couple of teenagers near the park gates.
Quickly then. I chopped him hard across the windpipe and fdlt cartilage give under the edge of my hand.
Choking and clutching at histhroat the man tried to rise. | knelt on the bench next to him and snapped his
neck. As he shivered and convulsed into stillness | picked up his sandwich box and ate the contents.
When I'd finished them, and the packet of crigps and apple, | searched him. His clothing yielded afat
wallet, cigarettes and alighter, a pen knife, some change, and key ring from which depended a pencil
torch. | lit acigarette, following the same impul se that had made me eat the sandwiches — ahope that
the other hunger would be staved off. Theitems| placed in the briefcase with the paperwork, pens, and
scientific caculator, and then hurried from the park withit.



| try to remember when it started, but thereis ahazinessto my memory and aded of inconsistency. |
think | was born in the twenty-eighth century, but how isit | know things about later centuries? How isit
| dso know things BC that have never been written in history books? The frightening thought isthat |
have been to these times, experienced these things, and have been shifting for so long that I've smply
forgotten. | would ask the sphere, but our communication is not averba thing.

Asl| reached the shops, my watch, acomplicated affair that has more functions than seem feasible,
displayed the hour and ten minutes remaining to me. There | purchased a deeping bag and a camp stove,
dried food and coffee, whisky and bottled water, and other itemsto sustain me. | acquired some warm
clothing — hiking gear and abody warmer — arucksack which | packed full of anything of conceivable
use. The nylon climbing rope | packed in last was for avery particular purpose. The only weagpons
avallable for purchase were a crossbow and alarge sheath knife. I spent until the wallet was empty then,
heavily burdened, headed back for the park. Whilst walking | smoked more cigarettes asthe craving in
me grew. By then it was getting dark and | realised how wrong | had been with my greeting to the man
who till lay dead on the park bench. The teenagers were waiting for me ingde the entrance to the park.
Cdl it fate.

It had to be further into the twenty-first century than | had at first thought. Any earlier and the boy would
not have been armed as he was. Thiswas Britain and projectile weapons had been banned for some
time. In Americaany sdlf-respecting mugger would have come at me with an automatic pistol. Here, at
thistime, muggers had taken to using juiced-up tasers; devices that threw out a wire-connected dart and
zapped the recipient. | felt the sharp pain asit entered my chest and the flash threw everything into the
negativefor me. | didn't go over. Thejolt merdly burnt away any vestige of my remaining saf-contral. |
dropped the pack and the other items, and took two swift paces forwards. AD humans; so weak and
dow. | swatted him on the sde of hishead and hefell. The one to my right was only just opening his
mouth to yell awarning when | caught him by the throat, my thumb on hiswindpipe. Pressing with my
thumb and opening mysdlf, | became awell down which the energy field generated by complex molecular
chainsflowed. | drank of whét isthe very structure of time; thefield of life which encompasses where we
may travel, and delimitsit. The consequence of thiswas adisintegration of molecular bonds. The boy
became a steaming durry held up by rapidly dissolving skin and clothing. | released what remained of him
and shook dime from my hand before turning to his companion. Soon finished, | took up my acquisitions
and headed for my arriva point, feding fuller and more potent than | had afew minutes before, and less
humen.

"Haveyou fed wdll then, Marten?"

The voicethat issued out of the night possessed ajarring familiarity. | turned and saw someone standing
off to my right. He was unidentifiable in the darkness.

"Isthat my name?' | asked.
"Itis" sadthefigure.
"Then what isyour name?"

"Cal meHalack, if it suitsyou, or not. But listen first. Y ou only have afew minutes|eft here and there
arethings you should remember,” he said.

"| fed there are many things | should remember,” | replied.
The man sgquatted down in the darkness. | moved to go towards him but he held up his hand.

"No closer to me, Marten. | would hold onto the force of my life."



"What do you haveto tdl methen?'

"A brief story: In the year two hundred,” he gestured about himsdlf with his hand, "the twenty-eighth
century to these people, a creature was born that resembled humankind only in arough approximeation of
form. It was called Cowl and it was brilliant, insane, and horrifyingly dangerous. It built an organic time
machine that took it to the Nodus— the beginning of things— and there it tried to destroy the human
race, or rather supplant it with arace of copies of itself. In the processit shoved itself off mainlinetime
and we survived."

"Isthat al?" | asked contemptuoudly, but the surge of feding this brief story had elicited was strong
indeed.

"That isdl for the moment," said the man. "Y our time to depart is upon you, and | don't want to be here
when it comes.

| glanced & my watch; about aminute remained. When | looked up | felt that tugging at the inner core of
mewhich | identified with travel in time. The mysterious man was gone. | moved away from him to my
point of entry to this Earth. When the time on my watch reached precisely two hours, the Earth shifted
away fromme.

My new boots possessed agrip. | wouldn't have dipped over unless during an interspace shift. Anyway,
no footwear knowable would have kept me upright in such a situation. The spherewould not let me go
and its attraction dammed meflat every time. If only it had done the same for my belongings.

The sphere's surface is matt and without indentation or hole. | had acquired many items of comfort during
Earthward shifts only to lose them in interspace during some unknowable violent manoeuvre. Often | was
pinned to the surface like aman crucified, only to see food and water, blankets and stoves go hurtling
into grey space. | tried suction pads, epoxy glues, welding. But the sphere goesfrictionless on these
occasions. Nothing remained bar mysalf and, of course, thetor. | knew the name, but not what it was.

| didn't know how many shifts ago it appeared. Long enough for the human forearm that had appeared
withit, ripped off at the elbow, to rot away, and for the bonesto be flung awvay during a shift. Its
appearance was that of alarge coiled holly leaf fashioned of glass and bright metal and seemed a perilous
thing for someone to wear on their arm. It stuck to the surface of the sphere like aburr picked up on the
fur of ahugeanimal. | didn't know why. Thistime | decided to useit asan anchor point for my

belongings

After securing my belongings to the tor with the nylon climbing rope, | soread out the deeping bag and
st up the stove. It seemstoo prosaic to mention that | enjoyed my first cup of teaiin ... an age. | felt low
of course. The huge potency and euphorial had felt at draining the two boyswas gone asit ways went
as soon as my feet touched the black surface. | felt guilty aswell and tried to buck myself with the only
consolation | had, that is, should | kill adirect ancestor to mysdf in this manner I'll shove mysdf off the
main line and straight down the probability dope. Thiswould confine meto the past of alinewhere | was
never born and where time travel would beimpossible. | would end up at some point in an dternate
history and the sphere would be unable to draw me back ... | think.

Twelve hours. The manoeuvres were coming earlier and earlier. Luckily | was on my back with the
deeping bag underneath me when the cold wind hit. | felt it only momentarily before | was seemingly
encased ininvisible stedl. For asecond | felt victorious as | had managed to clasp the neck of the whisky
bottle at the last moment. Unfortunately the rest of the bottle was out of thefield and it smashed as| was
dammed back. | couldn't see the rest of my acquisitions. As| lay thereall | could see wasthe grey sky
swirling in mind-numbing patterns and the occasiond flicker of ablack shape. One of those black shapes



became digtinct as ahuman form before being swept away. Thiswasthefirst time | had seen thisand it
opened aworld of speculation. Was | being pursued? If so, why? And: do my pursuers know who | am?
Asthe sphere shifted | felt itsrage and itsjeal ous protectiveness of me. | dso heard the whispering
murmur that isthe nearest it comes to speech and, understanding none of it, was affected at aviscera
leve by it.

The manoeuvres lasted afurther twelve hours. After that time | was delighted to discover my rucksack
still secured to the tor. The stove was gone, al but one of the water bottles burst, and the crossbow
smashed, but | had enough | €ft to bring some comfort to my remaining hours before the next Earthward
shift. On the button, twenty-six hours later, that occurred.

| stood on the black surface and waited while the grey faded to cloud-scudded blue and that black
surface softened under me and became the wet sand of a beach. The gentle dap of waves encroached on
my hearing and the cdll of agull complemented my londiness. Behind me were mud diffs gradudly being
eroded by the sea. The presence of foss| belemnites and ammonitesin the nearby rocks informed me
that | had not gone too far back. When | walked to the head of the beach and inspected the flotsam and
jetsam, aspherica coke can with its hologram surface providing theillusion of afish svimming ingide,
showed me | must be somewhere and when in the late twenty-first century. | began to walk along the
beach, feding no inclination to go anywhere for supplies and definitely disnclined to encounter any
people. The hunger was growing in me with aarming rapidity even then. | did not think | would be ableto
control it in even the limited fashion | had before. | had gone only ameatter of paces when the woman
cdled to mefrom the cliff top.

"Marten!" she shouted, and | assumed she was calling to some child. "Marten! Wait, I'll come down to
you!"

She was calling to me— | could not deny this. Wasthat my name then? I'd heard it recently hadn't 1?1
waited for her, one part of me wanting to shout awarning to her, the other part of me avid for her
presence. Some distance up the beach she found a path down to me and then came jogging aong the
beach to me. Her black hair was cropped short around a face as sharp-featured and white as my own.
Her clothing had the look of an acceeration suit. She was not of this century. | held up my hand when
she was twenty pacesfrom me.

"Stay there. You are not safe,” | said, both glad and disappointed when she dowed to awalk. She was
puzzled and angry.

"None of usare safe. What happened? Did you useit?"

| could not fathom her question.

"Don't comeany closer. If you come closer | might kill you.”

"Hallack said you had it under control now," she told me, and continued walking towards me.
"Who areyou?' | asked.

"Belan, you know thét ... oh my god!"

Sheturned at the last moment, perhaps suddenly redlisng her danger, at least that iswhat | thought then.
Her turning to flee st me moving. Suddenly | wasjust ahunting anima. | brought her face downinthe
sand and closed my hand on the back of her neck.

"The beast, Marten! It'snot you! Try to remember!”



These cryptic words were curtailed by her screams. She was definitely from alater century — stronger
and more complex, her force was arich and varied thing. She took along timeto start coming apart, but
| was sure| was donewhen | finally got off her and stepped back, for her flesh was dewing from a
collapsing skeleton. However, she managed to crawl for acouple of yards making liquid gasps before
shefindly deliquesced. | couldn't figure her words as | walked on, and when | findly returned to the
gphereits muttering was louder and | found it difficult to remember.

Therewas atime, | know, when there was no communication. | siood on that black surface below the
iron sky and shifted and travelled. | fed often. | know this. Could it be that | am deluding mysdlf? Perhaps
| am not human. Perhaps humanity isasuperficia sheen | have acquired throughout my feedings? Why
then this attachment to the twenty-eighth century? This one question convinces methat | am human and
perhaps only lost that humanity for alittlewhile.

Seventeen shifts passed. The manoeuvres came sooner and sooner so that it seemed my feet only had to
touch the black surface and | would be dammed on my back for periods of ten to the full fifty hours.
Every Earth-shift | came through exhausted and hungry and | killed and fed. On the seventeenth shift the
sphere nearly lost me. For atime| was hurtling aone through limbo before it picked me up again and
dragged me on. After this shift | felt the hunger but possessed the will not to feed. Upon the sphere again

| saw that my belongings were gone. Thetor had been ripped away and lost during the same manoeuvres
that had nearly lost me my place. Of asudden | remembered the woman, shapes| had seenin the
greyness, people calling to me and trying to tell me something. Returning to me with dmost the force of
faith wasthat | was a prisoner and that once the opposite had applied. It wasin the dunes of adesertin
an age when craft like uprooted buildings tumbled through the sky that | re-encountered the truth.

"Marten, hereat last."

| turned and saw aman and awoman seated side by side on the dune-face nearby. He wore the robes of
aTurag and hiseyeswere piercing green. | knew him, and in that moment of knowing him | remembered
an al too brief conversation. She ... she wore something like an acceleration suit and dark cropped hair
framing afamiliar thin face. Seventeen shiftsago | had killed her: Belan. | looked to the man.

"Y ou spoke of Cowl," | said.

He gestured me closer. It seemed he was not afraid of me now. | moved closer trying to plumb that
familiarity of hisfestures. He gestured to the sand at hisfeet. Before sitting | glanced at Bellan. She smiled
at meand | felt ahand grasp my insides and squeeze. | needed no explanations of what had happened. |
have been travelling randomly in time long enough. In her existence she had yet to have thet fatdl
encounter.

"Aswe speak you will remember,” she said.

He said, "Without the tor there it does not have so close alink outside and will not have as much control
over you."

"What ... what are you talking about?'

"First another little story. Wetold each other such, quite often,” he said.
"Who areyou?' | asked.

"Y ou know my name."

"It isHalack, but that means | only know your name." | glanced at the woman. | dared not say that |



aready knew hers.
"l am Bellan," shetold me. | could not meet her eyes when she smiled again.

Hallack said, ™Y ou will remember ... now, | shal continue where | |€ft off. It has only been momentsfor
me ... Cowl's organic time machine, or complex time machine, took him way back to the Nodus at such
arae that he managed to overshoot it and thus remain partially inaccessible to hisenemies, i.e. therest of
humanity. Back there he took the young beast he had fashioned; a creature for which timewaslikethe air
to abird, acresture that hunted in time, a cresture that fished in time for prey. How to describe this
monster?' He looked to Bellan and shetook up his narrative.

"Origindly it was adistinct and describable creature, but it grew into something vast: landscapes of beadt,
awhole dternate occupied, Mandlebrotian endless feeding mouths and tendrils. On its back grow scales
like holly leaves of glassy metd that curl when they fall away into perilous bracelets. Who put these
braceetson can travel intime, usualy directly into the creature's mouths. Cowl sent theseitems uptime to
collect samplings of future humanity to seeif his efforts were succeeding. Theseitemswere cdled tors,
complex organic time machines in themsalves, scales from the back of the torbeast.”

| visualised this description and knew that | had indeed seen this cresture somewhere, somewhen. |
thought of the tor that had lain on the surface of the sphere.

"Why do you tell methis?' | said, gazing at each of them. "What connection do | have with this Cowl, or
with thistorbeast?"

Hereplied, "How do you kill acreature that travelsin and manipulates time by ingtinct? Y ou cannot.
Cowl isgone. He stsin an dternate from which he cannot travel, forever gnawing on hisown rage. The
beast was a danger to usal so welaid our plans and we sacrificed amillion livesto imprison it.”

"You sill have not told me."

"For fifty hours out of every fifty-two you are trapped on the surface of its prison. At onetime you were
itswarder, until it drew one of its own scaesto the surface, and until it began to speak to you,” said
Bdlan.

"I would befreeof it," | said, quickly.
"Itiswhy we are here," said Hallack.

"Weve been following you for along time. The beast feeds through you," she nodded at my sudden guilty
expression. "Meagre farefor it, but enough to empower its legps through time and keep it ahead of us,
and enough, should you feed it enough, for it eventudly to break from its prison.”

How could | tell her the true source of the sick guilt | felt?
Hallack pulled a cloth package from behind himsalf and unwrapped it. He reveded ator.

"Y ou must place this upon your arm. It isal we have. Our own machines are too dow and too crude. It
isironic that only with what it used to entrgp you may you escape.”

The sphere was below me; poised on the edge of theredl. | could hear amuttering. Perhaps| fooled
myself. Perhapsit wasredly adistant snarling. He rolled the tor down the dune-face to me.

"Put it on and shift to another time. Escapeit, Marten," said Hallack.



It wasthorned glass and silver; aperilous thing to dip onto my forearm. | took it up. It was heavy and it
cut my hands. The pain seemed distant. | gazed up at Hallack and Bellan. They were backing awvay up
the dune face. Behind them flowing iriseswere opening in the air asthey returned to their machines. | did
the tor over my right forearm. Skin pedled and flesh parted like earth before the plough. | groaned at the
sudden increase in pain as blood jetted from ditted arteries. The pain was intense, but it seemed to
promise something else. Very quickly the blood ceased to flow. | studied the thing. It was bonding to my
flesh, and the bones beneeth, just as| knew it would. Then the tor, parasitic form that it was, cleaned my
blood for me, scrubbed my mind, made me amore wholesome beast on which it could feed. And
memory returned likefaling wall.

Oh Halack my brother. Dear friend Bellan. Below me the muttering from the sphere became araging
scream. | shifted asit shifted Earthward and tried to snatch me up. Suddenly | wasfalling into the grey
abyss, through atunne of bones. Someone fell past me screaming my name, then the sphere wasfalling
upon me. | shifted sSideways and saw the Earth asthrough adistorting lens; its continents on fire. | felt
something groping for me, unable to find me, but well ableto find thetor. | shifted again and hurled
mysdlf for the world. All my will was concentrated on thisact. All itswill was exerted to hold me back.
Something had to give and what gave was my arm. | felt it snagp and tear, and | felt the tendon rip away
from somewhere insde my shoulder. Therewas no pain at first. | felt and heard its muttering and raging
asit receded from me, lost me, and | lay my head upon aflat rock while my arm sscump bled into the
meatted grassdl around.

"Marten!”

Hallack, my brother. | regained a delirious consciousness, watched him shooting some sort of weapon
into the air to scare-off a hunting smilodon. He bound my arm and talked al the while. He said how we
must move quickly to find Bellan, before her field loci went beyond the detection of hisown.

"The late twenty-firgt," | managed and he stared at mein apuzzled way. "That'swhere sheis.”
"How do you know, Marten?' he asked.
"Becausethat'swherel killed her."

Perhaps we can get there ... intime.

ABOUT "TIGER TIGER"

Honeg,, | didn't know of the Alfred Bester one of the same name until long after I'd written this (whichiis
surprising with the amount of SF I've read), but then probably Mr Bester was not thefirst to snitch those
two words asatitle, and | certainly won't bethelast. In this story the tigers camefirgt, then thetitle, and
it being an 'Owner' sory it seemed dmost inevitable that | had to put in that line from the poem at the
gart. The Owner islike the Old Testament God, who is, | Suppose, everyone's expression of the ultimate
power fantasy. And that's his appeal. No matter how libera or well-meaning any of usis, we want that
power, though many of uswould never admit that.

TIGER TIGER

"What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?"

A tiger had taken the orphan Jeledl Welder down by the Wishpool. Her blood speckled the Rhode's
dark green leaves and they found her soul, on its unbreskable slver chain, depending from itsroots.



Sapher found tracks near the pool and told their story to the villagers.

"It took her here while she washed Baum's shirts. Shefought it here and it dragged her to here and this
blood iswhereit bit her. It isarteria blood and thereis much of it. She probably died before it took her
deep into the Rhode and ate her," he said.

He was very matter of fact about it al and Tamsin felt sorrow for his brother. He knew how much
Sapher had loved Jeled. How intensely he had courted her. The villagers peered to the Rhode. The
dendronswerein flower and degp in them was all perfumed shadow.

"Thiscannot be," said Baum, the Elder, pointing the grey spade of hisbeard a Sgpher. "The Agreement.
He does not dlow this."

"The Agreement,” spat Sapher. He stabbed his spear into the earth to demonstrate how he felt about the
Agreament.

Baum continued, "1 know your thoughts on this, but there has to be some other explanation. 'Man must
not kill tiger and tiger will not kill man.' The Owner was very specific." Ashe mentioned the Owner, he
touched his pendant with hisforefinger then made the sign: hishand held out flat, pardld with the ground.

"The Agreement isjust that. It does not bind. What about Temron Drivetech? Hekilled atiger. Whoisto
say that tigers may not break the Agreement as did he? Perhapsthisistheir vengeance,” said Sapher.

"V engeance was done upon Temron," said Baum.

They adl nodded and remembered. After hissister had died of the ague Temron had denied the
Agreement and vehemently claimed that there could be no Owner. He had then, in the madness of his
grief, told the village that his sister would be buried in atiger-skin burid robe. He had killed atiger and
donethisthing; hissster wrapped in skin that was gill bloody. The following night Temron had

disappeared.

"Y ou say vengeance was done upon him. | saw no evidence of it. | saw only hisfootprints leading into
the Rhode. | saw only that heleft us," said Sapher.

"What Temron'sfate may have beenisirrdevant. What do we do now?' said Tamsin. Hewatched his
brother. He needed to hear this, though he did not want to.

"We go after thetiger and wekill it," said Sapher.
"I cannot alow that,” said Baum.

Sapher ignored him and turned to the villagers. "Who will come with me? Thismust be done. Too long
we have been bound by superdtition and fear. We are stronger and more cunning than thetigers. We
should rule here, asisright!”

Some stepped forwards, but others shook their heads and turned away — returned to the village. Ephis
came up and stood beside Tamsin.

"Y ou will go with him?" she asked, frightened that she might lose this newly found love.
"I mugt," said Tamsin, placing hishand againgt the Side of her face. "Heismy brother.”
"Thisismadness" she said. "The Owner will punish us”

"Y our father hasfaith so you must havefaith," he said.



She pushed hishand away. "Can you doubt the truth of the Agreement?’

He smiled at her. She waslike so many of the villagers, she never questioned the old teachings, never
wondered what might or might not be true. He loved her but sometimes her beliefs caused painful
argument. If only her father had not been Baum. This, he decided, was not the time for argument — his
brother needed him.

"l haveto go," hesaid.
She regarded him for along moment.

"Then| will gowithyou," shesad.

Though haf the village agreed to go with him, Sapher waslivid a the rest.

"Yes, crawl back to your huts and deep untroubled. When the tigers comein the night to eat you | will
laugh and climb atree to watch," he sneered at those who departed.

Amongst those who remained were Tamsin, Sapher and Ephis, Torril and Chand — husband and wife
who had away's been closest to Sapher, and who hunted with him all the time. The surprise members
were Baum and Ghort.

"My daughter isal | have now. | will comewith you. | will interferein noway. | will not stop you killing
thetiger, nor will | helpyou,” said Baum.

"l will come," said Ghort.

They dl looked around. The huge man was sitting on aboulder with hiselbow on hisknee and hischin
resting on the palm of his hand. He blinked blue eyes at them and said no more. That was the thing about
Ghort: no one noticed he was there until he let them know. When they did know they were again
awakened to the fact that this was the man who had lifted afalen cora ash from his hunting partner
Dorlis, and who had, at arun, carried Dorlis the ten kilometres back to the village. A vain rescue though,
for Dorlis had taken poison rather than spend the rest of hislife acripple.

"Why should you come?" asked Sapher, bitterness till in hisvoice. Tamsin glared at his brother, hoping
he would say no more. Ghort would be avalued member of such an expedition and must not be put off.

"l come because | wish to,” said Ghort.
"Y ou believein the Owner," said Sapher.
Ghort just regarded him with those blue eyes. Sgpher turned away in frustration.

"Very wel," he said after amoment. "Be back herein the hour. Y ou know what suppliesto bring, and if
any of you have accessto family wegpons you may bring them."

"Family wegpons?' said Baum, outraged.
Sapher glared at him and he desisted.

They wore the canvas trousers and jackets that were necessary for travelling deep into the Rhode. The
only family wesgpon brought to the hunt was the one Sapher carried: the Logisticson'sgun. Tamsin
alowed this even though the gun had been his assigned responsibility from hisfifteenth year. Sinceitslast
firing, in Taman'sgrandfather'stime, it took amonth of bright sunlight to get it up to eighty per cent of a



charge. It would take no more. That charge aso tended to bleed away during the hours of darkness. It
was al something to do with the flickering red lights on the side of the weapon, but Tamsin could not
decipher them — the manua had been lost four generations ago.

Torril and Chand brought their hunting bows and long knives, plusall the usua suppliesfor ahunt when
the prey were deer and swamp ek, not tigers. Tamsin was not skilled in the use of a bow, so he brought
his father's two spears — serviceable weapons with wide blades fashioned of ship metd; blades that
took agesto lose their edge and ages to sharpen again.

Ghort came with only one spear, but what a spear it was. The blade was two hands wide and aslong as
anorma man'sforearm. The Smith had taken monthsto cut the meta for it, from the old hull, and months
to sharpenit. It was Ghort'sreward for hisrescue of Dorlis, who killed himsdlf the day after the
presentation.

Ephis brought her crossbow with its quarrel s fashioned of Rhode wood. Her father, Baum, brought no
weapons at al. He brought the Agreement. Sapher looked set to explode when he saw this, instead, he
climbed arock to addressthem all.

"We have two hours|left until darkness," he said, then waited amoment until sure of al their atention
before continuing. "The tiger went east to the Ship. Wewill camp there for the night then useit asour
base while we hunt the beast down. The Plain of Landing is probably its main hunting ground.” He glared
at them dl belligerently, daring them to dispute hiswords.

"He cantdl an awful lot from afew tracks," Ephiswhispered to Tamsin. Tamsin glared at her, then
moved away from her to be closer to his brother.

"If wework together on thiswe should have the beast's skin within days. Wewill kill thistiger for Jded!"

Ashe said this he punched the air with the family gun. There came agrumbling response from the crowd
that could have meant anything.

Then avoice spoke up from the back. "Does Jeledl want you to kill atiger?’

For amoment there was absol ute slence, then heads turned to seek the source of that voice. Abruptly
the crowd parted and araggedy scarecrow of aman walked through.

"Owner save ud" exclaimed Baum, clutching the Agreement to his chest.

"That option he l&ft to you," said the man, then he held out his hand to Baum. "Now give me Jded's soul
pendant.”

"Who are you to make demands?" yelled Sapher, jumping down off his rock.

Tamsin moved up beside him and grabbed hisarm. "That's Temron: thetiger killer," he said, and this
news gtilled even Sapher.

They watched while Baum groped about in his pouch and eventudly came up with atangle of chainsand
pendants.

"That's old Nigella, and that's Dolic. Ah, here." He separated out a pendant, 'l see you've lost yours," he
said as he handed Jeledl's pendant acrossto Temron.

Temron smiled and closed hisfist around the object.



"l have been dead for eight years and now | am back,” he said.

At this there came a concerted muttering and most people moved back from him. All except one, Tamsin
noted. Ghort moved closer, hisexpression strangely intense.

Temron continued, "'l died out in the Rhode because | broke the Agreement. | died done and in pain, but
at least my pain was my own."

Temron raised hisfist and a voice spoke out that dl recognised. It was Jeled'svoice:

"Now, with what | know, | wonder if | should forgive him. | find that | cannot. Life was sweet and
seemed likely to become sweeter. | wasinnocent,” said the voice.

A woman wailed and fdl to her knees. The voice went on:
"Do not weep, mother. Y ou will bewith me again some day.”
"Who has donethis?' the woman shouted.

" Sapher did thisto me. He raped me, then he beat me and cut me with hisknives, then hetied rocksin
my dress and threw me into the Wishpool. Despite his beatings and his cuttings, | drowned in theend.”

"Y ou murderer!" Baum bellowed.
Tamsin wasturning to his brother when Sapher yelled.
"Nooo!"

An actinic flash burnt the air and asound like arock hitting atree trunk, opened it. Tamsin stlaggered
back with the smdll of burning flesh in hisnostrils. He saw Baum faling with smoke pouring from the
embered cavity of hischest. Hisbrother had fired the gun..

" Sgpher!”

Sapher turned the wegpon on Tamsain. Tamsin saw the look in his eyes and dived to one side. Behind him
he heard a scream. He rolled and ran into the Rhode. Fire behind him. Screams and chaos. His brother
had raped and murdered Jeledl. Tamsin ran in semidark until aroot tripped him and brought him to his
knees. He pulled himsdlf to atangle of trunks and tried to bite down on the tears that threatened. Had he
known this dready? He dared not entertain the thought. Distantly he heard shouting and the sounds of
people running. Then close to he heard something and moved as quietly as he could to observe.

It was Temron walking up a path through the Rhode. He seemed dmost to be gliding, moving faster
forward than his pace should actudly have taken him. He aso seemed somehow blurred. Behind him
Ghort was running to catch up. Temron turned when the big man was close.

Ghort staggered to ahat and rested hisweight on his spear. Temron seemed to be fading into the
background, or perhapsit was that another background was reaching out from somewhereto grab him
back. Abruptly he came back into focus and was no longer Temron. Dark hair turned white over athin
face. Dark eyesturned red, demonic. Canvas clothing transformed into something more like theinside of
amachine than attire for ahuman being. Around him, indefinable engines lurked at the limit of perception;
gathered and poised like a planetoid only moments before impact. Ghort sank down onto his hocks and
placed his spear on the path next to him. He kept his eyes down while he regained his breath. The entity
before him did not move. It just nailed him with its viper eyes. Eventually Ghort looked up.



"Owner," hesad. "Take mewith you."

The Owner'sreply came after a suitable pause. Tamsin felt that this pause was not for reflection. This
was agod after dll.

"Areyou wise, Ghort?' the Owner asked, and the voice had nuances of power. Hearing it, Tamsin
redised it might be possibleto kill with aword.

"l anwise" said Ghort.
"Ah," said the Owner. "Y et patienceisintegra to wisdom."

The Owner turned and things distorted somehow, asif he was attached to everything around him by
invishblethreads. For amoment Tamsin saw something vast — theinside of an iron cathedrd. Then the
Owner was gone and Ghort was bowed down with hisforehead in the dirt. Tamsin thought he might be

arying.

Tamsin waited amoment or two then moved over to the big man and stood next to him. Ghort abruptly
pulled himsdlf upright and brushed dirt from his forehead. He sighed, then abruptly turned and studied
Tamgn,

"You saw?' he asked.
"] saw, but I'm not surewhat | saw," said Tamdn.

"What you saw," said Ghort contemplatively. He went on, "What you saw was the Owner. Surely you
redisetha?"

"l don't believein gods or supernatural beings. Everything hasareason,” said Tamsin.

"Yes, youre sure of that,” said Ghort, observing him. "Y ou are very unusua in your attitudeto life.
Practically unique. It's probably why helet you see him.”

"Let me?'
"Don't believe for one moment that he wasn't aware of your presence,” said Ghort.

Tamsin closed his eyes and tried to straighten things out in the storm that was raging between hisears. "'l
do not believein gods or supernatura beings,”" he said stubbornly. He opened his eyeswhen Ghort's
hand clamped on his shoulder.

"Heisnot agod nor asupernatura being, Tamain. What heisis aten thousand year old man with the
power of agod and command of atechnology that seems amost supernaturd.”

Tamsn suddenly felt very cam asthings began to click into place.
"We... we knew more," he said.

"Yes, you did," replied Ghort.

"Who then, areyou?' Tamsin asked.

Ghort dipped his hand from Tamsin's shoulder and cupped Tamsin's soul pendant in hispam. His
expression was dmost wigtful.



"These are your blessing, for you will never die. For the very same reasonsthey are my curse. Y ou have
believed that your souls are kept safe in your pendant after you die until the time that they transmigrateto
heaven. How much truth can you stand, Tamsn?"

"All of it. Only truth isimportant.”

"Very well. You are recorded to your pendant and when you die that recording is transmitted to the
Owner's database. Y ou essentialy become part of him; avery smal part of animmensdy powerful mind.
With me that does not happen. | am my pendant and there is no transmission. | have died and wokenina
crib moretimesthan | care to remember.”

Tamsnwasslent for along moment.

"I do not understand dl your words," he said, "but | will. Now we must return to the Wishpoal to find out
what has happened. Then | think we must pursue my brother.” He paused then pulled his pendant from
Ghort's hand. Ghort dropped his hand to hisside. Tamsin went on, "Would the Owner accept the soul of
amurderer?'

Ghort said, "Oh yes, he accepts dl information.”

Baum, Torril, and three otherslay dead. By the time Ghort and Tamsin had reached the pool the corpses
had been laid out side by side and their pendants removed. Chand wept over the body of her husband
and Ephis sat by her father. Tamsin wondered what comfort the truth would be to them. Most love, he
realised, issdfish, and al they knew was that who they loved was gone. Tamsin walked over to Chester,
who was now village elder.

"What of my brother?' he asked.
Chester glanced up, amass of pendants clutched in his hand.

"Y our brother? Y our brother ran into the Rhode when no more charge remained in the weapon. A
wegpon that was your respongbility, Tamsin Logisticson.”

"l will getit back," said Tamsin.

"Best you do that, boy, but before you do, go take alook at the corpse on the end there. Perhaps sight
of it will giffenyour snews."

It was Jeled. Tamsin could only fed horror and bewilderment at what Sepher had doneto her. A fast
anger and faster knife he could understand. What had been done to Jeledl had taken time. He stepped
back and gazed around at the villagers. Many of them were walking around with stunned expressions,
and leaden movement. He turned to Ghort.

"My brother must be found. Will you come with me?"

Ghort nodded as he surveyed the scene. "'I'll come, but Tamsain, what will you do when you find your
brother?'

"I don't know yet. But he must never come back.”
They set out just asit was becoming dark, into the perfumed undershadows of the Rhode.
"We could wait until morning, but daylight ismy brother'sfriend.”



The sted eye of the moon provided enough silvery light to make travelling apossibility. In an hour they
had reached the edge of the Rhode and were gazing out across the Plain of Landing.

"You surethisisright?' asked Ghort.

Tamsinsaid, "I am not the tracker my brother is, but | would guess he has headed for the Ship. The place
has aways held an attraction for him. Tell me, were you on that ship?'

"I was not. Y ou people had been here sometimewhen | arrived.”
"Where did you come from?"

"Another world, originaly. The Great Ship at thelast." Ghort pointed to the moon as he said thisand
Tamsin wondered what he might mean. He knew about other worlds. The teaching was that they had
come from another world to this one— aworld that was owned. The Owner had agreed to let them stay
under certain terms. Thus the Agreement had been made. But the Great Ship? What was that? It seemed
now that everything Ghort said raised another question.

"Wasthe Great Ship like ours? Tell me about it,” he said, and while they travelled, Ghort did that thing.

Thelong grasses of the plain rustled al around them in the night breezes. They heard the coughing growl
of atiger in the night, but it was not a sound that held any fear for them. Tigerswill not attack men. It was
written. An hour'stravelling brought the Ship within Sght; abroken shell of metd lying at the end of the
gully it had cut many centuries ago. They stopped and crouched down.

"Let usmove quietly now," said Tamsin. He had heard enough for awnhile. His head fdlt bloated with
words, with confirmations and denids. He understood that what was religion to hisfelowswas just
historical fact. He understood that the Agreement wasred, but that worship was ingppropriate. Much
more he had yet to sort out in hismind. He glanced a Ghort, but the big man was |ooking away from
him. He was staring back the way they had come. Tamsin followed the direction of his gaze.

Thetiger sat on itshaunches withitstail flicking. Its eyeswere slver stars and moonlight glinted on the
moisture on itsfur. It was magnificent; afull grown adult inits prime, easily capable of snapping aman's
spine with one swipe of its paw.

"Would Sepher have gone up againg him," said Tamsin, surprised at his own bitterness.

"Perhaps— heissck enough,” said Ghort, and asif hiswords were an acknowledgement and a
dismissa. Thetiger growled then did into the shadows. They listened to its hissing progress as it passed
them and went deeper into the grasses. The silence that followed was broken only when Tamsin signalled
that they should movein. Thisthey quickly did.

The Ship was grey meta upon alattice of white metd struts. It lay like a scattering of the broken eggs of
sometitanic bird. Monaliths of hull meta rose out of the ground. Skeletd |attice glinted in the moonlight
where hull meta had been stripped away. Thiswasdl that remained. The contents of the ship had either
been taken out over the centuries or decayed to dust. Grasses grew inside the shell and vines crept up
the dick metal. With geologic downess nature reclaimed what had been taken fromiit.

Tamsin held his spear in readiness but did not know how he would react should he encounter his brother.
They moved into the shadows cast by the ancient hull then split to search the length of the ship. Soon they
returned to the centre.

"| felt sure hewould come here," said Tamsin. "It'swhere he dways ran when we were children. It's



where he hid when he did something wrong."

"It iswhere he cameto do wrong aswell,” said Ghort.

"What do you mean?' asked Tamdin.

Ghort gestured for him to follow and led him to the part of the ship he had searched.

"There" he sad, pointing to ashape lying below mounded vines cregping up asection of hull. Tamsin
stepped closer and saw that atiger lay there. It was dead. Half its head burnt away.

"Isthat the ... " Tamsn trailed off as Ghort shook his head.

"It's not the one we saw. Thisoneisyounger, and afemale. It seemsyour brother did not empty the
charge of the gun back there."

"But why kill it?" asked Tamgn. "Hekilled Jded, not thistiger."

Ghort nodded then pointed. Tamsin turned to see thetiger they had first seen, standing close by and
watching them. It shook its head and let go a short coughing growl. It turned away, paused, and then
looked back at them.

"| think we should follow it, don't you," said Ghort.
"Why should we do that?' Tamsin asked.

Ghort pointed to the horizon, which was now made distinct by an orange glow. The steel moon was now
at its zenith and the same glow etched one Side of it. Sunrise wasimminent.

"In very little time Sapher will again be armed. We must find him quickly. We must end this."
"You dill have not explained why we should follow thistiger,” sad Tamsn.

"Becauseit will lead usto Sapher," said Ghort.

"Why should it do that?" asked Tamsin.

"Tigersdon't behave likethis. | think the Owner still has an interest here," Ghort replied.
Tamsain fet his ssomach lurch: the things he had seen this night, the things he had been told.
"Y ou would know. Y ou've had plenty of timeto observe them,” he said.

"That | have," replied Ghort. "That | have."

Thetiger led them away from the ship and dong trails beaten through the grass. The sun broke the
horizon and leached colour back into the world. Thetiger's coat was gold and snow and its eyes pure
topaz each time it looked back at them. Asthe sun cleared the horizon they heard movement in the
grassesdl around them. Thetiger brought them to a clearing beaten down in the grass. In this clearing
tigers patrolled. Tamsin had never seen so many together. In the centre of the clearing lay aboulder of
grey meta laced with golden pipes and strange cooling veins.

"Piece of ajump engine," said Ghort.

Only because of what he had been told in the last hour did Tamsin understand what Ghort meant. He
acknowledged this additiona information, but could not relate it to any redlity he knew. His attention



focused on thetigers, and then on the figure crouching on top of the artefact.

Sapher was naked and there was blood al over him. Keeping awary eye on thetigers, which in turn
completely ignored him, Tamsin waked towards his brother. He saw that Sapher had the gun next to him
catching the rays of the early sun. Heraised his spear to his shoulder, not sure what he would do next.

"Have you cometo kill me, Tamsin?' said Sapher. "Pleasetry.”
Tamsin halted and lowered his spear.
"Why, Sepher? Why did you do it?" he asked.

"Because | did not know right from wrong. Because | had no empathy. Because | wasinsane, brother,"
said Sepher, and ashe said it helooked at the gun next to him.

"] don't understand,” said Tamsin.
Sapher looked up.

"You saw thetiger?' he asked, then after Tamsin nodded he continued, "We can kill each other with
impunity and it isfor usto decideif it'sacrimeor not. Thetigersare his, though, and if wekill themwe
will be punished."

"What isyour punishment to be?' asked Ghort, from beside Tamsin.

Sapher glanced at the big man and Tamsin saw that there were tearsin his brother's eyes.
"Be?' said Sgpher. "I've aready been punished.”

"A whipping, isthat enough?' asked Tamsin, hisanger growing.

Sapher stared at him.

"No, brother, | stripped mysalf and ran through the grass naked so it would cut and flail me. | wanted the
pain, brother, but it was not enough. The Owner's punishments are more subtle and more powerful than
that.”

"What was your punishment?' Tamsn asked.
"Sanity," Sapher replied, and picked up the gun.

Tamsin threw his spear. There was aflash of light and that spear turned to ash. Its blade fell red hot out
of theair to clang againgt the base of the artefact and there set asmdll fire. For amoment Tamsin thought
Sapher had shot his spear out of the air. He had not. The gun was pointed off to one side.

"Too easy," said Sgpher, then he put the gun up againgt his own face and pulled the trigger.

Tamsin ran to hisbrother as he fell to the ground. Sapher lay in the grass gasping in agony. Hisface was
burned down to the bone. He had not waited long enough and there had not been sufficient chargein the
gun. Tamsin hated then turned to Ghort.

"Please” wasdl hesad.
Ghort drove hiswide-bladed spear into Sapher's chest, and ended it.



All but one of thetigers did off into the grasses the moment Sapher died. Thetiger that remained wasthe
onethat had led them to the clearing. How could it have been any other? It watched them while they dug
aholewith Ghort's spear and placed Sapher init. It watched them while they filled it in, then it moved
towards them when they were ready to return to the village.

"Isthat it now?" said Ghort. "Have you finished?"

Theair distorted and emitted alow plangent groan. In place of the tiger now stood the shape of Temron.
"I'm never finished,” said the Owner.

Tamsin stepped forward. He held the gun at hisside.

"Why are we lessthan animalsto you?' he asked.

The Owner regarded him, eyes changing to red now, face dewing and blurring and changing.

"We have an agreement,” he said.

Tamsin fought hisanger. Hed just asked the question one might ask of agod. The Owner was not agod.
He had to remember that. He glanced aside as Ghort stepped forward.

"I'm ready now," said the big man.

The Owner nodded and gestured for him to come forward. Ghort did so. The Owner reached out and
took hold of his pendant, pulling and snapping the chain. Ghort sagged, sank to his knees, then with a
sgh hefdl over onto hisside. Tamsin moved closer. Hisbrother had killed himsdlf because of this...
man. He knew that the Ghort he knew was now dead. He had the gun. It was charged ... But he knew
that was wrong. He knew that he didn't understand anywhere near enough.

"He was Ghort — quiet and dependable and distant ... yet he told me he has lived many lives. Who was
re?l

With Ghort's pendant clutched in hisright hand the Owner carefully studied Tamain.
"He was afoolish man who served me badly. Now heisawise man who will serve mewdl," he said.

Tamsin closed his eyes. Quite ddiberately he raised the gun then shoved it into his belt pouch. He said,
"You arered and now everything has changed. How can | be a peace? How can | just livethelifel
have dwayslived?'

"My answer should bethat it is not for me to answer you. But you are somewhat unique, Tamsin. | can
giveyou moreif youwish it. Most people don't. Most people lack the imagination to see beyond the
ampleact of living. Would you serve me, Taman?'

"Yes, | would."
"Thenfirgt, Tamsin, you must learn wisdom and the patience that isintegrd to it."

Tamsn felt his soul pendant grow hot againgt his chest, then dowly begin to cool. He pressed the pam of
his hand againgt it and tried not to be frightened of what he knew it meant. Asthe air around him
distorted and the immensity behind reached out to pull him back the Owner spoke again.

"Raiseyour people up, Tamsin," he said.



Tamsin knew that he would, and that he had more than onelifetimein which to do so.

ABOUT "THE GURNARD"

| haveto say thisis one of my favorite stories and surprise surprise herel am again having ago at
religion, getting wrapped up in aweird planetary ecology involving anasty paradite, and liberdly
gprinkling it dl with some gratuitous violence. This story was another casudty of Tanjen folding, for
Anthony had gtarted his own magazine caled Night Dreams in which he published thefirgt hdf of thisin
'96. The mag did not last long enough for anyone to see the second half. However, in '98 Graeme Hurry
came to the rescue and published the complete story in Kimota.

THE GURNARD

Either sde of the door to this church of the Fish, two iron-scaled creations gaze down from posts of
heather wood. They are representationa of Gurnards only in that they are readily identifiable asfish.
Church artisans, like the Clergy, have never dlowed anything so irrdlevant asfact to get in the way of
their cdling.

Ontheiron scaling of the door itself, Sirus Beck knocked with the butt of his gun, then holstered the
wegpon. Whilst waiting impatiently, he gazed out at hills like pregnant seds below the fdling box of the
moon. Beyond the hills, snow-clad mountains faded into green sky and could be mistaken for cloud.
Thereflowed the Changing Waters. He knew thisjust as he knew so much e se about the Church, for his
teachers had driven it into him with aleather strap. 1t was his conceit that he would have fled this place
even without the fedl of the strap across his back. At an early age, he had learnt to read, and absorbed
much from the church library that the other acolytes had missed. It was his conceit that he had left
because he had not been stupid enough to believe, and he had not expected to come back. Returning his
attention to the nearby hills, he noted aflock of sheep flowing across the land, and dropped ahand to the
butt of his gun before turning a the sound of the view-hatch grating open.

"Yes?" asked the belligerent face beyond the grid of thick wires.

Beck recalled that someone had ordered the grid fixed there after a sheep had knocked on the door then
ripped off the face of the acolyte who had opened the hatch. This sort of thing often happened.

"l am summoned,” said Beck, not trying too hard to hide hisirritation.
"Hah!" cametheinformed reply.

When there was no further reaction, Beck felt theimpetus build. It frightened him. If thisfool did not let
him in on request, he would have to attempt bribery, or scale the lichenouswall, or pick thelock. The
only other option would have him throwing himsdlf againgt the door and clawing at theiron.

"Will you let mein or will you explain to the Wife of Ovenswhy you turned away aBaptiser?"

That brought afrown to the bristly visage and Beck then saw, by the broken teeth and scars, that this
man had aready run contrary to Church law.

"Y ou know what'll happenif you'relying?"

Beck nodded. Of course he knew. He did not want them to seal him in adrowning jar, but he had been
summoned. Choice did not comeinto it, for the voice of the Gurnard had spoken to him on acellular
level and he did not have the knowledge to resist it. Bolts and latches clacked and rattled inside before
the door was quickly drawn open. Scarface stood there in stiffened hide armour, a crossbow across his



arm, cocked and |oaded with abarbed quarrdl. With a glance over his shoulder, Beck quickly stepped
insde.

Theindde of the church was dl dank stone across which biolights crept in search of the bladders of
blood that were hung to feed them, and as a consequence of that nourishment, the glow of the
genfactored creatureswasred. The aga life coating the floor in patterns as of frost on awindow, was
scuffed by the passage of many feet, but till regrowing in placesit al but concedled the mosaics. Onthe
ceiling these mosaics were clear behind trand ucent stone. They depicted strange hoofed animalswith
woolly pelts, thelike of which Beck had never before seen — though their heads were smilar to those of
sheep. Other just as unlikely herd beasts crowded the celling along with birds and fishes, plants, insects.
The doctrine of the Church had it that these were creatures of Earth. And asreal , thought Beck.

"Come with me," said Scarface, and led Beck down corridors he remembered from what he considered
the most grey and miserable time of hislife. Asan orphan he had not been given any choices. As one of
the Trindar Becks he had fled before they broke hiswill. Scarface led him into an areato one sde of the
entrance hall. He wanted to go straight ahead and down as he was impelled to do, but the pressure
wasn't so bad now he was inside the church and he could handle a detour or two. He immediately
recognised the door he was brought before. Often he had stood outside it shivering with fear and anger.
Scarface knocked and opened the door.

"We have one herewho cdaims heis summoned,”" Scarface said.

"Sirus Beck," said Morage, looking up from the paperwork on his desk. Beck stepped past scarface into
the office and the door was closed behind him. He walked to the desk, pulled out achair and sat.

"| did not giveyou leaveto St."
"l don't redly care."

Morage glared at him. He has not changed so much, thought Beck. After ten years his beard was
greyer and hisred robes faded, but the man's eyes were still the maiciousfocus of hisface. Morage
enjoyed power — enjoyed meting out punishments.

"| could have you besten and hung from thewals.”
"Y ou would do that to a Baptiser?

Beck tried not to smile. He knew enough about Church structure and doctrine to know that, asa
summoned Baptiser, he was the province of the Wife of Ovens only, not the Inquisition of the Church.
Should Morage seek to exert authority over him herisked his own drowning jar. Thinking on this, Beck's
gaze strayed to the corner of the room where asphericd glassjar ametrein diameter contained the
remains of Morage's predecessor. The man was naked, hiswriststied to hisankles, his head lodged
between hisknees, his skin bluish and his eyes sunken away — the preservative he had been drowned in
not being sufficient to prevent al decay. Baptiser or not, it wouldn't do to push Morage too far. Beck
stood.

"l think it best | seethe Wife," he said.
Morage sat back. "What proof do we have that you are summoned?"

He's starting to play, though Beck. | should have been more circumspect, ™Y ou know the proof as
well asl."

"Y es, but perhaps before you are brought to the chamber | should hold you for awhile. It would be easy



for apotentia assassin to claim to be summoned ... "

Beck felt a sudden surge of anger and fear. Petty — that was Morage. Beck rested a hand on the buitt of
his holstered gun and leant across the desk.

"A lot of years have passed, Morage, but | haven't forgotten you,” he said.

Morage glanced at the gun. He obvioudy had not seen it until then, and just as obvioudy the doorman
would bein for abesting for not relieving Beck of thisweapon. Morage tried to sneer ashe waved his
hand at Beck.

"GototheWife'" hesad. "l havenotimefor this."

Beck went, the anger and fear dewing away as he was once again on course, and being replaced by faint
amusement in that the gun made it even more likely he was an assassin. Even then he could fed the
presence of the Gurnard in hisemotions. In amoment he was on amain corridor leading into the centre
of the church where the Wife of Ovenstended her fires. Already he could fed theincreasein warmth and
amell from flames of marsh gas. And as he walked the impetus took hold of him, drove him. Hewas
vagudly aware that he was accompanied as the corridor he followed dropped down into the earth by
sections of stairway, each marked by decorous drowning jars. At the end of the corridor he entered the
huge central chamber, hot from the mouths of the ovens set in the walls. At the centre of thisroom, ona
pedestal of heather wood decorated with sheep skulls, rested awide glass pot, big enough to bathein,
and containing water the colour of bilge from an iron boat. Beck ran across the crumbling floor and thrust
his hand into the pot. Something moved there. Spines entered hisfingers and fire travelled up hisarm. He
vaguely noted two of the Clergy moving quickly forward to prevent him spilling the pot as he pulled

avay.
"Hewill havevisons" somebody said.

"Of that | have no doubt. The chemistry iscomplex enough,” said someone with an accent he did not
know. He looked around asthefire hit his neck and branded the side of hisface. The Wife of Ovens
stood there in her robes and ceremonial apron. Next to her stood a creature with black skin, white hair,
and blue eyes, and the strangest clothing. Ashefell, Beck thought that the visions had aready begun.

On Earth sheep eat grass and gurnards are the most unassuming of fish. In Nuremar, the day before a
Baptiser'sarriva at the church, afamily was massacred by sheep, and in ahundred churches people
prostrated themselves before pots of dirty water. Erlin considered these facts, recorded them, and made
no comment. In achurch of the Fish it was best to make no comments about anything— to remain the
detached observer. When first she was shown to her room she thanked her escort and smiled, ignoring
the threat of the empty drowning jar in the corner. She was here to observe and to study, not to judge.

"So anyone could be chosen to be a Baptiser?' she asked.

The Wife of Ovens, in her voluminous robes draped with a thousand amulets, and her thick hide
ceremonid apron, nodded sagely and smiled her satisfaction. Erlin thought she looked precisdly likea
female Buddha; hugely fat, bald, and smug.

"Y es child, even you could be chosen.”

Erlin turned away for amoment in an attempt to keep her expression serious. Here, the Wife was very
old — saventy years solstan. Erlin, being amember of the human Polity and acitizen of Earth, had access
to technology of acivilization that now spanned one tenth of the galaxy. She was two hundred and thirty
years old and was determined to live forever, barring accidents.



"Yetit would seem,” she said, "that no Northerners or idand people are chosen.”
The Wife showed atouch of annoyance. "That is so, but they could be chosen at any time.”

Erlin nodded, her expression showing nothing but gratitude a having things so clearly explained to her. Of
course she could have pushed it. She could have mentioned that in the entire history of this church no-one
had been chosen who had not spent sometimeliving in this building, eating the food, drinking the water.
The same rule gpplied to every church of the Fish. Erlinirradiated her food and drink before ingesting it.
She had no wish to get religion.

" S0, please tell me again what now happenswith this Sirus Beck.”

"Sirus Beck will carry out the task charged to him by our Lord. Hewill carry the Holy Fish to the
mountains of the Waters of Change. There he will baptise the Fish in each spring asin the birth. The Fish,
meanwhile, will be reborn herein the new year, two days before the drinking of the Eucharist.”

"Does anyone travel with him to the Waters of Change?’
"No, thisisnot alowed."

"What about the sheep?”

"The sheep will not attack a Baptiser.”

There, thought Erlin, another dead giveaway. I'll have to get asample of that new year's Euchari<.
Loaded, sureto be. No coincidence ether that the springs called the Waters of Change feed into every
damned river on this continent. Erlin wondered how the Clergy got past the fact that each of the hundred
or so churches had its own fish and its own new year.

Sirus Beck saw the grey shapes of Gurnardsin deep pools and in rivers and streams blunt-nosed againgt
the current. He felt their power — the power of God in them, and he hated it, hated that he could not
resst it. He saw sheep upon the hill feeding on bloody human flesh and the box moon opened and spilt
writhing worms across the land. He saw hisworld and every part of it he saw was |oaded with deep
significance. The tangled branches of heather trees spelled out the glyphs of asecret language. A sugar
dog defecating behind arock was asign from God, its every pant aholistic representation of the turning
of the world. There was glory and there was terror. Beck, in some deeply buried and logical part of
himsdlf, thought it all too ridiculous. If thiswas holiness he wanted none of it. If there was a God then he
should mind his own business. The resentment of that thought gave him pain, and the pain woke him.

Thisisthe most comfortable bed | have ever slept in, thought Beck. The mattress was soft. Hewas
between clean sheets and heavy scented blankets were layered above him. He was warm and dry and he
did not want to move, until something prodded him to move and hefelt astinging in hisfingers. Thisis
how it will be, heredised. For therest of hislife this prodding would move him on as soon as he got
comfortable. Like every Baptiser before him hewould die an old man trying to get to that one last spring.
It was one of the inconsistenciesthat had destroyed hisfaith — that the Gurnard was reborn even before
itdied.

"You are awvake," said the Wife of Ovens.

Beck opened his eyes and gazed at the bulky shape standing at the foot of hisbed. She smiled at him
beatifically. He wanted to strangle her, but even a Baptiser would not get away with that. He glanced to

one sde of her, at the dim dark-skinned woman he had seen earlier. What was she? Some freak from
the idands brought to entertain the Wife? Her clothes, he noted, were very clean and looked expensive.



In fact he did not recognise the grey and orange materia of her coveral. He sat up.

"Yes, I'm awake, and soon | have to be moving.”

"Of course. That ishow it must be," said the Wife.

"Yegh. Who'sthis?'

The Wife gestured with one pudgy beringed hand. "This, Baptiser, is Erlin Tazer Three Indomid.”
"What kind of nameisthat?'

"Itisthekind of name they give people from Earth.”

"l must prepare the way for you. Dress yoursdlf, Baptiser, then come at once to the tank room. The
Gurnard awaits"

The Wife swept out of the room, gesturing for the purported Earther to go with her. To Beck it looked as
if Erlin wanted to say or do something else, but she went with the Wife. That was aways the safest move.
Beck got out of bed and washed himself with the water and soap provided, before ingpecting the
well-made travelling clothes that had aso been provided. It would not do for a Baptiser to be seenin the
clothes of acommon tramp. Beck was glad to see that his belongings, other than his clothes, had not
been discarded. He il retained his pack and his gun. Opening the weapon to check it over, he saw that
all three shellswerein placein their chambers. He would be safe from sheep yet. As he dressed there
came asharp knock at the door and the woman, Erlin, quickly stepped into the room. She had some
srange ingtrument in her hand. Holding apair of sheep-hide trousers before his genitashe glared at her.

"I'm adoctor,” shesaid quickly. "I need ablood sample.”
Beck eyed the instrument.

"Then give oneyoursdf,” hesaid.

"Pleasg, it's very important.”

"Yeah, youreright, my blood is"

She stepped toward him and he quickly stepped back.

"I bet the Wife of Ovens doesn't know you're here," he said, and it was athreat. Erlin frowned at him
then pocketed the instrument she had been holding. Beck peered with curiogity at the pocket she had put
itin, a the cloth, theway it sedled, at the rest of her coverdl. It waslike nothing he had ever seen before.
Sowas she.

"Areyou redly from Earth?'

"es"

"Turn around.”

She looked askance at him. He nodded down &t the trousers he was holding.

" am adoctor you know."



"That gives you no rightsto my body, now turn around or get out.”
Erlin turned and Beck finished dressing himsdlf.
"Now why should you want ablood sample?" he asked.

Erlinwasindecisve. "They say you were an acolyte, but that you ran away, that you are a heretic and
unbeliever.”

"They say right," said Beck with some viciousness.
"How doesit fed then to come back as a Baptiser?'
"It fedslikeHdl."

"How do you reconcile your — "

There came arapping on the door before it was suddenly opened. Morage stepped into the room with a
sneering grin on hisface. Behind him came two priests obvioudy selected for their size rather than their

piety.
"The Wife of Ovens awaitsyou, Sirus Beck. It would be better if you followed your caling willingly."

It wasamild dig. Morage's attention was on Erlin rather than Beck. Beck stooped and took up his pack.
He caught Erlin by the arm. "The Wife awaits the both of us, asit happens.” Heled Erlin past Morage
and histwo thugs.

"Wait," said Morage, angry, but unsure.

Beck turned and addressed the two thugs. | am a Baptiser. Do you seek to delay me?' When this
elicited no response he hurried Erlin down the corridor.

"Damnit, stop. Stop them,” Morage hissed, but the two thugs were too confused and scared to take any
precipitate action.

"I never did like that one," said Erlin, once Morage was out of sight. " Something sneaky about him."

"Morageisathief and asadist. He dtrips the acolytes of their persond effects when they join the Church
and he has been responsible for the deaths of many.”

"TheWifedlowsthis?'

"He would have taken you for religious counsdlling. Y ou would have been stripped of your belongings
and part of your skin before the Wife found out. She would have forgiven him hisfervour. Why are you
here, Earther?’

"l canlook after mysdf,” sad Erlin, avoiding his question.

"Then do so!" he snapped, and |eft her as he took the most direct route to the tank room.

They sang hymnswhile Srustook up the smdl carry-pot containing his unwel come companion for the
rest of hislife. The tempo of the singing changed as he walked to the door and he knew, that once the
door was closed, the rest of the day would be spent in sermonising, for most of the Clergy anyway.
There was one there, crouched coughing up blood in a corner, who would not make it through the day,
let doneto the new year's Eucharist. Not that the foul water of the new Gurnard would have saved him.



Something had died inside him, too deeply imbedded to be gected as was usua, and the smell of degath
was on his breath.

Asthe outer iron-scaled doors of the church closed behind him, Beck lengthened his stride. It wasn't so
bad really. The pot was not too heavy and wherever he went people would give him food and lodging for
free. Some would resent it and others would make him welcome, but no one would dare refuse. He
gazed at the hills, and a the mountains beyond, and strode on into his new life. Hanging at hisleft Sde,
under hisleft arm, the Gurnard swirled in its opague water reminding him that it was not hislife. There
were no more choices.

The church was out of sght and he was following anarrow path through aforest of heather trees sprung
up through ground covered with blanket fungus, when afamiliar voice caled to him.

"May | joinyou for alittleway, Srus Beck?'

Erlin came toward him through the trees, her boots sinking into the blanket fungus. She had come
prepared, carrying alarge pack and wearing arain cape. There aso appeared to be some kind of
weapon holstered at her hip. She was regarding the pot hanging at his side, not even trying to hide her
fascination.

"You redisethat if the Inquisition find out you are with me you'll end up in adrowning jar?" he asked.
"Yes, | redisethat, but | don't know why."

Beck continued walking and Erlinfell inat hissde.

"Neither do I," said Beck. "But then the Church has many rulesthat make no sense”

"Y et here you are, a Baptiser, carrying aHoly Gurnard to the Waters of Change."

"If I had a choice this pot would be smashed on the ground and | would be going my own way." And
even ashesaid it hefdt agtab of painin hisguts. It was dangerous even to think like that. Therewasa
long silence between them, which Erlin eventually broke.

"Y ou wanted to know why | wanted a blood sample?' she said.

"Yes, | did."

"l have an interest in parasites, and | have come here to study them.”

Beck looked at her. The only parasites he knew anything about were sheep ticks.

Erlinwent on, "Thereis aparasite here with avery strangelife-cycle. Its eggs hatch out in the mountain
springs”

"] don't seetherdevance.

"Well, parasites have dl sorts of strange strategiesfor surviva, breeding ... sometimes they use more than
one hogt, though | don't think this one does. Ther€'s one on earth that actualy getsinto an ant, makesthe
ant climb to the top of ablade of grass and there cling on until a passing sheep egtsit. The sheepiisits
next host you see—"

"On Earth sheep ext ants?"

"No, grass."



Beck snorted hisdisbelief. "If you're not going to tell me why you want ablood sample, just say 0. |
don't need this bullshit. | had enough of it in the Church.”

"No, redly, I'm not lying."

Just then there came a coughing snort from the shade of the heather trees. Thiswasfollowed by alow
moan and araspy panting. Erlin pulled her weapon from its holster and looked around carefully. Beck
glanced with idle curiosity at little flashing red lights on the gun. After amoment he said, "No need to
worry yet. That's only asugar dog. Save your worrying for when we get beyond the trees. It's flockland
there" To himsdf he muttered, "Grassindeed.”

The sugar dog came out of thetreesfar to their right, paralleling their course. Erlin sared at it in
fascination, took adevice from one of her pockets and pointed it at the creature.

"Wheat are you doing?'
"Recording images of it."

Beck studied the glinting little device she hdd. It wasjust the kind of thing Morage would liketo stedl.
How it must burn him that she had escaped him.

"Why?' he asked her.
"I've never seen one before. It looks like a cross between a bloodhound and a bull frog."

The wordswere familiar to Beck, but not in that combination. Bull he knew as aword for untruth, just as
he knew of thelittle black frogsthat lived in the southern swamps, that *hound' was another word for
dog, and that 'blood’ was red in his veins and green in the tranducent flesh of sugar dogs. So much was
different about Earth. Perhapsif he had not been so wrapped up in his own concerns he would have
been fascinated by this. Perhaps she hadn't been lying about the sheep.

The sugar dog huffed and wuffled through the leaves near them asthey followed the trail, then it moved
away to the West. In the distance, on the faces of the hills, flocks of sheep could be seen hunting, but
they were no danger to sugar dogs. Sugar dogs were as poi sonous as the plants they ate.

"Do you know why they are called sugar dogs?* Erlin asked.
"Becausethey like sweets," said Beck.

"Sugar killsthem though.”

"Yes, it dso killsanyone caught feeding it to them.”

Erlin waited for an explanation.

Hetold her, "They are protected by Church and civil law. Anyone caught feeding any form of sugar to a
sugar dog is executed by posting.”

"Poging?'
"Chained to aflockland post.”
"Sorry, | don't understand.”

"You will soon." He pointed ahead to adistant object jutting up out of the leaves. They walked in sllence



until they reached it. Here was a sted post cemented into the ground, from which hung achain and asted
collar. All around it the leaves were trampled and scattered with chewed human bones. At the base of
the post lay haf ahuman skull that had been scraped empty. Erlin quickly grasped what it meant to be
posted.

"The sheep don't attack Baptisers, so the Church tellsus. | don't believe everything the Church says.”
With that Beck drew his gun and checked it, as he had done a number of times since leaving the church.
He aso made sure the shellsin hisbelt were easily accessible, despite the Gurnard pot hanging &t his
sde

"lsn't that abit awkward?' asked Erlin, indicating the pot.

"The discomfort would be greater if | did not carry it," said Beck. "Let's keep moving." He gestured with
his gun and then kept it in hishand as they continued walking.

The sun was ablue-green dlipse on the horizon with the box moon in silhouette just besideit, when they
saw their first sheep closeto. A flock of twenty of them had trapped a ground skate and were levering up
itswingswith their daws and biting off chunks of fishy flesh.

"Sheep are nothing like thison Earth,” said Erlin, then regretted spesking when two sheep turned their
curled-horned heads towards her and exposed yellow fangs.

"Quiet. Kegp waking," Beck whispered.
The sheep returned to their easy med and did not pursue.

"Their heads are like the heads of Earth sheep and they have hooves on their feet, but on Earth, sheep
are quadruped. They don't have claws." Erlin shivered. "They're like something out of Chrigtian fable;
Satan, or satyrs."

"Y ou've never seen our sheep before?”

"No."

"Surely, when you came to the church?"

"| was dropped off there by air transport directly from the port.”

Beck was vaguely aware that somewhere there was a spaceport, and he had often seen the transports
flying overhead and the occasiond flash of astar drive starting up out beyond the moon. It had been his
intention to find out about these things. Then the impulse had taken away al his choices. It made him sad
and it made him angry. | am only just become a man, he thought, and my life is not to be used to my
purpose. He considered suicide and awoke pain in hisguts.

"Tell me about paradites,” he said.
"Will you ligen?'

"I will there," he said, pointing at alow stone sheep sanctuary — abuilding that in another place might
have used for protecting sheep from predators, but not here.

Within the sanctuary, coke was provided for afire but there was no kindling to set it burning. Erlin started
the fire with something that flared red and | eft burning bars of afterimagesin Beck's eyes. He placed the
Gurnard pot near thefire and removed the bung. A dead-fish sméll filled the sanctuary, but movement in



the pot showed that the Gurnard was not dead. Thankfully the smell of the burning coke soon displaced
that smell. Beck and Erlin sat then before the fire and ate from their respective provisions.

"Y ou know, any fish from Earth would have died in such a container.”

Why?

"Earth fish require oxygenated water. Y our Gurnards require no oxygen whatsoever. Oxygen isin fact
deleteriousto them, which iswhy they seek out still water at the end of their journey.”

"\hjrrw?'
"l wasgoing to tell you about parasites.”
"Do 50, then."

" am not entirely sure of some aspects. | don't know why thereis only one Baptiser for each church. |
can only presume messages are passed by pheromones or some such.”

"Thisisabout me," said Beck.
llYall

He nodded and Erlin continued. "I'll describeto you alife-cycle. Y ou know what | mean when | say
thet?"

"l am not acompleteidiot.”

"Very well. Asl said: The eggs hatch out in the mountain springs. After that males and femalestravel
downstream, in water and on land, to the richer feeding groundsin the lowlands ... where the churches
are. After it has reached first maturity the female finds a pond — usually recently vacated by another
femae— and there sartslaying unfertilized eggs out of which hatch the neuter parasites. These infect the
water supply and end up being ingested by mogt life formsthat drink from the pond. These neuters grow
ingdetheir hosts and can, to acertain extent, control them. The neuters arein turn controlled by the
females, though I've yet to work out the mechanism of thet ... Second maturity for the femaleimpelsit to
return to the hatching grounds to lay more eggsthere. It is carried by a neuter-controlled host to do this. |
believe that a one time the only hosts were sugar dogs, though | am relying on someone else's research
for that information.”

"I'masugar dog," said Beck. He wanted to explain to Erlin that it felt too dangerous to say outright that
he understood.

She nodded and continued her narrative.” Sugar dogs vomit food into the ponds. The Clergy bring
consecrated offeringsto the tank room. All are infected.”

Did that relieve them all of responsibility, Beck wondered, but he said nothing.

"All thiswhile the males had been feeding in the same areas. The maes have ahigher resstivity to oxygen
and feed mainly on land, on the various blanket funguses. When they reach maturity — they only have
one kind — they head for the hatching grounds as well. Maes and femal es from the same hatching do
not return at the same time, which preventsinterbreeding. Upon arriving at the hatching grounds, the
femaes get their neuter carriersto place them in the waters. In those waters they lay eggs, usudly
attaching them to the bottom, to rocks, in the sand. The maes, by the timethey are mature, are usudly
averseto water and too big to get al the way to the hatching grounds. They release sperm packets which



travel aoneto the mountain springsto burst in the water in which eggs have been laid.”

"Water worms," said Beck. "No one | know ever had areasonable explanation for that. In some places
they cdll them suicide worms. It never made any senseto me”

"Well, you have the sense now. They have one purposein their brief livesand that isit."
"What are the males?"
"We saw onetoday."

Beck nodded. "Of course— ground skate." He felt dightly sick. So there was something inside him,
jamming its spinesinto hisguts. He redised some other things aswell.

"The Eucharigt, that's when we get infected.”

"Quitelikely." Erlin dipped into her deeping bag and rested her head back against her pack. "'l imagine
that right about now the Wife of Ovensis having the ponds around the church netted in search of the
Reborn Gurnard. Of courseit won't be found until that one," she pointed at the pot, "isout of the area.
Adolescent Gurnards don't encroach on a mature Gurnard's territory. Perhapsin the past they were
killed, or perhapsit is because the hosts are dl used up. | don't know."

Beck rolled himsdlf in hisblanket. He had the answer; the eighth moon netting of the ponds and the killing
of the Gurnard Ghosts. That then was just the killing of immature Gurnards. He told Erlin about this.

"Y es, that makes sense,” she replied. "Once established in itsterritory the new gurnard sends out the
neuter-controlled hoststo kill off the competition, and keepskilling off the competition. | takeit this
netting and killing is continuous?'

"Every eighth moon," Beck confirmed. Then he asked, "What about the neuters left behind — from the
old gurnard?'

"They die, their purpose served. Mogt of their hosts surviveit, and survive to become hogts to the next
Holy Gurnard."

Beck thought about the priest coughing up blood in the church and it took him along timeto get to deep.
Helay there listening to the sheep sharpening their claws on the stone walls and tried to come to terms
with harsh truths,

There were no windows for morning light, but it did filter through cracksin thewalls. Beck was beginning
to fed discomfort asthe impetus to move on grew in strength, when the door crashed open and figures
crowded into the single room. For amoment he thought that sheep had learned to operate the locks and
in panic groped for hisgun. A heavy boot came down on hiswrist and the butt of a heather wood staff
pressed on the centre of his chest to hold him down.

"Do not struggle, Baptiser. | do not wish to strike you.”

Beck recognised the two thugs from the church. One of them had Erlin pinned in her deeping bag, the
barrel of agun, much like Beck's own, pressed againgt her forehead. After them, momentarily silhouetted
in the doorway, came Morage, grinning unpleasantly. Morage was amaster of unpleasant grins.

"Oh Baptiser, you have atraveling companion. Even the Wife will not berate me for my actions now.
The Baptiser must seek londliness and purity in prayer,” he said.



"Sugar dog crap,” said Beck. The thug holding him pinned was uncomfortable with such blagphemous
profanity. Morage turned his attention to the thug who was holding Erlin.

"Let her up."
Erlin kicked out of her deeping bag and stood up carefully, her gaze locked on the barrdl of the gun.

"Now, Earther," said Morage. "l want you to undo your belt and drop your weapon to the floor.” This
Erlin did and Morage grinned his unpleasant grin again. "Now | want you to empty your pockets of dl
those wonderful gadgets.” Erlin began to do thisaso, dropping device after device on her pack.

"Thisisnot about reigion. Thisisrobbery,” said Beck.
"Bedlent, Srus Beck, | will ded with you presently,” said Morage without turning.

"Y ou would delay me?" asked Beck, expecting someresult of his query, perhaps somewince of pain
from their captors.

Morage turned and grinned nagtily a him. "I suppose she hastold you al about the parasites?' Morage's
grin got nastier when he saw Beck's surprise. "Do you think such knowledge would belost to us? The
Wives know, as do al members of the Inquigition. It is best that we are the only onesto know. Y ou see,
we keep ourselves pure, and we never truly take part in the Eucharist.”

"You arefree of neuter parasites,” said Erlin.
Morage glanced at her.

"Yes, asaremy friendshere," he gestured at the two thugs, "which means there are things we can do that
so many othersin the Church cannot do.”

Erlin shot awarning look at Beck, but he did not need it. He knew that Morage intended to kill the both
of them. He noted that the thugs were uncomfortable with what was just beginning to occur to them. Well
they might be; there probably had not been a Baptiser in their lifetimes, and now they might be told to kill
one.

"Strip that garment from her,” Morage instructed the one who held Erlin a gunpoint. "I don't want to have
missed anything before she goesto the post.”

Lying where he was Beck had aview of the door and redlised that no-one else waslooking in that
direction. He swore a his captor to keep his attention. The thug became even more uncomfortable. The
other thug was reaching for Erlin when Morage screamed.

The sheep had come in quickly and sunk its yellow teeth into Morage's upper arm. Beck knocked the
gaff from his chest, caught the foot of his captor and shoved him off-balance. Therewas aflash of red
between Erlin and the other. A hand, severed and smoking at the wrist, thudded on the floor till clutching
agun. Beck came up onto hisfeet holding his own gun as he was grabbed. He sunk the barrel deep into
afat bely and pulled the trigger once. With amuffled boom and ahorrible grunting sound, his attacker
went up off hisfeet before thumping face down on the floor. Beck turned, saw the sheep fleeing from the
sound of the weapon, saw Morage on his knees cradling an arm from which al the flesh had been
stripped between shoulder and elbow. He was screaming. Beck pulled the trigger again and Morage
flipped backwards out of the door, most of his head left on one of the door posts. One shot |eft. White
shapes beyond the door baaing and snarling over Morage's corpse. Time. Beck turned. Erlin was back
up againgt thewall, her face pale. The oneleft wastrying to take his gun from his severed right hand with
hisleft, while the stump of his right wrist squirted blood. Helooked up, began to ydl, the bullet went into



his chest then out from his back, folding out one shoulder blade like an escape hatch. The impact threw
him at Erlin's feet where he made bubbling sounds and died. Time. Beck cracked open hisgun, pulled
hot shell cases from their chambers, the skin of hisfinger-tips sizzling, put in three fresh rounds. He did
not alow himself to think of anything else until he had done this. Then he stepped towards the door,
shooting the first sheep asit camein, trapping the head of the second in the door asit tried to follow,
shooting it through the eye then managing to get the door closed against the rest of the flock. Locking the
door.

"Srus... Srus."

The thumping and battering against the door was shortlived. Beck rested there with hisforehead against
the wood, trying to get his breathing under control. Shit, that had been close. When sheep went into a
feeding frenzy, God help anyone who got in the way.

"Srus"
What the hell does she want now? Look after herself. Hah.

Beck turned and regarded Erlin. She stood in the middle of the room, distaste writ on her features. She
pointed down by thefire. It hit him at once; the wrenching tearing in hisgut. The pot was spilled, and the
Gurnard lay on the stone, bulbous stalked eyes blinking, mouth gaping occasiondly, spines fanned out
around its head. Before he knew what he was doing Sirus scooped it up and put it inits pot, obliviousto
the spines piercing his fingers. He then emptied hiswater canteenin it. It wasn't enough. He took up the
pot and headed for the door.

"They'll kill you if you go out there. I'm sorry about this," said Erlin.
What is she talking about?

As he reached the door something hit him like afaling wall and abright and painful light took him away.

Having filled the pot with water Beck corked it. As he did this he fet himself coming back to normdlity,
gaining some control over hisactions. He put the pot aside and kndlt there with his hands resting on the
fronts of histhighs. Hefdlt tired and his head ached.

"I'm back now. I'min control," he said.
"Then you can carry your own pack,”" she said, and his pack thumped down next to him.

He'd woken il under the same powerful impetus. Held picked up the pot, opened the door, and taken
the Gurnard to the nearest source of water. He shivered at the thought of what would have happened had
he gone out the door the first time, when the sheep were in feeding frenzy. He'd noted but had not been
concerned about the blood, the few fragments of bone, clothing, and one chewed sandd which wasdl
that remained of Morage. He turned to face Erlin, who was sitting wearily on the near-petrified sump of
atreethat had falen when this area had been forest, and when the sheep had walked on four hooves.

"Y ou can have your blood sample,” he said.
"| dready took it," said she.
"What did you learn?"

"Not much, | merely confirmed.”



"Canyou freeme?'

"Possibly. Areyou sure you want to be free?”
"Yes," sad Beck vehemently.

"Let'seat,” said Erlin. "Then we can move on."

Beck agreed. They unpacked their supplies and ate their food. When it cameto drink, Erlin filled asmall
container with water in which it boiled in moments.

"You drink boiled water from now on," she said.

"Why?

"I don't know how long the neuter parasites encyst for.”

"l don't understand.”

"Y ou could be rid of one only to be dready carrying its successor insde you."
" sea”

After eating, drinking, and resting for awhile they moved on. They reached the next sanctuary in
darkness, watched by the night-glow of sheep eyes.

"Did you leave the door to the other sanctuary open?’
IIY$II

Erlin understood him perfectly. There would be nothing to incriminate by the time anyone e se cameto
that place. She spoke with Beck for alittle while about parasites and waysto get rid of them, then she
watched him while he dept. It was her turn to find it difficult to deep. What was she? Ten times older
than him, yet she had never experienced such violence. She had frozen back there and it shamed her,
shamed her so much she was now prepared to interfere, prepared to do something about the parasite he
carried. She owed him at least that.

"Why arethe sheep like they are here?" asked Beck when the mountainswere in sight.
"l don't have al the answers. Don't make that mistake.”
"Perhaps your guess would be better than mine though.”

Erlin smiled before replying. "Livestock was brought to worlds like this, worldswith indigenouslife, in
what was called genetically plastic form. That meansthat they are able to adapt to environments very
quickly. From what | have seen, grass did not take here and most of the other plants are highly toxic. The
sheep adapted. They became carnivores rather than herbivores. Asto the detalls... "

"l see... what did you hit me with?"

Erlin dapped her hand against the weapon she carried at her belt. Beck looked at it and rubbed the back
of hishead.

"| didn't physicdly hit you. Thisweapon has astun setting.”



Yes, Beck had read something about that, but he was so used to weapons that created huge holesin his
enemiesthat it was adifficult concept to grasp. He chewed that one over asthey set foot on one of the
mountain trails and as stone and snow |oomed above them. When they came to a defile jammed with
ground skate and crawling with water worms he remembered her life-cycle lecture, and watched for a
while until he saw one of the skate extrude aworm, and that sperm-carrying secondary life form wriggle
away. With abit of rock-scrambling they rounded the defile. On the other side, where some of the
ground skate had got through and were flopping up the trail, Erlin squatted by awater worm and

inspected it.
The worm was aslong as an arm and twice asthick. It was green, trand ucent and segmented. It inched
aong likeamaggot.

"| find these fascinating,” said Erlin. "Thereis plenty of genetic judtification for them but I've never come
across anything like them before.”

"Careful," said Beck.

Erlin shook her head in wonderment and prodded at the worm with the instrument she was holding. After
aflaccid clapping sound, Erlin yelled and legpt back, with a sheet of creamy green dudge over the front
of her coverdl. Beck might have laughed then but something more urgent was caling him up the
mountain. He walked on ahead, leaving her siwearing and scraping the dudge from her body with apiece
of date.

The mountain was high, but Beck had the energy of that impetus and strode up the trail with the pot
clutched close to hisside. As he got higher he heard the sound of waterfallsto one side, and adamp mist
gusted al about him, cooling hisface. Soon he came to an areawhere thick bromeliads housed chirruping
frogs, and ferny plants crawled across damp stone in search of soil-filled crevices. The spring gushed up
inawide pdlucid pool whereflat stones lurked like giant crabs. Beck knelt in the wet reddish shingle on
acrescent of shore only just large enough for him. He uncorked the pot. He was here. At last he was
here. Hetipped the pot and the Gurnard did into the water without asplash. Thejolt of pleasure felled
him and had him writhing in the shingle; sonesin hismouth and in hisboots, one arm in the water. He shit
himself and he didn't care. The experience wastoo intense ... religious.

"Srus”

He wondered how many times she had said his name before he heard it.
"I hear you."

"What do you want, Srus?"

"Get thisfucking thing out of me."

"| can do that now. | think."

"Good," said Beck, and he did into the water to wash himsdlf.

They sat on dabswarmed by the sun and watched worms inching to the pool and dropping in. As soon
asthey hit the water they burst and turned it cloudy. Beck could see their remains being jerked about in
the water as the Gurnard fed — taking on protein for its next sesson of egg-laying.

"Here, thisisyou,” sad Erlin.

They watched then as asugar dog came to the shore, kndlt asif to drink, then spewed a Gurnard and its



water from one of its mouth pouches. Asthe dog fell and began to jerk about Beck turned away.
"Thiscould kill you, you know."

Beck studied the boxlike affair with its glinting ruby lights, strange chrome things she had pressed againgt
hisflesh, and a screen across which marched an army of black ants. The pain in his guts had grown and
grown and was now amost unbearable, dmost.

"Now," she said, and held out the strange chrome gun-thing. He nodded. She pressed it againgt hisarm
and it spat fireinto his biceps. For amoment the pain went away. She watched him. Then the pain came
back so hard he screamed and set the sugar dog moaning. Later, he puked blood then something hard
and chitinous. She shot something elseinto hisarm and told him he was strong, that he would win. He
kicked the pot then and it rolled off the edge and smashed down below.

"I will win," he said and he knew it to be true. Some people do.

The sugar dog howled.



