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1

THE MORNING AFTER HE KILLED EUGENE SHAPIRO, ANDRE Deschénes woke early. Before
his headset warble ended, he rolled from the bed and landed pal ms-down on the deck of his bedroom.
He dept inloose white trousers; nudity implied vulnerability. The raw breeze through the long windows
above his bed roughened his shoulders, scalp, and nape. A clap punctuated each push-up, and he
followed the sat with five sun salutations to warm up and release his muscles.

He dressed and skinned and was out the door in minutes.

Hisfootfdls chased him through the leaden morning. Roaches and rats scattered before him: humanity’s
companionsal the way to the stars. The air was thick with the promise of rain; André s skin steamed
before he' d run five hundred meters. Thetide wasin, the streetsriding high on the pilings, and though he
ran through acommercia zone, hisfilters held. Just one pop-ad penetrated, and he squelched it with an
eyeflick.

In André s neighborhood, the streets were wood dat, floating piers independent of the houses and shops
moored to them. They echoed under hisrunning shoes, a hollow thump-thump-thump sill unadulterated
by other sounds.

He might have been the only one awakein dl of Novo Haven. If he lived on Bayside, he would have
seen thefishing boats and tenders diding gulfward with thefirgt light of morning. But from here, only thin
channels of bay were visible between the floating streets and under the bridges, and the dinghies and
scooters and small boats were still moored by the various steps that led up to street level. He passed
more shops than houses; above them on the flat-decked, seaworthy cruisers were second-floor
gpartments with lifts or spird wak-ups, but the lower levels had shuttered windows suitable for opening
to catch sunlight and the attention of passersby. Ladders and gangplanks ran down to the water, where
gmall craft waited and taxi drivers read the news and drank their coffee.

André ran by greengrocers and tackle shops, ageomancer’s, an interface outlet, two brothels, afixit
shop for headsets and other implants, a skin-and-fashion store, acorner clinic, abeautician’s parlor, and
a Chinese restaurant. The bakery on Seagrove wasn't open yet, but good smells emanated from the
back, and the clang of pans on counters rattled through the screen door.
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He amost tripped crossing up onto the sidewalk beside the 400 “ barge” —actually, a twenty-meter
cruiser ringed with boardwal ks and lashed to pilings. The barge was lower in the water than code
permitted, and loosaly moored. The sdewak dipped darmingly when hisweight hit it, but he skipped a
step and kept running. More cooking smells now, the distant sound of engines, lightsflicking off over
doorways as the landward sky paled gold. Someone ran on ahead, awoman with golden skin and black
hair clubbed at the nape of her neck, her small breasts bouncing in a crimson sport top. He magnified her,
recognized her, and decided she was a good enough reason to run faster. But she turned to port, down
Amaryllis, between the white-and-pastel apartment blocks, and hisroad lay straight on. He didn’t want
to look too eager.

Hewasn't jogging now but running, hard out, breath whistling between histeeth in misty streamers. His
hedls hit staccato, the street rocking under his stride. He counted breaths, pulling his elbows back each
time his arms pumped, fedling the pivot and snap of each foot asit landed, asit |eft the dats again.

Running was good. Mornings were good. The wet air scraped histhroat, chilled hislungs as he sucked it
in, shoved it out again. Running hard, running cold, running over the water as the sun warmed the roof
peaks and the streets began to hum.

Hisroutewasacircle. Or aragged ungeometric circuit, which brought him panting back down Seagrove
just asthe bakery’s armored shutters glided up, revealing the cheery blues and yellows of an interior
bathed in full-spectrum light. Awnings, so automated, fanned out to shade the street. The light off the
water would be brutal when the sun got past the rooflines. The fortune-teller next door wouldn’t open
until after lunchtime, but hisawningsrolled out aswell. A public service.

Andrélet his pace drop to atrot, ajog, a stumbling amble. Sweat, and perhaps some condensation, did
down his chilled face, stung his eyes, and scattered off hisnose. He dapped his biceps and thighsto get
some hest into the skin, which felt like wax fruit. He set his status as unavail able when he ran—heliked
the morning clean—but only an idiot would completely drop connex. So it was uncomplicated to check
the price of bread on his headset. Citywide, it was abit lower than the Seagrove bakery broadcast, but
thiswas fresh and here and it smelled good. He transferred credit as he was walking up; one of the
bakers, wearing atall white hat and a skin that made blue and gold sparklesin the depths of her irises,
handed him awarm semipermeable bag over the window ledge. “ Thanks, Jacinta,” he said. She winked
a him, that eyeflashing for an ingant, brilliant gold.

Andréwasn't wearing a cosmetic himsdf, so he contented himsalf with agrin. He wiped swest on his
bare arm, flicked the droplets over the channel, and watched the ripples as some lurking fish
disappointed themselves on the mouthfuls.

Jacinta tapped agolden loaf steaming gently on a cutting board. 1t made a hollow sound. The scent rose
swedtly. “Want adice?’

It smelled of cinnamon and raisins. “ Can't eat until | wash,” he said. “But thank you.”

Back at his house—the 1100 barge of Redbridge—he walked through the security field, which
recognized the hard code accessin his headset and let him in without so much asatingle. He dropped off
theloaf of rye, showered, depilated his scalp, trimmed his beard, and dressed. The sharp suit of
gold-shot scarlet was Earth silk with an autofit. He inspected hisimage as rebroadcast into the headset,
activated his stock ticker, chat boxes, news scroll, and the standard informational detritus of hisdaily
connex. His cousn Maryanne thought he was weird to leave it off in the morning—she probably reached
for her connex the way her great-great-grandfather would have reached for his glasses—but the run with
nobody in his head kept him centered. He thought of it as moving meditation, one brief chanceto arrive
at slence before svimming into the currents of the day.



He patted his house on the door to let it know he was leaving, stepped into hiswork shoes, picked up his
walking gtick, and went.

It was early yet, and André was his own boss. But there were messages to be answered, and he had
rules about bringing work home.

It took him longer to walk in than he' d anticipated, and not because he strode through morning traffic
now. Hafway down Fairview, when the shakes from exertion had finally settled out of hiscaves, an
attention signal pinged at the corner of hisfield. His heart skipped painfully when he caught the ident.

He dowed, turned asif watching abird dip-glide across the water. He crossed wavering dats and
balanced by therail, the red blooms of agenemod geranium brushing his ankle. The woman who walked
toward him through the crowd wore saffron: flowing trousers and an ankle-length open tunic over a
white, square-necked blouse. Gold and citrine sparkled along the hollow of her throat; her hair was as
deek and black asit had been when he saw her running, but now it fell forward, framing her cheekbones
and chin.

“M~ Zhou,” he said, as she hooked the right-side locks behind her ear. “How kind of you to seemein
person.”

“Let’ swalk,” she answered, taking his ebow and turning him with her fingertips, so hefdl into step
aongside her. They walked in silence dong the avning-shaded street until he cleared histhroat and
glanced at her sdelong.

“Arewe drawing out the anticipation, mambo?’

“Oh, very funny.” There were more geraniums, their red as bright as snapping banners. The shopkeepers
aong this sretch had interplanted the Stainless-sted city beautification buckets with kleenexplant and
paperwhites, and the sweet aromas mingled with the sharp herba note of the geranium.

Which made André sneeze. He filtered them out.

“Actudly, it was a serious question. Y ou must have thought about my offer.” Or she’ d not have cometo
find him, even if she had noticed him giving chase that morning.

“I wonder why you think you want to conjure.”

Not an unexpected question, but he gave it ashow of consideration. “Why | think | want it? Or why | do
want it?’

“That’saquestion | can’'t answer for you.” Her fingers had gone from resting lightly on the bone of his
elbow to threading through the crook. He permitted her to steer him.

The crowds thinned as they walked, but the second wave would emerge soon—those who did not
choose to separate their home and work lives but who telepresenced, and who came out for their daily
bread and fish and produce after the rush had faded. Or those who worked on other planets, and could
do aswell stting in acafé under a parasol, uplinked lag-free through a quantum connection, asthey could
in an overpriced office on Bayside, where you paid for the view and walked sixty bargesto the nearest
coffee shop because the rents were so high.

“Croissant?’ Ziyi Zhou asked him, gesturing to an open-air café with afew lingering customers.

“Maryannewill kill meif | don’t eet at the office,” Andrésaid, excusing himsdf with aone-shouldered
shrug. M~ Zhou was holding hisright arm. He rubbed at his beard with the left hand. “But I’ d love to buy



you acup of coffee.”

She stepped back, but not before she squeezed hisarm. “Y ou’ re good at that.”

“Dodging questions?’

A good try, but she gave him not even aquirk of smile back. “Establishing aclaim on people.”

He shrugged again, acknowledgment thistime, and spread his hands. He had to squint a M~ Zhou
through the sunlight. Fat biting flies zoomed overhead, hunting in pairs; he swatted them away
backhanded. Somewhere back there was areptile brain that never quite trusted technology. She did
amilethistime. “Does that mean you' re ready to answer the question now, André?’

“I can’t imagine an answer that isn't something you' ve aready heard a thousand times, M~ Zhou. Should
| tell you that it' s because | gpplied to Rim’s Exigency Corpsfor training as a coincidence engineer when
| was twenty, and the god-botherers wouldn't take me? That | never wanted to be anything else? That |
grew up on the idea of the corps as the people who were going to save the universe? It sall quite
embarrassing when you try to put it into words.”

“So you're aromantic?’

He crossed hisarms and fdt the sun on his shoulders. The biters came back around, but thistime
zoomed off in pursuit of someone wearing ablue-lavender sunblouse before they got within swetting
range. “| haveto be”

Eyeswide, shelooked up a him. “Would you hand a child aloaded gun, André?’
“Depending on the child—"

“—aexactly. Depending on the child. Maybe one in athousand, you could trust to do more good than
harm with such athing. So prove to methat you' re that one in athousand.”

He hadn’t expected it to be easy. “A virtuouslife by exampleisn’t enough?’
She snorted. 1 know what you do. Y ou have your own ways of influencing the future, M~ Deschénes.”

A retreat from the first name. Calculated, like everything else about her. “It' saliving. And that concerns
you? Because | do adhereto certain ethical standards.”

Thetwist of her mouth told him everything he needed to know. There was no point in arguing Situationa
ethicsin asociety in which skinning, datamining, and routine privacy invasions were amatter of course.

André dated an archinformist. Personally, he thought what he did was more ethica. Hejust killed
people. Cricket took apart their lives, everything they might have backed up, relegated to hard memory,
recorded on their headsets or in the data holds. Only wet memory was safe from her and her data-mining
fellows, both those who worked for Rim and Core—the Rim and Core of the Earth-settled territories,
not the rim and core of the galaxy, though to judge by popular entertainment broadcasts alot of people
didn’t know the difference—and those who went freelance.

And without people like her, without the absol ute knowledge of the stuff of peopl€e slives, the kinds of
manipulations conjureslike Ziyi Zhou and licensed coincidence engineers performed would be

impossible.

Never mind skinning your boss into an anteater, or secretly holocording the girl in the next cube so you



could take her home and do whatever you wanted to her avatar... Compared to what M~ Zhou did in
running peopl€e slivesfor them, determining their fates, André s professiond modus operandi of aquick,
un-telegraphed, painless desth was as humane asit got.

For onething, if his subjects ever so much as knew he was coming, he had erred badly. He didn't take
cruelty jobs. And an encounter with him was the best most of his subjects could have hoped for.

If he came looking for somebody, they’ d earned the vist.
It was a more honest trade than conjure, he thought bitterly. How dare Zhou hold that over him?

But there was no way to say that, not when he was asking her to teach him. Because he knew what the
next question would be, then—areiteration. So if you think it’s wrong, why do you want to do it?

And he knew the answer, too. Not just passion, though the passion was there, and he would have sold
himself to Coreto get it and taken their damned destiny lock, let himsdlf be chained to their service
forever. But something e se, the thing he was scared of losing. And yes, he was aware of the conflict
implicit inthat aswell, though he wouldn’t cdl it—quite—hypocrisy.

Maybe bargaining.

What André wanted was control. And self-defense, of course, but to pretend that was al of it would be
self-deception. He gave her the second hdlf.

“I want to be ableto take care of mysdf,” hesaid. “I’ll run up on people who have the mojo working for
them. Who' ve paid somebody like you or Jean Gris or one of the others’—one of the lessers, because
every other conjurein Novo Haven, hell, every other conjure on Greene' s World, waslesser than Ziyi
Zhou or Jean Kroc, who they called Jean Gris—"or who' ve sold themsdlves to Rim for the protection.
And | need alittle mojo of my own.”

“And it sthat sSmplefor you?’
He shrugged. Omitting wasn't really lying.

It was enough to make her nod alittle. But the razor lines beside her eyes didn’t soften, and it wasn't just
asquint into the sun. “Fine” shesaid. “But | am in a precarious position.” Asan unlicensed conjure, she
meant. It was't illegal to know how to doit. But it wasillega to try, or to own the necessary equipment.
“And you do work for Rim, and for Charter Trade.”

“I"'m not going to sell you to Jefferson Greene, Ziyi.”

She turned so that her shoulder wasto him, her back to the sun. Their shadows stretched ahead on the
decking as she started forward. He hurried two steps and caught her. “ That' s not why |I' m concerned.
As| said: maybe onein athousand children can handle the responsibility that comeswith that gun.”

“| dready carry one of those.”
“Wasthat athrest, André?’

Asif that would get him anywhere. “It was apleafor lenience. Asyou very well know. Areyou trying to
seeif you can pick afight with me?’

The arch of her eyebrows confirmed it. “My situation is complicated by another issue. Of those thousand
children, maybe five of them can actudly operate this gun with professiond skill.”



“Everybody getslucky onceinawhile”
“Y ou can teach most peopleto carry atune, but one in athousand isborn to be asinger.”

He stopped. She waked three steps more before she did likewise. Shedidn’t turn back to him. “Soit's
no, then?’

I’m sorry, André, he prayed for. Maybe if you could prove to me | can trust you—

But what he got was aflat shake of her head, the glossy blunt-cut ends of her hair whisking over
golden-yedlow-clad shoulders. “ Y ou're not achild | can hand agun, André. | hope...I hopethiswon't
pregjudice our relationship.”

“If you mean,” hesaid, “am | likely to respond in amanner you might regret? M~ Zhou, | don’t bring my
work home.”

She glanced over her shoulder and gave him atight little smile and anod. “ Good then, that’ s settled.
Cometak to meif you need some work done. Or send Cricket.”

“I' will,” he answered, and watched as she waked on, until the crowd swallowed her. When she passed
out of sight he turned and knotted his hands on therail, leaning over the channdl. Fish flocked to his
shadow, hopeful of crumbs, wary of an opportunistic seabird that swung around to seeif any would pass
too high. “ Shit,” he said, and kicked the upright with the instep of his shoe.

A passing businessman chuckled under his breath and rolled a sympathetic eye. André caught it and
rolled one back, and they shared arueful grin for amoment before the businessman was past him.

Women.
What are you gonna do?

But women might be the answer, too. He composed a message to Cricket, thought about it, and added a
paragraph on either end. Her connex was down; either she was deeping, blocking, or busy. So he sent it
head-mail rather than instant message.

She' d get it the next time she checked in. One of the interesting things about Cricket was that Cricket
knew everyone.

In the meantime, another one of his messages was from aman named Timothy Closs. And that one might
mean a paycheck, if everything played out right.

Coincidence made Timothy Closstired.

And it was only due to an awkward coincidence that there was more than aminimal loss of life when the
barge exploded. It blew up between twelve and thirteen, the darkest time of the morning, when neither
diurna humans nor crepuscular ranids tended to be awake. The recruitment barge should have been
empty except for a night watchman, who was scheduled to be on deck when it exploded—and if he had
been where he was supposed to be, he would have lived.

But the evening crew had stayed behind for some impromptu overtime. The sort where “working late”’
was a euphemism that even the most naive spouse would be unlikely to believe, given agood whiff of the
miscreant’ s breath. So there were four men aboard, in the control cabin.



Therear of the barge would have been empty, too, had not one of the native affairs coordinators,
insomniac and behind adeadline, dso been working ridiculoudy late. Uneuphemigticdly, in her case,

She' d been in the interview room, open to the water and astern of dmost everything—a sealed
bathyspheric bubble accessible only viaan airlock or the warm waters of Novo Haven Bay. But what
exactly she was doing there three hours after midnight was a question that Closs knew would probably
never be answered.

Cold, freak chance: there wouldn't be enough recovered of Lisa Anne Angley for adecent burial. Let
aone any possibility of recovering her hard memory. The Bose-Eingtein condensate processor and
solid-state core of her headset were so much particulate in the seaair Closs breathed.

His sunrise came on like war. Recovery teams were aready moving over the wreckage, illuminated under
the glare of sodium-vapor lights. The gray dawn couldn’t compete.

Closs watched from the deck of a Charter Trade cruiser a haf-kilometer off, shoulders squaredin a
smart-fabric wind-cheater. The day should heat up later, but for now the morning was cold, and
suppressant foam dotting the water had quenched the floating fires.

Technicaly spesking, Clossdidn’'t haveto be here. He curled hisgloved hands on therail, sted
conducting heat from his pams. Technically speaking, he' d probably get abetter view of the proceedings
on the screen wal of hisoffice.

But technicalities weren't going to boost shattered morae the way having an officer on scenewould. An
officer of the corporation, rather than ared officer, these days, but Closs till had enough senseto Say
the hell out of the incident commander’ sway. And it didn’t hurt to show up and look interested and
confident. It was good when the team was comfortable with the boss, knew how to respond around him,
knew that the chain of command was strong. It saved on time and precision lost to panicked errors when
one wandered down from the ivory tower and startled those who weren't accustomed to one' smajestic

propinquity.
His headset plinked, the reserved code for his staff archinformist, Maurice Sadowski.
“Hello, Maurice” Therewasvisud. He must be calling from a desk.

“Hdlo, Mgor.” Maurice was fortyish, square-jawed, his hair ponytailed at the nape of the neck. He
wore alightcoil spiraled through the rim of hisleft ear, but he’ d deactivated it in observance of the
tragedy. It shone dull bronze. He picked at it with athumbnail, frowning. “Nobody’ s claimed

responghility.”

“Wall, the forensic team says the night watch was fucking around belowdecks, so anybody could have
sailed up and tossed a grenade. But that isn’t what happened.”

“The bomb was placed?’

Clossleaned hiselbows on therail and steepled hisfingers. Maurice strand ucent image floated before
him, projected into his brain because that was aless complex feat than projecting it onto hisretinas. “ The
blast originated in the engine compartment,” Closssaid. “ Therewasn't any bomb.”

“Mechanicd falure?’
“Anything’ spossible,” Closssaid. “ The barge was serviced three weeks ago.”
Mauriceflinched. “Freak accident,” he said. “ A freak accident that somebody engineered.”



“Yeah,” Closssaid. “I think we' ve got an unlicensed conjure on our hands.”

It wasn't earth, the stuff Cricket Earl Murphy spaded through, that gritted under her fingernails and left
damp brown patches on the knees of her trousers. It wasn't earth that she scratched clawed fingersinto,
raked up moist and crumbling, black asthe void between stars and redolent of rotting. It wasn't earth;
Earth was on the other side of along irrevocable relaivigtic dide, her old life receding like amissed train
dation.

It wasn't earth. But people used the word anyway.

Cricket found it—alien was an ironic word, when she was dready on another planet—but aien to work
so with her hands, unskinned and unconnected, only sensing the texture of the soil with her fingertips. At
home, she gardened, but she did it with dl her skinsand augmentsintact. She could zoom in to examine
the fine grains of sand among the loam, check chemica compostion, gather data effortlesdly.

Here, in Lucienne s garden, she did not use connex. Shefelt, and smelled, and cocked her head to listen
to the sound the grains made when she rubbed them together. A different kind of parsing, dmost
medievd.

She was getting the hang of it. But she dtill couldn’t quite get used toit.

It was dmost pointless to compost such soil asthis, but she didn’t let that stop her, folding the crumbled
dark mixture into earth that was no lighter, aerating the soil, laying it down in soft beds, ready for the
hungry roots. She never would have donethisin her old life, degp in the chaotic, eegant Core. Where
houseplants were tended by hired gardeners or service bots, and were lacy froths of greenery or dick
broad-leaved, jade-colored exatics, orchids hung with flowers that looked like they would bruiseina
strong breath—things that were toxic to gnawing children and unwary pets.

Not tomatoes, leeks, ramps, radishes. Not maize, red and white and golden, single kernels pushed down
in their mounds with athumb, the hole closed and scattered round with bean and squash seeds. Not
marigolds, just as effective againgt the native pests of Greene’ sWorld as they were against those of
Earth, and which Cricket was planting now, seating each onein its carefully dug hole amid the vegetables,
ascatter of compost under the roots. She pressed each one into place with the side of her thumbs and
smiled. Not much in theway of tomatoes, but the early peas were dmost ready, their billowing pink and
white flowers faded. She should pick some now, while they were sweset.

Asif reading her mind—which might, in fairness, have been possibleif both of them hadn’t had their
headsets and connex shut down—L ucienne came out of the minifab with abucket in her hand. It was
Lucienne' s garden, though not Lucienne’ shouse. Or, more precisaly, Lucienne Stayed there. But the
house belonged to her lover, Jean.

The garden, however, he stayed out of, except for purposes of rambling through—and, when they were
ripe, picking the occasiona tomato. It was Lucienne' s, and Lucienne shared it with Cricket.

And that was pretty good.
L ucienne crouched beside Cricket and held out adamp rag. “Isthat the last of the marigolds?’
Cricket, wiping her hands, nodded. “1t should bedl in.”

“Good.” Lucienne Spivak rattled the bucket as sheroseto her feet. “Let’ stake some back out again.”



Luciennewasatal, curvy sort of woman, the skin of her brown thighs dightly dimpled bel ow the ragged
hems of her white shorts. She worered cloth, old-fashioned, which was aside effect of living with Jean
aswadll. Heliked to talk about mature technologies, the redundancy and robustness of biologica systems
over technologica ones. A human being is more than just a biomechanical machine.

Cricket was never exactly sureif she bdieved him, or if dl the world redly was predetermined, and
consciousness some cruel joke of the wideironic universe. Jean had to disagree: he was a conjure man,
and changing the future was hislivelihood. But Cricket knew afair number of scientists who would swear
that even the measurable statistical effects of coincidence engineering meant nothing about free will,
because the act of the engineering and its outcomes had aready been determined.

Of course, asfar as Cricket was concerned, it didn’t make any red difference. Y ou were still stuck not
knowing oneway or the other until it happened, and even if it didn’t matter what you did, when the
anxiety hit, it surefdt likeit.

She picked up the watering can and watered the last marigold, then stood, pushing herself off her knees
flat-handed. L ucienne caught her under the elbow and gave her aboost. Lucienne' sthick, dark-brown
braid fell over her shoulder, banging Cricket on the ear. Lucienn€' sfirst name was French and her last
name was Ukrainian, but she hersalf looked Indian or Pakistani. And Cricket till had to keep reminding
hersdlf that none of that mattered on the Rim, where there were no nationdities.

Or rather, there were. There were the important nationdities. Like, Rim company man, and dien, and
colonid, and Coreworlder, and criminal. By which the Rim meant people like Lucienne. Revolutionaries,
Greens, fair-trade activigts, native-rights agitators.

But not like Cricket. No matter what Cricket had donein her other life.

Though if Lucienne kept asking, you never knew. She might become acrimina again. Of a better sort,
thistime.

They moved along the row of peasin stooped, companionable silence. Pods pattered into the bucket,
firgt athin layer and then handfuls. Some plants till held sprays of blossom among the nearly ripelegumes
and their curling tendrils. Cricket snapped one off and tucked it into her thin creepery hair; Lucienne,
laughing silently, copied. The flowers were baby-pink, breeth-white. They smelled so swest that Cricket
kept looking around for thelilies.

“Did you know your boyfriend sent amessage to Jean?’ Bluntly, without games or preamble. That was
Lucienne

Cricket, on the other hand, wasaliar. But maybe not to L ucienne. Well, not often. “ André s not my

boyfriend.”
“So you knew, in other words.”

She nodded. She dipped her hand among the leaves, found a spray of round, firm pods. They cracked
off the stems when she twisted them. The surfaces were not quite as smooth asthey looked, and stuck to
her fingers dightly when she shook them off into the pail. “'Y ou’ re not granting me any greet revelations.”

“Doyou think—"
Cricket shook her head. “Hetold me, actudly. And I—"

Lucienne pressed both fistsinto the small of her back, the bucket swinging againgt her hip. She arched,
stretched, stooped again. “He wanted you to put in aword for him, did he?’



Cricket shook her head. “1 wouldn't trust him. He' snot like you. Not anidedist.”
“I trust you.”

“And | degp with him, so he must be okay?’ When Lucienne looked up, Cricket was smiling at her,
worrying the string out of a pea pod with her thumbnail. “Y ou redize that does't follow.”

“No,” Lucienne said. “ Anyway, whatever you think of André, | wish you’d comewith us. At least to
meet them.”

Us meant Lucienne and Jean. Them...

Them was atemptation. Cricket dropped the pod in the pail and reached for another one. “The
froggies”

Lucienne glanced over her shoulder, asif somebody could possibly belistening. “ Tonight. Stay to dinner;
come out after.” She shook the bucket. “Damned if we don’t have enough pees.”

Some men stop believing in love asthey grow older. Some smply stop expecting it to find them.

Jean Kroc had never succumbed to thefirgt failing, though the second had seemed likely. Whether he
had any use for the emotion himself had remained an open question, one complicated because theimage
of happy domesticity did not fit the role of conjure he portrayed. Which was an odd thing; if people came
to you for happiness, wouldn’t they expect you to be able to provide happiness for yourself?

Which had always been the sorcerer’ s secret. Knowledge might be power. But power was along walk
fromjoy.

But today, there was L ucienne standing beside him, her elbow brushing his elbow, her long amost-black
hair braided thick as hiswrist down her back, with her high cheekbones and her aimond eyes and the
beauty mark in the corner of her mouth, looking like Durga cometo life, without thetiger. And so, as
Jean helped L ucienne shuck peasin the kitchen, and Lucienne sdight, riverine friend Cricket boiled the
sdted water, the settled domesticity of the scene amused him.

It might have been four hundred years before, some randomly selected afternoon in thefirst century B.G.
The kitchen was gas and electric, no smart appliances, no adaptive fab. He lived off the grid, Jean Kroc
did. Lucienne teased that if he could sink awell, or if the river water were hdfway safe, he' d haul
buckets rather than pam atap.

It was a pleasant kind of teasing, though; keeping the house unconnexed served her aswell ashim. The
liveslived within it were safe from registry in any datahold, which was a necessary thing for anybody
who wanted to keep a secret. Cricket’s research skills were proof enough of that. Jean had seen her
generate acomplete list of a Rim associate manager’ s sex partners, accurate—by Cricket’ s estimate—to
95 percent, smply by hacking her security monitor. Which had still been registered to one of sixty-four
thousand factory presets.

Elapsed time, thirty-five seconds.

However, it dso meant that when ahum of motors was followed by the crunch of footsteps up the
clamshdll path—Greene’ sWorld bivalves, not real Earth clams, but people, Jean included, were doppy
about terminology—he couldn’t sngp on asmart perimeter with a headset command and have six
methods of disposd at hisfingertips. Black security wasillega, which wouldn't stop anybody who



thought he needed it.

Which waswhy everything Jean would have killed to protect, other than himsdlf and Lucienne, was
fifteen milesaway.

He dicked athumbnail up the insde of the pod he still held, |et the peas drop into the bowl and roll down
thelittle pyramid there while their green musk rose, then cast the husk aside. It turned over in midair,
sdedipping, and landed in the stained white sink. Jean wiped his hands on atowel and thumbed a
keypad hung on his belt.

Hedidn't use connex, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have screens. The big one on the wall by the
window lit up, showing a speedboat moored at the end of hisrickety parawood dock. The boat was a
four-seater, ivory and rust in Rim Company livery.

“Corps?’ Lucienne asked softly, cracking open another pod with her nails.

The piping below the gunwales was jade-colored, for the Greene' s World Charter Trade Corporation.
Not the Exigency Corps. Salt stains curling aong the boat’ s bone-colored flanks gave the incongruous
appearance of medievd embroidery. A woman in aRimmer sunshade, her clipped hair blue, sat inthe
back, bent over with one finger pressed to her ear and the expression of somebody in heavy connex.
Two men were tromping up the white path to the door. “Locd,” Jean answered, and watched Lucienne' s
shoulders pull back.

Cricket gave aquick twist of her neck to stare at him sideways, lids wide enough that white rings stood
around her water-brown irises. “Y ou sure?’

Hetook the dotted spoon from her hand. “Y ou have some reason to be scared of the Corps? Turn the
gove off; | don't think thiswill taketoo long.”

Shedid what he said, silently, and went to Sit on the creaking wicker sofawhile he and Lucienne went to
the door. Hetimed it just right; the Rimmer had started to knock when he pulled the door open.

Jean granted the medium-brown, medium-height man who leaned back so suddenly a certain amount of
credit. Hedidn't fal over and he recovered himsdlf fast. “ Jean Kroc?’

“l amhe”

The Rimmer glanced over Jean’ s shoulder. His own backup stood at the bottom of the steps, off to the
port, covering both his partner and the door. “And isthis M~ Spivak?’

“M~ Spivak can speak for hersdlf,” Lucienne said. She didn’t step forward out of the shadows,
however.

The Rimmer cleared histhroat. “1’'m David Kountché” he said. “My identification—"

Which was connex, of course, and Officer Kountché colored under his café-au-lait complexion when he
redlized the reason for Jean’ s dight, incurious smile. He dug into his hip bag and came up with awarrant
card, holoplastic, chipped at one edge, with hisretind print and image inddlibly recorded on the surface.
Hewas, Jean reassessed, aDayvid with ay.

“If you'd like to comein, you have to take your shoes off,” Jean said, handing back the warrant card.

“I'msorry?’



“No shoesin the house,” Lucienne said. She pushed past Jean and came out under the awvning. Kountché
stepped back to give her room, without seeming to redlize that he' d handed her control of the Situation.
Lucienne continued, “And unlessyou have awarrant, I’ ll have to ask you both to power down. Jean has
ardigious objection to connex in his home. Do you want me to come out instead?’

“Wedidn't say it was you we needed to peak to, ma am,” the Rimmer said. Jean could not fault him on
politeness, anyway. Which wasn't asrare atrait as you might expect, in cops.

“No, but you talked around me, so | guessed. Coming in or staying out? And who might your partner
be?’

Officer Kountché cleared histhroat. And, gamely, sat down on the plascrete steps and touched open the
tabs on his shoes. “ Officer Garnet Spencer, ma am,” he said, and Officer Spencer tapped his sunshade
just below the speckled band. Lucienne was too much of alady to show it publicly, but Jean Kroc
echoed her concealed wince. Somebody’ s mother had watched too many romances.

“Ddighted to meet you, Officer Spencer.” He looked abit like aboiled fruit: his eyebrows made pale
swipesin the redness of hisface. Lucienne pointed to hisfeet. “There' steainsde, or | can bring you a
Ilemonade on the porch.”

After trading one quick |ook—backed, no doubt, by connex—Officer Kountché finished pulling his
shoes off and powered down. Officer Spencer opted for the hospitdity of the front stoop, and Jean
brought him alemonade while Lucienne led the other one insde. When Jean returned to theliving
room—the kitchen was more an acove off the side than a separate space—Cricket had taken hersalf
back out to the garden and Officer Kountché was perched uncomfortably on the edge of awicker douch
chair, maintaining atiff pine asif in defiance of the urgings of the household goods. L ucienne had turned
the burner back on under Cricket’ s teakettle, and was measuring leavesinto a pot. “Whatever questions
you wanted to ask me,” she said, “you can ask in front of Jean.”

The officer looked uncomfortable, but folded his hands over hisknee. “Where were you last night, M~
Spivek?’

“Please. Cdl me Lucienne”

“Y ou don't stand on ceremony?’

“I don't stand on much,” she answered. “ Occasiondly, my principles. Sugar, Officer?’
“Sugar, please. And answer the question. Please.”

Lucienne frowned, asif measuring spoonfuls of white crystasinto the cup was an unwonted effort. “I
was here”

“Y ou can confirm?’
She shrugged. “No connex,” she said. “1 live here. | wasn't anywhereese.”

Officer Kountché glanced at Jean, who leaned, armsfolded, beside the door. “I’ll tetify to that,” Jean
answered.

“M~Kroc,” the officer asked, “what’ s your means of support?’

“I’m aprospector,” Jean answered. “And | consult.”



“Nowork inthe, ah, serviceindustry?’

Jean just smiled. “Not what | would cdl it, no. Doesthat have any bearing on your investigation of my
partner?’

“Now, M~ Kroc,” Kountché said, apparently having recovered himsdf, “I’'m sure | never said your
partner was under investigation.”

The smile Lucienne gave Kountché was dmost as plastic as the one she got back. “ Jean,” she said,
“there’ s nothing here you need to defend me from.”

He unfolded his arms and said nothing. She turned back to face the counter and poured the tea. She
served him and offered a cup to Jean, who waved it away with the back of hishand, then poured for
hersdf. A delaying action, and afew moments later she ensconced hersdf acraossfrom him, her mug

cradled between her hands. “ So,” the officer said, “you can’t prove where you were last night?”

Whatever floated in the depths of her teamust have been extraordinarily interesting. She dipped afinger
into the steaming surface and bit the resulting droplet from thetip. “ Can you prove | was somewhere
ds=?

“What' syour relationship with the ELF?’

“The Extee Lib Foundation? | givethem money. | volunteer in thefront office. It'saperfectly legal and
registered charity. Officer.”

“Blowing up anative worker recruitment stetion is a charitable function?’

“Isthat what exploded last night?’ Lucienne leaned forward, between her knees, to set her cup down on
the plascrete not far from the edge of the braided rug. “Y ou think | had something to do with that?”

“I"'m not suggesting any such thing.” He sipped histea If he was a hunting dog, Jean thought, hisears
would be pricked up. “ Do you know anything about it?’

“No connex, remember?’

He shook hishead, asif it wasalittle hard for him to understand the implications. No instant news, no
instant messages. No instantaneous communication with people on other planets, hafway acrossthe

galaxy.

No congtant hum of commercidsin the back of your brain. No hacked perceptions, showing you a
woman in ared dress and hedls when she was wearing a pantsuit and thongs, and weighed fifteen pounds
worth of muscle less than the image projected into your brain.

No connex. Alone with the sllence inside your own brain.

Not too long ago, of course, it would have been dien to Lucienne, too. But she' d adapted, as Jean had
expected shewould. If nothing ese, it gave you time to think.

“You'll answer questions under alie sensor, if necessary?’
Lucienne smiled. “1f you subpoenamy cooperation. | know my rights, Officer.”
The answering tip of his head wastight. “ Are you certain you don’t wish to cdl your solicitor now?’

“Why should |7’ shesad. “I’ ve nothing to hide.”
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JEAN LIKED THAT CRICKET STAYED ON AFTER THE RIMMERS departed, all three together.
The one who' d waited on the stoop had Ieft his untouched |lemonade on the corner of the plascrete, dl
the ice melted and condensation rolling down the Sides.

“Asif you'd poison aRimmer,” Lucienne said disdainfully, while Cricket was bringing the remains of
dinner out to her beloved compost pile. Lucienne dumped the glassin the sink and scrubbed it out by
hand. She racked it and dried her hands on atowel, while Jean pressed his palmsto her shouldersto fed
her muscles dide. She leaned on the touch, letting him support her.

“He bugged the chair,” Jean murmured againgt the black hawser of her braid. “Want to give him an earful
after your friend leaves?’

She tossed the towe acrossthe edge of the sink. “Asif you haven't dready disabled it.”

He couldn’t shrug and rub her shoulders a the same time, so he settled for akiss on the nape of her
neck. Still brown, this skin, but paer, and vul nerable-seeming, nonetheless. “He can't prove athing.
Breathe out.”

She obeyed, and breathed in, too, then repeated the process more slowly, with concentrated care. “If he
could, he'd have us both in custody. It might be time to step back for abit. We re not outraged
doomsayers, and | refuse to be herded. Either by Rimmer visits, or by Closs sthreatsto assay settled
wetlands for mining potentia, and hang the treaty. WEe re not doing the froggies any good if wewind up
inmates at a seaweed farm.”

“WE re not doing ourselves any good either.” He stepped back and let hishandsfdl awvay. “There's
awayslegd chdlenges”

“If we could afford better lavyers.”

He nibbled histhumb, turning away from the window, through which the setting sun glared, flashing off
Spectacles that aways drew a double-take when he was introduced to someone new. “I’ll seewhat | can
do. About Cricket—"

“Yes. Wecan trust her.”

Helicked hislips, put his shadow between them so he could see her expression when sheturned. The
line between her eyebrows was deeper, but the curl of her lipswaswry.

“She doesn't want to be a part of our revolution, Luce,” he said.
“But where she goes, Deschénesfollows.”

Hedidn’t have aready answer, so L ucienne continued, shading her eyes so she could look straight at
him. “I’ll take her to seethe ranidstonight. If that doesn’t shift her, nothing will.”

Andréwaked home two hourslater than he usudly did. Thetraffic in the streets had fdlen off; his
meeting had stretched through the afternoon rush. A face-to-face meeting. One of the reasons André
kept office hours—kept an office at all—was that his business wasn't aways best handled via connex.



Cricket till hadn’t answered his call about Jean Kroc, which was for the best. He' d have more work for
her if shedid cal. Cricket charged high, even as archinformists went, but she was worth every demark.
And if shedidn’t cal, André would just have to get ahead start on the information himself. Because his
meeting had been with Timothy Closs, a Rim Company VP who reported directly to Jefferson Greene,
thetitular head of the Greene's World Charter Trade Corporation.

And Charter Trade had contacted André because it was|ooking for a speedy resolution.

André wasn't anice man, and he didn’t do anice job. But he also understood that it wasn't that different
from jobsthat had been necessary, spurned, and not very nice since the first web-footed amphibian
crawled from the prima ooze and set up shop to sal dirt to other amphibians from farther downriver. It
wasaliving, and hedidn’t play palitics, and he didn’t execute grudges. He stuck to what passed for the
ethica rules of hisprofession, and Charter Trade Ieft him aone except for when it needed him.

And on Colonid Charter steadings like Greene' s World, the Rimmers were the lawv—and had been for
thelast 250 years, snce A.G. 75 or so, though Greene' s World itself was not that old. And the only
court of appeals was the Earth-centered, teeming worlds of the Core. Which relied on trade from the
ever-expanding halo of the Rim to keep it fed and housed and enjoying an increasing standard of living. A
lot of people cameto the Rim because they couldn’t live in the Core anymore, for one reason or another.

Frontiers had always been asort of social pressure valve.

Redlly, inthe end, André just saved Charter Trade the money it would have spent documenting a
kangaroo trid. And asfor the family of the accused, he saved them some embarrassment.

The sort of people he needed to talk to tonight didn’t do business over connex either. They also weren't
the sort to hang out in pool hals, Italian restaurants, or drinking establishments, adding alittle
stereotypica color to the place. But Nouel Huc did have an affection for a particular raucous dinner
thester on Seagrove—West Seagrove, amuch more upscale neighborhood than André's. Not that that
would be a problem, since André was dressed for the office.

He strolled past tall, white-faced, bal conied cruisersthat smiled around their storm shutters. The air was
cooling asthe red sun sank, the breeze lifting the day’ slast sweet from his neck. The barges here were
more solidly lashed, partially because people took more trouble with it and partially because Bayside was
the windward edge of Novo Haven, and caught the storms blowing in off the gulf, most of which were
not nearly bad enough to scatter the city for. But they could pitch and rub the barges, and the worst
damage didn’t come from the wind, under those circumstances, but from the hulls crushing the sdewalks.
Bumpers and braces could only do so much.

The awningswererolled in for afternoon, letting the last light of day reach the blue and green and
goldenrod doors, filter in the parlor windows. If André hadn’t known where he was going, he could have
picked out the Zheleznyj Tigr from the residences on either side. It was on the 8100 barge, and the velvet
ropes leading to the door set it apart, as did the attendant standing by. She was shapely and very pale,
her white-blond hair clubbed at the nape of her neck, and she wore ared velvet tailcoat and atal black
hat. She smiled at André as she opened the door, plated hedls clicking cheerfully. He answered her crisp
bow with aplayful one of hisown, just to see her pale skin blush.

She must spend afortune on sunblock.

Inside, candles and wall sconces flickered, dusting dark wood and more red velvet with erratic light.
Somebody was playing aneono, not loudly enough to be heard in the Street. Not yet. André cocked his
head at the music and glanced dowly around. Empty booths, afew occupied, the glossy tabletops mostly
innocent yet of glasses.



Noue Huc sat done. That was by no means uncommon, but neither wasit de rigueur. He was a broad
Asan-looking man whose frown lines made him seem brooding, and alittle crud, though he was neither
of those things. Women, André imagined, found the contrast irresigtible.

It couldn’t have been Noud'’ s looks.

André made some noise coming up, though Nouel certainly expected him; he/ d IMed aquery before he
left his office, and gotten the nod to come down. Noud was tangled up with awoman who lived on Y ap,
and sometimes when he seemed to be aone, he was actudly quite distracted.

But thistime, Noue pushed the chair opposite out with hisfoot; André dropped into it lightly and
reached for the order pad. “What’ sthe play tonight?’

“Zaire,” Noud sad. “Voltaire. Will you stay for it?’

“| could be convinced,” André answered, pulling up reviews, asynopsis, and clips on his headset. “ Do
you know the specid?’

Noud made a broad gesture with a heavily ringed hand. Jewel s caught the candldight, their flash and
sparkle enhanced by Noud’ s skins. André knew at least two rings were external hard memory, easily
exchanged or discarded, while one housed a cutting laser. “I haven't ordered.”

“Oh.” André downloaded the specids, IMed them to Noue viaadirect-read. “ There sshiro,” he said,
asif Noud would not have noticed it. A local-world, deep-sea, heavy-bodied whitefish. Most of it was
exported to the Core to feed the sushi market as awel come replacement for Earth’s own extinct stocks
of albacore and escolar.

Noud smacked hislips. “A bottle of wine?’

“l am at your disposal,” André answered, and pushed the order pad to Noudl. Nouel must have
livelinked it, because André didn’t see him touch akey. André was buying, of course. It was part of the
honorarium one paid Noud in exchange for hisinformation.

“Oh, I don’t think I’ll dispose of you just yet.” Hetipped histhumb to the stage. “Not until | hear your
opinion of the play. They run arepertory here, you know. It' srare to get something genuindy new.”

André did know, but it would have been rude to mention it. He nodded, instead, and thumbed through
thedrug list. Expensive acohoal, opiates, tailored drugs. Nothing unexpected. He settled on abrandy and
aso ordered agin and icefor Noud, as hiswasrattling in the glass.

Nouel nodded thanks, and their drinks arrived a moment later. Nothing had yet replaced the live walter;
expert systems did not maintain an adequate standard of customer service, and people liked to be smiled
a. He gtirred hisice with the glassrod and said, “Wasthisjust asocid cal, André?’

“If it were, would | be plying you with acohol ?’

Nouel laughed, head down and shoulders back, dmost spilling hisdrink. He wasn't an archinformist, but
he employed them. Noud was a broker. And sometimes he could find out things that weren’t in adata
hold. “ Ask. Before the fish comes; | hateto talk when | could be egting.”

“Lucienne Spivek,” André said.

A long whistlelikethe cdll of trains sncetimeimmemoria rose over thetinkling neono. Y ou got the
Baysde view here, and with it the sound of lighterslanding day and night, ferrying cargo and—more



rarely—personned up to the orbita transfer sation. Y ou didn’t build amatter transfer station on a
habitable planet.

Justin case.

Noud stopped with hisdrink tipped to hislips. Helooked at it thoughtfully, took asip anyway, and set it
down precisdy initsown ring of condensation. “What' sit worth to you?’

“Three hundred,” Andréreplied, aflat inflexible offer.

“Make them pay you hazard,” Noue said. “If you haven’t shaken hands on it dready. How fast do you
need it?’

Closswanted the job done asfast as safely possible. He had told André he had intelligence that Spivak
was going to receive damaging information from asource insgde Rim, and that he needed her removed
before she could passit on.

“Fagtest. Who isshe?” Andréwaved his brandy snifter under his nose, wafting the aroma from the glass.
“Other than the presumed head of GreenWorld, now that Tavishisdead.”

“She gtaysout in the bayou.”
“She' safrog-kisser. It's not unheard of.”

“No,” Noud said, asthe cold horsd oeuvre arrived. “ The issue iswho she stayswith.” With the
pricker-tipped tongs, Noud sdlected adick sea-fruit and tossed it into his mouth. It burst with an audible
pop. “An old swamp-crawling conjure man.”

“No. No!” Andrélaughed in disbelief, rocking his head from sdeto side. Fate was gaming with him.

“Y es. Better make sure nobody can connect it to you, if it comes off.” Noud’ s eyestwinkled—literdly, a
programmed effect of his skin. “I wouldn’t want Jean Gris knowing | was the man who killed his piece of
tal.”

It wasn't that Cricket had never been in the delta before. Because of course she had. She' d been on
hover-boats and a trangport; she' d been upriver asfar as Romeo. She' d even taken aswamp hikein hip
waders with a horticulturist and gotten asix-hour crash coursein the native wildflowers of Greene's
World. The part she had found most charming was the discovery that al sorts of names shewas familiar
with from Earth plants had been recycled shamelesdly, for flowersthat often bore only apassing
resemblance to any Terran plant. She' d seen swamp iris—which on Greene' s World was adeep
green-streaked bronze—and moonflower, and orioleplant (named after abird, not even avegetable),
and dozens of other native ornamentas. And the invasive garden species, from Earth and Babel and
wherever ese people had gone and found things that were pretty. Importing live seed was supposed to
beillegd. But unlike chordate animals, plants survived matter transfer fine, and it wasn't asif anybody
enforced the regulations.

So she'd done dl that, got the mud between her toes, felt halfway grounded on her new planet. New
being adecade and ahalf now.

But she'd never been in the bayou &t night, with the three lumpy moons and the sharply spherical slver
disk of the transport station swinging by overhead and the reeds casting razory shadows acrossthe
slvered water. The smallest moon, sulfur-stained Flash, actually moved fast enough for itstrandt across



the larger white-gold moon called Arthur to be noticeable to the unaided eye. Com kept running stories
that Rim planned to bump it out afew thousand kilometers because it might be diding down the sky fast
enough to be athreat one of these years.

Lucienne urged her over spongy ground carpeted in flat dense green, ahigh-intensity minilight shone low,
to illuminate only the path before their feet. “They’ re not fond of bright lightsin darkness,” she whispered.
“Ther eyesdon’t adjust asfast asours.”

Cricket matched Lucienne stone. “ Arewetaking aboat?’

“No, it'sjust up along the bank.” And then Lucienne giggled. “Why are we whispering?’
“So asnot to disturb the ranids?’

“They can’'t hear you.”

Cricket stumbled. Lucienne, behind her, caught her elbow and held her up. “ Can’'t hear me? They’ re not
deaf.”

“No—" Lucienne sgesture set the light in her handsto wavering wildly. “ They respond to adifferent set
of frequencies, and their hearing in air is not that great. They’d just hear, | dunno, rumbling and squesks.
Likewejust hear them croaking.”

“So how will they know to meet us? How will wetdk to them?’
“You'll see” Lucienne said, patting a capacious cargo pocket on her thigh. “Patience.”

Cricket was ready to swallow her tongue. Ranids shouldn't be that exciting. She' d seen them working on
thedrill platformsin the distance, seen them—occas ondly—scudding effortlesdy through the crystdline
bay. She' d watched documentaries, of course. And the popular dramas sometimes had ranidsin them:
real ones or—more often—holograms.

That wasn't the same astalking to ared dien while crouched in aswamp by moonlight.
“Hold «ill,” Lucienne said, and Cricket paused midstep. “Y ou can put your foot down.”

Thetrace of alaugh in Lucienn€ s voice made Cricket smile, too. Wet earth molded to her foot as her
weight came down on it. She could fed the cool moisture rising from the mud even through her flexible
sole. The sawtooth-edged leaves of the reeds that weren't al that much like real reeds whispered in the
darkness, leaving Cricket with the urge to whisper back. Living up to her name, she thought, and her
smile broadened until it pulled at her cheeks.

Lucienneturned off thelight.

Cricket managed not to yelp, but she couldn’t hold back aflinch. The bayou had already been huge and
tangled where it stretched beyond the reach of the flashlight: dumbering softly, but infinitely old and
sharp-witted. Now, before Cricket’ s eyes adjusted, the sounds and scents seemed to rush at her with the
darkness. She breathed deep, fixing the black-earth scent of vegetable rot at the bottom of her lungs, so
shesméled it again, warmer, as her breath came back.

Insects sawed and droned, and creatures large enough to support voca cords made more complex
noises. Something crashed, and something screamed; she didn’t know if it was amating fight or the
sound of something becoming another something’ s dinner. Shetried to force her eyesto adapt faster.



The moonlight was shifting. One set of shadows, the faintest, seemed to twist about her as she waiched,
asif someone meant to wind her legs with ribbons. That was Flash, and it would cross the sky again two
and ahdf timesbefore sunrise. Arthur took amore stately route, as befitted the farthest satellite, and cast
steady stedl-blue shadows. Subtractive mixing—still counterintuitive to Cricket after thirty-four yearsin
which the light from the sky had only been one color at atime—turned the intersecting shadows black.

The third moon, Alice, was agrayish wraithlike shape with low abedo, smaller, closer, and faster than
Arthur but larger and dower than Flash. It cast no gppreciable light unlessit was donein the sky, and
even then, only enough to guess a the motion of ahand. If the person waving it was light-skinned.

If the Greene’ sWorld tide charts hadn’t been in databases, they would have run to volumes.
“What arewewaiting for?” Cricket finaly whispered.

“Not waiting.” Lucienne touched her shoulder, and Cricket noticed hersdf shivering. The moist till air
was also cool. “Looking. There, off to port.”

Cricket turned her head and squinted. A patch of moonlight—no. Brighter than moonlight. And a
greeny-ydlow that neither Arthur nor Flash reflected. Bioluminescence?“ Algee?’

“Froggies,” Lucienne sad. “ They're expecting us. Come on.”

A narrow path led through the reeds, invisible from the green riverbank. Cricket reached out and swiped
across the glowing patch as they walked past it, flattened reeds crunching softly underfoot. Water seeped
between the digned stems, but they kept the mud beneath from greasing her way down the bank.

Her fingertip glowed citrine-yellow when she turned her hand over. “ They use marking paint?’

“Something likethat.” Lucienne had taken the lead, for which Cricket wasjust as grateful, in the dark.
She clutched reeds to steady hersdlf, leaving luminescent smears behind. “ Stop here.”

Cricket had dready hated. She could see the moonlit channd gleaming beyond Lucienne, its surfacelike
oiled black opal. Cricket watched while Lucienne flipped her braid behind one broad shoulder and
crouched easily in the mud. Whatever had been in her pocket wasin her right hand now; it looked like a
wand with green and ydlow lights glowing on the handle,

Shedid it into the water and thumbed a control.

Cricket neither heard nor felt athing, but the lights rippled encouragingly, and L ucienne seemed satisfied
as she pulled the wand up and whipped an arc of droplets off thetip.

“And now?’

“We wait. Some patient researcher you are.” Lucienne reached back and patted her on the ankle.
Cricket sighed and squatted down, resting her elbows on her knees, trying to trap some warmth between
her belly and her thighs. “ Oh. When they come—don’'t make direct eye contact. And don’t touch them.
It bregks their mucous coating.”

Cricket was prepared for along, cold wait, but her expectation was mercifully disappointed. The water
rippled and bulged, and one-two-three domed arrow-shaped heads emerged, arrayed in an uneven
wedge. They bobbed, asif their ownersfloated free in the water, though Cricket couldn’t imagineit was
very deep. But they did to the bank smoothly, and she stood up and moved back as L ucienne scooted
asdeto give them room.



Cricket heard hersdf breathing, loud asif she stood in an echo chamber. Only one of the ranids emerged
from the water—a greeny-black shape with a pale mottled belly. Itsarms were long, dmost aslong asits
spindly legs, and it had spidery, webbed, opposable digitson dl four limbs. It wasn't quite astall as
Cricket, standing, which wasn't very tal at dl. It hunched forward enough, head stretching out on aneck
that would collapse into the body for swimming, so that she saw pale mottles that would be butter-or
cream-colored in sunlight. “We have to give them names,” Lucienne said over her shoulder. “Their names
for themsalves are alittle beyond us. Cricket, thisis Caetel. Caete, thisis Cricket.” When Lucienne
addressed the froggie directly, she overpronounced, asif speaking to achild or alip-reader.

The ranid wore a sort of web belt, farther up its midsection than ahuman waist would be, above the
great angular hip bonesthat canted it forward in such an awvkward and unbaanced fashion. It flexed its
legs, not quite sinking down into a high-kneed crouch, and supported itself on one hand while it unclipped
aperfectly norma—if waterproofed—child' s date from acarabiner. It settled further, atapered cone
between the high flexed knees, and began to type.

“And do they have namesfor us?’ Cricket asked, coming forward. She pressed her shoulder against
Lucienne' s rounded biceps, soaking up radiant warmth.

“If they do, they never tell us.” Lucienne accepted the date from Caetel and read it quickly, angling the
face so Cricket could see the backlit screen—Plsd. U R cmng 2 hip us?

Inelegant, but efficient. Cricket glanced at Lucienne. Lucienne shrugged. “Y ou can type on the date,
connex to the date and IM, or speak directly. Caetel readslips. Not dl ranidsdo.”

Cricket handed the date back, thetips of the ranid’ s spatul ate fingers brushing the side of her hand.
There must be claws retracted in the cool dippery flesh, because something scratched her like aburr.
“Pleasad to meet you, too,” she answered, agreat swelling of disbelief making her wish she could shake
her head and pacein circles until it sank in what she was doing here. “Lucienne thought | should come
and talk to you. To help make up my mind.”

Theranid’ s head settled back againgt its shoulders. It bobbed dightly and typed again. Whileit worked,
Lucienne patted Cricket on the elbow. “Y ou're doing fine.”

The date came back. —Wd U C wht Rimds 2 my sibs?
“It'snot pretty,” Lucienne cautioned.
Cricket nodded. “1 will see.”

Caetel splashed the water with onefoot. The other two bobbing ranid heads emerged from the water,
and neither of these two wore web belts or carried Rim equipment. One wore the seashell and seawrack
vest and girdle affected by the unacculturated ranids. It was decorative, woven of tropica colors and
light-catching stones, and al so served to display the prowess of the ranid that woreit. Not only did the
vests create drag, impeding the owner, but the best vests belonged to far-swimmers, who had traveled
great distances dong the surface currents, and visited many idands and become exoparents on many
shores. A sensible custom, one that encouraged both the reproduction of the strongest and the wide
spread of biologica diversity.

This particular far-swimmer aso wore a Charter Trade harpoon gun. Which was not something any
native was supposed to have. Tetra, Caetel typed, and the ranid head-bobbed. L ucienne bowed, a
human equivaent, and Cricket copied her. This, she guessed, would be the bodyguard.

And nothing like atame froggie at dl. Cagtel had adistinct, moist, anphibian aroma. Tetra—or its



harness—smelled of tide pools and hegped seaweed and broken shells.

When Tetraturned to help the third ranid from the water, though, Cricket gasped. She hadn’t been able
to see, when it swam partidly submerged, but thisfroggie was disfigured. It was obvioudy blind in one
eye, agreat white scar carved down the side of its face and across the shoulder, itsleft arm ending below
the shoulder in aknobby lump. It listed as it struggled up the bank, so Cricket suspected spinal or brain
damage.

“ThisisParrot. It survived an industria accident,” Lucienne said, because Caetel had stopped typing.
“And Rim sometimes provides medical careto Site workers—it’ s one of the thingsthey trade for coolie
labor”—the distaste in her voice when she said coolie was acid enough to sting—"but of courseif you
can't work they don't treat you.”

“God,” Cricket said, or shaped, anyway. She wasn't sure she got any breath through the word.

Not that that mattered to the ranids. Caetei reached out and brushed her bare leg, with just fingertip
pads, and looked up quizzicaly. She glanced down. “Yes,” Cricket said. “Thank you. Pleasetell it—"
Tel it 'msorry.

But the dismissve flicking gesture of Caetei’ s hand needed no trandation. Like scattering water on the
ocean. The mutilated ranid would not understand.

“Thank you.” Lucienneto the rescue. She swept her hand to her mouth to direct Caetel’ s attention. “If
you don’t need more, Caetel, thank you and Tetraand Parrot. Thank you very much.”

Caetel patted Cricket’ s calf once more quickly, and the three ranids dipped back into the brackish
channd. For amoment, Cricket saw the lights of Caetel’ s date dimmed by the muddy channdl, and then
they were gone, along with theranids.

“Medical care?’ Cricket asked, when the wonder had blown off her enough to alow her to talk. “They
work for what any Core or Rim citizen gets as a birthright?’

“It' sone of thethingsthey earn. They’re not citizens.”

“It sexploitation.”

“Thatis” Lucienne sad gently, “what | have been telling you. Y ou’ re not...shocked?’

“No.” She wished she was. She wished she had the innocence lft to be shocked. “But | am outraged.”

“Good.” Lucienne paused, still looking out over the water. Flash aready dmost touched the top of the
reedsin thewest. “1 meant you to be.”

Cricket let the sllence handle that one. “I till don't know if | have the gutsto get involved. What ese do
they—what else does Charter Trade barter to the ranids?’

“They protect their sacred sites, for onething. There are placesin the deep bayou and salt marsh that the
ranids hold holy. And, maybe the biggest thing...” She shrugged. “ Stories.”

“ Sories?” Cricket heard hersdf, and lowered her voice. “Like, once upon atime?’

“It' stheir whole culture. They talk. When they get out in the deep ocean, halfway around the world
they can talk. Don't underestimate what new information isworth to them.”

Cricket twisted her hands together. She was getting alittle annoyed with feding abashed. “I’' m sorry,”



shesad. “I don't mean to sound like an idiot.”

“Not anidiot,” Lucienne said. Sheflicked her flashlight on and shoneit up the reedy path. Cricket, taking
ahint, scrambled up. “Not even ignorant, redly. But nobody talks about this stuff.”

“Because we don’t want to know?’
“Something likethat,” Lucienne said. “Comeon. I'll run you home.”
“I can get there mysdlf. Just drop me at the ferry stop—"

“Don’t worry about it.” Asthey emerged from the reeds atop the grassy bank, the night was cool and
gtill. Exactly asthey had l€ft it, except the angle of the light had changed. “1 was going out anyway. | have
to meet somebody around midnight.”

Raindrops pattered on the surface, the sound echoing softly through the sheltered backwater where
Gourami dept and kept setreasures. Selived in ahumen-built cottage that bobbed amid rows of sixteens
of amilar bubbles, al on automatic moorings so that they were held more or less taut no matter how the
tide changed.

Gourami rested on one of the broad comfortable shelvesthat projected from the wallsjust below water
leve, spading a protein-enriched dgae broth from ashalow bowl and watching larger-than-life images
flicker on thewall. The splashing wavel ets were warm; the hegt in se degping bench was on. Humen toys
were very pleasant.

Se was watching a humen drama—they had drama, just like plays except they made them permanent so
one could watch again and again, not just tell them—and the squiggles across the bottom of the image
meant their words. So sewas practicing, in addition to being entertained. Which was good. The humen
liked it if one did more than onething a atime, though Gourami thought they would be wiser to careif
onedidit well.

But that was humen.
They built good houses, anyway.

And someone was scratching by the door of Gourami’s. Se set the half-empty bowl on ahigher shelf,
where water would not dop into it (imagine trying to keep water out of food! Imagine egting food served
warm!) and did through the opening in the ring-shaped shelf, dropping toward the bottom of the house
and the underwater door. There was a hatch to the roof aswell, for emergencies and sunbathing, reached
by an ascending spira of shelves, and some houses had a second underwater exit. But those were houses
for families—endoparents with broods, or exo-groups, or sometimes both at the same time where there
was alagting attachment.

Gourami’ s place was only one bubble. As se swam under the encircling shelf of the primary living space,
theflickering light of the drama provided enough glow to see by. Se'd reverseit when se came back up,
if guilt won over irritation. It was't very good. But it was astory, and sewinced at sdf’ sirrespongbility
inletting it run itself out unregarded.

Stll. Still. Se could dwaysreverseit. It wasn't sacrilege, not like missing part of aplay, which was
ephemera and would only continue to exist aslong as there was somebody to remember it, somebody
who could tdll it if the need arose.



The gate was shot; se hadn’t planned on going out until morning and the last thing se needed was a pod
of snakewhites wandering in an unbarred door in the middle of the night. Se churruped, the swelling
surface of sethroat vibrating into the water. Beyond the gate, someone’ s pale belly reflected the moving
light. The other churruped back.

Caetel was ardative, one of Gourami’ s endosibs. They were kin by water rather than gametes, but some
said that was the strongest bond.

Caetel dso worked for Rim.
Gourami dipped the gate and let se kick insde. —I wouldn’t expect you to still be awake.

Caetel shot upward with a powerful flexion of legs. Se voice echoed oddly for amoment as se hauled
sdf from full submersion to acomfortably damp perch on the ledge. —I knew you would be.

Gourami was a night-swimmer, anoon-deeper by preference. As everybody in three rows knew, from
theflicker of stories on sewallslate into the night. Se heaved onto the ledge and stood to Stretch, palms
sticky flat against the arched roof of the house for balance. Bubble-shaped was not just sturdy and
pleasant; it was safest in astorm. — was watching a story. But of course, Caetel was aready
transfixed by the flicker. Se understood humen very well, better maybe than Gourami. Se hunched
forward, haf-crouched, and tilted Sde to sSde asif to improve perception of the huge humen figures
imbedded in Gourami’ s house-wall.

—Will you restart?

—I watched this one before, Gourami lied. Too much exposure to humen, not to care about adrama.
It'sjust astory, sewanted to say. It isrecorded. It will remember itsdlf, like the stories the Other Ones
took with them, when they left. But sedidn’t, and was glad when se noticed the set of Caetel’s
shoulders, which suggested something aong the lines of: Oh. But | haven't.

Sedidn’t actualy make the noises, though, so Gourami could pretend se had been looking away. Se did
not want to watch the bad movie again.

Se did not even particularly want to watch the ending.

But sedid, and when it flicked dark and the walls took up a mellow sun-colored glow to compensate for
thelogt illumination of the movie, se shifted se hips on the ledge. A few spans closer to Caetel was
enough to press on se attention. Caetel blinked wide high-set eyes and shuddered, shaking out of the
memorizy trance. —You can have the code, Gourami said. — won'’t watch it again.

Caetel ducked in thanks and acknowledgment; Gourami made a sweeping, paddling gesture with se
handfingers. Away from the mouth, not toward. —Nothing to thank me for.

Se sank down in the warm water and let it flow up between theridges of se hips. Se legs stretched long,
toefingers dangling over the edge of the ledge. Not a position to take in open water, when toefingers
looked like food to many svimmers.

Comfortable, though.

—You were just coming to visit? Would you care for some soup? There was plenty of broth, and
Gourami could thicken it with seaweed for amed. But Caetel’ s posture did not suggest hunger, and se
answered with the same paddling motion Gourami had used.

— need to ask you to take an action. Caetel hestated, ddlicately. Gourami warbled quiet



encouragement twice before se would continue. —The thing the humen have green-band sibs drilling
for on the shelf.

The thing that wasn't petroleum. Which Gourami knew because Gourami had been liai son between the
persons assigned to the drill and the humen assay team. And the assay team had tended to talk fregly in
front of persons, as some humen did. Asif Gourami couldn’t lip-read perfectly well.

Gourami did not know what was tanglestone, or omelite either. Se did not understand humen
excitement over forking and incomplete forking. But se understood that the humen were not drilling for
oil. No matter what they told the persons at work, and the humen inspectors who came to the drill.

—It was a mistake to talk about it. Because it was a secret, se had realized too late. And secrets were
the opposgite of stories. Se could lose se position from talking, se own comfortable existence, and se
contribution to bandwedl. — can’t tell you any more.

— know a human who can help. If we bring it evidence stories. There might be other ways to
protect the greatparents than begging Rim.

There might be. Gourami folded in on self, wrapping arms around flexed legs, and put se face between
fleshy thighs. Se was moist and warm and comfortable, and shuddered anyway, asif attempting to shiver
loose a parasite. Too much risk. Too much risk to the greatparents, to bandweal. To sdif.

The status quo was not o terrible. And se did not see it being better, for persons or for the greatparents
of thousand-year memory, to start arevolution. Caetel never said so much, would not. But Gourami had
no doubts as to what se endosib intended as an outcome.

— won't risk the greatparents, se sad, lurching upright and leaning forward. Se caught Caetel’ seye
and held it, forcing alock to be certain Caetel understood. Will not. What the humen could do to us—

The whirring, melodious croak died at the back of sethroat, se throatpouch still expanded. Se looked
down, accidentaly releasing Caetel.

Because they could. Gourami watched their sories, both the history and the inventions. The magnitude of
the destruction that humen could wresk was inconceivable, if they grew wrathful. —No. Gourami said.
—No, | will not talk to your humen. | have greatparents to protect. | have egglings to think of. |
cannot contribute to a war. Sewhirring had risen to operatic levels, echoing under the domed roof of
se house until it boomed likeamating call.

Sefixed Caetei an acidic glance and modulated se voice, as Caetel ducked to avoid being gazel ocked
again. Gourami continued, —And you should not either. You memorizy, | see you. If you think of
being a greatparent, you must put othersfirst.

Caetel knew that. Of course, and Caetei rose up on shaky legs, wincing apologetically. — will show
myself out.

—I amnot angry. But Gourami was, upset at least, worried, and they both could smell it in the water,
seeitin theflush that surrounded paling mottles. —Please come back when you want to talk about
something else.

There. That was better.
— will come back, Caetel answered, and dipped into thering pool.

Gourami waited until the gate thumped before turning back to se dinner. The broth had long gone cold.



3

OVER THE YEARS, ANDRE HAD COME TO ACCEPT THAT HISluck was often ridiculous, but
he hadn’t expected ashot at filling the contract hisfirst night out. He folded hisforearms over the
handlebars of hiswet-dry scoot and let it bob, lights dark, on the moonlit water of the bay. The floor
pushed hisfeet asit yawed. He hid behind the faring so his head wouldn’t silhouette on the horizon. The
craft was low-profile; without the brightness of the sky or of Novo Haven' slights behind him, André was
nothing more than a blacker patch on the water.

About that luck, he thought, watching L ucienne Spivak and her guest come chattering down the floating
dock. Ridiculous wasn't the haf of it. Epic, maybe. Operatic. Farcical . Because even by moonlight, with
hislowlight adapt kicked up, he recognized the woman walking aongside Spivak, leaning into her so that
their shoulders brushed, ducking down as they shook their heads over some joke funny enough that
André could hear their laughter acrossthe water.

“You know,” he murmured under hisbreeth, “you couldn’t make this shit up.”

Hewasn't going to kill anybody infront of his girlfriend. Some things were beyond the call of duty, and it
would be difficult to makeit look like an accident if Spivak suddenly went down clutching her throat.
And hewasn't in ahurry. Impatient men often didn’t do well in André€ sline of work. Luck will only get
you so far. Even ridiculous|uck—

With hislowlight, he could make out the hunched shape of aminifab at the top of the dock, awhite shell
path leading up toit. The residenceitself wasin asheltered inlet that ahigh tidewould turn into anidand,
not quite up the bayou—as Noud had suggested—»but on a channel and away from the open bay. A
paramangrove swvamp cut sight linesto the city, and the approach path of descending lighterslay directly
over the house, which explained why thiswasn't more popular property. That, and the inconvenience of
being an hour and a half by scoot or boat from the city.

He' d wait for Cricket to leave, and then he' d dip close enough to get an overview of the location. It
would be better if he could catch Spivak away from home, but it didn’t hurt to know the turf. HE d have
to be careful, though; Jean Kroc' s house was a homestead, no plans on record, and he had no idea what
sort of security devices the conjure man might use. Anything from tiger pitsto tracking laserswere
possible, and it would be embarrassing to take aload of buckshot in the fundament.

Andréfolded hisarms and waited, listening to the women laugh. The breeze across the water was coal,
carrying ataint of the heady sweetnessfrom the parasitic flowers that swathed the paramangrove limbs.
The scent carried over miles, and right now it told André that the wind was offshore. Which was a'so
helpful to him; even if Kroc had asniffer or asmart guard dog, it wouldn't pick up André s scent.

Y ep. Luck waswonderful.
Pity he couldn’t talk any conjure on Greene sWorld into heping himtrainiit.

He wondered if he should have turned down this job. Closswould just have found somebody else, of
course. Somebody who might botch it, or somebody who might be the kind of sadistic bastard who got
hiskinksout in hiswork.

He shifted on the hard seet of the scooter, pretending resignation asif he could convince himself. No
matter how much of ahurry Closswasin, it wasn't asif André had to kill anybody tonight.



Except it didn’t look like Cricket was leaving alone. She climbed into the passenger chair of thewaiting
flashboat and Spivak followed, settling in the pilot’ s seat. If she wasjust running Cricket down to the
ferry, about fifteen minutes, then—

—André might not need the research after al. More luck, that he hadn’t mentioned it to Cricket.
It could have put astrain on the relationship.

The engine of the flashboat was faster and louder than the caterpillar drive on the scoot. André waited
until his prey wasin motion before powering up. His scoot was dark gray, and the topcoat had a
gloss-or-matte option that got alot of work on night jobs. With the lowlight, he didn’t need the running
lights

He concentrated very hard, thinking of Spivak dropping Cricket off at the ferry landing just the other side
of the paramangrove swamp and turning back for home, maybe alittle carelessand tired. He couldn’t
take a blacked-out scoot into the city; if he didn’t get run down by abarge, he'd get pulled over by
traffic enforcement—and Cricket might recognize him or the vehicle under conditions of morelight. The
idedl, of course, would befor her to drop off Cricket, turn around, head home, and run into engine
trouble. Unfortunately, André didn’t think his untrained mojo was enough to pull off that set of
coincidences, but he hed the thought anyway, sharp and fine, visudizing in detall.

Such things happened, after al. More often than anyone admitted. His own childhood was akind of
anecdotal proof.

But Spivak guided the flashboat toward the lights of Novo Haven. The universewasn't listening. Or
somebody e s’ sfree will was getting in the way again. Just plain inconvenient.

She opened quite agap as she headed inward—his craft wasn’t as speedy—but André wasn't worried.
It shouldn’t matter, as long as he could spot her running lights and the silhouette of her boat across open
water.

Traffic waslight at first, and there were no street—or channe—lights on the outskirts, other than the
occasiona door or dock lamp. But the traffic regs ensured that Spivak couldn’t just flash off and leave
his dower vehicle behind. André flicked on his running lightsto be legal, made up some of the distance,
and dotted his scoot in behind awater taxi two vehicles back from Spivak and Cricket.

Hedidn't even need to follow that closdly. It was obvious pretty quickly that they were going to
Cricket’ s new flat. André hadn’t been there yet, but he had the address, and it was a neighborhood he
knew.

He stuck close anyway, though, the tactile rubber of the scoot’ s handlebars molding his palms, the engine
softly vibrating his caves. He pulled ahooded swester on one arm at atime—keeping hiseye on
traffic—and dipped on eye protection. Too dark for dark glassin the goggles, but they changed theline
of hisfacealittle. He skinned the beard off, which wouldn't help if neither woman was running connex,
but he knew Cricket at least usudly kept her skinslive. She hypertexted like amad thing in conversation,
her agile brain tending to shoot off in Six unrelated directions at once.

The scoot was aquiet little craft, and André was glad of that as he ducked it out of the traffic stream one
bridge shy of Cricket' sflat and diagonaly across the channd. They unloaded quickly—asmal favor
from fate—and Cricket gave Spivak aone-armed hug as she climbed past her before turning away.
André crushed a pang of conscience. He' d be there to console her.

It might even bring them closer together. Cricket had this unnerving tendency to flit just out of reach, asif



she were covered in something dick and transparent. Y ou could brush against her surface, but there was
never any way to get agrip.

A minute later, Spivak finished fussing with her safety belts and pulled away from the landing. Headed in
the opposite direction, not back across the side channel where André lay in wait. He twisted the throttle
and sent the scoot forward, pulling into traffic smoothly to avoid attracting attention.

Now his heart thumped his breastbone. The crackle of tension spidered up his back to grab across his
shoulder blades, and his stomach seemed to sway in hisgut like abalast bag of wet sand. Hisskin
crawled taut across his thighs and groin; nausea chased bitterness up the back of histhroat.

Thiswasit.

Theluck was running now.

It was ninety minutes before he got his shot. Spivak stayed in the city, visited atavern André didn’t
follow her into—it was on a decommissioned ferry, moored along the east side of Broadbrook, and there
was no way off it that wasn't immediately obvious—and returned to her flashboet after lessthat forty-five
minutes. It might have been the meet, but hisjob wasn't to stop the mest, or identify the other party. He
didn’'t do that sort of thing.

Afterward, she headed west, out of the city on Bayside. Not back the way they had come, but thiswasa
shorter way and she could aways cut across the shipping lanesfor anearly direct route back to Kroc's
house—a shortcut that would beidea for André's purposes. Not only did lighterskick up ahdll of a
splash when they touched down—a splash that could turn over asmal craft—but big ships sometimes
didn’t notice little boats, and accidents could happen.

Andrédidn’t like to smile over hiswork; it seemed disrespectful . But it was hard to keep this one down:
maybe prayer was good for something.

He should have stuck to his demand to be paid a bonus for atwenty-four-hour closure.

The only potentia problem wasthe top speed of his scoot. If Spivak raced home, there was no way he
could keep up. But if she was cutting the lanes, she’ d want to proceed cautioudy, with one eye on the
sky. That would be better.

And it seemed to be her plan. André hung back amost ahaf-kilometer, trailing Spivak until they were
well clear of Novo Haven. The submerged lights of the shipping lanes glowed benegth the surface of the
bay, but there was no redl danger of being caught against them; they were meant to be seen from above.
Only onelighter splashed down during the transect, and that one well off to the south and gently enough
that by the time the wake reached André, he cut acrossit diagonally and noticed only what the skip and
lurch did in hisaready nervous belly. The night was cam, still warmer than he d expected, and the
breeze from landward had faded off, leaving afew late-traveling sailboats motoring aong the placid
surface with their white sails hanging dack. Spivak, charting a stately progress, seemed inclined to enjoy
the night. André had no problem with letting her do it. It was apoint of honor with him that histargets
never even knew they were in danger. Necessity did not have to be crudl.

Around the middle of the landing field, he goosed it. The caterpillar drive wasn't fast, but it was fast
enough if Spivak didn’t hear him coming, and quiet enough that she shouldn’t. He set the autocruise,
looped his hard memory, and—keeping one eye on the sky and the other on his quarry—began to
assemble hisweapon.



In most cases, André killed with along-barreled sniping weapon, acombination rifle brand-named
Locutor A.G. 351, for the year the design had been introduced. It adapted to either casel ess standard
ammunition—jacketed projectilesfired by achemica accelerant—or crysaline divers of hemorragine
fired by compressed air, which dissolved in the victim'’ sblood, causing symptoms of a cerebra
aneurysm, then broke down into innocuous organic compounds within the day.

That was what he would be using tonight. He preferred abullet; it killed ingtantly if you did it right,
whereas the hemorragine lft the victim sometimes aslong as 120 secondsto fed fear. And that was ugly
and crud.

The other issue with the damned things was that they didn’t fly far, and afairly light cross-breeze could
deflect them. He' d have to be within a hundred meters, and he wouldn’t get more than a couple of shots.
Peopl e tended to notice when someone pointed arifle at them and fired poi soned needles at the back of
their heads.

He' d put one needle into her back, wait for her to go down, approach with caution, and download her
hard memory for Closs—as ingtructed, just to be sure. Then he' d capsize her boat, 1ose the body
someplace where it shouldn’t be recovered for at least aday (Iong enough for the hemorragine to bresk
down, and for her hard memory to wipe), and pretend, in the morning, to be shocked when he heard the
news.

The scoot purred forward. André extended the tel escope rest and did the weapon-mount onto the peg.
He squinted through the sight, focusing down through the scope because only an idiot would connex
this—though idiots did—and took asighting.

Lucienne Spivak was Sitting upright in the pilot’ s chair, her braid whipping behind her, her shoulders
sguare and facing him. Easy. The only way he could misswas adivine intervention.

He measured his breathing, matched it to the regular rise and fall of the swdlls, tugged his glove off with
histeeth, did hisfinger under the trigger guard. He waited for the moment, the moment when his breath
would pause naturaly just as the scoot topped one of the gentle waves.

The moment came. He squeezed the trigger. A jet of cool grease-scented air stroked his cheek.

There was no sound.

The sun wasn't up yet when someone hammered on Cricket’ s door frame. No doorbdll, no chime of
connex and the name of the importunate visitor, just the thumping of fist on paramangrove panding.

“Oh, fuck,” Cricket murmured, twisting her legsinto the cool ar. She dept nude; she dragged the robe
she kept on the bedpost over chilled skin and stumbled barefoot across amorphing rug that this morning
was off-white and shaggily looped. Her toes curled as she stepped onto the decking, asif she could
somehow protect the tender instep of her foot from the crawling chill. * Fuck, whoisit?’

“Kroc,” came the voice from the other side of the door, which answered the question of why hewas
knocking. No connex to ring her chimes. His voice shivered, high and sharp, dmost shrill. “Is Lucienne
withyou?’

“Shit,” Cricket said, and pamed the lock plate faster than she should have. “ She left me around one
hundred and one. She was going to get adrink and go home.”

“Shedidn’'t makeit,” Kroc said, unnecessarily, because sometimes it was better making anoise. He



ducked under her arm into the flat, and she locked up behind him. * Check your messages. If she sent
anything—"

It would have been to Cricket, because Jean was not connected. She tightened her robe and scrubbed
her eyes on the deeve. “ One second.”

She dropped her connex at night, except for the flat security and a couple of emergency codes. If it had
been redlly important, L ucienne would have spared the couple of extra keystrokes and sent to one of
those.

But there were messages waiting. The one from André, which she hadn’t answered. One or two from
connex acquaintances, people she knew from online groups. And one from Lucienne.

Shelooked at Jean, so he would know. His face paled under his stubble, but he didn’t speak.
Cricket opened the message.
Andwould havefdlenif Jean had not caught her.

It was a sense-dump, night water and darkness, the smell of lubricant and the texture of the flashboat’s
controlsin her hands, al subsumed by a hypodermic stab to the left of her spine, the building pressure of
amigraine like the handle of aknife pressed to her eye. She gasped but couldn’t make her digphragm
work. Jean’ s hands on her shoulders guided her back, cushioning her until she dumped against achair.
The robe was everywhere, he must be getting an eyeful, but he caught her under the chin and made her
look into hiseyes. “Y ou need EMS.”

“No,” Cricket said, ashrill spasming whine, She couldn’t lift her hand to push at him, so she thumped the
hed on the deck for emphasis. She felt him jump. “No doctor. Just...aminute.”

Dying. Cricket—no, Lucienne was dying. L ucienne knew she was dying, and she knew why. And there
was no timeto explain.

So she showed.

The file was encoded, and Cricket’ s breeth came back into her with arush as the flood of numbers
washed away the swelling pain in her head. Lucienne had swamped her connex, amassive core-dump—

Corrupt. Corrupt. Corrupt.

“Shit!” Theword of the day, apparently. Cricket scrambled to save, to back up, to dump what Lucienne
had sent her into a protected hold. Cricket was an archinformist. She had better security protocolsthan
most governments. And she knew how to ding data, and how to repair it—

She went after it, the bonesin Jean’ swrists creaking as she clenched her hands. But the file was
incomplete. And a nonholographic transmission, so what she had was a chunk of data, but not the sort of
chunk that could give you afuzzy picture of thewhole. Thiswasalinear string. Though Cricket was
pretty sure she could find the key, because L ucienne would have wanted her—or Jean—to crack the
code, sheonly had part of it.

And now was not the time for trying to patch out a crack on what she had. Not when Jean was leaning
over her, moving his handsinsde her dackening grip to tug her dressing gown shut over her breasts,
bresthing so shalowly that listening to him made her lungshurt.

She let her hands |oosen. He touched her shoulder and sat back. “ Jean,” she said. She opened her eyes.



His, water-colored behind his rimless glasses, looked back.
He sighed, short and sharp. “No.”

She put ahand down and picked herself off the floor. She' d bruised her shoulders on the chair. When
she extended her hand to pull Jean off his knees, the stretch of muscle made her wince, “1—"

“It'snot your fault.” Abruptly, preemptive.
“It had to be André.”

“It' s«till not your fault.” He straightened, fist pressed into hisside like arunner with agtitch. “His
respongbility. Did she...send you anything else?’

“Part of afile” Sheswalowed. “It was coded. The connex cut off.”

“Shit.” With exactly the sameinflection she'd said it, too. Her smile hurt more than frowning had. He
opened his mouth, looked at her, shut it.

She couldn’t stand the look on hisface, the wary softness of it. Jean Gris should never look so
unguarded. “Y ou' re not even going to recite the supid parable about the snake a me, are you?’

He snorted, apained laugh that didn’t open his mouth. “No.” And then apause. “He s got the knack,
doesn't he?’

“Could he have got past what you hung on Lucienneif hedidn’'t?’
Untrained, unassisted. Jean shook his head. Cricket’s heart twisted in her chest.

Nobody’ d ever loved her like that. “ Do you think you can—"...save him...fix him. Shedidn’t even
know the word she wanted.

Jean shrugged. Not adismissal. A maybe. Even now. “I’ ve known men as bad, turned out better.”
Jean’ s brand of revenge didn’t run to murder. “Once you send methat file, I'll let you out of it. | know
you didn’t want to beinvolved.”

“Inwhat you and Lucienne were doing?’
He nodded. Even here, it didn’t pay to be too specific.
“Actudly,” Cricket said, balling her handsin the pockets of her robe, “I waskind of changing my mind.”

Sitting at the kitchen table, they drank agreat dedl of tea. Cricket hunched over her mug, Sipping
digtractedly, while Jean filled and refilled it. “ So tell me about André,” he said, when her fingerswere no
longer clenched so tightly on the cup that they whitened at the edges.

Her eyeswere red, the lid-edges dick insde the lashes when she looked up. “What do you need?’

“Why does he want to conjure so bad?’ She opened her mouth alittle too fast, and Jean held up his
hand. “Not the facile answer, please. Y ou’ re an archinformist”—she laughed—* don't tell meyou didn’t
pull hisrecords back to first grade before you got involved with him.”

The corner of her mouth quirked. Touché. “He d never tell you. HE sgot asister he can't stand. L eft



home in histeens, after hisolder brother got killed in agang fight and he didn’t pass evauation for
Exigency Corpstraining.”

“So he wanted to be a god-botherer. He' s got the talent—"

“His mother wasaconjure.” She pushed the cup away with her fingertips. Jean fdlt it scrape through the
table and lifted hishands. “His sigter is, too. He doesn't talk about them. | can only speculate...”

“S07? Speculate.”

She snatched the teacup and drained it. “I think he blames hismom for...He had a brother. A year older.
Honoré. A tough boy, ran with abad crowd. And whether their mom could actualy conjure or not, she
couldn’t keep Honoré home.”

“Or André from running with him.” Jean lifted the pot. She held her hand over her cup.

“Or keep Honoré dive,” Cricket said. “ André got pretty badly beaten up around the sametime. | think
he blames his mother and sster for, you know.” Shewaved at the calling.

“Not keeping Honoré dive?’

“Sure. So hetried to get into the Corps, and they wouldn’t take him because of hisfamily background.
And he wants nothing to do with Zoé—she' s his sister. She’ sa conjure, too.”

“Ar]y M?l
Cricket shrugged. “Are any of them? | mean, other than you?’
“There' safew,” Jean alowed. He cleared histhroat. “ So André grew up akiller ingtead.”

Changing her mind, Cricket reached for the tegpot after dl. “ So it would seem.”

The morning was hotter, humid, and bright. André was intent enough on hisinterface that he jumped
when Maryanne bumped the door open with her hip, though he didn’t look up until she set atintray on
the steel edge of his desk. The napkin-covered outline of an antique revolver lay beside the coffegpoat, the
chinacup, and adoughnut on the gold-rimmed plate.

Wordlesdy, stiff-backed, Maryanne turned on a pointed shoe and left him staring at thething. He
reached out and brushed the napkin aside, then checked the load. One bullet.

Maryanne | et the door snap shut behind her audibly. She had to giveit an extralittle push to get that
click, and André read the message in it. Maryanne was his cousin, aswell as his employee. Normdlly,
she kept her opinionsto hersdf, and her work for him met both their needs. He got to give something
back to hisfamily, and in return got help he could trust.

But Maryanne lived with André solder sister, Zoé, acharlatan conjurer like their mother, and—
Therewere family differences. Leaveit at that.

He st therevolver aside. Therewas ared paper envelope underneath, hisnamein actua handwriting,
actud ink. M~ A. Deschénes.

Shit, hethought. And aso, at last.



Thiswas more usudly a graduation test, as he understood it. A message as plain asthe gun: you are
playing in the big leagues now. He spun the cylinder, closing hiseyeswhile he listened to it whir, picturing
the chamber with the single cartridge dropping to the bottom, away from the hammer, pausing there as
the cylinder ratcheted to a hdlt.

If Kroc knew about Spivak, the weapon was bait. The fix wasin, thiswas no test, and accepting the
challenge would mean his degth. If Kroc didn’t know—if Cricket had spoken to him about André—then
thiswas André s chance. He might be able to affect the spin of the cylinder. He might just—get lucky.

Unlikethe cat in the box, he did not know if he was dead.

The gun might be archaic, but the antitampering lock was not. The diamond-tipped drill Zzinged into meta
asthe cylinder stopped. The weagpon shuddered as the bolt dipped home, a ddlicate warble alerting him
to the activation of the transmitter. Kroc would know if he cheated.

The question being asked had ayes or no answer. Did he want to conjure enough to die for it?

André did the room-temperature barrel into his mouth, tasting gun oil, deek and unpleasantly aromatic.
He pictured misfire. He pictured a misaigned chamber, ahammer bent enough to miss contacting the
primer. A revolver was a primitive machine, an effective machine. Not much could go wrong.

Hewas dead or hewasn’'t. A closed box. About time, he thought, and opened his eyesfor onelong
look at the screen across from his desk, the one that showed the endless blue expanse of bay, the
contrail of another lighter towing its string-of-pearls cargo pods toward the spaceport after splashdown.
Up and down, up and down, never getting anywhere.

The wake hit; his office rose and dropped, the stylusrolling across hisinterface stopped by thelip on the
desk.

Hisfinger convulsed.

It was the best damned coffee André had ever tasted.

He gulped thefirst cup in three painful, searing swallows, then poured another and soaked broken bites
of doughnut. It wasaritual, adiscipline, and he didn't pick up the envelope until he’ d tossed back the
crumb-laden dregs and poured himsalf athird cup, oily and black. By then, his hands were shaking too
badly to drink and machismo was satisfied, so he set it aside and picked up the envelopein its stead.

Hand-addressed, as he' d noticed. The writing was smooth and controlled, not jerky the way most
people s was when they were forced to use archaic tools. He knew before he opened it that the note
insde, like the envelope, would be real paper, dead trees and cloth fiber, rather than epaper. There
would be no datatrail.

André read over the address and the invitation and drank histhird cup of coffee while memorizing both.
Wet memory, not hard.

No etrails.

The fourth cup of coffee wasthe last onein the pot. It steamed thickly into the humid air while André
tapped the last few droplets free and then unscrewed the element from the bottom of the pot. It wasn't
hot enough to glow when helaid the insulated cap down on the tray, but it was hot enough to blacken
paper, and—when he bent forward and blew softly on the thin ember—to set it brilliantly aflame.



Theinvitation burned the envelope, and both scorched André s fingertips before he dropped them in the
recycler and poured haf thelast cup of coffee on top. What remained was hitter, and there were grounds
init. André could afford the redl, imported bean. Not a stunning expense—coffee went through a
transmitter just fine—but supplies were limited and that madeit anot insignificant one.

He savored those last swallows. Then he stood, and set the cup aside on the painted tin tray, and
summoned hiswegpons and his coat. He walked past Maryanne on hisway out; she caught hiswrist so
he turned and met her gaze. She shook her head so her earrings rattled on her earpiece, lips pressed
tight, conservative bleached dreadl ocks caught back in abun.

“Thank God,” she said, and squeezed tight enough to leave nail cutsin hisflesh before he pulled back.
The half-moon marks blanched, then reddened on pae gold skin inside his wris—so much lighter than
his scarred knuckles, than the back of hisarm.

“Nothing to do with God,” he answered, and patted her on the shoulder, feding her bones shift as she
shrugged, before he moved away.

“I'm glad you survived Kroc' sinvitation, André. And by theway, | quit.” She smoothed her hair, and
then invoked the unhaly, the name of André ssigter. 1 haveto live with Zoé.”

André parked his scoot in front of Jean Kroc's minifab and paused at the bottom of the floating dock,
looking around. He wasn't surprised to see Cricket Sitting spread-kneed on the second step, shucking
peas into abucket set between her sandals. She looked up when he crunched up the
seashell-and-broken-plascrete path.

She never changed. Her eyes were till the brown of wesak tea or swamp water, and you could see the
flecks in them when you got close enough, like loam or bits of leaf. She was skinny and not too tal, blue
veinsvisble under the skin of her throat. Her fine black hair rat-tailed in the humid hest.

She stood up, bucket swinging, colander full of peas set asde on the steps. “ Jean’ swaiting for you.”

“You know,” André said, before he pocketed his shades, wiped the sweat off histemples, and stolea
kiss, “you can buy those.”

“Tagte better if you grow them yourself,” she answered, and grabbed afistful of beard to kiss him back.
Her shoulders were tense under the light-colored blouse, though, and her back hunched asiif she fought
the urgeto cringe.

Hedidn't withdraw until she’d smoothed one hand across his bald scarred scalp. “ Oh, | have timeto do
that search for you tomorrow if you still need it.”

“No,” hesad, shifting hisweight. “1 took care of it mysdf.”
A tight smileand asmadl nod. “Power down, André. No devicesinsde.”
Heblinked. “All I've got isa headset. Y ou know—"

“Power down.” She bent over enough to pick up the colander and balanced it inside the bucket, and
André didn’t brush againgt those promising haunches. Thistime. “Nothing that happensin Jean’ shouse
entersadata hold.”

She siwung the bucket into his hand. He took it reflexively, then watched her ass sway up the steps. She



paused with her hand on the door, eyebrows raised as she glanced over her shoulder. He sighed and
rolled his eyes skyward, where a sticky haze did nothing to cut the heat, and toggled his headset off.

Theworld went flat. Isotherms, stock ticker, weather report, chat group, redlity skins dropped off his
display, leaving hishead and hisvison curioudy empty. Even in the mornings, when heran, hewasn't this
naked.

Asif it were asecurity blanket, he kept the sense augment on. Not even Jean could complain about that.
“Y ou want my hardware, baby?’

“No,” said Cricket. “ Jean Grisisn't worried about your guns.”

The body was tangled in the cables, hafway down.

And every time Gourami et the nictitating membranes flicker across se eyes, se remembered. So
Gourami tapped the date on the bar beside se cup to summon another glass of poison, and drew
webbed fingery feet up in the rung of the humen-type stool where they wouldn’t get stepped on,
bal ancing awkwardly with knees drawn up to either sde of se shoulders.

Gourami wasthe only person in the tavern. Not that persons were forbidden to enter humen taverns, but
generaly they kept to themsalves, dept wet, stayed low. The contractors didn't likeit if the persons
caused trouble. And alot of humen didn’t care to take the time to understand, to parse adate or study
hand gestures.

But the peopl€e s bars weren't open yet; everybody was till on shift. And Gourami had badly, badly
needed adrink.

Because the body had been tangled in the cables, hafway down, and none of the humen on the tender
had been particularly concerned. They’ d given Gourami the rest of the day off when se' d brought it
up—al limp dangling and waterlogged mammal flesh. But what s’ d seen cutting across the green water
toward the anchor platform wasn’t a humen hearse or ambulance, but a black-windowed limousine—

The bartender did a clean glass of cold green tea across the bar and retrieved the dirty one. It wasn't as
poisonous to peopl€ s physiology as acohol, but had enough of a sting to make one woozy—a pleasant
recregtiona toxin rather than alife-threstening one.

The humen had brought al sorts of interesting things.
Including disrespect for their dead.

Gourami nursed the tea, cupping the humen-shaped drinking vessel between spidery handfingers, the
webs tucked together so they wouldn’t cling to the glass. Serolled the fluid around se mouth, pushing it
back and forth through the same fluted cartilaginous plates used for straining water weed and insects from
the marshes, if one did not have soup.

It made gums and tongue and palate numb.

Se swallowed and became aware of a shadow darkening the sun-warmth that dappled se back. Gourami
disentangled handfingers from the glass and turned, nictitating for a better view. A human stood there, tall
and mae, by theringlets of fur on hisface. He dropped his hand on Gourami’ s shoulder, the dry mammal
warmth chafing through se protective mucous gloss.



Gourami pulled back automatically.
—Sand up, the human mouthed. Stand up, frog.

Lips moved, breath brushed across Gourami’ sface. Se heard nothing but squesks and rumbles, and
could not have duplicated them to save se life. The frequency of humen voiceswas dl wrong. But se
could lipread much humen speech from se job asliaison. And humen body language, too, after afashion.

Sewasin gravetrouble,

Gourami could have run; could have fought, exploded off the bar stool and barreled through the big
human that stood making exaggerated lip movements and calling se“Froggie.” The humen who weren't
contractors aways said they couldn’t tell one person from ancother.

Except the human was making eye contact, was making physica contact, and while Gourami knew that
humen did that to intimidate, between the teaand the endorphins released by the kinesthetic signals, se
was too relaxed to initiate violent movement.

—Sand up! The human shaped again, and then made some other short noises and tossed his head,
shaking shaggy mud-brown fur out in every direction. Then he reached for Gourami’ s date, grabbing with
frugtration.

But Gourami did not wish to relinquish it, and so, with the eye and hand contact broken, stood.

The human stepped back a pace, fumbling at hisbelt. But then Gourami wobbled—standing at full
extension required balance, and after...severd...hdpings of poison, se had little left—and sank back.

Setoefingers curled on the hard dry floor, contracting automeatically to protect the delicate webs, but il
seeking purchase. The bar rose on the swell of ataxiing lighter. Gourami could have run, again, but il
fumbled with the date, hoping to explain or to obtain an explanation of the human’s odd behavior, when
the human managed to dip the shocker from his belt and touch it to the base of Gourami’ s skull, above
the retracted neck, behind the ear membrane.

Nobody intervened. It was a humen bar.

4

IF CRICKET HAD A MAN, IT WOULD BE ANDRE DESCHENES. But she didn’'t. And after last
night, she was doubly glad. She hadn’t wanted a man before and she didn’t want one now. They had
both been happier with the sort of halfway state in which—things—stood, the one where nobody owned
ether one of them.

And now therewas L ucienne.
She knew what he' d say if she asked him. It was business, and he didn’t talk about business.

She wondered if shewould ever forgive him. Even if Jean wasright. She wondered if shewould ever
want to forgive. So shelet her fingertips brush his palm when she rdieved him of the bucket, and smiled
back when he smiled, white teeth flashing in the dim, damp entrylock of the minifab, and felt modtly like
she' d swalowed ice. There was more plascrete underfoot, badly poured so her sandas scuffed on the
ripples, and the bolts holding the structure’ s shell to the dab around the margin protruded enough to tear
cardesstoenails off. No smart matter here, no computronium, nothing eectronic at al.



André blinked heavily in the darkness, his eyes adjusting without the help from his headset. Cricket
nibbled her lip to stop the frown, even if he probably wouldn't have seen it, and walked past him to the
inner door. She knew her way around in the dark.

The main room of the minifab had agaley kitchen in the back corner, just where your line of sight would
land as you came in the lock. The walls had a curious texture under the paint that hid the extruded
surface. Somebody—Jean Kroc, asfar as Cricket knew—had papered over them in layers, tearing the
sheetsinto ragged bits, so the edges | eft abstract patterns under saturated blues and greens and oranges
and ydlows. The colorswere bold but not glaring, and the overdl effect was sunny, reinforced by
braided rag rugs softening the plum-colored plascrete floor.

In addition to the warm decor, the room wasfull of light. Jean had torched curved windowsin the minifab
shell and fixed clear poly over them expediently, by cutting the sheetslarger than the windows and
running atorch around the edges so the bubbled scars made aweld. With Cricket’ s help, Lucienne had
sunk hooks and hung curtains across the scorched bits; it looked pretty good.

“Shoes,” Cricket said, once there was enough light for André to see hisfeet. She toed out of her sandds
and kicked them back into the entry. After amoment, André copied her, though she noticed him craning
his neck asif searching for signs of either Jean or aflicker stage-set of a conjure man’sworkshop.

He caught her looking, and tipped his head. “| was expecting—"

“—satuffed dligators,” Cricket agreed. “Lucienne gave them dl to Planetary Relief. Have a seet, André.
I'll get thetea”

“Where' sKroc?' Hedid as she said, though, and settled hislong body into a blue-cushioned basket
chair that cresked under hisweight. When he leaned forward to lock his hand around hiswrist, hugging
his knees, his red brocade fogjacket strained over muscular shoulders. He' d shut down the autofit, too.

She kissed the top of hishead as she went past, a calculated reward for following orders, and made sure
she held the muddy bottom of the bucket clear of both the upholstery and hisclothes. “He Il beinsdeina
minute,” she said, as she dropped the bucket in the sink. “He knows you' re here.”

The plumbing was ol d-fashioned, too. She had to turn aknaob to pull water from the pipes. Shedid a
copper kettle under the stream and started the gas firewhileit filled. Water droplets sizzled when she set
the kettle on the burner.

She stretched on tiptoe over the stove to pull down pottery cups—teal and rose, cheerful and antiquated
aseverything dsein the’fab—and let them clink on thetile counter. The silence that followed lasted until
the water boiled, and then André cleared histhroat again.

“Did you put aword in for me, Cricket?’

She turned off the stove and came back to him, balancing two cupsin hands damp from washing the dirt
and pea-pod strings from under her nails. She did André one cup and plumped down on a cushion on
thefloor, eevating her own mug until she was settled so it wouldn't spill. “Who else would have doneit?’

“Good.” He sipped thetea. “Glad | can count on you.”

Cricket smiled around the rim of her cup. She had loved how André could never quite meet her eyes
when she glanced up a him through her lashes. It made her fed powerful. Now it made her fed lied to.
“Y ou should come by more often,” she said. “Y ou haven’t seen where | deep now.”

“I thought you might be with Kroc, too.”



“I haven’'t got aman,” she said. And might have said more, but she heard dapping footsteps beyond the
door beside the galley and twisted where she sat to catch Jean Kroc' s eye as he entered. He was
barefoot, hisrinsed toes leaving damp pad-prints on the plascrete. He dried his hands on his shorts and
smiled. Hewas aropy, salow, middle-aged man whose round spectacles sat unevenly on crooked ears,
half-concealing dight epicanthic folds that gave his eyes an Earthasian cast. Cricket knew one of his
grandmothers had been Korean, and that was probably aso where he got the high forehead that shone
with swest on either side of awidow’ s peak. A short grizzled beard softened his gaunt cheeks and the
worn line of hisjaw, but that wasn't why they called him Jean Gray.

He half-nodded to Cricket and André, then fetched another mug down from over the stove. Jean Kroc
wasn't astall or as broad as André, but he didn’'t have to stand on tiptoe to reach as Cricket did. “You
lived,” he said with his back to Cricket and André both. “Good, that’s good.”

“I'lived,” André answered. Hefinished histeain three gulps; it was ill hot enough that steam came out
with his breath when he continued. “ So, Jean Gris. Who isit that you would like for meto kill?’

Gourami woke dry and aching. The surface selay on was spongy without being soft, akind of foam mat
like the ones the humen used under their offspring’ s climbing apparatus. The adults mostly seemed
landbound, but the offspring were aslight and agile as mossgliders, without the vestigial wings—

Gourami curled handfingers over eyes and squinched them tight, trying to chase out random thoughts for
something alittle more presently useful. Se neck hurt, fizzing pain like achemica burn, and se
remembered the shocker and the hand on the shoulder. Seflinched, and then gingerly did fingers around
the back of se skull in order to check the burn.

The flesh fdt crusted and cracked, two finger-pad-size sores that were moist in the middle but dry at the
edges. Se dabbed skin mucous over the wounds and the pain eased at once, leaving only lingering
tenderness and aringing in se skull like the vibrations from an outboard motor.

Se sat upright, blinking in the darkness. If se eyes had been going to adapt, they would have by now,
which meant there was very little light. And se date was missing, dong with the web-rig, rigging kit, and
passcode stick.

No way to cdl for help.

Serolled belly-down, pressing soft-tacky skin to the mat, and laid jaw to floor. Bone conduction might
tell more—like whether the structure in which se was trapped was a floating one or rested on land.

Se held abreath, and listened.

Waves. Waves dapping againgt the hull, and the thrum of engines attenuated by water. And voices,
people voices, which could be carrying ten or adozen humen miles. They spoke of commonplaces. work
and egglings, food and education. Gourami’ s handfingers twitched toward them spasticaly.

Se pushed up, unmolding from the mat. The mat was bad; it was not hel pful. Se could not send signds
ringing through the water by tapping on the decking, for example, even if se had something with whichto

tap.

The woundsitched. Se resedled them and set about exploring the prison in acrouch, sweeping long arms
through the darkness, fedling for obstacles. Se touched nothing. Gourami clicked tongue againgt paateto
generate sdiva, and dragged each webbed hand across the tongue in turn. Sticky saliva adhered to the



webs, mingling in strings with the mucous, se chafed the pams and fingerpads together, licking dry eyesin
concentration. The chemicd reaction was fast and amoment later se pams began to glow with
blue-green bioluminescence.

Selifted glowing handsin the darkness. Aslong as se didn’t look at them directly, the light was enough
for dark-adapted eyesto see.

The prison was smdl. There wasameta door in onewall, and the bulkheads were al metal, too.
Gourami couldn’t make out the color by biolume, and anyway the humen would seeit differently. Their
eyesight was shifted into the infrared; they could see as colors wavelengths that Gourami perceived only
as hedt.

Metd. The walswere metd. Which meant that the flooring under the padding was probably metd, too.
Well, that was something, then.

Se plumped down on the padded floor with knees lifted on either Side of se head, smoothed more
mucous—glowing now—over the wounds, extended claws from toefingers, and dug hard into the tough
membrane of the mat, pedling it back.

Jefferson Greene sat back and amused himsdlf by contemplating the humors and nature of his
second-in-command. Timothy Clossdid not think of himself anice man, or even aparticularly good one,
but if pressed hewould call himself honest. He believed in hard work, deserved rewards, and arefined
form of Socid Darwinism, though hedidn’t actudly identify it as such.

He was currently furious dmost beyond the capacity for rationa thought, and Jefferson could tell because
he was Sitting quietly, dl of hisusud intent energy focused on the backs of his hands asif he could bore
through skin and bones and the desktop interface and the decking bel ow, and sink the whole damned
office cruiser into Novo Haven Bay.

He could have been checking histickers, instant messages, voicemail. But Jefferson knew he wasn't,
because his eyes were perfectly ill, hislips compressed, hisfingers motionless—not shivering with
nearly imperceptible commands.

Jefferson sat ill for five minutes, thirty-two seconds, timed on his head' s-up, and listened to Clossthink.
He managed not to sigh when Closslifted his head, but the truth was that he' d been close to resorting to
apharmaceutica drip.

The expression on Closs sface provided no rdlief, just aclarifying rush of adrendine. Jefferson sank his
nallsinto thearmsof hischair. “Thisisbad.”

Closs nodded with sarcastic downess and got up out of his chair. Hewasasmallish man, fitin middle
age, il military in hisbearing though hishair was ash gray & thetemples. “We regoing to haveto kill it,”
he said.

Jefferson shuddered. He' d been hoping for a softer solution, or at least acaming euphemism.
“Mgor"—Closswas still the Major, though he hadn’t seen military servicein twenty stlandard years his
body-time. Which came out to 150 or so nonrdlativigtic since he’ d become attached to the Colonial Rim
Company, Greene’ sWorld, and associated territories—“there’ s got to be another way.”

Jefferson wasn't the Greene that Greene' s World was named after, but rather the grandson of the famous
explorer. Those were big shoesto fill: by Novo Haven standards, the biggest. He forced himsalf to meet



Closs sgaze when Clossturned to stare at him.

“Y our position here rests on keeping the stream of omelite coming. No tanglestone, no Slide. No Slide,
no connex. No Rim, no Core, no nothing, except a scatter of planets hundreds of years of travel time
gpart. Nobody’ sgoing to let the Roman Empirefal, Jefferson, because you didn't have the balsto do
what you have to do. Make no mistake, thisisyour bals-up. If you'd just let the frog go, there would
have been nothing to explain except adrowning. Now that you' ve grabbed the poor creature, what did
you expect usto do with it?’

Closs paced back and forth in front of the curved windows overlooking the bay, the spaceport, and the
sparseranks of drill platforms marching out to seabeyond. Jefferson relaxed dightly: a pacing Closswas
aClosswith aplan. “Not only have you given it a better story to tell and areason totell it,” Closs
continued, “but if it can ever prove it was detained, you' ve vaidated itsword. | dready have ranid
terrorism to contend with, reformers and Greens picketing my drill platforms, omelite and petroleum
guotas to meet—"

“It' safucking ranid,” Jefferson replied, fiddling hisring, not bothering to rise. Omelite was a proprietary
secret; asfar asmost of the gaaxy was concerned, there were no natural sources of entangled pairs. The
primary mission of the Greene' sWorld Charter Trade Company was classfied. “It doesn't even know
the word tanglestone, much lesswhat it' smining. And it brought up the body. There hasn’t been time for
the hard memory to dump yet, and Security will download whatever’sin there.”

“Which & best will prove her acrimina.”

“And at worst will prove somebody killed her, and maybe uncork the thing you wanted her dedt with to
cork inthefirst place. Can wetalk about how close we are to a native uprising right this second, Tim?’

Closslifted an eyebrow at him, and for amoment Jefferson thought he' d won the round. None of his
employees gave him haf the trouble Closs did. But then, Closs was't exactly an employes, though he
controlled asmaller percentage of the Greene’ s World Rim Charter Trade Company than Jefferson did.
Jefferson cleared histhroat. “I thought we could question it, find out how much it knew.”

“More now than it did thismorning, that’ sfor damned sure.”

Jefferson took abreath. Losing histemper with Closs wouldn't get him anything either, except Closs's
scorn. “Who the hell isit going to talk to? The local media?’

Which was Rim-owned. Like Security. And easier, in generd, to control. Therewereidedigtsin
Security. Far more of them, ironically, than in Com. A good thing there was no chance of it gettingin
touch with Earth; the press there liked to bring down governments.

Closs shook hishead. He put his back to the glass and folded his hands. “1t’Il haveto be killed.”
Jefferson clambered from his chair, finaly, to face Closs on hisfeet. “I hope you don’t think—"

“Don’t worry,” Closs answered, turning back to his desk, giving Jefferson his shoulder with an air of
findity that both relieved and infuriated. “1 wouldn’t ask. Y ou figure out what we' re going to do about
getting whatever wasin Spivak’ s hard memory away from Security, would you?’

“I know whoto assign,” Jefferson said, thinking of Dayvid Kountché. Who was both ambitious and
discrest.



“Y ou mistake me, André.” Jean Kroc leaned againgt the counter with amug cupped in hisright hand and
the till-hot kettle by hisleft. Half-moons of dirt darkened hisfingernails, and he bowed hisface over the
steam, breathing deeply with closed eyes. “More tea?’

André got up and brought his cup to Kroc. The teazmaking involved Kroc dumping the old teabag in the
sk, fishing anew one from the box, and adding it to the cup in advance of water—which he reheated to
boiling before he poured. It was like watching amedieval achemist at work.

“Y ou don’t want someonekilled?” André asked. Just to be clear, because sometimes people didn’t want
to comeright out and say it. “ Then what did you want me for?’

Kroc returned the pottery cup to him and gestured him back to the padded wicker chair. “I heard you
werelucky,” Kroc said, picking up hisown mug again. “Y ou proved it today. | dso heard you wanted to
learn themojo, sing gris gris. Y ou want to be a conjure man, André Deschénes? Bend the world to your
will?’

“You makeit sound like magic,” André answered.

Kroc'seyeswere aflat pale color under his gray-laced brows. His spectacles caught thelight in leve
reflections when he turned his face toward the window, but then he'd look back at André directly and
Andréwould dmost fed hisgaze, like apin scratiched over hisskin. It was peculiarly intense, focusing; he
wondered if there was something in the tea, something his wetware couldn’t have caught because he'd
powered down.

Therewere easer waysto kill him. Though, who knew what a conjure man thought an initiation was
supposed to look like?

If that was what thiswas.
André set his mug on the glass-topped wicker table.

“It'snot magic.” Kroc spoke suddenly, breaking the stretched silence, dismissing the comment with aflip
of hishand. “It’' snot luck either, though luck hel ps prove you can be taught. What it is’—he grinned,
showing tea-stained teeth, and tapped the Sde of hisnose with afinger—"isauseful manipulation of the
observer effect. So you can changetheworld if you just think at it right.”

Kroc drank histea; André folded his handsin hislap. Cricket crossed the’fab silently and settled onto
the wicker lounge, drawing her bare feet up under her assand curling into the corner like a cat.

“That’ swhy some people are so spectacularly unlucky, too, isn'tit?” Kroc asked, glancing Sdewaysto
fix hisgaze on her.

“Hmm?" Sheraised her eyes dreamily. André recognized the role. No one ever saw thereal Cricket Earl
Murphy. Nobody even knew her red name. “Oh, right, Jean. Yes, I’d say you'reright.” Shedidn’t
smile, studying André over her tea.

André smiled. “ So you can teach what | want to learn. How do | earn the teaching, M~ Kroc, if you
don’'t want mefor my skills?’

“I didn’t say that.” Kroc moved now, findly, crossing the rugsto sit on the floor beside Cricket’ s lounge.
Hefolded hislegs and settled straight down. “1'd like to put you on retainer, asit were.”

André had aready set his cup down, so he had nothing to divest himsdlf of when he stood. “I don’t take
open contracts,” hesaid. “1 know what I’'m doing when I’ m going in. That’s not negotiable.”



But Kroc didn’'t hasten to hisfeet or hurry to smooth things over. He emptied his hands and laced his
fingerstogether. “M~ Deschénes,” Jean Kroc said, tipping his head back to look Andréin the face, “did
you know that the model of wet-dry scoot you use hasasmdll, but deedly, history of explosion following
ahydrogen leak? No? Three instances, | think, on the five worlds where they’rein service. Fresk
accidents happen.”

André sfingertipsgrew cold. “You're not daming responshility for those”

“André—" Cricket said. She bit her lip, though, and gestured to Kroc, who appeared to be waiting
politely for her comment. He shrugged and continued.

“Of course not. Nor would | be responsible, you seg, if there were asimilar freak accident herein Novo
Haven. But the point I'm making isthat | certainly don’t need your assistanceto kill people. If | wanted
to engage in such a problematic undertaking.”

“Sowhat do youwant?” Andrédidn’t Sit, but he didn’t step away from the chair either.
“Information.”
“| don’t talk about my clients.”

“That'sdl right,” Jean Kroc said. “I don't care about your clients. But | care about the Coloniad Rim
Company—arethey hiring out their wet work now?—and | know you have ways of finding things out.”

Cricket leaned forward, her lower lip till pinched between her teeth. She was staring at André, willing
him toward some decision, some course of action, but she didn’t speak.

André looked from her water-brown eyesto Kroc' sflat blue-gray ones. He sat down in the wicker
chair, and let it creak under hisweight. He could refuse to answer—as good as an admission that he'd
worked for Rim, and aviolation of confidentidity in itself—but there was athreat in what Kroc was
saying. He can’'t know about Spivak. If he knew about Spivak, I’ d be dead.

Wouldn't he?

God-botherers were licensed and controlled for good reason. Unchecked coincidence could break
planets apart—and had nearly done so on Patience.

He had other sources of information. But—
“I can’'t make these promises.”

“I' will never ask you to do what you find...unethical,” Jean said. “ A handshake contract. Y ou can walk
away any time.”

André picked up theteaagain, blew acrossit, drank. Something to steady his hands. An elaborate game
of cat and mouse? He swallowed the fluid: sweet, warm, full-bodied.
How badly did he want this?

Cricket was|ooking at him, alittle smile curving the corners of her mouth. She was not the sort of woman
who would lay down an ultimatum. She was not the sort of woman who said, “Either you changeor |

go.” Shewasthe sort of woman who watched until she didn’t like what she saw anymore, and then she
went. No games, not with somebody like her. No manipulation.

“Teachme” Andrésaid.



Kroc smiled. “I hope you don't have anywhere to be for the next few hours.”

Gourami in se captivity could not see the swift failure of the equatoria twilight. But sefelt it in the shift of
theair, the humidity, the coolness from the ventilation ducts—and knew the wait would now not be long.
It must not be long; sewas drying, laid long on the floor, lungs heaving with the effort of respiring when
the skin was too parched to exchange gases.

Se closed se eyesto concentrate on the work of staying dive, thinking, they will be coming. Asnight
fell, clouds would codesce over the mining platforms, in air saturated by steam from the seawater used to
cool the drills. They would spread, water first precipitating from the atmosphere into visible vapor and
then precipitating in truth, faling in fat warm blobs to the accompaniment of crackling thunder. It was
good, agood omen; Gourami did not think that the humen’ s wet eyes—sonar, especialy—would work
well with ripples of sound-interference everywhere.

The rescuers came at sunset. Gourami did not hear them, did not know they had arrived until therewasa
hissand szzlein the darkness, the reek of scorching insulation. Se nictitated when the light spilled through
the opening crack, but it till took moments to adapt. Se blinked, dazzled, and pressed hand-padsto
eyesuntil pupils could contract.

After amoment, the pressure of light eased and se could no longer see hand bones. Se pushed up to
stand, licking eyes over nictitating membranes. In the doorway stood ahand of people, al four of them
naked of identifying patches, wearing only belts of canvas strapping from which to hang ther tools. They
carried no dates, no locators, nothing that might be used to identify them. Gourami could not tell if they
were coolies or savages, even, to use the humen terms. But the light behind wasn't bright enough to
slhouette, and when the smallest person turned sideways Gourami could see skin dyed an even, artificia
green to hide the mottles.

The smallest person made the scrape and click of Gourami’ s own-name, with aquestion-trill. The
smallest person was Caetel.

—Here, Gourami answered, staggering forward. Se did not add the croak-trill-scrape of the smallest
person’sown-name. The aliens might recognize sered nameif they listened through their devices.

Caetel wrapped handfingers around Gourami’ swrist and pulled se forward. Se had been dry too long; se
felt dizzy, cracked, and se mucous was pasty. But the grasp gave se strength, and se answered Caetel’s
unspoken command. Triggered by the touch, endorphins hel ped. Gourami was docile, and Caetei’s
desrewasthat sefollow.

Sewould follow until seflippersworeto nubs.

There were humen here and there in the corridors, on the deck, each one trussed and glaring. Gourami
waddled past, moving only because Caetel pulled se and se must do what touch commanded. The
unmottled green backs were curioudy anonymous. Unlesstheir owners spoke, Gourami could not
identify them—though the long one might be Tetra, egg-mate of one of Gourami’ s exoparents, related by
blood rather than by water.

That one cross-wired afina door lock, and the little party came out in starlight on a battered-looking
barge that was quite at odds with the gleaming modern interior. There were more persons here, two
hands of them, and while Gourami leaned on Cagtel, the rangy person passed the tool se had used to
cross-wire the door into se toefingers and used its waterproofed handle to pound on the deck.



From other hatchways, persons scrambled, some of them hopping on dl foursin their haste. Some were
pear-shaped, their pouchesfull of seawater and nutrition for egglings il too small and presentient to
swim free. Three hands, five—Gourami, dizzy, could not count them as Caetel dragged se toward the
railing. Some of the persons dragged bound humen, lowered dinghies over the sSides of the barge. They
al moved with great hagte, efficiently, in teams.

Se could not clamber over; sefeet would not lift high enough to hook the bottom railing. But Caetel
ingsted, leaning in to make eye contact, and from that demand Gourami drew the strength to climb.

Stll, if it had not been for Caetei’ s hands curled under Gourami’ s armpits, lifting, se would have ended
dumped, halfway over therail. Caetel wrapped bony fingers around Gourami’ s ankles. Se crouched and
heaved, lifting with the powerful muscles of thigh and haunch. Gourami dithered overboard, bruising
pelvisand knees on therail. And then se wasfdling, uncontrolled, tumbling, and then the warm water
smacked se hard dong the | eft Sde, bruising webs between reaching toefingers, stinging the outflung arm.
A pop as ahandfinger didocated, pain that coiled se arm like jelly-colony sting. Se shocked aert, wet
now, warm in the shallow water of the bay. Se gasped, wetting throat and sinuses, skin prickling astoxins
and foreign matter adhered to drying mucous washed away. The burn-wound seared, dazzled, numbed.

Sewaswet again.

Se breathed deep, oxygenating, feding mottlesflush and go violet. Theitching tightness eased. Mucous
flowed fredly, rehydrated, and Gourami croaked in relieved pleasure as Caetel and the disguised others
began to splash into the bay. —Hurry, Caetel thrummed into the water. —\We must be away when the
barge sinks.

Se words caressed Gourami’ s flanks, —Snks?
—Hippolytae mined it with a boring charge. It will sink; we must be clear. Can you swim?

Gourami’ s damaged handfinger delivered a nauseous spike of pain when setried to paddle, and so se
tucked armsto chest and kicked experimentaly. Se glided forward, water duicing along a streamlined
form. The course was unpredictable, with only one hand to steer with, but speed was not impaired.

— can swim, Gourami answvered. —Caetei—
—Then swim, the other interrupted. —Talk when we' re away from the bomb.

—But what about the humen on the barge? Se'd seen some lowered into the rubber boats. But had
they al gotten off? Would the boats withstand a nearby exploson? They drowned in water, humen.
Faster, much faster, than Gourami would drown in either water or dry air. They could not skin-breathe;
they had not even rudimentary gills.

Se made asmal sound of protest. Caetel did not answer, though se must have felt the noise. Gourami
kicked, fedling green bodies stirring the water dongside, and held peace.

For now.

L ater, there would be words. Words with ahuman Gourami thought se could trust. Becauseif the humen
dew their own and gave no respect to the passing, then that wasill. But if they hurt or killed persons, and
persons hurt or killed humen—

—then that waswar.



Red light dicked Jean Kroc’ swindows before those inside felt the shock or heard the explosion. André
was moving before he had time to hope it was ridicul ous, cold tea scattering from the mug he kicked
over, hisfoot just missing the remains of supper on his plate. He clothedined Cricket as she lurched to
her feet. Shefolded around hisarm and he twisted, pressing her into his chest. He fell undernesth her,
rolled to cover her with hisbody, tucking her face againgt histhroat. She shoved his chest with both
hands. “ Oaf!”

André pressed her down.

Kroc rose from hischair. Wiry, alittle bowlegged, most of hisweight rested on the outside edges of his
fedt. “It' snot close enough,” he said; the floor lurched up and thumped André in the knees and elbows
on the fourth syllable. Cricket grunted againgt his chest. Helifted his chest and hips, shewriggled free,
palm on his shoulder, elbow pressing his upper arm, and edled away.

The atmospheric shock wave hit amoment later, the poly groaning as André€' s ears popped, the sound a
thud like a crushed drum. Cricket had one knee down, one palm flat. She squesked like something
stepped-on and clapped her hands to the sides of her head. André knelt, staring at Kroc. “It could have
been anuke.”

“My eyeshaven't melted.” Kroc dipped his hands under Cricket’sarmpitsand pulled her to her feet,
then scrubbed palms and fingers on his shorts. He walked to the window, padding over rag rug and
plascrete. Thered glare of the explosion had faded, but firelight limned Kroc's cheek and temple as he
pressed his face to the window.

“Lighter crash?’

“Looks like a barge exploded on the bay,” Kroc said. “It’ sburning to the water.” He put his back to it.
“Héll of athing. Y ou know, there wasjust one the other night. Getting to be a habit.”

André pushed to a crouch. His back protested. He' d skinned aknee. “ Cricket, you al right?’

Her lip curled, but whatever she' d been about to say, she thought better of it and looked down.
“Thanks” shesaid. “Although if it had been anuke, it wouldn't have helped.”

André shrugged around hisgrin. “Y ou don’t think I’ m radiation-proof?’ He turned to Kroc, caught a
glimpse of thetiny, burning shape amile or so out on the water. “ Shit—"

A thumping sound was rescue créft, their lights playing over the water. There couldn’t have been much
warning. André expected fruitless sweeps, perhaps doll-small figures diding in harnessto pluck bodies
from the water. But as he watched they dropped rescue harnesses, hauled up kicking women or men.

It was strange, seeing it dl through achunk of clear plastic, barely augmented, unskinned. It wasflat,
without hyperlinks. He couldn’t zoom. He couldn’t access histories or burn context.

Just what was out there, redlity primitive asan oil painting. Even with the augments, he hadn’t seen the
world thisway since histeens. Since he got out of his mom’s house and started making some real money.

And thiswashow Kroc lived dl thetime?

Andréwet hislipswith histongue. He didn’t know quite what he' d say, but he thought he' d find out
when it got out of his mouth.

Whatever it was going to be, he never heard it; there was athumping at the door and he startled. Kroc
brushed past him, one hand steadying Andr€ s shoulder, and strode to the door. “I' m not feeding



anybody else,” Cricket called over the noise of the kettle bailing.

The entry was dark. André couldn’t see what security measures Kroc took, but it was aminute before
he opened the door. When he did, he jerked it abruptly. What André saw past him was not human, with
its teardrop-shaped body, thick indistinguishable neck smoothing to doped shoulders, and thick-thighed,
crooked legs. The ranid steadied itsalf on the doorframe, the other knobby forelimb akimbo and firdight
lending unnaturaly green skin amucilaginous shine. It crouched between its knees, eyestilted up a Kroc,
and darted hand-gestures thisway and that. It wore only awoven belt, no date and no pass-tags. Not an
employee of Rim, then. A wild froggie, asavage. André tensed, though he couldn’t make out aweapon.

Kroc stepped back. “André,” he said without turning his head, “go home.”

André glanced over his shoulder at Cricket. She did not ook up from her fussing by the cooker. “By
water, now?’

The scooter had a shallow draft, and there wouldn’t be that broad of a cordon around thefire. He
wanted an excuse to stay and see what happened next.

“I'll call you,” Kroc said. “Please, go now.” Heraised hisvoice. “Cricket, you, t00.”

She came out drying her hands. She sat down on the floor without aword and started pulling on her
shoes.

André offered her alift, and shetook it. Took him home with her, too, and what with one thing and
another, it was an hour and a half before he remembered to power up and connex, and morning before
he checked his messages.

Gourami hunkered, wet, amid waterplant and reed in the brackish water where the deltaran into the bay.
Se croaked low in frustration—an anonymous noise in the dark—and dipped under again so only bulging
eyes and comma-shaped nogtrils would show. Se mottles were not dyed into green anonymity, asthe
commandos had been, but even humen technology would not single se out so hidden.

In the dark nearby, other persons moved, thrummed through swelled throats, quiet reassuring
conversation. Gourami filtered water, swallowed plankton and waterweed. Asit too often did in the bay
now, the food had an acrid tang. Se ate farmed on the job and a home—

Se could not go home. Se had no home. No position now. Reinvention or death.

Because the body had been tangled in the cables, hafway down. And when Gourami had tugged it free,
had brought it up, none of the humen had cared. Had honored the dead. Se knew its name; it had been a
friend of some of the other persons. And the mate of this one they cameto talk to now, because the
humen mated like animas, with their pair-bonds and their closed little families.

Se thought somebody should have sung for it. Evenif it was an animal. And even if, though se had not yet
worked out the logic behind it, it was the dead animd’ sfault that Gourami could not go home.

There were footsteps through the marsh. Some humen, booted, and a person’s, too. Ripplesin the water
stroked Gourami’ s skin. The person at seleft hand sang low, and a song answered. Tetra had returned.
With the human Gourami had heard, and the rest said, could be trusted. The mate of the human who had
become the body in the cables.

Therest. Therest were revolutionaries. The persons who had come to rescue se were rebels. They had



destroyed the humen ship. And Caetei was one of them.

Gourami sank into calming mud and water, nostrils sealing as se submerged. The human needed alight to
walk in the dark. It bobbed, reed-cut, reflecting splinters off the water. Gourami let athin stream of slver
dip from se nodirils. Handfingers brushed a still-sore shoulder; seleaned into Caetei’ stouch, alowed
Caetel to lead. Thelight clicked off asthey cameforward, asif the human knew it would hurt aperson’s
dark-adapted eyes.

Se dipped up the bank beside Caetel. Tetra s pams luminesced faintly, enough to guide them. The
human stank in the dark, of poison—which the humen drank asif they bresthed it—and of fire-charred
humen food and chemicals. It—he, it was ahe, by the flat chest and the bristles on its face—did not
reach out for Gourami, who folded se hurt hand to chest and waited.

Instead, he hunkered on his hedlsin the dark, a humen approximation of aperson’ s rest-pose, and
extended the back of one arm. Something glimmered there. Gourami crouched, too, knees higher than
the half-seated human' s head, and bent to see what he offered.

A date. Therewas adate on hiswrigt, and it made words when he made those burbling humen noises.

— am Jean, the machine wrote. —Tetra says they call you Gourami. Can you tell me what you' ve
seen?

Gourami was not avery good storyteller. But anot-very-good storyteller by aperson’s standards was an
exceptional one, as humen went. And se was an experienced liaison.

With aripping sound, se tugged the gripping fabric loose and pulled the waterproof date from the
human’sarm. With the tips of se handfingers, ignoring the hurt in the one, se keyed: —the body was
tangled in the cables, halfway down.

5

CLOSS SVIEW OF THE EXPLOSION WAS BETTER THAN HE would have preferred. His office
had real windows, shatterproof laminate rated to blast level seven with aredlity-skin interlesf that he
habitually shut down. Closs wasn't aNaturalist; he wore a headset and augments like any sensible man.
But he found no wisdom in relying too heavily on technologica crutches.

Better to get the benefit when you needed it, and ded with redlity the rest of the time. Not useful to forget
that otherswere skinning their redlity tunnels, that their perceptions were modified to suit their
preferences.

Evenif it would have been soothing, oncein awhile, to skin Jefferson Greenewith a
pink-and-black-spotted pig. Oink.

So hewatched the redl fire burn, across the water, while windowpanes alongside his primary view
overlaid close-up, replay, feeds from the rescue choppers and the divers masks. The barge' sown
connex had not dropped when the explosion hit, which told Closs—and his Rim security agents, who
would not be deeping tonight—that any feed they’ d gotten off the ship itself was usdless, a patch-loop.

They’ d been hacked.

Clossdragged hisfingertips down the image of the burning vessel. “Connect,” he said, command-pitch.
“Rim Corporation, Paris head office, code onefour seven H.”



It would be just after ten in the morning in Paris. HE d been waiting until she would be there, leisurely
breakfast seen to, a second cup of coffee cooling on her desk. It did not do to hurry the vice president.

She was gtirring cream into a china cup when her image resolved. Her hair fell across her forehead,
razor-cut, brushing the architectural precision of one dark eyebrow. When she looked up, setting her
chased silver spoon down on the saucer with addicate click, he was caught by the flecks of darker color
in her eyes. She was fashionably thin, theline of her jaw sharp asthe detail on a porcelain horse, the
tendonsin her throat vanishing under theivory sk collar of her suit. “M~ Morrow...” Closs began.

“Mgor,” shereplied. “I’ ve seen the feed. | hope you're not calling to justify yoursaf to me.”
“I'm afraid the error is beyond judtification.”

Shelifted her cup and sipped, steam caressing her cheek. Shetook her time about it, which was more a
statement of her willingnessto waste Closs stime than of any unconcern about the cost of thecall. The
Slide was chegp—ingtantaneous transmission of matter or data over any distance.

Matter, or data. Aslong asit wasn't alive. Trangportation of personnel between worlds was complex
and cogtly, and travelers must contend with relativigtic effects. But transportation of goods only required
ameatter trandfer. Thiswas the same technology at its base as the specidty of the Exigency Corps.
probability manipulation. But amuch safer manifestation, a that, without the risk of unforeseen
coincidentd fdlout.

Unfortunatdly, this process could not be used on living crestures. Y ou could certainly put apersonin one
sde of amatter transmitter, but you did not get aliving person back out the other end. Any organism
complex enough—conscious enough—to have aconcept of | could not Slide dive.

Thiswas because—Closs did not entirely understand the science—the Slide was aquantum device,
relying on the uncertainty principle to work. But a self-aware cargo counted as an observer.

In Schrédinger’ s famous thought-experiment, the cat knowswhether it' saliveor it isdead.

M~ Morrow swallowed twice, her larynx making shadows under the pale skin of her throat. “ Thiswon't
affect your delivery schedule?’

“For petroleum?’

She set her cup down, dabbed her lip, and shrugged. “Greene’ sWorld is not the only source of base
materids for manufacturing. It' sthe omdite I’ m concerned with.”

Closs consdered hisanswer. Tanglestone' s existence and its sole source were closely held. And unlike
the Slide, whose inexpensive operation it made possible, it was not cheap. Just chegper than
manufacturing entangled pairs. Whether it was a natural substance, or somerelic of a prior advanced
civilization, no one had determined. Teams of Corpsmen were a work on it, but unless somebody higher
than Closs had sedled the results, the god-botherers had nothing.

“Y ou understand, Vice President, that we are dtill having issues with native uprisings and with human
abalitionists who think we' reinterfering with the ranid culture. Such asitis”

She walited, stroking the gold-painted thumb rest atop the handle of her cup.

Clossfolded his hands behind his back. “We aso have labor unions that are unhappy with the use of
ranidsin any job that could be handled by human divers.”



M~ Morrow nodded. “I appreciate the challenges, Mgor. However—"
“Thequota,” he sad, “will be met.”

Shelet her fretting hand dide to the desk. 1 need you to exceed it.”
“Vice Presdent?’

Her head turned dightly, asif shelifted her eyesto awall screen or askin. Her fingers moved acrossthe
desktop; Closs recognized the gesture as a pass through avirtual three-dimensiond interface. “What | am
about to tell you, Mgor, isnot to leave your office.”

“What about Greene?’

“Noone” shesad. A finearrogant dodge of the chain of command, ignoring the fact that Greene was
the CEO of Charter Trade, thetitular head of Rim on-planet. She did her cup aside and leaned forward
on her elbows. “Magjor, what do you know about artificia intelligence and the Slide?”’

He closed histeeth on a snide comment and counted three. Backward. “ Practicaly?’
“Theoreticdly.”

“Theoretically,” he sad, “anintelligence that was neither organic nor salf-aware might be Slid. But it's
practicaly irrdlevant because—"

“—arong A.l. isdill fifteen yearsin thefuture, just asit has been for the last three hundred years.” She
wet her lips, agesture of nervousness he had not seen her make before. Her fingertips blanched as she
steepled her hands.

“ But?l

“But we may have run up againgt somebody who has found it. Or something that looks ahell of alot like
it. Unlessthey’ re running their ships by remote control, which is ofcourse possible. And whatever they
are, they' re aggressive, Timothy.”

He could have asked, What did we lose? He could have asked, Where did they hit us? How far from
Earth? How close to the Core? But it wasn't his need to know, anymore. It wasn't hiswar to fight.
And of courseit didn’t matter where they were now, or how far from Earth, if they could Slide.

“If they’renot...conscious,” he said, quietly, “then they can’t conjure, can they?’

Her nose wrinkled at the crude term for probability manipulation, but she nodded. “Omélite,” she said.
And then answered a question he would not have chosen to ask, her little pat on the head to keep him
well behaved. “ They attacked shipping near Greene’ sWorld, Timothy. Onceis not much of asample,
but I think it’ syou they’ re gunning for.”

Heswdlowed. “I’ll get you everything | can.”

André s executary had tagged the message from Timothy Closs as highest priority, but he didn’t answer
itimmediately. Instead he cleaned histeeth and used Cricket’ s dutrior. She was out of bed when he
emerged, the covers shaking themsdlvestidy as she unsnarled her hair. The static wand first made it
writhe, then stand straight out, crackling. Another tap and atouch to the control and strands drifted over
her shoulders, briefly silken. 1t would cord into locks again by lunchtime, he thought, fondly.



He stored the image of her fixing her hair in hard memory, so he could take thefile out and replay it later,
and kissed her on the head. “ Tonight, where are you?’

“Working,” she answered. She touched her headset access port—a nervous gesture, the controls were
al neuroe ectrochemica—and smiled with one corner of her mouth. André sreactivated skin put a
warmth in her complexion. Pretty girl. “I’ ve seven hours of datamining to get through, moreif I’'m not
lucky enough to hit the information in the usud lodes.”

“Blink me” hesaid, and showed himsdf out.

On the gently pitching deck, he leaned against the rail and watched apump glide up and down atop a
distant mining platform. His skins adapted to the glare off the water, the weave of hisfogjacket opening
to catch the breeze as sun warmed his shoulders. He paed the jacket’ s color to ivory and watched
ripples break againgt the barge’ shull.

He preferred his messages transcribed; he could read more quickly and with greater retention than he
could ligten.

M~ Deschénes:

Please contact me regarding a possible extension of our previous contract, if you are interested.
Something of an unusual case. It might prove a challenge.

—Closs

André cleared the message and used a subroutine to overwrite the sectors, a precaution he never
skimped on. Especidly for innocuous messages. He knew how Cricket earned her bread, and she knew
what he did aswell and they had atacit agreement not to ask. But not al the synthesits, archinformists,
or net miners on the Rim were hislovers. And though he trusted Cricket Earl Murphy as much ashe
trusted anyone, only afool baited temptation.

Any business Closs had to offer wasn't the sort of thing best discussed on abroadcast channel.
Especialy when Andréwasn't certain he' d be able to avoid a conflict of interest. He inspected his scoot,
wincing in salf-consciousness when he located not so much asaloose wire, and dropped into the saddle.
He could have walked; Cricket’ s float hooked up to a sidewalk, and there was a bridge across the canal
that would lead him downtown, through the maze of barges and waterways that made up the floating city
of Novo Haven. But he' d have to come back for his scoot then.

Meanwhile, the mgjor would be expecting him.

Later, Stting on Jean Gris' s crude wicker couch, Cricket Earl Murphy reviewed her few remaining
articles of faith. For example, she bdieved that if one must keep secrets, it was best if they happened to
be incredible. Mdodramawas good, especialy when it involved spies, forgotten royaty, or the downfall
of governments. Outrageous scandals were more survivable than petty ones; atruly lurid tale could only
improve on€e sreputation, unlessit involved alegations of rape (squalid), insider trading (pathetic), or
cannibaism (dtill beyond the pae).

Petty moral failuresled to disgrace only because they had no scope. It was too easy for the opprobrious
to condemn their own small crimind hypocrisies when they recognized them in another. An adultery, a



financia manipulation, the poisoning of a spouse: anybody could compass such crimes. And because they
could imagine them, they could defend againgt them.

A truly outrageous crime provoked disbdief—such things only happen in mel odramas—and then,
after, awe.

If you must stedl, swipe a planet.

As aconsequence of this philosophy, Cricket very rarely lied. Her secrets, while plentiful, were the sort
that people did not inquire after. She was safe—safe here, especidly, here on the Rim, on Greene's
World, acorner of the settled galaxy that could not be lessinteresting to the Core, to anybody with
money, to the woman she had been.

The Core never thought about the Rimiif it could help it, except to set pulp holodramathere. Asfar as
civilization was concerned, the Rim had nothing to offer except wilderness, Iron Age diens—the ones
that had advanced that far—and aromantic but generaly nasty and unsafe frontier. And, of course, the
bounty of limitless natural resourcesto exploit and fortunes to be made. With the added benefit that any
persond problems one left behind on Earth would very probably be dead by the time one landed on
Greene' sWorld, Xanadu, or Y ap.

And she kept telling hersdlf that, right up to the moment Jean Gris steepled his gnawed fingertips and
sad, “1t'd be the biggest scandal since Moon Morrow resigned.”

Cricket’ s shoulders tautened. She kept her eyeswide and innocent, and did not even alow the nameto
echo in her mind. Supergtitioudy, asif Jean were the wizard the ignorant painted him. Asif he could read
her thoughts.

She wondered, even should she say it outright, if he would ever believe her. “Moon who?’

The crease degpened over his broken nose, shadows rough aong hisbristled jaw. His eyes caught the
light as hishead tilted. “Morrow. She was the Earth Unified government’ s minister of colonization during
the first Downham administration. She resgned under acloud about fifteen Standard ago. Took thefall
for an antimatter test Sation failure at Patience. Do you recdl that?’

Of course she did. The destroyed space station, the devastated biosphere of the planet below, the frozen
corpsesfloating in orbit—where there was anything to recover. The disaster had been caused by afailed
Exigency Corps engineering operation. Morrow, it came out later, had pushed the god-botherersto
augment the chance of successfor the experimental power station beyond any margin of safety.

There was gill debate asto whether the plant’ s design was flawed, or whether the Corpsinterference
caused alocaized probability storm.

Twenty thousand, two hundred and thirteen dead. Unsurprisingly, dmost no surviving wounded.
Oh, yes. Cricket recalled.

She could close her eyes and see the corona of wreckage around the devastated station. She could close
her eyes, and imagine shefelt the thirty seconds of hard vacuum that was al you got to fed before you
died. Eyebalsfreezing, capillaries bursting. Thirty secondswasalong, long time.

“Oh, her. I'd forgotten her name.”

Jean watched her carefully, long enough to make her worry, and then licked hislipsand said, “Went to
work for Core, | think, after the jail sentence, and hasn’t been heard from since. She dropped out of



sght completely.”

“And you think she has something to do with Lucienne sbeing killed?” Sidetrack, play dumb. Look
confused. “Wasit something theranid said?’

Not too confused, however. Mor€e sthe pity; Jean knew she wasn't stupid.

The ranid that had found Lucienne s body was hunkered comfortably in the reedy mud upriver,
according to Jean, and Cricket had no reason not to believe him. It was amore comfortable topic than
Moon Morrow.

“No,” Jean said. “I think if she'snot gtill working for Core, she' srdativistic under an assumed name, and
our grandchildren will hear from her when time and scanda have forgotten her. Or she'smdlting into an
unmarked grave.” Jean let hisfingers dide together, interlock. “It’s seventeen years body-time from
Earth. At least ahundred, nonrdativistic—" helooked up, blinked hiswatery eyes. “ But you know that,
don’'t you?’ Cricket had never quitelost her North American accent. “ Or you could be seeing how much
line you can feed me before you set the hook, chérie.”

Sheamiled.
He caught her fingers sdeways and gave them a squeeze. “What did you learn?’

“I'm 4till looking for the key to what Lucienne managed to mail me. I'll find that—" She rubbed &t the
corners of her eyeswith the other hand, feding incredibly tired. “1 wish we knew who she was mesting. |
wish we had therest of thefile—"

“Do we know what Rim did with the body?’
“If they didn’t resink it?

Jean gave her the raised eyebrow. She took her hand back, stood up, wishing she wasn't at Jean’ s house
s0 she could check status on the half-dozen searches, bots, and ferrets she had running that didn’t require
her constant attention—and the compiler trying to resolve the fragment of Lucienne' s desthbed message
into something parseable. She wanted to walk away from Kroc, so she went to make tea, wondering if
the tomatoes had ripened enough overnight to give her an excuse to walk out to the truck garden and
pick some. Better than growing them in tubs on her deck, that was for sure. She liked the dirt under her

fingernails
Hesaid, “No, they wouldn't have made sureit got snagged in the cablesiif they didn’t want it found.”
“But did they want it found so soon?’

“What do you mean?’

Right. Jean didn’t know a damned thing about wetware, hard memory, or any of it. “Her hard memory
would decay in something like twenty to thirty hours. Any datain her head would beirretrievable at that
point. We know she was sending me something—"

“The other haf might till be queued.”

“It probably is,” Cricket said, glancing at him. “We can't obtain her body before we lose that datato
bit-rot.”

Jean pressed the side of his hand to his mouth. From the way the musclein hisjaw worked, he was



chewing the flesh near histhumb. “Whet if they downloaded her?’

Cricket shrugged, diding the pot onto the stove. Cold water dopped over the enamel surface and wet
her hand. “Whatever they killed her to keep her from bringing back to you might bein thefile. Which
would bein aCharter Trade data hold. Blasted Rimmers.”

Jean’ s nose had been broken once and he' d never gotten it fixed. His breath whistled on the outflow.
“You dill think it was André, Cricket?’

If she bit her cheek hard enough, she could keep her eyesfrom stinging. “ The common factor linking all
of my unhgppy romancesisme.”

“Isthat an answer?’
“It' swhat you get. | don't ask thosethings. | think it must have been—"
“| don't haveto usehim.”

The water steamed, not yet bubbling. She threw tea bagsinto mugs. “Use him,” she said. “I knew it was
onfirewhen| lay downonit.”

“Wi.]y?l
“Why did | know hewason fire?’

“No,” Jean said, very patiently. Silently he'd come up behind her; she saw hisreflection in the cooktop
before he laid his hand on her arm. “Why did you pick him?’

The water boiled. She wrapped the handlein aterry rag and lifted the kettle off the hest. “Because,” she
said, roughly, “he could best up my dad.”

“BExcuseme?’

“Bad men,” Cricket said. “Bad men, the badder the better. And they don’t come badder than André
Deschénes. He' s so bad he can be sweset asice cream every second, and nobody forgets for any one of
those seconds that he' s the baddest man in the room. That’ swhat | like. Men who could beat up my
dad. They make mefed safe.” Shelifted her chin and set the kettle down. “1 know it'scrazy. It swhy |
don't let any of them get too close. Because | know what they are.”

She shook her head, shook Jean’ s hand off, and—turning—warded him back with a cup of hot tea.
“Anyway, that doesn’t matter. | think...I think they wanted it to ook like an accident. Or like sheran
afoul of aranid sect. Some of the savages il kill humansin the marsh, you know.”

“Some humans.”

She didn’'t need to turn around to know he was smiling. Jean Kroc—whatever hisrea namewas, and
shedidn’t ask that either—went into the marsh with impunity. Lucienne had, too. “ Discredit the |abor
rights movement,” she continued, asif he had not interrupted. “ Maybe something more complicated, but
that'll do for asurface motive.”

“If they wanted the body found, why grab the person that found it?’

She shrugged. “ Somebody made a mistake? The frog saw something it shouldn’t have? The body was
supposed to be found by a human and not aranid? It was found too soon? Could be alot of reasons.”
The water hissed. She poured. “If there sinformation out there, I'll find it.”



If the information was connex anywhere. But that went without saying.

She had learned alot about net mining in fifteen years. She was good at it, knew roots and routes to old
caches and layered backups and coredumps and virtua lockers from two hundred years ago. She had
old ciphers and she had archives and she had backdoorsinto current data holds, too.

The more old information one could find in the warrens of connex, the more uncharted paths one knew
from point A to point Q, the more new information one could get to that one wasn't supposed to know
about. And sometimes the old records were useful in themsalves. For historical reasons, or—in a
relaivigtic galaxy—sometimes for more present ones.

Cricket had never actualy had to blackmail anyone. Not since she became an archinformist, anyway.

“You dwaysdo,” Jean said, bringing the teathat Cricket thought was till too hot to drink to his mouth. It
waswhy he needed her. He might conjure, and she would bet he had theillega coincidence enginesto
do it with. But hewouldn't swalow wire, or livewith it in his head.

She tapped fingers on the edge of her mug. “ Do you think they’ll let aranid person testify in a Core
court?’

“Wll, they would if they were atech species. Of coursg, if they were atech species, we wouldn't be
here, would we?’

Cricket hated him for amoment, hated the falseness of his pale, open gaze. “Likethey’dlet it makea
difference”

“They?

“Core,” shesaid. And then qualified, “ Charter Trade. They'd find away around the law, evenif the
ranids had spaceflight, if there were something on Greene' s World that they wanted.” There was, she
knew it, and she suspected Jean did, too. “They don't care where the luxuries come from, or who suffers

to pay theway.”

Jean looked down. She wondered if she had shamed him. “Find out, won't we? | need you to step up
your efforts regarding Clossand hiscronies.”

There were a haf-dozen stupid questions she could have asked, most of them the kind of contentless

Nnoi ses people made to reassure themselves that communication was taking place. If Jean didn’t think, or
at least hope, that Closswasinvolved in something dirty enough to bring him down, he wouldn’'t have
asked her to keep looking. And Cricket knew the sorts of things that people who should know better got
up to.

She drank off her tea. She' d been right; it was hot enough to break sweat across her forehead, and she
mopped her face with her deeve after she put the mug inthe sink. “1'll ask André to come see you when
| blink him tonight. I’'m going to go look at the vegetables”

Jean laid ahand inside her elbow as she stepped past him. “What are you doing on alump of mud like
this, Cricket?’

“Instead of gnawing imported bonbonsin the Core? Connex doesn't take time, Jean. | can live
anywhere. It's cheaper todoit here.” Practically guileless, she smiled into hiseyes.

“And here | was hoping that maybe you killed aman.”



Shewinked and drew her arm away. “Nothing so romantic, I'm afraid.”

André sdlientsusually cameto him, though for Rim he made exceptions. He dill didn’t like to be seen
entering their barge, however, so he skinned in the bathroom of a coffee shop (after he ordered amug he
would not drink) and walked into reception resembling himsalf only casualy. Of course he flagged as
atered in anyone' s headset, but cosmetic skins were more common than not.

Reception chipped him, verified that he was expected, and locked on awristlet to guide him up. He
didn’'t need it—he knew where Timothy Closs worked—but Security would haveitslittle games and this
would get him past most of them.

Its plaintive beeping led him on.

Closs got up from the desk to greet him. One thing about Timothy; the ceremonies he stood on were dll
politeness. He extended hisright hand, gave Andr€ slarger but not much darker one a clasp, and handed
him adrink without asking. “Good job last night, André.”

Andrétook the seat Closs gestured him into and set the stubby glass on the arm. “Thank you, Magor. |
hope there’ s not a problem.” Hewould prefer not to talk about old business under any circumstances.
Like aleaf upon the water: |et the current dideit by.

“Not with your work,” Closs replied, returning to his chair. Perched on the edge of it, he gave the
impression of someone gill in motion. A compact brown man in anavy and white suit, he seemed—to
André—condensed. “No, it's another problem entirely. One of the board made an unfortunate decision,
andit'sleft usalooseend.”

“Thisdl soundsvery euphemidtic.”

“Toputit mildly.” Speaking quickly, Closs outlined the problem: the scheduling conflict that had led to a
ranid liaison discovering the body ahead of time, the Site team’ s errorsin recovery, Jefferson Greene's
overreaction.

“He sgiven it something to talk about,” André said, understanding.
Closs knuckled his eye and nodded. “It getsworse. The witnesswas liberated last night.”
“The exploson.”

“Unfortunately. Wethink it' s been taken by aranid anticolonidist faction. Y ou can appreciate the
implications”

“If they can get anyoneto listen to them.”

“Connex isfreg,” Closssaid. “ There are humans on this planet who would be al too happy to foster a
scandd, if it affected Rim. The savages aren't the only Greensin the gdaxy. Or the only enemies of Rim.”

“True enough.” But André shand gesture said, What do you want me to do about it?

Closs put his hands on the desk. “We want you to cover the contract, André. At something more than
your ordinary fee”



Jean Kroc poled his skiff upriver.

He could have used his motors, sure, and the caterpillars weren't even too noisy. But the birds could
hear them, and the ranids, and it never hurt to show alittle courtesy. Besides, there were enough
powered craft on Greene sto affect the natives long-distance communications. Like Earth’ s cetaceans,
the ranids took advantage of the sound-conducting properties of water to hold conversations with friends
and relatives they might never have svum side by side with. The advent of mechanized transportation had
been unkind to their culture, their art, their discourse, and their science.

And in any case, there was something to be said for dipping over the brown water in the heat of
afternoon, his shirt rubbing swesat from his shoulders as he threaded the channels of the ddlta.
Four-winged insects so like an Earth darning-needle that they bore the same common name dipped over
the water, leaving chains of rippleslike the paths of skipped stones. With aquicksiIver twist one rocketed
upward, the drone of straining wingsrising in pitch. It clutched something that twisted in muscular panic;
Jean winced, but it wasjust afish or atadpole—too smdl for an eggling, and anyway no endoparent
would let an infant out of its pouch. Fat drops of water scattered, and the darning-needle settled on the
flat prow of Jean’s skiff to sever itsdinner’ s pine with ascissoring bite.

He could not actually hear the crunching.

Green reeds rose up around him, reflected smoothly in flat water. Their heads nodded, heavy with pollen
in feather-duster flowers. A red flannd rag off to port marked his channdl. It was an odd-numbered rag
and the knot was at the top; he turned away fromiit.

Even Jean Kroc needed alittle aide-mémoire to find hisway around the bayou.

The yellow sun rode behind haze, swarms of no-seeums zooming among the tassals. Greene sWorld
was better than Earth that way; about haf of the local biting insectoid life had no use for mammal blood.
The leeches, however, weren't so particular. And the ragweed equivalents could have choked an
elephant.

Theair fet primitive. Therich scent of fermenting vegetation bubbled from benesth the water, and Jean’s
sdt stung his cracked lip and his eyes, dried itchy among his stubble. Even to the profusion of dien
flowers—mauve and white Slverling with itsfeet wet and its belled heads shaded benesth taller plants,
parasitic cutthroat weed threading from reed to reed, its waxy paraorchids dripping treacle-sweet beads
of sap with which to trap small unwary creatures—the New Nile Delta could have been Earth in the
Upper Cretaceous. Jean could imagine a Dryptosaurus dipping aong the shdlow waterways, barely
ruffling alesf in passng—eyeing him like the dso-extinct tiger from between concedling reeds.

His hands sweseted insde his fingerless gloves as he dragged the pole from the sucking mud of the
channd bed and swung it forward. The strain caught him first along the biceps and across the shoulders,
and as heleaned into the push, hefdt it in his chest, triceps, latissmus dors, hamstrings, caves. He
tugged the pole again, let the momentum of the skiff draw it from the bottom, sivung it up. The name of
the game was control. He glanced over his shoulder, asif adinosaur might in fact be considering him for
its supper, and dmost missed the blue rag with the knot tied downward that marked the next turn.

He poled toward this one, moving farther from the New Nil€' s dredged main channd and closer to the
paramangroves that made a thunderhead darkness off to the east when he got aglimpse a them up a
channd that headed in that direction.

The sun stood another hand higher and he was picking up ranid chatter on the underwater microphones
when he did the skiff underneath a moldy thermocamouflage netting strung between paramangroves. He
moored the skiff againgt the aerial roots of the nearest tree, drove the pole in deep to wedgeit, and tied



that off aswell. The tender water-brown skin of the roots was polished shiny where he stepped; he
frowned when he noticed. Time to move the mooring.

Or maybe he should bring André here, and move afterward. Once a site was contaminated there was no
point in rushing to burn another if thefirst could still be used in the short term. And he was more
concerned with satellite imaging than with some bayou boy or mud-puppy skipper tripping over his
fecility. There were waysto ensure that that would remain unlikely.

The paramangroves grew knotted together, branches interlaced like the fan vaults of acathedrd, roots
like the tentacles of angry octopods. Jean Kroc skipped along them al but silently, rubber soles tacky
enough that hisfeet did not skid from the dgae-hung bark. Animals zipped about his head. The Greene's
World “birds’ were awfully birdy, as such things went, though they tended to beaks fenced in whiskery
feathers. The air under the paramangroves was a soup of insects; easier to sweep them up en masse than
grab just one or two.

The door in the trunk was hard to see. Jean found the nub that fit just between his thumb and forefinger
and pressed his palm through the holographic bark. Not even afog; just an image. But you had to know
where to touch, and in the dim green light beneath the leaves like broad-pa med hands, huddled into the
gap between umbre la branches and spreading roots, on one big tree of amillion, it was unlikely that it
would be stumbled upon. And Jean could make it more unlikely as he chose.

The plate beneath was warm and smooth. It recognized Jean’s pam and depressed dightly, soundlesdy
into the trunk. The door eased open—ypopped up and did aside—and Jean Kroc stepped within,
entering the lair of amad scienti<t.

The room was somewhat smaller than the diameter of the great tree, carved from deadwood only. One
worn swive chair commanded the scuffed floor, the upholstery patched with tape. Around it, granting
just enough room for his knees, was a series of pitted panels topped by an eclectic assortment of display
and interface hardware—hol ographic projectors, screen monitors, an old 3-D hand-interface that 1ooked
like the ears of atheremin and operated on more or less the same principles. There were also three
keyboards and a holoface; none of them matched.

In addition to the marks of hand-welding evident where sheet steel had been bent and fixed together, the
dots through which readouts protruded were more often taped to fit than cut. The chamber was barely
big enough for two if one was standing. Or willing to perch on the commode, tucked into a cutout niche,
because the chamber did not have corners. The control panelsfollowed the arc of the hollowed-out
paramangrove, the tree’ s weakened structure reinforced by the plascrete sedlant bonding the external
wall.

He' d moved hishome plenty inthe last thirty years. apartments, minifabs, aclamshell hut on tiltsinthe
bayou for awhile. This was eternd. Thiswaswhat he couldn’t afford to rebuild, and so he hid it well,
changed hisroutes, came here erraticaly, and rarely showed the way to anyone. Cricket didn’t know
how to find this place, though she had to suspect it existed. The bayou and the mangrove stand
themselves were protection, as they shifted and rechanneled and never twice looked the same.

Lucienne knew it, though, and how to find it. Somebody had to, in case something happened to Jean.

Jean gave it amoment to power up, using stored solar from concealed panels and fuel cellsburied far
enough underwater that they shouldn’t emit to space. A planet was a big place for complete sat-coverage
on acolonia corporation’s budget.

It dl seemed to be humming. He dusted the moss stains from his hands and closed the door, sedling
himsdlf into the blue-lit coolness of the most illegal thing on Greene s World.



Vengeance wasn't his metier. But he was here to make some black magic happen.

A littlered flannel bag, that weren't nothing.

6

“HOW DO YOU GO ABOUT FINDING ONE NAKED AMPHIBIAN on awhole muddy goddamn
world?’ André shook his head like adog shaking off water. “It'snot asif | can go around DNA-typing
every frog | meet. And the insurgents use disguises, don't they? If | wereyour ranid, Tim, frankly I'd dig
in deep in the swamp and go seven kinds of native. Y ou don’t need me; you need agood old boy from
back inthe delta.”

“We can make sure you find the ranid,” Closs answered. He wasn't pacing. Instead, he stood before his
wide windows, hands folded, watching the light glint off the water. The bay lay pellucid beyond the
polarized display glass, water limpid enough that André could make out shells and stones on the pale
sand bottom. The water might run down the New Nile muddy and rich, but most of its sediment dropped
out in the broad wandering delta, and what flowed into the sea was dmost polished.

Beyond the zone of riverine admixture, where the brackish water clouded, in good weather the bay was
clear as quartz. The deek pewter outline of along-necked animd glided past, sunning itself just below the
surface. André caught aglimpse of its creamy belly and snaggle teeth asit banked down and away,
curving in sudden pursuit. A nessie. They usualy haunted deeper water and avoided industry, asshy as
they were toothy, but this one looked young. And there were bigger predatorsin the deeps.

“If you can find the ranid, then | don’t seewhy you' d be willing to pay my fee.”

“Y ou misapprehend me.” Closs turned around, beckoned André with two curving fingers. André stood,
leaving behind his untouched glass. When he was an arm’ slength away, Closs continued. “We can make
sureyou find it, though. The capabilities of Rim—"

“Y ou' re talking about running amanip.”
Clossdidn’t answer.

“A manip. Onme.” A probability manipulation might bring him right down on the missing coolie's
doorgtep. And it dso meant staff, and Rim personnel, and processor time, and paperwork.

Met with continuing silence, Andrétried again. “| don’t want that kind of adatatrail—"
Closs shook his head. “ There won't be one.”

Still. André had abad fedling about this. Too far outside of hisusud line of work. Too many waysto get
killed, chasing ghosts through the bayou. “I can't tekeit.”

Closs stepped forward and caught hisforearm. André paused. The grip was not restraining or sharp; a
request rather than agrab. “Do me onefavor.”

André did not answer. But he also did not pull away.

Closslet him go, firgt giving hisforearm aquick friendly squeeze. “Wait until tomorrow to refuse. Sleep
onit.”



“| don’t need the money, Tim.”
Closs smiled, showing whitened teeth. “1 know you don't. But thething is, | need the help.”

A hdl of an offer. Jefferson Greene sfirst mate—and, everybody knew, the brains of the Greene's
World Rim operation—acknowledging a persona debt. That wasthe sort of thing careersrose and fell
on. And nobody was more aware than André that he wasn't going to stay young forever.

On the other hand, very few people were more aware than André that once he let Rim plant its hooks, he
would not be working for himsalf anymore. Operating under the occasiond contract was one thing.
Assging them in conjuring hisfuture—alowing himself to be entangled—well.

Andréwasn't asuperdtitious man. But if he wanted to learn from Jean Gris, it would be an unwise thing
to let Rim rule hisfate. And the whole prospect reminded him uncomfortably of his mother’ stactics. Not
that Zoé Deschénes could have backed up any threat of ruining hisluck.

But Charter Trade could.

“I'll think about it,” André said. He stuffed his handsin hisjacket pockets. “Don’'t worry. | can show
mysdf out.”

Out in the sun again, he gasped sharply. He dropped his ebows on the railing and put his head down, let
the light bake his scalp and neck muscles. The sun picked darker scarsout in heat until he shielded his
skull with his palms. His blinked-up sunshield helped amedliorate the glare off the water. One more brezath,
then he shuddered and drew himsdlf up, shoulders square.

He' d wanted to learn. He' d placed aloaded pistol on histongue and pulled the trigger. That wasa
commitment.

But ingtant desth was easy. Killing people—painlesdy, efficiently—was what he did. Who should not
metter.

He couldn’t take this contract. Because he needed Jean Gris s goodwill, and he wasn't going to get that
by assassnating ranid revolutionaries and alowing Rim to run amanip on him. Not when he was aready
mixed up in learning how to conjure.

It didn’t take much imagination to guess that coincidence might proliferate, should one cultivate a conjure
man. He who touches pitch besmirches himself.

All he could do was hope Rim would be understanding about finding someone else to take the contract.
And that they wouldn’t botchiit, or, if they did, that thetrail of testimony never led back to one André
Deschénes.

He pursed hislipsasif to whistle. Perhapsthat could be hisfirgt red experiment in conjuring.

Another blow to theimage of the hedge-wise conjuror: Jean Kroc had never been a patient man.
Actualy, hewas rather bad al around at conforming to stereotypes. So by evening, when hisnew
gpprentice arrived, he wasworrying the hard semiflexible skin from apul py fruit the size of hisfinger
joint, apile of otherswhite and waxy on arectangular green-glazed plate by hisleft hand. Thefruit’sskin
was rough, reddish-brown, marked in dimpled hexagons. He picked it off with gnawed thumbnails, trying



to keep the pieces aslarge as possible. A matter of pride, or meticulousness, or just achegp distraction.

He knew the newcomer was André by the purr of hiswet/dry scoot. Jean’ d left the front door propped;
when André cdlled through it, he didn’t bother to get up, just yelled back. “ Take off your shoes.”

The thumping told him André obeyed. A moment later, bare feet padded from the entry. “Cricket said
you wanted me.”

Jean smiled, not showing what it cost him. He held up apedled wax fruit so André could identify it,
pinched between finger and thumb. A sticky trickle of nectar crawled across the pad of hishand. He
flicked the berry into along tumbling arc.

André snatched it from the air on its descent, leaning away from spattered juice. He inspected it quickly
and popped it into his mouth, then spat the pit into his pam. “When you told me you wanted information,
how did you know?’

“Know?’ Jean dit another fruit with hisnail. The pulp was too tender to squeeze out without pureging, SO
he worried at the skin until it flaked. He sucked the juice off histhumb and the pulp off the seed, and laid
the shiny dark brown nut on the table beside the bits of skin. “Am | assgned psychic powers?’

André came forward and dropped into the chair across the table. His pit joined Jean’ s with a subdued
click. “Did you know that Rim was going to offer me a contract on aranid?’

Jean, licking hisfingers, smiled. “Y ou said you wouldn’t tell me about contracts.”

“I’'m not taking thisone,” André answered. “Thething is, Rim wantsto run a probability manip to give me
afighting chanceto find the coolie. It’ s affiliated with some froggie terrorist group—"

“Gourami.”
“Excue me?’

Jean pursed hislips, forced to admit that perhaps not all the stereotypesfailed him. He was enjoying
André sdack expression dightly more than was hedthy or smart. Although he had to admirethe man’s
gdl—well, admire was the wrong word. And respect was't exactly right either. “Theranid’ snameis
Gourami.”

“You know it?’

“I taked toit last night.” Jean ate another wax fruit, letting the pulp burst into fluid as he pressed it to the
roof of his mouth with histongue. The seed felt as dick asit gppeared, and he squeezed it out between
hislips. For amoment, heturned it on hisfingertips, watching the light glossit. He pretended he didn’t
notice the way Andr€ s shouldersjerked.

“Whoa Well, 'mglad | said no.”
“I'm not. Go back tomorrow. Tdl him you'll takeit on.”
“Y ou redize what you' re asking me?’

“Yes” Jean answered, flicking him another fruit. “I’ m asking you to lieto Timothy Closs. And buy me
sometimeto operate.”

“He ll want meto take the entanglement.”



Jean wondered if André knew he was shaking his heed like that, a dow oscillation.

“I can lock that off,” Jean said. “We |l set up acountervaent field; the entanglement can spend itsalf on
that.”

André s attention snapped to him like a shivering compass needle to amagnet. “And I’ m better off |etting
you entangle me?’

“Just a safeguard. Not an entanglement. But take the contract. For me.”
André swalowed. “What exactly are you planning, Jean Gris?’

Jean rolled his shoulders up and back. “I’ll handle the rest. Just keep Closs thinking the Situation is under
control.”

Jefferson wasn't often the first oneinto the office, but he was usualy among the last ones home. He got a
lot of work donein the evening, when things were still and quiet—dark in winter and goldenin the
summertime. He d trickle the news, talk to hiskidsin chat, drink afew cups of coffee or keshaor a
martini or two, and plow through business decisonswith aruthless efficiency that got him homeintime
for supper, just.

Today should have been no different. Theto-do list was actudly alittle shorter than usud; everyone was
distracted by the bombings, and as he' d delegated that to Clossit was off his desk until Closs finished the
investigation and handed it back. Thefirgt item, it looked like, wasto return acdl to the station. Not the
Side; no problem with that. Lighters came and went, raw materials flowing fredly outbound and
manufactured goods coming in. The cal was from one of hisgurus, the Greene' sWorld station chief of
the Exigency Corps, Amanda Delarossa. Head god-botherer.

She must have set his code to autoanswer, which was gratifying. She had a chipmunk-cheek of sandwich
and abag of pop lifted to her mouth when her image shifted, and she swallowed hastily and cleared her
hands. “ Chairman,” she said, as soon as she could. “I didn’t think you' d call back until tomorrow, sir.”

“I liketo beresponsive,” hesaid. *Y ou seem to think your issue requires immediate attention.”

“Immediate avareness,” she said. She drank again, quickly, asif her mouth were dry from swalowing
before she was quite ready. “I’ m not sure what we could actualy do about it at this point. Redlistically

peeking.”

“Intriguing,” Jefferson said, because it’ swhat he had trained himsdf to say when heredlly meant get to
the fucking point. “Tdl memore”

“Wall...” she paused, set her drink aside, and twisted her fingers together, “we ve got amassve spikein
sde effects, and we' re not quite sure what to make of it. But some of our best theoristsare oniit.”

“By dde effects, you mean...”

“Probability pollution. Weird coincidences. Synchronicities. We track them, you know, and attempt to
mitigate. But the problem is, you get achaotic butterfly effect with even the smalest manipulation. So you
patch it up, attempt to introduce a little more randomosity into the system, and it breaks out somewhere
else. Rains of toads. God knows what.”

“And we' re getting more of this?’ He rubbed the edge of his desk and thought about Patience, which had



been alovely Earthlike world before the Corps got done withiit.
“Some of it, yeah. Y ou have any old coinslying around?’

“Doesn’'t everybody?’ Collector’s pieces, talismans, bits of old Earth. Metal from the bones of the
homeworld. They had no value aslega tender anymore, but people liked them.

“Next time you think of it, flip one acouple of times” shesaid. “Anyway, Dr. Guptathinksit’slinked to
omedlite mining, either due to waste tanglestone escaping into the atmosphere, or areduction in the
worldwide omelite load causng some sort of shift in Greene sWorld's...equilibrium, for lack of a better
word. We' reworking oniit.”

“Andif you can't get it under control quickly?’

She shrugged, dipping her ear toward one shoulder, and bit her knuckle instead of her supper. “Wdll, it's
not like we can stop exporting tanglestone.”

Of course André argued. It didn’t matter; Kroc was aways going to win. He had the superior bargaining
position.

He aso had the mojo. And something else that André would need to learn, before Jean would teach him
too much. Jean Kroc had the mora unassailability of agod, as was necessary for the power he held.

It was always the way. In premodern societies, those who wielded power beyond oversight were bound
by oaths and forms and divine wrath and sacrosanct relationships. In the modern day, there were oaths,
and forms...and codes of ethics, to which professionals might more or lessloosdly adhere.

And divine wrath, of course. There was adwaysthat.
Jean Kroc's God most certainly did play dice. And Jean was not the only one loading the toss.

Stll, he was rather well satisfied with the way the game was going. If André could learn, there might even
be a chance of—wael, not winning. It wasn't the sort of thing one won—~but making somethings abit
better in the short run. As a conjure man, his professonal opinion was that that was often the best one
could hopefor.

At some point in human history, somebody had figured out that you could change the future by staring a
it hard enough. The problem with the power of prayer wasthat it was never exactly quantifiable, though
research was suggestive. And then there were the odder aspects of certain studies, where an average
taken of ten thousand amateur best guesses turned out to be closer to the truth than any single expert’s
consdered and researched opinion.

Inaredly profound cosmic irony, it was the failure of A-life consciousness research that finally provided
the key. They couldn’t make a self-aware computer, but they did find out what the | was good for.

The | was the evolutionary consequence of the observer effect, the power of luck, the denia of
everything ten thousand generations of mothers passed down to ten thousand generations of daughters.
Wishing hard enough did make a difference. Not abig difference. Not a profound difference. And not a
difference every time.

But afew tenths of a percent, adifference dmost indistinguishable from experimenta error.



It wasjust that little bit of an edge that let one species thrive when another one perished. Black wingson
ashould-be-white moth, concedling it against a soot-blackened tree.

The practica gpplication of quantum engineering madeit replicable. The technological outgrowth of mojo
satchel s and washing the car to makeit rain. A bit more than an edge, these days. Call it anecessity,
rather.

People with both the knack for being lucky and the courage to do it right were not, in Jean’ s experience,
common. And they were often opportunists, because their gifts made it possible for them to do very well
by living on their wits.

A certain mora flexibility had needed to be shocked out of Jean as well, when he was young.

André Deschénes might do. And if he couldn’t be salvaged, well, Jean couldn’t exactly leave him
wherever hefdl. But he' d execute that problem when it became unavoidable.

In the meantime, he had afrog to catch.

After André left, Jean pulled his boots on again. The leftover wax fruit went into the cooler; the pedings
into Lucienne's...into Cricket’s compost bucket under the sink. If hefdt up toiit, he' d turn the pile over
for her tonight, aerate the rot. It was what he was good for.

The boots seded over his pantlegs, he made sure he had alight, dung hiship pack around hiswaist, and
locked the door behind him. He d have been three times through the swamp from sunset to sunset, but
twenty years wasn't enough to make him areal creature of the bayou. There were men and women
who'd grown up here, who could vanish among the reeds without aripple, soft asaranid dipping
underwater. Jean knew afew: Old Mike, Saly Feathers. Both born when Greene' s World was the sort
of place you went to lose the records, both stubborn and self-reliant enough that their names were what
they said they were, that they’ d never nursed on the crystal teat of aredity skin.

Greene s World was gill anew enough planet that folks mostly knew each other, and till awild enough
planet that they mostly stayed out of each other’ sway. Outsde of Novo Haven, anyway, where the
corporate boys played politics and pretended that instantaneous communication meant they had any idea
what was going on in the Core, or any influence that was heard there.

A deluson, Jean admitted with arueful shake of his head, he was prey to himsdlf.

Reeds cracked where he stepped, the spongy ground oozing water. The sky over the bay was streaked
in seashell colors—cora, samon, dusky clouds liketheindigo lip of amussd shell—by thetime he
reached the distributary nearest to his minifab, the one where the ranids cameto talk.

He crouched on the riverbank, folded his arms across his knees, and waited. When the evening
sa—technicdly, the planet Endymion—shimmered ice-white on the horizon and the last pearlescent light
was draining down the darkening sky, agleaming dart-shape broke the water. One ring of ripple
heralded theranid' sarriva, so faint it smoothed before it reached the reeds.

Jean dabbed at the water. Hisripples passed over where the ranid’ s had been, flowing in the opposite
direction, and lapped its skin below the eyes. The eyes—grest light-gathering half-orbs—blinked. One
sem-fingered, four-digited hand reached above the surface, the fingertip pads dightly enlarged, sticky.

Jean reached dowly to lay hiswaterproof wrist datein the ranid’ sgrasp. It did not flinch, but rose from
the water asif drawn to an anchor. The hand rotated as the eyes came level, both swiveling forward so
binocular vision focused on the face of the date. The other hand emerged from the water astheranid



climbed the bank, crouching between angled knees; its pale ridged throat swelling.

Jean did not hear what it said, but he felt it, the low-frequency words shivering his ngpe hairs. Theranid
was deft with the date; more literate and practiced than Jean. He thought it might even be the one called
“Gourami” by humanswho could not replicate its given name.

Hewaited until it waslooking at his mouth. If thiswastheliaison, it could lipread. “1’m Jean Kroc,” he
sad. “I think we met lagt night.”

The ranid bobbed one fingertip, pausing in what it was doing with the date. — Yes.

It was Gourami, then. He fumbled in his hip pack. The ranid didn’t draw back, but waited, curious and
impassive, while another star or two dipped out of the twilight. “1 have something for you,” he said,
careful to lift his chin and shape the words formaly. He might just have mouthed them, but it seemed to
helpit lipread if he put the voice behind them.

Again the pulling gesture, onefinger raking the wordsin.

“Mojo,” he answered. His hand closed on the box, protective cling-sheeting adhering to his skin. Plastics,
of dl things, were imported to Greene' s World. Petroleum was mined here but there was no significant
manufacturing.

He pulled the box from the pack, extended his arm, and opened up his hand. PaAm skyward, fingers
cupped dightly, offering the plastic-wrapped object to Gourami.

It was not a gesture aranid could make. Their arms did not rotate at the elbow.

Carefully, Gourami lifted the box from hispalm. Still holding the date, it untwisted the plastic and peded
it back, but stopped before lifting the lid of the box. Its head and shoulders canted back dightly. It wrote
aword and turned the date. —Moj0?

“Luck,” he answered. The ranids knew about luck, athough Jean could never hope to duplicate their
word for it. The sounds of their language echoed through an expanded throat that served as bellows,
sounding board, and voice-box al in one, and were meant to be heard through bone conduction and the
vibrations of water or air on skin and tympanic membrane, not by amamma’ s seashell externd ear. They
knew about al sorts of things, theirswas not ameaterid culture, but in their physica abilities made up for
it. They could communicate across haf aworld, read each other’ s physical health with pulses of
ultrasound. They could build fires, forge metd if it moved them, though the activity was even morerisky
than it might be for ahuman; aranid could not afford to dry out too much, or too often. They built their
blast furnaces on rocky beaches, and tended them during short dashes up from the waves.

—Thank you, Gourami said, and folded the plastic back into place. It did not care to commit, Jean
understood.

“You rewelcome.” Jean leaned forward, strengthening the connection with the ranid, but careful not to
make eye contact. He did not wish it to fed coerced. “I’m going to bring a man to you tomorrow. He' |l
go with you upriver. Protect you.”

—Safer in the swamp.
“You'll bein the svamp. HE |l stay in the swamp with you.”

—Humen are easy to track.



“Itwill bedl right. He' sbeing paid to kill you, Gourami. If they think heis chasing you, nobody ese will
come after.”

Theranid sfingersdidn’t twitch on the date. They didn’t haveto. Its stolid froggy regard was enough.
The ranid thought it would be safer in the swamp with the savages, trading in its web belt and company
housing and advanced medica care and access to connex—all the benefits of Rim technology that the
ranids worked for—in return for belts of shells and pearl-and-carndlian necklaces and stories murmured
in reedy backwaters through jaws that need not move to make words.

Jean let hislips pull askew, aware the expression would mean nothing to the ranid. He hunkered lower,
dropped his chin againgt hischest. “It'snot for you,” he said. “It’sfor him.” He paused; the next was
hard to say. “And for Lucienne.”

The argument with Caetel took longer than the one with Jean Kroc, despite the awkwardness of
communicating with the human. But humen were manageable; al Gourami had to do was keep saying no.
Whereas arguing with Caetel was like arguing with the tide. And there was the small matter of Gourami
owing e df’slife

—They killed se mate, Caetel findly said. Which was unfair because Gourami had brought back her
body, and owed wedl to the human’s band. Which meant, se guessed, in humen terms, her mate, her
children, if she had any. Her siblings, though se was't sure how much store humen set by siblings. Their
reproductive system was so invested, it made everything about their biology and society peculiar, locked
up, committed.

A humen mate. .. Gourami flexed fingersin the muddy channd bottom, where se and Caetel had retired to
argue. It would belike having only one endosib, se thought.

What aterriblething to lose.

Se came back up through the water and found the human sitting cross-legged on the reedy bank, reading
something on a paper book he' d folded back on itself. Stories. Humen stories, Gourami thought, mouth
watering.

Selifted a hand from the water, catching the human’s eye. He looked up from the book quickly, and se
thought he held hisbreath. At least the rushy rasping sound it made through hisair passages halted. He
dropped hishandsinto hislap.

—Yes, Gourami gestured.
And the human closed hiseyes.

7
HUMEN WERE TERRIBLY STRANGE. THISWASNOT A REVELATION.

Not just strange because they camein dl sorts of pigments, but very few patterns—unless one counted
the rather bland, irregular melanistic speckles displayed by afew of them. Nor strange because of thelr
stubby supernumerary fingers, their long bodies and stubby legs, their habit of walking upright on short
curved feet with dmost atrophied fingers. Not even strange because they were endothermic from birth,
inefficient though that seemed for alarge terrene animal without any particular evolutionary strategy for



coping with extremes of climate, so that even in temperate areas they hung themsalvesin insulating layers
or smeared lotions on their hide to protect it from sunlight.

The mamma s that Gourami was familiar with were small dense-furred darting things, prey to reaverbirds
and redcaps. But humen were big—mostly bigger than a person, athough they had atremendous
dimorphism between their reproductive subcategories, so that some of the small ones were about
Gourami’ s sSize and some of the big ones more than twice as big as anything but a great-parent—and
Gourami understood, from talking with some of the friendlier ones, that on their home-world there were
even bigger mammals. Some bigger than afull-grown nessie, which was the biggest living thing Gourami
had personally seen.

This particular human was alarge one, though not the biggest. His name, according to the humen liaison
who had pleaded Gourami’ s help, was André Deschénes. And despite Jean Kroc’ swarning that he
would be helpless, he paddied better than Gourami had dared beg luck.

Gourami was not in the skiff with André. The humen had sky-eyes, things that saw aswell as any winged
predator, and anyway se preferred to glide in the skiff’ s shadow, directing from below. Se had rid sdlf of
every bit of Rim equipment; se date and the other accoutrements of se trade were dagged—carried off
by friends or new dliesin three directions and scorched over fire. Se would not trade them; humen
technology had tracking devicesin it, their equivaent of the air-filled meta tongue-bell roped to the
harpoon one hunted greetfish with, so that one could swim down the wounded animal by sound. Any
person to whom se offered the devices would have been at risk. Se had strapped in place only aknife, a
date of the sort intended for humen offspring, se belt and carrybag, and a (cocked, locked) harpoon
crossbow with five extraquarrels.

Sewasa*“civilized” person, having metamorphosed near Novo Haven and been around humen all selife.
Se had never been without their toys and shelters before, and se kept stroking the crossbow for
reassurance. If the worst happened, at least se could shoot something.

Se mottles were back to a skin-plain pattern, however, which was comforting. Se had been alittle
worried se would be green for half the season. It had faded with agel paper Caetel had given se; one that
Gourami had |et dissolve on setongue, because se did not care to stay out of water long enough to
adhereit to se shoulder until it melted in the mucus. So se had chosen to ingest it, though that seemed an
oddly reptilian way to consume medication when one was il perfectly fit, and permeable.

The water was too fresh. Persons had euryhdine tendencies, able to tolerate ocean or river water, or the
brackish regions between. .. but saltless water tended to osmose into a person’ s body, which meant alot

of spitting and urinating as one’ s body processed it back out again. It was, anyway, better than becoming
waterlogged.

But Jean Kroc had asked, and his reasons had been good. And so André paddled, and Gourami glided,
and the gray light of dawn pricked through the reeds and made the surface reflective as they moved
upriver, divided, sde-by-side.

They were not done. Caetel and Tetra swam before and behind, an honor guard masguerading asa
reconnai ssance team. They were part of the disguise; André could claim that the persons accompanying
him were hired guides, coolies who had agreed to bring the hunter through the bayou and help find the
renegade. If they were stopped, serioudy, Gourami would have to disappear. Se genetic material was on
file; se could not submit to a scraping.

Se fingered the box Jean had bestowed. Inside was awaterproofed ampoule, continuing the theme of
things-to-be-interndized. It held luck, the human said. Luck being one of their humen words that meant



nothing, or meant four hands of thingsthat were al importantly different. For example, they used it to
mean chance, randomness. And they used it to mean abeneficia break in the same. And they used it to
mean arepested pattern, either for good or ill, that seemed in contravention of randomness. Which
Gourami found philosophically opposed rather than allied concepts.

And, even more confusingly, they aso used it to mean the manipulation of random chance and of
probability, and the ability to manipulate it. Which iswhat Gourami would cal luck. If sehadtotry to
think in humen words. And they had other words that could mean some or one or several or al of these
things, and which overlapped other concepts or sets of concepts aswell.

The humen mind was quite incomprehengble. Asif they did not recognize continuums of individud things,
but rather assigned things to lumpish discrete sets and made agame of putting each oneinto as many sets

aspossible.

In any case, Gourami was certain from context that it wasthe last of these definitions that Jean Kroc
intended. Mojo, that was another word for it. A better word, closer to the skin of theides, likea
bolt-hole one could just squeezeinto.

Se could inject the luck, internaize what it offered, accept the contagion. Accept the mojo, choose
entanglement, and accede to Jean Kroc' sinfluence over sefate. Just about the time that se was
concluding that enfouling seif in the humen world—more than se was aready—was a poor sort of plan.

Se scratched the underside of the skiff to let the human know se was swimming away, and tucked the
rewaterproofed box into its pouch. Se would decide later. Right now, se was going to get something
better to eat than could be filtered from the reedy water. A sweet fish, which could be shared with Caetel
and Tetraif it was abig one, that would be nice.

And maybe it was technically poaching. But hadn’t this been the peopl€ s home, the peopl€e sriver firs?
And wasn't se dready an outlaw?

Finethen.

Upriver sewould take the human. To the greatparent-sdif, if need be. If Jean Kroc thought it important,
thought André needed to learn, then so would it be done.

For ahuman, Jean Kroc was nearly acivilized thing.

Thenext day, alittle after lunchtime, Jefferson Greene went for awalk. The suspended, dat-construction
streets and the cana s between the barges were dmost deserted in the heat of afternoon, and the creak of
the city pulling a its moorings and rubbing againgt its bumpers dmost drowned out the distant laughter of

apair of children, though what little breeze there was blew the voices across the water.

It was till enough that the city stank, though Rim'’ s offices were in adesirable spot on Bayside. Upwind
of the bulk of Novo Haven, and with a clear view of the pale blue bay and beyond it, the long blue arc of
the horizon, broken by the black dashes of drilling platforms silhouetted againgt the darker blue of the

quf.

Things got caught between the ships, though, ground up and trapped there, and there they rotted.
Seaweed, seaanimds, agae, the floating bodies of birds. Nobody was supposed to dump trash or offa
inthe bay, of course, but that happened, too—househol ders frankly more often than the crews of fishing
craft. And when the city hadn’t been broken up for stormin six or twelve months, as happened coming



up to the hot months after a quiet winter, the stench grew oppressive.

Jefferson wrinkled his nose and hung over therailing, resting his forearms on the top. He had adip of
slver and zinc and copper in hisright hand, and he flipped it off histhumb and caught it over and over
and over again. Heads, tails, heads, tails, heads, tails, heads. The sequence had only broken twice since
he started experimenting the night before.

With asigh, he folded the coin in hisfist and resumed walking, elbows pulled back and hands tucked into
his pockets. The street rasped under his steps, dats dipping alittle. Not too much, and Rim kept its
walks matted with springy white nonskid, so he couldn’t hear hisfootsteps, just the pivots rubbing against
the office barge. The laughter came again; it must be riding on an air-current coiling one of the other
barges, because there was nothing to Bayside but the butter-yellow sails of adark-green pleasure boat,
tacking to windward with silver stickle-backed torpedo shapes darting through its wake. The sails moved
in the breeze, rippling, but there wasn't enough wind to bell them ouit.

A cracked shell lay on the nonskid next to a pinkish stain. The remnants of some bird’ s lunch, and
Jefferson swept it into the bay with theinstep of his shoe. Thingsfdling into water made a satisfying
plonk.

The thought made him sick after asecond. He turned and kept walking.

It was't that Jefferson didn’t trust Closs, exactly. But he did know Closs thought he was an idiot. That
Jefferson held a 53 percent sharein his grandfather’ s company, aslicensed from Rim, and so Closs had
to do what Jefferson told him to do had no bearing on it. Closswould only protect him so far.

Y ou couldn’t buy loyalty. Not loyaty of the sort that Anchor Greene had commanded as the head of an
explorer’ s crew and then the patriarch of theinitia Greene’sWorld Charter Trade Company, the sort of
loyalty—and deference—that Jefferson had been raised to expect.

Anchor Greene had possessed that gift of leadership. And anot insignificant portion of the network of
friends and associates that he had assembled was till in place. But Jefferson had never had his
grandfather’ sknack for inspiring loyalty, or for identifying the sorts of peoplein whom it could be

inspired.
He chose to believe that he did not care to trade on his grandfather’ s name. He had attended school

offplanet, by telepresence at a Core university where his name meant aslittle as any Rimworlder’s.
Whatever Closs thought of him, he had earned his degree, his grades, his postion.

It was't cloudy and the sky wasn't growing dark in any dramatic fashion, but the temperature had begun
to drop. With the awareness of those who live on the water, Jefferson thought there might be some
weether coming.

He dfire Clossif Timothy wasn't one of his grandfather’ s protégés. That might be moreill-will than the
fragile remainder of Anchor’scircle could support without the vibrant presence of the man himself. And
Closs knew too much, anyway. Such as, al about the decision to eiminate L ucienne Spivek once Rim's
monitoring of her connex, her contacts, and her movementsindicated that they had no choice except to
dlence her.

Tails, heads, tails, heads.

That sailboat had found awind Jefferson didn’t fed. The haf-dack sails snapped, cupped and taut, and
thelittle craft scudded over the bay like asymbol of freedom and sdlf-determination. He followed it with
his gaze; they were going the same way.



The sight ached under his breastbone, alifting sensation. It didn’t matter, after al, how ugly things had
gotten, what mistakes had been made. He d find away out of it.

The wheding gullsfollowed the sailboat, but after watching it amoment longer Jefferson turned away.
Closswasn't ruthless enough, when it came right down to it. He couldn’t see—and do—what needed to
be done. And if he didn’t manage to catch up with the ranid witness, it would be up to Jefferson to field
the contingency plan.

His hands were back in his pockets as he walked downtown, toward the center of the spiderweb of
moored vessdls that comprised most of Novo Haven. Thiswasn't something he’ d ever want on connex,
but there were still people he could call on. And some of them werein town.

André probably shouldn’t have admitted it, asacity boy at heart, but he was enjoying the exercise. The
skiff dipped through the water like aminnow, his paddie bardly rippling the surface, and he only saw the
froggieswho were his congtant silent companions when the tall one—Tetra—showed itself ahead of him
to direct hisroute.

Thework waslike ameditation. Dip, dip, glide, the occasiona brush of reeds against his bow as Tetra
led him through anarrow gap, the sun on his shoulders and the nape of his neck beyond the shade of his
het.

He had no illusionsthat the trip would stay pleasant once it began to be measured in days. Or even
possibly past lunchtime. And he was't wrong. By afternoon, clouds piled tegtering againgt a stiff breeze
from landward, high enough that he could see them over the tops of the arching reeds. Classic
thunderheads, and if the breeze failed they would tumble in off the ocean on awave of low pressure that
would make aman'’ sjoints pop and groan.

Hedidn't paddle any faster, though. He struggled toward no shelter, in fact did not even have a
destination. The storm would catch himiif it caught him, and if not it would dide north and make landfal at
Dabrey, where the continental shelf dropped off more steeply and sharp waves pounded crumbling red
diffs

He was going to get wet sooner or later. Though the timing was inconvenient; his freshwater stores
weren't down more than a couple of liters, and with good luck seeming to be at a premium, it would
likely rain tonight and then in ten days he’ d be down to purifying swamp water in the fill.

It was a pessmistic thought. He didn’t want to be paddling around aswamp in ten days.

Wl if he wanted out that badly, he could dways bring Closs the frog' s head on astick. And forfeit his
chance at learning from Kroc.

Y ou paid your money and you picked your poison.

He was thinking about that, the poison and the taste of it, dipping his paddle and gliding, when not just
Tetrabut Tetraand one of the other two emerged from the water about ten meters upstream. The smaller
one—Gourami, he thought, his proposed victim, though both of thelittle ones were of asze—swam
forward and extended itswrist, with the date.

—storm coming

He nodded, leaning away to balance its long-fingered weight clinging to the gunwhde. “ Areyou certain?’



It flexed its hands, asingular beckoning gesture that he thought was an irritable confirmation.
—unot safe for humen on the water, it dated. Follow. Shelter you.

It dipped back, skull-deep in the channd before he could answer, and stroked away. Awkward and
incongruous as they were on land, ranids moved through water with a stroke and glide his clumsy
manipulations of the paddle could only mock. He followed, though, paddling harder now that he was not
intent on setting apace he could maintain al day.

Thewind died as he passed through the next belt of reed, and now he smelled the storm. Funny to think
you could, over the fermented reek of the bayou and the nearby sdlt of the bay, but the smell of rainwater
and ozone was as sharp and strong as that of his own swedt.

No matter how hard he paddled, the froggies were fagter. It amost became akind of game, straining
over each stroke, making it long and smooth, leaning into the next one, digging a the water with dl his
weight. The temperature dropped, cooling the swesat on his neck, and now the sun must be occluded,
because its warmth vanished.

The third shape darted past him, green and moittled just benesth the soft brown water. And then he heard
something pattering behind.

A halstorm.
Brilliant.

When the precipitation started to hit, it stung even through his hat. At first that was dl; the leading edge of
the storm rai sed goose pimples—a tiff updraft tugging André s brim—and what fell wasfat, shocking
drops of water. It might have been refreshing after the heat of the day, if it hadn’'t gusted Sdewaysinto his
eyesto prick and blind.

But behind him, he could hear the reed canes cracking like twisted straws. Two of the froggies swam
backward, legs moving with long sculling strokes and pop-eyes above the water bearing an expression
he would have thought worried, if they hadn’t looked that way as amatter of course.

The channd grew choppy under his bow, the skiff lurching drunkenly asthe wind hit it crosswise.
Hailstones rattled around his feet. One smacked sharply above hisknee, ablow solid as afist. The skiff
rocked violently to the other sde. André grabbed the gunwa e | eft-handed, almost losing his paddie as
thelittle craft pitched.

Anather big hailstone glanced off the crown of his hat and left him stunned, shaking off scattered bright
flashes. One more struck his shoulder, numbing hisarm to the elbow. If I’ m not lucky the next one’s
going to crack my skull.

Whét the hell.
Lucky.

He stared at hisleft hand, made the fingers close though he could not fedl them, lifted the paddle, and
dragged it through the water. The skiff rocked forward. André ducked his head againgt the blinding rain.
Luck.

It would be lucky if the big hailstones missed him. It would be lucky if the wind swung round to his back.
It would be lucky if hedidn’t get brained by afist-sze chunk of falingice—



He hunched his head between his shoulders, regretting the return of sensation in hisarm. Numb was
better than prickling flashes of dectricity.

A storm was a chaotic system. No way to modd the whole thing, not without a more powerful computer
than his headset. No need to modd the whole thing, though. Messing around with weether systemsasa
whole tended to have long-term repercussions. And nobody could hold that in his head.

Not even Jean Kroc.

Maybe he wouldn't have to. Because the only thing he had to affect wasthis particular corner of it, this
microcell. Just blunt the force, angleit around him—another hail stone rabbit-punched him, and he rocked
forward, gagging. All it would take was a series of lucky coincidences and the wit to take advantage of
them.

He had the knack. He' d dways had the knack. Jean Kroc wouldn't have taken him if he didn’t have the
knack—

Sideways, swirling, eddies, angles, wind and rain, random chance. Not so random. Y ou could fed it
whenit clicked, Jean said. Like awave pushing, like awind filling your sails. Y ou grabbed it and you
rode.

Had it, had it, balanced, fine-line, the wind parting the rain before him, the hail bouncing harmlessly to
ether 9de, cold numbing hisfingers, stinging hisface. He got the paddle in the water and hisweight
behind it, shoving the skiff forward, the froggies dick shapesin the water, greeny-brown.

One of the ranids popped up out of the water like a prank snake from acan. It hunkered, wincing, head
sunk againgt its shoulders, short neck completely retracted. The hands paddled, wide-webbed, in an
unmistakable beckoning gesture.

Solid earth. Land. A little hillock rising between the reeds, a green bulge rising out of the channeled
swamp, the reeds parting on either side. The ranid winced and meeped asfdling ice struck it, kicked off
with a powerful leap and splashed down five meters closer to the skiff. The shock of impact nearly sent
André face-first into the water.

Had it. Had it. Riding the edge—

The hailstone that struck him roundly between the shoulder blades knocked even the thought of breath
away. He held onto the paddle mostly because he was doubled over it, wheezing, failing, struck again,
agan.

And then the skiff surged forward, propelled from behind, strong ranid kicks driving the prow onto the
muddy bank. André spilled forward over the gunwaes, rolled, pushed himself up with the paddle,
gasping. Ooze dripped down hisface as he grabbed the skiff and hauled, and then one of the ranidswas
beside him—Gourami, the smallest of the three—helping haul, flinching a the smack of ice. It pushed,
and André heaved, and the skiff flipped over. Asthe froggie dithered down the bank, André dropped

back into the mud and writhed under the edge of the skiff, a hailstone bloodying his mouth before he
medeit.

He retreated into the shelter, the mud soaking through his shoulders, and listened to the hail smack
againg the hull of the skiff.

It was not going to be a pleasant evening.



8

WHEN MORROW CALLED CLOSS, IT WASA CAUSE FOR CONCERN. When she called him
at home and didn’t waste time on pleasantries, it was very nearly a cause for panic.

“Cricket Earl Murphy,” she said, as Closs toweled his close-cropped curls. He wore another towel
wrapped around hiswaist, water ill beaded in his chest hair. No matter where he was, Morrow’ s calls

rang through.
“Whoisshe?

“Nobody,” Morrow said. She smiled that particular, mysterious smile. One of the thingsthat Closs liked
about her was that she wouldn’t milk it, though, or make him abase himsdlf for theinformation. She'd
enjoy the superiority of knowing she had his curious attention for aminute, and then she' d share.

Shedidn’t let him down. “ She' san archinformist. With no past. Or possibly too much of one.”
Closs nodded, running searches. Empty. Empty. Empty. “ She doesn't exist.”

“But she does. She' sfucking André Deschénes. And she' s colluding with Jean Kroc.”

“I'm not turning up any images. Any information a al.”

Morrow’s smile transformed her face. She was at home as well, he guessed; tendrils of hair caressed her
cheeks, and her face was scrubbed pink between the freckles. The focus wastight on her face, but he
thought she was wearing a collarlesswhite shirt. “Y ou wouldn’t. It would take a better data miner than
her to pull that, and there aren’t that many data miners better than Cricket. But | can tell you something
about her. You'll need to know it: Spivak managed to dump part of her information to Cricket before she
died.”

They had what Deschénes had brought back to them. But it wasincomplete; Spivak had, they thought,
been in the midst of deleting her hard memory when she died. And they hadn’t succeeded in cracking the
encryption. Which was actudly reassuring, because Jefferson’ s man Kountché had procured copies of
everything Security got off Spivak’ s body and corrupted the originds.

However, if the rest of the datawere out there, and in the hands of a competent archinformist, they had
problems. And an opportunity, because if this Cricket Murphy cracked the codes, and if Charter Trade
could retrieve, collate, and accessthefiles, it was possible that they could uncover the identity of
whoever it wasin Charter Trade that had given Spivak the information in the first place.

Closswasn't about to forget that he dso had a burrower to contend with. Greene would be starting a
witch hunt any day now, if he hadn’t dready. “We Il need to retrieve her.”

Morrow nodded. “ Therearerules.”

Cricket Earl Murphy was Cricket, Closs noticed. Not Murphy. Morrow would no doubt eventualy get
around to explaining that, aswell. He nodded, to let her know he was ready to hear her conditions.

“Protect her,” Morrow said. “Keep her safe. She can be detained, but she' s not to be harmed.”
“How do| find her?”’

Morrow’'ssmilewas so irrepressible asto be infectious. It made her brown-flecked eyes seem to glow.



“It'seasy,” she said. “ She hasn't changed her appearance. So, unless she' s skinned, she looksjust like
rTe”

Cricket liked that nobody cared how she looked while she did her job, and that she could work
anywhere. Reclining on the second-story deck, for example, crosswisein abroad colorful hammock with
her feet up on therailing so shedidn’'t swing on the wind.

Or anyway, that’ swhere she would have been if it hadn’t been pdting down hail, chunks of ice big
enough to dent the poly of the conservatory roof. Instead she sat inside, her handsfolded around a
steaming mug, her eyes haf-lidded, and with the fraction of her attention that was not otherwise engaged,
watched theicefdll.

Andréwas out in that somewhere. She wished him joy.

The undersides of the clouds were gray and flat, smooth-textured. As good a backdrop as any for the
images that waltzed across her retinas. She didn’t know what she waslooking for. Sometimesthat was
al right, though; you knew it when you found it.

Lucienn€e s fragment-of-a-file also commanded athird of Cricket’ s attention. It was tightcoded,
bio-locked to Cricket’ sneura pattern. Uselessto anybody else unless she extracted it. And yet
Lucenne—dying, murdered—had felt it was necessary to encrypt it aswell. Which argued ahigh level
of sengtivity.

Enough to kill someone over . She' d tried every code key she could think of, every haf-remembered
joke and lame catchphrase a friendship devel oped over the years. She had nothing.

She blinked itchy half-forgotten eyes and leaned against the chair-back, wishing her spinewould release.
If shedidn’t goin for amassage soon, she' d regret it. André was usdless for helping her relax...and she
was't about to let him put his hands around her neck again anytime soon.

She paused the search and backgrounded the decryption session. As she rose, the thought struck her.

What if it hadn’t been Lucienne who encoded the files? Then the code key would be something Lucienne
knew, or had memorized, and probably saved to wet memory only, where nobody could hack it. She
listened to Cricket, and Cricket had taught her everything she could think of that might help.

There was no way L ucienne could expect Cricket to know such a code. Not unless L ucienne somehow

passed it on to her.
Which, of course, she might have. With the recording of her desth.

Cricket was going to need more than a cup of keshato get through this.

Shedidn’t keep any rec drugs a home, other than six different herba stimulants—two kinds of earth
caffeine and four offworld brews—so she was stuck waiting until the hail dacked off. Thetrip through
driving rain, down to the next barge to buy liquor, was long enough for her hands to have started shaking,
cold at the center of the pams, when she let hersdlf back into her apartment.

She' d bought harsh, cheap vodka, something intended to numb her brain and her tongue. It cameina
fragile disposable. She drained the last of the kesha, touched the heating element off, and popped two
bubbles over the empty cup. Even the rough scent was steadying.



She gulped, two mouthfuls, then gagged on the searing third but choked it down. The acohol made her
light-headed, as much from the fumes as from the scouring sensation.

She should be stting down, lest she wind up on the floor again. Not in the chair; that might tip. She
ettled cross-legged, leaning againgt the wall, and decided that was uncomfortable. She stretched out on
the floor instead, her head pillowed on arepurposed chair cushion.

Andwent indde.

Thefirg time, the pain had taken her whole attention—the pain and the awful knowledge, the migraine
lights flashing before Lucienne' svision, an auroraof green and violet and shocking pink. Now shetried to
look through it, sort the surface thoughts, riffle the images and words and strings of thought flickering
through Lucienne sracing, failing mind. She pressed her palmsto her closed lids, asif she could pressthe
swelling agony back inside her skull. Her brain might have been herniating into her eye sockets, whoever
told her acerebra aneurysm was apainlesskiller had obvioudy never died from one.

It was easier without the distraction of the massive, interrupted download and Jean clutching at her. She
could focus; she could fed it, everything, the waves and the pitch of the flashboat, the coronas of color,
the scent of the sea. A suprisingly rich environment. A surprisingly rich feed to waste bandwidth on, when
you were dying.

It had to be here. Lucienne had hidden it in here somewhere. There was no other reason for all
this...detall.

All theway to the end, she rode L ucienn€ s death down. Again. And shedidn’t find it.

She opened her eyes and lay, flat-back, staring at the pinkness through her fingers. The vodka came up
her throat, burning; she choked it down again. There was more on the counter if she needed the help.

And if shewastoo drunk to notice what L ucienne had been trying to show her when shefound it, that
would be stupid. Cricket sighed, gritted her teeth, and went through it one moretime.

All those colors. She wondered if there was something fractal, concedled in the water, in the silhouette of
the shoreline against moon-streaked indigo. If she subtracted the colors, the shattered light, might she see
it then?

Nothing. No help there. Nothing out of place—

—nothing but the colors themsalves. Those specific values. Green and violet and shocking pink.
Waveengths.

Wavelengths were expressed in numbers.

The colors were the key.

Shewasjust dotting them into the decryption protocol when her downstairs darm starting ripping into the
back of her head. That was areflex. She was on her feet and moving, wishing the postmigraine tension
headache pinching her upper face were amask she could pedl off and drop aside.

And then she forgot its existence, as she kicked her flat monitors to manua override and found the place
encircled by haf adozen men and women in Rim Security uniforms. They’ d circumvented the
perimeter—they might have managed it even if she hadn’t been distracted, though that was no excuse.



A singleflashboat was moored across the channe she could see from her window, two more uniformed
officers climbing up to the street. Patrol officersroutingly carried chemica accelerant weapons on
Greene' sWorld for animal control and dealing with the smugglers and activists, who could be violent.
The short arms and tasers strapped to their thighs gave her pause, nonetheless.

She had Lucienne sunlocked datain her head.
There was no way shewas going quietly.

There were options. She could take a hostage, but Cricket didn’t want to shoot some cop who was just
doing her job. And that would till leave her trapped in her house with no way out—they were trying to
shut her connex down now, but her countermeasures were holding—and information she needed to get
to Jean Kroc. She' d had no chanceto look over thefiles, did not yet know how damaging, or how
criticd, they might be.

The timing was almost too bad to be coincidenta.

That thought cascaded implications, bringing the stinging pinch of her headache back with avengeance.
At worgt case, that was avery nasty suspicion indeed. It could be chance and luck and even a bit of
conjuring. Or it could mean somebody had abug in Cricket’s head.

That wasn't achance she could take. She caught up ajacket off the back of the chair nearest the diding
door to the upper deck—it lived there, for just such reasons asthis, and was waterproof, with sealed
pockets—and let hersalf out under the conservatory roof, next to the open sundeck. She wasn't wearing
shoes: alucky break. And aslong as she stayed under cover, in the warm moist space, the officers
across the channd would be unlikely to spot her. The greenhouse was cramped with plants, ornamentals
and flowersrather than the practical vegetables she and Lucienne had grown.

For amoment, she mourned the conservatory. A convenient, sharper ache to distract her as shetook a
breath and severed her connex. Her sght dimmed, the flicker of attention messages scrolled out of
existence, her archive links and news feeds and the conversation boxes of a couple of black chats
frequented by archinformists and fredlancers vanishing like blown flower petas.

It made her chest hurt when they went, asif her breath had been cut and not the flow of information.
Shedid it a Jean Kroc's, but thiswas different. Then, she knew when she' d be stepping back online.

The shrilling darm in her head vanished, but areal sound took itsplace. A voice, mae, baritone. Cam.
Counting backward from fifty.

It was as much of awarning as she could offer. Sheredly didn’t want to kill anybody. And she' d ways
thought a countdown was sdlf-explanatory.

Therewas an air supply in her escape coat, aong with some other things. The water four meters below
was gray and filthy, churned by the storm. She’ d haveto hit it Straight, or she could bresk an arm, her
back, her neck.

She kicked the channel-side window out and dove through the reaching branches of an Earth-imported
ficus. Not even the officers on the street below got ashot at her, or e se they were holding their fire.

It was nearly sunset and the afternoon storm had blown inland, trailing wreaths of mit, by thetime
Jefferson pushed his chair back and stood. He felt it, too, the pain in ftiff muscles and joints provoking a



groan as he twisted and stretched. The damn chairs his assistant had ordered were comfortable, but you
forgot you were sitting gill in them, and then you paid for it. He should set an dlarm, something to ding or
zap him every half an hour so he' d get up and move around.

The office was quiet. If summer weren't half here dready, the sky outsde the windowswould be the
blue-gray of aRim Security uniform rather than streaky silver ill. The storm had |eft achill ontheair; he
bulked his sweater and grew it ahigh ribbed collar. He hated a cold throat.

He glanced at the silvery coin on the edge of his desk blotter, an English fifty-pence piece from about 5
B.G., but didn’t pick it up. He' d tried afew; that was the best one for flipping.

His support staff had received permission to go hours before, so when the light on his pandl blinked
pink-white, incoming, he activated his headset and took the call himsdlf. Hisfirst job had beenin his
father’ s office, taking calls. He' d worked hisway up; he believed, as hisfather and grandfather had, that
it made him abetter boss. And that it built loyalty.

Thiscal wasvoice only, interna. From the [ab. Someone caling from aheadset rather than adesk or
wadl phone.

“ Jefferson Greene”

“Hédlo,” the caller said. A woman, pleasant, efficient. Dr. McCarter, he thought. “May | spesk to M~
Greene, please? Pand sayshe still in the office?’

“Thisis Greene. Not the only oneworking late, | see.”
She hesitated. “I' m sorry, Chairman. | didn’t expect you to answer your own phone.”

“They dl left me here,” hejoked, trying to sound vexed. “I’ ve been trying to find the door for the last half
an hour.”

She laughed, which didn’t mean anything. Everyone laughed at the boss' s jokes. “Chairman, I’ ve been
working on aresearch project, asssting Dr. Schaffner—”

If Neil Schaffner had brought her in, Jefferson could probably trust her. Schaffner was old school, a
collegefriend of Jefferson’s grandfather who had spent enough time relativigtic that he' d dready outlived
the old man by fifty years. Family relationships got alittle complicated when near-lightspeed travel got
involved.

“Theranid hedth issue,” hesad.
“Yes. And I’'m alittle unclear on what we' re going after here—"

“We have inteligence that arogue splinter group of ELF called GreenWorld has been in contact with
illegal biolabs offplanet,” he said. “\We re concerned for the hedlth of our ranid workers. We're
dependent on them for our undersea mining operations. And there are humanitarian reasons.”

“Indeed,” shesad. “How rdidbleisthis...inteligence?’
“Cross-confirmed by three sources. And we know what ELF provided the [ab.”
“GR-R saven twenty.”

The ranid pathogen that Jefferson had arranged for Schaffner to have accessto. “Yes.”



“They’ re acoolie-rights organization,” she protested, while he paced dowly back and forth, the index
and middlefingers of hisright hand pressed to the bone behind his ear asif they effected the dightest

improvement in hishearing. “Do you bdlieve they' d. . .introduce a weaponized pathogen to the native
population smply to prevent them from working for Rim?’

He cleared histhroat. “We don't know,” he said. “We can't take the risk that they might. Whichiiswhy |
need you to tdl mefirst of dl, if it can be weaponized. And if it can, to tell me how virulent they could
makeit.”

“And to come up withacure.”

“Right,” he confirmed. “A cure.”

Cricket siwvam with frantic concentration. The blast would be directed upward; everything was carefully
shaped, both to protect bystanders and to prevent her own soft flesh from soaking up the side effects of
the demolition. And the water would protect her from gunfireif the Rimmers decided that svimming
away congtituted a defengble assault upon a peace officer. But that wouldn’t prevent somebody with a
spear gun from coming after her.

The explosion might, though, so when the water glared barred crimson and the shock wave thumped her
solidly in the ribs but did not turn her insde out, she gave herself a haf-second’ s pause to enjoy the relief.
The oxygen supply was functioning well; she bit down on the regulator and drew one careful bregth,
pacing hersdlf. Then she kicked forward again, driving through the water.

She had some way to swim. Her closest safehouse was amile east; she could not do that underwater on
emergency ar. But she wanted to put as much distance between hersalf and that swarm of Rimmers as
feasible before she dragged her dripping, disheveled sdf up onto the street in the middle of the weeknight
dinner crowd. Not that people didn’t dip off scootsal the time, but it was memorable.

And memorable...was bad.

The closest safehouse was probably abad ides, too, smply by virtue of being closest. But it was well
stocked and pleasanter than the other ones she could get to on foot, which were more aong the lines of
bolt holes. If she made it there she' d have dry clothes, additiona changes of identity—therewasonein
the escape jacket, but only one, and she didn’t want to trust it unless she had to—and something to est.
She' d also have access to an uplink that wasn't connected to the oneinside her head.

She missed the connex dready. Dead reckoning was a crude way to navigete; the globa positioning
coverage for Greene's World was riddled with gaps, but it was better than this.

Shedovelow, grateful thetide wasin, and sculled through water till turbid from the ssorm. The great
checkerboard of the channels and barges made squares of light and dark overhead. The undersides of
the barges were outlined with safety or running lights, waterproof strings of green or blue or gold,
sometimes interrupted with an odd-colored bulb. The water, milky with sit, caught and diffused the glow
so that Cricket thought she swam through clouds of rainbows.

Thelightsweren't the only thing shining. The storm had borne along quantities of warm water. Thismade
Cricket’ simpromptu nighttime swim more pleasant, but it also meant that her arms and hands were
outlined in eddying swirls of minute inging jdlies, though these were too smal and immature to so much
asrase awelt on even human skin. Shoa's of long-bodied fish sharked through them, sweeping up
mouthfuls, asinnocent of Cricket as Cricket was of anyone who might still be hunting her .



Her air ran thin after fifteen minutes. She might have abreath or three left, but she' d rather saveit for
another crigs. Shelet hersdf float to the surface, dmost motionless, arms angled out to stabilize. When
her head broke the water she gritted her teeth to breathe dowly, sdtwater drooling from her nostrilson
ropes of mucus. She dared not cough. There wasn't much water down her throat anyway. It had dl gone
up her nose. All she could smell was ocean, asif her snuses had been misted with aspray bottle. It stung
theinside of her head, the back of her eyes, grit coating her teeth as she expectorated. A head full of
muddy ocean: that was asking for asnusinfection.

If shewas lucky enough to live long enough to be spitting out green snot, she decided, she'd endure it
chearfully.

More hazard lights outlined a dangling ladder. Not far. She drifted toward it, the [ap of wavelets bumping
her shoulder againgt the crusty waterline of the nearest barge. She heard voices but not close, maybe
insde, behind open windows. They didn’t seem to notice when she dithered up the rope ladder, though it
seemed she banged and thumped with every rung. There was music, too, though, and secondary voices.
An attenuated explosion made her shake her head.

They were indoors watching the news.

Like most of Novo Haven would be, if she’ d stopped to think about it. There was more than a primary
distraction provided by a pretty good boom.

The streets would be haf empty.

A disadvantage, too: no crowds for Cricket to get herself lost in. But she wouldn’t have to worry about
absolute crowds of people remembering a dripping woman with seaweed in her hair.

Sirens sounded. It was amoment before she redized they did not come from the news feed. She tucked
hersalf against the barge’ s external bulkhead in the shadow of afire escape. Her jacket had autocamo,
unless sheturned it off. She blended into the white walls and dappled shadows asif she were part of the
wal.

Two flashboats sizzled past, narrow and hissing, both of them in Rimmer livery with the blue-mauve-gold
flashing on the prows. What she caught of the news story blamed the blast on terrorists, perhapsthe
same ones respong ble for the destruction of aranid recruitment center and a security barge earlier in the
week. No group has yet taken responsibility, Cricket mouthed along with the feed. She raked her hair
back with her fingers, trying to make the sodden curls seem intentiond, and moved away from thewall.

Her first safehouse was six blocks on, and if she hadn’t aready been on knife-edge and shaking with
adrenaline, she might have missed the nondescript white scoot parked at the dock, the Rimmer
plain-paint flashboat haf conceded behind the usua gaggle of water taxis. But she waswary and
watching, and after putting herself against alow wall—to bresk her human silhouette—and peering over,
shefound two other watchers on nearby roofs.

This, too, was closed to her. Which was a quandary. She was cold and disregarded, had no dry clothes,
and the cash cardsin her pocket might be compromised. If she connexed, they might find her. And if she
didn’t connex, she had no resourcesat all.

She could try to get to Jean Kroc, but as L ucienne was dead and Cricket was being hunted, his house
would be hotter than anyplace else on Greene' s World she might try, short of walking into Rim and
snapping the cuffson hersdlf. Dammit.

Cricket had made a practice of never limiting her options, and here she was with none. She needed adry



placeto git, firg off, awarm corner out of the wind, and someplace to finish cracking Lucienne's
message and find away to get it to Jean. Because if Rim got her, shewasn't going to let them do it while
she dill had that in her head.

She stepped back out of the streetlights and headed for Bayside, away from land—away from where
Rim would expect her to run. Toward them; their headquarters. Their strength.

And just the sort of place, among the docks facing open water, to find anice cabin cruiser to bresk into
for the night.

Thefirgt thing Cricket did after reactivating the security system was steam hersdlf pink in the shower.
Subverting the cruiser’ s expert system had consumed atimed forty-two seconds. A strictly mechanica
adarm would have withstood her longer.

Thank God for the stupidity of smart machines.

She scrubbed at st and filth, angling her face thisway and that to try and clear her vison with the
moisture from the steam. She didn’t need her eyesfor Lucienne’ s documents; she flicked through those
asfast as she could parse them into hard memory. She didn’t dow to consider the content; if she started
thinking about what she was ripping, she' d—

She didn’'t know what she would do. Her hair clutched her fingers as she shoved it back from her
temples, working stolen conditioner through. Sand gritted her scalp, wedged her nails. If shedidn’t
greasetherat’ s-nest up and comb through it before she washed, she' d set the sdlty tanglesinto knots.

Three cycles of lather and rinse later, she was till pinching sharp quartz from the strands, but she didn’t
think shewaslikedly to get any cleaner. And she' d finished the first crash-pass on the data. From here on
in, she could read aswdll in ahammock asin the shower.

Under other circumstances, she would have scorned the clothes she' d swum herewearing. But shedidn’t
have the luxury of fastidiousness, so she borrowed the cruiser owner’ s bathrobe while she ran shirt and
trousers through a cleaning cycle. The jacket wasn't home-washable, but the waterproofing had held up;
shehung it infront of afan. In the morning, with luck, she' d be able to beat the sdt crust off and go.

She heated soup—she' d run aDNA scrub through the whole place before she left—and ate it while she
listened to the ghost of Lucienne. The implications of even the fragmentary data were profound enough
that her spoon was clicking on the mug before she redlized she didn’t know what soup she' d eaten.

Rim kept secrets from the Core. The Core kept secrets from Rim: no surprises there. One of the stranger
benefits of having once been someone ese was that the someone she had been knew how much was
concealed. And sometimes even had a generd idea of what not to ask about in order to ensure
everyone' s comfort and continued peace of mind.

Or, inthis case, where exactly to shinethelight.

The mere existence of omdliteitself was classfied. Rim and Core ran the Slides; the technology was
unpatented and tightly held, the secret enforced by loydty oaths backed with wet viruses. That the stuff
occurred naturally—that it was mined on Greene' s World—was a bit of information that it had taken
Cricket ten yearsto unearth, and she was generdly unrivaled when it came to finding things out.

What Lucienne had transmitted, to Cricket’ s unscientific but educated eye, was a series of documents
regarding mining practices at Charter Trade tanglestone bores. The stuff wasinnocuous, found laced



through crumbly shalesthat were as often as not also oil-bearing. And it was more precious than any
other substance known.

Patterns were Cricket’ s stock in trade, and as she sorted files, she found patterns emerging. Patterns of
injuries, disappearances, safety failures. Strings of shocking accidents, unreported to the Miners Union
or that laughable body, the Rim safety commission, because the victims were not human.

And odder things. Coincidences, sddong references, dy jokesin e-mails about €ves and hauntings. Or
of inexplicable happenstance and random chance, dga vu and double vison. Things got alittle weird
near the Sides, and near coincidence engineersin generd. She' d seen it happen around Jean.

But this seemed more concentrated.

There was more—enough callous safety violations that even Rim' s emasculated mediamight not be able
to resst the story. But what redlly caught her attention was a Sne wave pattern of duplicated events; a
compressor piston arm breaking, for example, and then three weeks later the replacement breaking in the
same place and manner.

Another pattern, and she guessed she knew the cause of thisone. A pattern of sabotage.

Which led her to another conclusion; that L ucienne had been somehow involved in the recruiting facility
bombing.

Cricket stood and carried her mug to the sink, washed it—by hand—dried it and put it away. She left the
spoon on the counter; she didn’t mean to hide her presence, merdly display politeness.

Maybe it would encourage the ownersto put in a decent security system.

This—was aquandary. She held in her hands—or her head—afriend’ s dying bequest. A stolen gift, one
tangled up in an uncomfortable mora netting of extremist politicsand radicd actions. But it wasdso
exactly what Jean Kroc needed: the evidence of cascading coincidence, of disregard for life and limb, of
cover-ups and conced ment of the environmenta cost of the tanglestone mines. And even if Lucienne had
painted atarget on Cricket with thisinformation, it had cost Lucienne her life. Cricket owed afriend
something for that kind of commitment, too. Whatever her life was now, Cricket had made her own
mistakesin the past—was gill making them, if André Deschéneswas any indication—and frankly, she' d
class some of them as mistakes only because she got caught.

Cricket had done worse than anything L ucienne and Jean might have committed. The fact that it had
amogt al been perfectly legd—

—well, that was beside the point, wasn't it?

Shewould find away to get the file to Jean. Anything else was cowardice. And then she’ d figure out if
she had achanceto restart her lifejust once more, or if the cat had drowned for the last time.

Three explosionsin three days, and not even one of them had been Closs sidea. Standing on the
ravaged street beside what remained of Cricket Earl Murphy’ sflat, he contemplated afourth—more
metaphorica than actud. But he considered it apoint of honor that when his staff reported afailure, they
did so with more shame than trepidation. He didn’t care to be feared—at |least, not by hisaliesand
subordinates. That was a crutch for men insecurein their power. Machiavelli’ s outlook had not been so
much smpligtic aslimited by histimes



There was a certain sort of person for whom fear was the most powerful motivator. Closs understood
and accepted this, but he considered such people erratic and unpredictable, and they were not the ones
with whom he chose to surround himself.

Of course, Machiavelli’ s prince had not had the luxury of selecting his subjects, and Closs did not have
the luxury of selecting his...prince. But then, what soldier did?

He bore that in mind, and kept histemper and hisvoice level asteam leaders and liaisons explained in
painful detail exactly what had gone so wrong with the attempt to capture Cricket Earl Murphy, aka
Moon Morrow. And truthfully, he couldn’t muster much anger.

Legdly, in both Core and Rim, the cloned offspring became the parent at the moment of birth. This
cheerful legidative dodge effectively discouraged replicacloning except in termind cases. Given hisown
close association with Morrow’ s clone-daughter—the new, legal Moon Morrow—he was reasonably
certain that the origind was more than amatch for Rim security.

It wasto hisofficers credit that they had come even so close asthey had. Especidly consdering the
shoestring haste of the operation.

And now, Closs had to call up hisown verson of Morrow and explain to her how they had missed. And
seeif he could get her to explain how somebody got from Earth al the way out to the Rim in...lessthan
two Terran standard years.

He dready had a headache.
“Maurice, please.”

“What would you do if | ever left thisoffice, Mgor?” Theimage was, again, high quaity. Maurice wasn't
a hisdesk thistime, unless he was running a skin; the background was the bay view through the screens
in the staff lounge. Nobody had died in this explosion: the spird up the fluted edge of Maurice sear
shimmered crimson, fuchsa, Slver.

“What can you tell me about experimenta or theoretica means of fagter-than-light travel?’

“Experimenta? There sno such animd, unless| missed an Astrophysics Monthly. Theoreticd ... space
warps, tesseracts, what, you want something practica ?’

“Let me give you abase assumption. Assume it has been done. How did they do it?’

“Oh, chum the water, Timothy. That'll keep me up nights. Okay, how did they do what, exactly? What
aremy parameters?’

“Get one person from Earth to Greene' sWorld.”
“How fast?’
Closs shrugged. “I don't know. A couple of standard.”

“Man, you don't come chegp. All right, I'll get back to you. Would you like any more impossible things
before breakfast, Mgjor?’

Clossamiled. “I'll get back to you.”



Eventudly, therain stopped and André dithered from the shdlter of the overturned skiff. Clotting mud
flaked from his shirt, cracking off his skin when he bent his neck. Something was wrong with the shirt
now; it didn’t flex properly across his shoulders or in the crease of hisunderarms.

“Lousy damned tech.” The point of the smartshirt on atrip such asthiswas not to have to worry about
laundry or carrying extrasupplies. If it had stopped processing dirt and perspiration, he couldn’t repair it
by rinang in achannel and drying over abranch.

He should have prepared for an equipment failure. 1t was his own foolishness. But thiswasn't hisusud
venue, and he hadn’t exactly had alot of timeto pack.

He tipped the skiff back onto its belly and rummaged in the hull. Fortunately, his supplies had been lashed
securel y—otherwise he' d be picking everything out of the mud. He pitched his shelter and set it to inflate,
assembled thefiltration system, and walked the perimeter of his mud spit until he found abank that
wasn't grictly dime and shattered reeds like broken knife blades. He took aleak againgt ashrub, then
picked agingerly path to the water’ s edge, keeping his boots on. The jumble of hollow stemslooked
sharp enough that he wasn’t sure even thick soleswould protect him.

Bruised and strained muscle twinged as he squatted at the channel’ s edge. HE d never get clean this
way, but he didn’t have to be crusted.

Babydtting, he thought, rolling hiseyes. It was't just the coolie that Jean Kroc was getting out of the
way. André knew he shouldn’t expect more. He was paying the immemoria price of gpprenticeship:
things concedled, games of trust.

Hedidn't beieve for an ingtant that Jean was through testing him.

He paused, ebows on thighs for amoment, resting. Sunset was over, the sky still dimming. The smells of
rot—some rich, somefetid—rose dl around him. The mud wasfull of flat black-stained particles of
decaying leaf; he worked histongue againgt his palate, turned his head, and spat. Mud curled over the
projecting edges of his boot soles.

Full moonstonight; there' d be enough light to go on by, if he choseto. But if he was hunting arunning
coolie, he'd camp for the night rather than risking the swamp in darkness. The savages killed people.

And under cover of night, he could have alonger conversation with histour guides without fear of satellite
observation. They would beinvisble, aslong asthey stayed in the moonshadows. Amphibians did not
show up as warm spotsto asky eye.

He pamed up water, scrubbed crusty dollops from his eyebrows, and rubbed them from hisbeard. The
mud had dried in little hard berries; they crushed into powder and the powder, wetted, melted instantly
back into mud.

That was agood sign that it would dry due to body heat and crack off hisshirt if he just kept wearing it.
The autofit and salf-clean might be able to take care of therest if he gave them a chance to regenerate.

He washed hisface again and rested afew moments longer, contemplating the deep ache in hismuscles,
the pull of tendons against bones. He was tired—weary—but despite exhaustion and bruises and the
sharply tender spot on the back of his head, he was also hungry. And thirsty, but the water purifier could
satisy that want.

He parted reeds and stepped through, surprised to find two of the three ranids crouched beside his
cooker, three bright fish speared on twigsturning over it. “Hello, Tetra,” he said, making an effort to



sound polite and then rolling hiseyes a hisown slliness. Asif they could hear the sound of hisvoice.
“Hello, Caetel.”

The short one made agesture André took as greeting. The tall one extended a scraped and roasted fish;
he pinched the twig between his thumb and first two fingers. He expected bland meet, scorched with the
scaesburned off. But it smelled of herbs. He sucked flaking flesh from the skeleton, chewing carefully.
Gagging on afish bone out in the bayou would be ahdll of away to die.

Not bad, but it could use some salt.

He d never actudly seen them eat before—not anything more solid than green tea or gruel—and the
process was fascinating, if revolting. They hadn’t teeth; they werefilter feeders. Their wide bony mouths
weren't fitted to chew or tear, though the bony frill around the rim of mandible and maxillacould deliver a
nasty bite...if you believed the media

Tetrawas processing the filets, using an unlotus leaf spread in aflat dryish spot asacutting board. It did
not so much diceinto bites as mince into apaste. The knife was teak-handled, with ablade of some
plastic or shock ceramic. Theranid cradled it in athree-fingered, one-thumbed hand. The thumb and the
outside two fingers folded around the handle; thefirgt finger extended a ong the spine of the blade, turning
the knife, in essence, into adicing claw.

A claw that it used with graceful facility. It portioned the minced fish into thirds, scraped each onto
another unlotus leaf, and handed the first to Caetei. Asit was haf risng—to call Gourami from the water,
at aguess—André realized he had the meansto give the fish the help it needed. He stuck the twig with
the nibbled megat on it into the ground and stood as well.

He was turning back, a squeeze tube of salted plum paste in his hand, when he redlized that Tetraand
Caetel had both frozen in place like run-down clockwork novelties. Caetei was gill couched on the
ground, fingers spidered over its plate. Tetrawas drawn up tal, shivering dightly with the strain of
standing erect on its crooked legs. It stared at André, both eyes focused on his chest, pupils contracted.
If it had been human, he would have guessed that it was about to go for him.

It was about to go for him. Or it waswaiting for himto go for it.

He leaned forward, against the pressure of the regard. Not to make the ranid look down; it wasn't
garing him in the eyes. But trying to reassureit, to reach out to it without grabbing or invading its space.

Caetel hunched lower on the ground, aglossy mottled rock.

André actualy yel ped when something wet touched his hand. The third frog was there, Gourami. It
beckoned him closer with two webbed, hooking fingers, and when he hunkered down, it tapped the
backs of hisknees.

Well, that was plain enough. St. André dropped onto the reed-covered mud and leaned toward the date
Gourami held out. Backlit letters confronted him.

—You stood when se stood.

André nodded, hoping the ranid would understand the gesture. Without retracting the date, it keyed a
next phrase, and a next.

—Sereacted to threat. Seisa far-swimmer. Se would fight.

André lifted his gaze from the pandl. He didn’t want to get into afight with aranid in aswamp.



“Far-svimmer?” He shaped words carefully.

Gourami’ sfingersrippled, one of them lumpy and swollen. Whether this was agreement or irritation,
Andréwastoo human to tell. Heturned to Tetra; it was fussing with Gourami’ sledf plate aseasily asif
nothing had happened. It reached out without looking up and brushed the side of its hand against
André s. He was already coming to recognize that gesture, the request for attention, like catching
someon€e seyeif one were human.

Y ou couldn’t catch another frog' s gaze through muddy water, though, could you? It made sensg, if you
thought about it.

Tetraheld out its hand, making a pincher movement. Its webs expanded, asif sucking something that
might wriggle away into its grasp. Thefingers pointed down; the overall effect wasrather like the grab of
acrane.

Bemused, André lifted the sdted plum paste into the creature’ s grasp. Startlingly swift and deft, Tetra
unscrewed the top and began investigating the contentsjust as any chef would.

“I"'m not surethat’ s safe,” André said, but al three ranidsignored him. He turned back to Gourami and
its damaged hand. Itsfingerswrithed on the date, asif it wastrying to frame acomment. When André
reached out to touch, the ranid did not withdraw its hand though it leaned its whole body aside.

André touched gently, stroking tacky, coated skin. There was no hesat in the injured flesh, which was
odd, because he could fed the sponginess of retained fluid, cushioning the twisted joint. “ That needsto
be put right,” he said, enunciating carefully as Gourami watched his mouth. “It will dow us”

Of course, Tetrawouldn’t understand his words—could barely hear hisvoice. And eveniif it could
lipread, it wasn't watching André. But the noises he was making must have drawn its attention, because it
sedled the tube of plum paste and shuffled over. André scootched back, not wishing to make the mistake
of standing again.

Evenif hisbutt was getting soaked.

Tetrareached past him and took Gourami’ s hand, disentangling the sticky fingers from the case of the
date. Gourami shuddered, eyes staring off at an obtuse angle from each other. André had the bizarre
impression that it was staring at its knees. Tetramust have said something, because Gourami flinched
dramaticaly. And Tetra did something sudden and uncomplicated with its hands. A dight nauseating pop
followed, and Gourami made a sound André felt more than heard.

These conversations would be easier on the headset, he thought. But who'd let aranid uplink to their
wetware through adate?

But then it was done, and Tetrawent back to fixing Gourami’ s dinner. It handed the plate to Gourami
without ceremony, though Gourami made allittle dance of receiving it. It dabbed at the smears of plum
paste decorating the minced fish doubtfully.

Tunatartare, André told himself resolutely, watching Gourami scoop the pasty substance into its mouth
between sdelong glances a Tetra. Thetaler ranid crouched over its own dinner in apparent oblivion.
Some sort of courtship ritual? Gourami seemed flustered enough.

André shrugged and gpplied himsdlf to his own dinner, much improved by the addition of a condiment.
As Gourami was wiping the sheen of fat and sdt from itsleaf with aforefinger, André piled the last
sucked fish bones on the ground. “Y ou were going to tell me about far-swimmers,” he said, when the



motion caught Gourami’ s attention. Maybe he was getting the hang of this.

The froggie scrubbed its hands together, then wiped them on the underside of the leaf before searching
out itsdate.

—One who has earned mating. It still favored the finger when it typed.

André touched the tip of histongue to the center of his upper lip and pressed, fedling flesh indent. “ But
you don’t...mate.”

—We don't fuck, Gourami corrected, stabbing at the keys with vicious satisfaction. —\\e have
exoparents and endoparents.

Typing more dowly now. André wondered if he had guessed right, if it had been angry, or just inahurry.
“Fathers and mothers?” André tried. He had someidea how it worked, or thought he did, anyway.

Gourami nearly dapped the no key with the side of its pam. —Exopar ents mate. Endoparents bear .
“What does that have to do with far-swvimmers?’

—You swim from home to mate, it explained. —The farther you swim, the stronger those who will
mate with you. Exoparents contribute zygotes. Endopar ents raise the broods and teach them.

“Somebody else' s children.”

Thistime, it just pointed at the no button. —Your children, humen. Somebody else’ s genes.
André gestured around the camp. “Y ou’re not afar-swimmer.”

— wasalliaison.

“Sowas Tetraasking if you would beits...endoparent?’

Theranid hesitated long enough for André to wonder if he’ d crossed some line of taboo. Theniit
crumpled the legf inits hand and made aquick oblique gesture that André thought meant no. Asif
redizing that he didn’'t understand, it reached for the date again.

—not that. And pushed the date away, decisvely. And then just as decisively, took it back. —Pay us.
“...pay you?
—\We take you through bayou, not for bandweal or clanweal, you owe. Pay us.

It stared at him, fishy eyes unblinking, focused intently on his chin. The dropped articles were haste, he
thought, not ingptness. Alien cultures, and no way of knowing what sort of bargaining Jean Kroc had
doneto makeit accept his protection. “How do | pay?’

—Tell me a story, André.

Gourami was good at understanding humen gestures, for a person. Which was not very good at al
compared to the complex information that humen could convey with nothing but a rearrangement of their
facid muscles. Se thought the long blinking stare was befuddlement, perhaps shock. But se could not be
sure.



—A story?

—A narrative. Atale. Afiction. Thisnew date came with abuilt-in thesaurus. All these complicated
humen synonymsthat weren't, quite.

Selikedit.

André Deschénes stopped and now he was definitely staring. Staring and blinking: for amoment,
Gourami amost thought of him as a person. But then he said the most astounding thing se'd ever heard.
He spread his stubby hands, paler on the ventral than the dorsal surface, and shook his head.

—I"msorry, but | don’t know any stories.

9

CLOSSWAS LATE ENOUGH THE NEXT MORNING THAT JEFFERSON beat himin, even
though Jefferson overdept. Centuries before, virtua commuting had been hailed as the wave of the future,
People would eat, deep, play, work in the same spaces.

Like so many other predictions, it hadn’t quite worked out. In Jefferson’ s opinion, this was because the
setup ignored the basic human need for politics. For acommunity.

People seemed to enjoy the separation, the act of putting on a suit, skinning up, and coming in to the
office. And the oneswho didn’t enjoy it needed the discipline. Leaders and followers, the top dog and
the pack animals. It was how it was.

Anyway, Closs s uncharacteristic tardiness was extraordinarily convenient when Jefferson had
contingency plansto lay that he didn’t really want Closs getting wind of . And that Jefferson preferred to
implement in person.

Not that he ever expected to have to use any of this. But it was good to have afallback position.

The bioengineering labswere on the Richardson Explorer, amassve vessa currently moored about
thirteen kilometers offshore, using the oldest group of omdite platforms asits base. The labs were too
ddicateto trust to abarge in Novo Haven, and trying to build a permanent structure bigger than aminifab
on land on Greene’ s World was an exercise in pissing to windward. If unstable earth didn’t collapse into
sinkholes beneeth it, avast tropical storm would scour it from the surface.

On Greene' s World, security meant being ableto run.

Jefferson took a helicopter out. He flew himself, because the day was clear and he needed the hours, and
itwasjust aswell if Closs couldn’t corner his pilot and ask avkward questions. All of Charter Trade's
helicopter pilots were ex-military, and al of them revered Timothy Closs.

The clear morning gave Jefferson dazzling light off the weter, and he spent the brief flight marveling ashe
awaysdid at the view through the poly floor panels. The bay itsaf was brilliant aswhite spind, the
drop-off to the gulf delineated by the dashed row of drilling platforms.

Any clouds were scudding, cotton-candy things, but Jefferson double-checked the weather report
compulsively. Wesather blew up unexpectedly in Novo Haven, and cyclone season was upon them. Not
that area howler would come tearing out of the tropics without aweek of warningsto get the city out of
the way—and Rim’ s Exigency Corps conjuring like hdll to bend its path in the least harmful



direction—but savage squalls could arise out of nowhere. And hdlicopters were inherently delicate
cregtures, hanging asthey did fromasinglejoint.

Theflight, for dl his caution, was uneventful. The Richardson Explorer had cleared her landing deck for
him. After setting his chopper in the bull’ s-eye and powering down, he clambered out of the bubble and
met the second mate on deck. “Don’'t worry,” he called, as soon as he was close enough to make himself
heard over the seawind without screaming. “ Thisisn't an ingpection tour.”

Thewoman smiled too much, but at least it wasn't that canned fake laughter. “Dr. Schaffner iswaiting for
you below.”

Hefollowed her down. Her role of tour guide could have been played by any ensign, and he amused
himsdlf by deciding, asthey walked, if he would choose to accept the honor in the spirit in which it was
offered, or have aword with the captain about the wasteful use of trained officers.

Maybe amemo, he decided, rather than picking afight today. And onethat didn’t mention this particular
officer' sname: shewastrying too hard, but her heart was obvioudy in the right place.

The forward bioengineering lab was two decks down, still well above the waterline. The second officer
rapped on the door, then opened it from a keypad.

“Why knock if you're going to let yoursdf in?”

She shrugged, lifting the handle. “It’ s polite to let them know we re coming.” And stepped asideto let
him precede her.

He followed her into an unpleasant, echoing space. The ceallings were low, metd, ringing back sounds
with hard crispness. The long room was crossed at regular intervals by date-topped tables cluttered with
interfaces, isolation hoods, incubators. A centrifuge hulked at one end of the nearest 1ab bench like an
irate sione toad. Other things hummed or dinged; Jefferson winced.

He glanced over his shoulder at the second officer. She shrugged. “ The safety officer isaways after them
to wear ear protection in here.”

“I'll seetoit,” Jefferson said. “Why haven't they requisitioned soundproofing?’
“Wewere denied, M~ Greene.”

He turned. White noise had drowned out her footsteps, but Dr. McCarter’ s voice carried over the
machinery hum. She was atall woman, broad-shouldered, made taller and broader by high-hedled dides
and awhite labcoat. She was astartling blue-eyed blond, her hair twisted up at the nape of her neck.
Jefferson wondered how much of it wasa skin; she didn’t affect particularly pretty, but there was
something about the eyebrows and eyesthat was very...engaging. “ Denied?”

When she smiled, her cheeks appled. Even when it was asinsincere asmile as she used now. “An
unnecessary expense, Chairman. If you would come with me? Dr. Schaffner is expecting us. HE sjust
selecting someimagesfor you to look at.”

Jefferson glanced around the lab, with specia attention to the scraped celling. He hurried two stepsto
catch up, aware of the second officer’ s understated withdrawa . “ Unnecessary?’

“So the lab budget committee informed us. Thisway, please?’ She gestured through adliding door; he
stepped through, and it sealed behind them, cutting the worst of the noise. Thiswasasmaller
compartment, the walls uphol stered in noise-dampening foam. Dr. Schaffner sat before awood-topped



desk, hunched over an interface. He peered one-eyed through an eyepiece, and lifted one hand in
greeting asthey camein.

“Hdlo, Doctor.”
[13 \Hf.”

Schaffner got up, rubbing his nose to smooth away the dent from the eyepiece, and blinked afew times
to refocus. He stuck out hisleft hand, and Jefferson shook it while Dr. McCarter stepped back, rounding
the desk to thefar side.

Schaffner was dab-cheeked, tall, alittle sooped, with thegtrically busy eyebrows. He continued. “1I’ ve
picked out some good ones to show you, but | hope you don’t think thisis going to be easy. Or fast, for
that matter.”

Jefferson nodded, taking the chair Schaffner gestured him into. He smoothed his hands over the warm
wood of the table, consdering its contrast to the dinged and whining equipment on the other side of the
wall. “What are we talking about here, in terms of fast?’

“Years” Schaffner said. He fielded a significant glance from McCarter and amended, “Y ears a the
earliest, reasonably speaking. If we had asample of the pathogen to back-engineer, it would be different,
of course. But we—"

“—don’t. I understand. Hey, Neil, what if you got lucky?’

“How lucky? Lucky enough, we could have you something—for testing, not for use—in afew months,
but that’ s so unlikely | wouldn’t want to hang astatitic on it.”

“I think the chairman is asking what would happen if he saw to it that we got lucky,” McCarter
trandated, without looking up. She seemed to be scanning files on her headset; Jefferson caught the
telltaeflicker of her eyesand the micromotion of her fingers. “If I'm not out of placein saying s0.”

Was her voice cool ? Or was she distracted? She seemed not to notice as Jefferson eyed her, briefly. He
cleared histhroat and said, “How come you can get a hardwood interface, but no ceiling tiles?’

The last directed a Schaffner, who rolled his eyestheatrically. “ Because the desk comes from equipment
and durable goods, and the tiles come through facilities. Genius, isT't it?’

Jefferson shook hishead. “Genius. I'll seeif | can get somebody fired for you, Neil. Now, what about
these pictures you wanted me to see?’

Schaffner reached for the control, hesitated with hisfingertips resting againgt it. “Was Judith right, about
what you were offering?’

Jefferson nodded. “ Yes, if you'll take the entanglement. It's painless.”

Nell Schaffner looked a him, pale eyes catching light under the silver thatch of his hair. He pushed the
gtart control.

“I"’'m going to need some ranid volunteers.”

It was't agreat ideato cal Moon Morrow for comfort, but somehow Closs found himsdlf doing it
anyway. He caught her at lunch, dining from hand-painted chinawith ddicate silver manipulators. The



food was hitter greens and some cold, rare, shaved red mest. Bison, probably, unless it was offworld.
Hedidn't imagine that Morrow would eat anything as unsafe as Earth beef, even if it were possible to

Qget.

Shewrapped greensin ashred of meat and raised them to her mouth, balancing the bundle on dender
tools. He waited until she had swallowed and cleared her paate with asip of water. He was opening his
mouth to request her attention when she fixed him with aglance and interrupted. “ There' s been another
attack, Timothy.”

His voice died with the breath that carried it. “Where?’

A transfer icon blipped red in the corner of hisdisplay. Expecting amap or aseries of gill images, he
accepted the data stream. And found himsalf immersed in VR asif dumped into fifty feet of water ina
weighted vest—the images rushing past him while he struggled to start bregthing, to remember to keep
moving theair in and out.

And then the hard-earned combat reflexes took over, and—Iike afish dumped overboard—Closs began
toswim.

A darship—not alighter, no, and he still read consoles well enough to see that they were dowing from
relativigtic; inbound rather than outbound, then. Alarm claxons sounded outside his helmet; he was suited
and armed, the powerpack of abeam weapon weighing across his back. This ship had been relativistic
for some time; the equipment was not unlike what he' d used when he was active duty.

For amoment, he was afflicted with a powerful sense of dgavu. He could have been twenty-two and a
lieutenant again, akid fresh from Titan Academy, with more brains and guts than sense. But then the
body he rode in moved and he wasn’t in charge of it, and he relaxed. Thiswasagamehe'd played asa
line commander, riding along in the back of asergeant’ s or lieutenant’ s head—sometimes four or twelve
at once. The miracle of modern warfare: even the guy at the back knew what was going on &t the front,

frommany angles.

He couldn’t imagine what it must have been like when you had nothing to go on but estimated positions,
radio reports, and guesswork. What away to fight awar.

He checked his vehicle svital stats—PFC Amelie Heaney, age twenty-three (or about 115,
nonrelativigtic), currently nursing asprained ankle from training and a sour somach from the antifunga's
shewastaking for awelting, cracking case of athlete’ sfoot.

Theinformation might flow faster, but the soldier’ slot never changed. Currently, her heart rate was
elevated, her eyes were darting port and starboard and up and down, and she was only breathing dow
and deep because she was conscioudy regulating the pattern. Her squad was six; two were right behind
her, three more detailed to survey adifferent corridor. Her ship was the Earth Core Company True
Blue, and she was one of twenty-four marines on board, each of them working out a resettlement stake.

Their norma concern was pirates, though PFC Heaney had never seen one. She thought they were
pretty romantic, for space scum—siriking, pillaging, and vanishing into the future on atrall of hard-bent
light. But there weren't many; cargo didn't travel by shipping, which left only the ransom for human lives
to interest an opportunist. So they mostly struck shipping closeto its point of origin, while there might il
be somebody alive on the homeworld who cared.

Oncethey’ d passed the halfway point, she' d started anticipating aquiet trip.
And it had been. Until about ten minutes ago.



And now shewas sdling along the True Blue’ s aft main corridor, her half-squad guarding her back, a
beam cannon strapped to her right arm, and every siren on the ship warning of imminent hull breach.
Unlessthey wanted the ship hersdlf, PFC Heaney didn’t have the first ideawhat might be going on.

Closs envied her innocence. Because now Morrow was feeding him schematics, the redl-time record of
the ship’s nervous system, the sensory motes that webbed her hull and bulkheads. That knowledge
overlaid Heaney’ s advance, and he wanted to shout at her, as her own commander must be doing, that
the hull ten yards down the corridor was losing integrity, that the corridor would soon be violently open
to space.

He multitasked; Morrow threw more feeds at him. He could handle the six haf-squad leaders; he made
Heaney primary—she was closest to an incipient breach—and watched the other five peripheraly, aso
prioritizing the hull sensorium.

Heaney and her squadmates quit their cautious dide and hustled. Forward, not back, as befitted marines.
Their goa wasto clear the airproof bulkheads and be on-site when the boarding party came in through
the breach. Externa cameras were showing something weird; not just crawlersripping the shielding with
armored talons, but a night-black macro-fog, a machine made of multiple-component machines—each as
big as Closs sfigt, and black enough that the object looked &t first like amissing patch in the hull of the
True Blue. It flexed againgt the hull like a starfish humping a submarine, and sudden white crysta's
glittered around it.

The snow-globe effect was why Closs knew a plit second before Heaney did that the hull had been
breached. She found out the hard way; the joints of her vacuum suit stiffened, and the boarding claxons
fell slent, though she could il fed their shiver through the magnetic soles of her boots. In the corridor,
both behind the half-squad and ahead, airlock shields crashed down, sedling themiin.

Therush of expelled air ripped at her suit, but the magnets held, and she was il planted solidly, bringing
her weapon to bear, when a knobby matte black tendril curled through the rent in the hull. It groped,
twitched, telescoped at the marines with reflexive speed—

Heaney’ s wegpon lashed out silently—no atmosphere to sizzle under its bolt—and was followed a
split-second later by those of her squadmates. There was a projecting bulkhead on either side of the
seded airlock and just ingde, designed to provide cover; the squad dove behind it.

Just in time, asthe black tendril dammed after them. It sparked and arced, withdrew, shedding ragged
bits of eviscerated foglets. Some of the component machines stuttered and twitched on the corridor floor.
Heaney kicked one away asit grabbed at her suit; the armor held. The thing went flying.

Shelooked up to see the tendril coming apart into hundreds—thousands—of crawling machines...

Morrow cut the feed. Closs dumped againgt hisdesk chair, rolling his shoulders back. Hisright hand
ached from clenching on the trigger of Heaney’ swegpon. “All of them?’ he asked.

Boarding, making sure that the marines and crew saw the enemy, interacted with them. ..when the enemy
could have just shot abig rock at the True Blue. Starships were impossibly easy to destroy. Thisdidn’t
make any sense. He looked at her, image to image, light-years between them, and waited for her to give
him an answer he could accept.

She shook her head, and failed him. “It took the ship gpart,” Morrow said. “Find me asolution, Tim.”



Clean, dry, illegaly skinned, and wearing stolen clothes, Cricket spent the next morning and afternoon
hiding in plain Sght. It was both easier and harder than she expected, and quite strange overal, because
shedidn’t dare connex.

She could surf news through a public terminal, but she wasn't confident that the false personashe'd
chipped off the stuff in her jump kit would hold up to a Rim security scan. She had anasty suspicion that
something had come in with the information that L ucienne had sent her.

The data was tagged, maybe. And the datawas in her head. And there didn’t seem to be much she could
do about it, because Cricket couldn’t find the tag, or beacon, or whatever might bein there.

Which was a problem long-term, if she wanted to live. Or if she ever wanted to work again. And a
problem immediately, in that activities as Smple as hailing awater taxi or paying her lunch tab became
infinitely more complicated when you couldn’t just connex the bill. She had money; her jump identity was
supplied. But accessing or using it was going to be ared trick.

There was somebody she could talk to, if she wanted to take the chance. André trusted him. But André
trusted Cricket, too, which wasn't exactly atestimonia to his excellent judgment.

How far she'd falen, if Nouel Huc was the best she could do for an ally.

She was waiting a the Zheeznyj Tigr when the doors opened. She paid at the door, with adwindling
cash card, and wasthe first one into the club. Uncool, but she wanted to beat Huc here.

At least André was unreachable. Huc couldn’t ring him up and spill the beans; whatever Jean Kroc said
about André smoativation, Cricket didn’t trust him either. She didn’t trust hisethics or hisglib head full of
sf-judtifying soriesand she didn’t buy his motivesfor wanting to learn to conjure. But she’ d had that
fight with Jean, and Jean was as stubborn as they came. It didn’t matter how many times Cricket pointed
out that André was the worst kind of sorcerer’ s apprentice—the sort that lied and snuck and eventudly
betrayed. Jean was sure he could save André, and if he couldn’t save André, that he could use him.

And Jean was mad enough to seeit asachalenge, too. A test of his dedication, to reclaim the man who
hed killed Lucienne.

She wasn't going to make excuses for Jean Kroc. He knew the parable of the snake aswell as she did.
Hewasjust crazy enough to think himsdf immune.

She picked around table at the front, near the stage. Nouel Huc' s habitud table, with its
red-handkerchiefhemmed tablecloth and its white waxflowers nodding deepily in the vase. The server
tried to talk her into another seat, but she tipped her head and said, “I’ m expected.”

Shewasn't pretty enough to be beieved, not dressed like this. But Huc did his own species of business,
and hisclientsweren't dl as natty as André.

“Will you be on M~ Huc' s account?” the server asked, with at least a show of politeness.
Cricket thought of the dwindling balance on her cash card. “Yes”
Let Huc takeit out of her hide. She had enough to offer that he could stand her the cost of amedl.

Whether the gtaff of the Zhdeznyj Tigr called him, or whether he was just running early, it waslessthan a
quarter before she looked up to find his shadow falling across her. “M~ Huc,” she said, placing ahand
on the edge of the table to help her balance to her feet. Helaid ahand on her shoulder and she sat back.



It was areassuring hand, whether or not he meant it to be. “1 understand we are acquainted?’

She relaxed into the chair as he stepped away, moved around the table, and sat. She liked the way he set
his elbows on the table, too, wide apart, and leaned forward between them, not bothering to hide an
amused smile. He wanted her to soak in that warmth, she thought. Soak in it, drowninit. Trust him.

He was better at it than André, and she thought he could probably also beat up her father if he had to.
But sheredly didn’t need to go about collecting spare thugs. Not right now.

“Not under any nameit’'ssafefor meto use,” she said. Her skinswere pretty good; they’ d hold up even
under aparser filter. “But I’'m afriend of André Deschénes.”

“How close of afriend?’

“Very,” shesad, camly.

He nodded. “We ve met before. Y ou’ ve changed your hair.”

“And everything ese” she answered, and he laughed. “I’min trouble, M~ Huc.”

“Cdl meNoud,” hesaid, and patted her hand. “Y ou may speak fredly here. Though I’'m recording.”
“Thank you, Noud.” She hesitated, and he stepped in smoothly to fill the sllence.

“And what shdl | cal you?’

Cricket hesitated. There wasthe name on her false ID, of course, but that wasintentionally bland. She
wanted something that wasless of alie, at least asmuch hersas Cricket. “Fisher,” she said, after
congderation. “Likethe cat.”

“There saca named Fisher?’

“No,” shesaid, laughing. “ There sakind of weasdl they used to have in the part of Earth where| grew
up. They were caled fisher cats. They weren't cats. And they didn’t fish.”

“Ah,” he said. He looked up and waved the server over. “| see. And you' re not what you pretend to be
either. One moment”—as he ordered wine in alowered tone—*please, continue. Are you afisher,
Fisher?’

“I’'madataminer,” shesaid. “And | have someinformation | will pay very handsomely to get to Jean
Gris”

“And there’ sareason you can't ddiver theinformation yourself.”

She had her mouth open to answer as the wine came, and held her tongue while Nouel pronounced it
acceptable. The server filled their water glasses. They ordered, and as the first course was brought to the
table, Cricket reminded hersdf that it was unwiseto let him penetrate her defenses so easily. Formidable
charm and aformidable wit did not trand ate to unassailable honesty.

When she had eaten the first few bites, he smiled and said, “ So. Y ou owe Jean Gris money.”

Cricket had been waiting for it, and so she managed acool |ook, rather than bursting out laughing. “If it
pleases you to think so.”

“If there are greater risks,” Noud said, with anegligent gesture of hissnail pick, “it would be clever of



you to inform me of your reasons. It will affect the precautions necessary to see that your message goes
through.”

“| have severd reasons, dl of them excdlent.”

Hisright hand rolled through the air, two fingers extended asif winding the words from her throat onto a
ribbon.

She shook her head. “It would be safer for you not to know.”

“M~ Fisher, you have just described my stock-in-trade in its entirety. Perhaps you would be so good as
to explain to me exactly what you need, and what you are willing to pay?’

Which was the challenge she would have to mest, of course. She sipped wine, rolling it over her tongue,
amost shocked by wood and vanilla. 1t had been along time since she' d had wine like this. Part of
successfully reinventing one' s sdif, of shedding an old persondity, was reinventing everything. Likes,
didikes, favorite places, the type of people one associated with. Not just the hair, the clothes, the skin,
the postures. To become someone new, you had to swallow it whole, without reservation.

Cricket Earl Murphy wasn’t awine drinker. Maybe Fisher would be, when Fisher became morered. “I
have an entire clean established legal personato offer,” she said. “ Also, five thousand demarksin cash or
cash-equivadent. And afavor from an archinformit. In return, | want amessage taken to Jean Gris, and |
want ass stance in documenting another legd persona, though I’ [l do the hackwork mysdlf. | just need
somebody who can forge the necessary. The problem isthat the message | need sent to Jeanisdl inmy
head and | need a clean isolated system to download it to, because | think | have abeacon in my head as
wdll, and | can’t connex. Jean, by the way, is no doubt being watched. Whichiswhy | don't darego to
him.”

“You're offering alot for some pretty smple requests.”

Shewasn't going to tell him about Lucienne. If he' d helped André do it, she didn’t want to force him into
aconflict of interest. “1 have proof that Rim is covering up amgjor ecologica disaster in progress,” she
said badly, and forked up amouthful of scallop sashimi and shredded radish. “1’d like to force them to
do something about it before they poison Greene's World so badly that Novo Haven goes the way of
Petience Station or Port Katherine.”

Fifty years after areactor core excursion, aradius of a hundred miles around the former planetary sest of
Enlil was ill uninhabitable. Cricket couldn’t be held persondly responsiblefor that one, but the long
shadow of Port Katherine had been one of the cudgels used to bludgeon her from office. ..when she had
been someone e se. She scratched anail across the tablecloth, fedling the tip catch, bend, and release on
each thread. “Noud 7’

He seemed suitably impressed, till staring into hiswineglass with hislips pursed out and twisted. He
glanced up when she said hisname. “Y ou trust me not to go to Rim with this? There'd be alot of money
init”

“Enoughto retireon,” she agreed. “And you'd haveto.”

In an industry where contracts were unenforceable and a deal was till sealed by ahandshake, she
wasn't exaggerating. If he turned Cricket in, there wasn't an archinformist on the Rim that would give him
so much asthetime of day or theloca acceleration dueto gravity.

He scratched histhumb across his chin. His nod did nothing to ease the tightening wire of tension laced



across her spine. Thiswas merely embracing danger in anew shape.

“Stay through the play,” he said. “ Come home with me tonight. We' |l set you up. Now St tight, won't
you, and finish your supper? | have to make a couple of calls.”

In the morning, the earth shook. Thiswas not uncommon, and Gourami would usualy have dept through
it, drifting weightlesdy for deeping, anchored by se toefingers in the bottom mud and with eyes and
nogtrilsjust protruding from the water. But it was se watch, predawn, while Tetra dreamed, the human
dept in histemporary structure, and Caetel swam hunting. And so Gourami was sprawled on dick mud
churned up by mudskitters—driven from their tunndls by the previous day’ s rain—waiting for the human
to awaken.

Gourami caculated quickly, decided that they were far enough up the bayou that any water surge would
spend itself among the reeds and hillocks before it reached them, and rolled supineto sun se belly.
Rustling shook the tent; the human struggling into his clothing, no doubt. Gourami licked eyesto clear the
night' s grit from them, the warm sun flooding se veinswith heat and energy. Se couldn’t sun too long, but
se could certainly use alittle exothermd assistance in digesting last night’ s excellent medl.

And then the earth shook again, harder and sustained, and Gourami flipped upright and crouched. Se
trilled an darm note. Therewas athrash, asplash, Tetrajerking awake, and now thumping insde the tent
and some humen noises. A moment later, Andréflailed out, his boots flopping unsealed. Gourami lurched
forward, croaking in dismay, dready certain what would follow.

Sedid not reach the human in time.

He hit the fallen reeds, which were covered in the layer of wet st and rotting plant matter the mudskitters
had expectorated. He took three staggering, diding steps, windmilling his arms, and for amoment
Gourami dmost thought he was going to regain his precarious biped baance. Their mode of locomotion
wasjust falling forward and catching themsalves anyway; how hard could it be for them to stop an
unintentiond faling?

Hard enough, apparently. He went down ugly, al weird angles and wiggling, whatever noise he made
audibleto a person’ s ears as a high-pitched yelp, and he hit the mud with a quick green-sounding pop.
The earth was till shuddering, along hard rumble, and Gourami wanted to bein the water so badly se
skin itched. Instead, se dragged across the splintery reeds on dl fours, scratching pams and ankles,
miraculoudy making it to the fallen human’s Sde without putting a stick through webbing.

The human lay on his back, one leg tucked under him and the other splayed out. He panted heavily. That
was good; he was dive. His eyes were screwed up like fish mouths, though, little puckersin asweating
face, and his hands clutched into the mud and reeds, fingers sunk deep. Gourami did not think that was
promising.

Se reached out, tentatively, and touched the back of a humen hand. He groaned, and se flinched back,

redlizing as se did so that the earth had stopped shuddering. Whatever noises he was making weren't
words, sedidn’t think, except occasionally when his mouth moved in the shapes of profanity.

He couldn’'t read adate if he didn’t open his eyes, and se made alouder, insstent noise. A vibrato thrum,
as one would use to summon egglings. Se remembered something about humen bones; they were dl
hard, calcified, like skulls and jawbones, and like skulls and jawbones they could shatter.

Se tapped hishand again, harder. His eyes opened thistime, pupils contracted. Sweeat stood out in beads



across his scalp and trickled down the furrows alongside his nose; humen did that because they could not
secrete mucous, and aso when they werein pain or shock. Gourami had seen injured humen before.

Se thought this might be bad.

André blinked, severd times, breaething more evenly now, asif conscioudy controlling each inteke and
outflow. Could humen do that? They must be able, because Gourami could see the lines that meant
concentration or fear or anger—fuzzy creatures, one signa for so many things—and they were easing as
he breathed. Se typed quickly, for once using the abbreviations se usualy spurned.

—u need hlp
He nodded, and mouthed — broke it. And my back is cut, | think.
The reeds, of course. Fingerpads skipped over keys. —Iet tetra ook

Se came beside Gourami, hanging back alittle, and touched Gourami’ s ankle to steady them both. André
nodded again, and closed his eyes, waiting, while Tetraand Gourami quickly deflated the shelter and
dragged it down beside the injured mammal. Gourami tucked what se could of it under his shoulder and
hip on the side that seemed less hurt. He could help, at least. He lifted his hand and reached up into the
ar when she pushed the fabric under historso, but rolling his hip up made him squesk.

His hands were dready pam-flat, in the mud and on the fabric; when Gourami touched him again and
made se hands tumble over and over, he nodded sharply. Se saw ataut flicker cross hisface a the same
time the musclesin hisarms and shoulders tensed, and he levered himself up and over, faling face-first
onto the tent. Tetra caught theinjured leg before it could fall, but André shuddered anyway, like adying
fish, and went dack and ill.

—breathing, Gourami said, holding fingers under André snoseto fed thetickle of air moving.
Tetrawaslooking at thelimb. —Thisis bad.

Gourami looked &t it, too, and retracted head between shoulders, an ingtinctive pained flinch. Thick
blood dripped over Tetra sfingers and stained se webs, something white showed through torn flesh
abovethelip of the humen boot. His back was cut up, too, but he hadn’t impaed himself; the bits of reed
poking through his shirt wereonly divers.

—Give himto the humen? They can help.
—NMake him uplink when he wakes? Gourami asked. | will hide. Except.
—He' s bleeding now. How long will it take him to wake? Will he die before then?

—Yes. Those are problems. And also, if we send him back, Closs will send somebody else. And,
Gourami thought, sending André back now wouldn’t help to teach him any of the things that Jean Kroc
wanted him taught. And se had promised Jean Kroc.

They had abargain.

And anyway, Andr€ sluck was suddenly, coincidentally, very bad, wasn't it? Asif somebody were
changingit.

—\We take himto the one-tree-island band. It s not far and they will hear usif we call, sesaid,
deciding. And was surprised when Tetra, afar-swimmer, did not argue.



Sejust said, instead, —go call them. | will keep hislimb fromfalling.

As Gourami wriggled toward the water, the earth began to shake again.

10

JEFFERSON WOKE TO THE SHRIEK OF AN EMERGENCY CONTACT darm and abluelight
winking by his bed. He came up clear-headed and with his hands trembling; his headset read the coded
transmission and dumped epinephrineinto hissystem. A call waited; he swung hisfeet to thefloor, covers
tangled around his ankles, and scrubbed granules from hiseyes. “What the hdll isit?’

Amanda Delarossa, the god-botherer. “ Chairman, we have a problem.”

He stood, turned off darm and flasher with athought. Hiswiferolled over and pulled the pillow over her
head. “Fill mein,” hesaid, heading for the closat. “What' sgoing on?’

“Did you notice the earthquakes?’
“I'm afloat,” hesaid. “I don’t hear the tsunami Siren.”
“No,” shesaid. “No tsunami. Here’—she hypertexted alink—"1ook at this.”

Once upon atime, humans had bothered to use different terms when they studied of the dynamics of
different planets. Now, it was dl geology; separate names get unwieldy when you' re talking about more
than ten or fifteen worlds. The site Dr. Delarossa sent him to was the Greene’ sWorld seismic and
vulcanology monitoring project, usualy quite heavily dotted with recent activity. Jefferson thought it had
something to do with the planet’ s astounding tides, but he wasn't even remotely ascientist.

He knew where hisdrill platforms were, however, and the three yellow star shapes on the globe that
indicated quakesin the last quarter were dl centered firmly aong the edge of the continental shelf,
offshore of Novo Haven, where his omdlite wells blossomed. “ That’ sunusua.”

“Dr. Gupta has a secure packet for you,” Delarossa said. “He' s produced a very unsettling hypothesis.”

“Sendit,” Jefferson said. His cal-waiting blinked. “ Clossis on the other line. | haveto go.”

In the morning, Cricket went to see afortune-teller. She knew better, but you couldn’t dways et that
stop you.

Nouel had warned her to lie low before he went out, but she couldn’t stand another quarter stuck ina
cabin on hisbarge, trying to get some work done with the clunky manua interface he' d scrounged for
her. She couldn’t risk connex, even with her hard memory downloaded; whatever was leading Rim to her
might not be gone. She' d have to scrub the whole thing and reformat, which she should do anyway,
before she ingtaled her new history. So she spent maybe three quarters click-clacking on the keyboard
and then got up, found her shoes on their sdes under the sofa, and stuffed her feet into them while she
skinned. She made hersdlf ablue-eyed blond and about a half-decimeter taller, and used the good
stuff—high-grade wearez, implants she wasn't supposed to have. She' d gotten them on Earth, after she
ducked out of jail. Or sent her cloneto prison in her place, to speak precisaly.

Shedidn’t use them often; mere possession wasillegal. She' d run light-yearsto stay out of prison,



created awhole new person and betrayed her. Whatever self-knowledge she' d found, it wasn't the sort
that |eft one eager to pay for one' s mistakes.

The skin would hide her from just about anything, though. An ordinary cosmetic skin affected the
perceptions of the viewer through his headset. This was ananotech hack, and physicaly atered her
fingerprints and retina scan. She'd haveto drop it to get out of Nouel’ s house and back in: he'd
introduced her to his expert system, which expected her to look and smell and scan like hersdlf.

Every plan had itsflaw. But sometimes, living in the future was damned cool. Evenif she couldn't get a
rocket car.

She wandered through a too-warm morning, window-shopping geomancers and fortune readers. No
friend of Jean Kroc's could take a storefront tarot reader serioudy, but it beat waiting by the door for
Nouel to come back.

And she had never been good at waiting for men.

She picked aplace at random and pushed through the half-door, which was hung with bells and chimes
made of dlicate shells so that alayered tinkling surrounded her. Insde, she sood in shadowy coolness;
fansmoved air across her skin, soothing her nape. She peded sticky strands from her neck, rubbing
fingers smearing swest rather than relieving her discomfort. “Hello?’

A thin, stooped man came out of the back, his hair a colorless fringe against his weathered forehead.
“Early riser,” hesaid. “What' syour plessure, M~?

“Tell meastory,” she said, and took the three-legged stool he gestured her toward.
“Y our own or someone else’ s?7’

She shrugged. It didn’t matter. One lie was as good as another. “Whatever’ s more interesting.” She
extended her hand, in case he wanted it. Heignored it, and instead lit a candle with a gestured flame. Just
anedat bit of wearez, but pretty. She wondered where he' d gotten the candle, and if it was the same place
Jean Kroc went for his.

Therewas amirror on the table, facedown on black slk. Thefortune-tdler turned it over with aflourish.
Cricket was unsurprised to see nothing reflected in it but rippling black.

“Twenty,” thefortune-teller said, and Cricket chipped him the cash from an anonymous account. He
blinked crystal projection contacts over hisirises—checking his balance, she guessed, and not wired for
connex or hard memory. A lot of mystics got fussy about things like that, though most not as hardcore as
Jean. Othersdidn’'t seem to care at al, and some had swallowed as much wire as Cricket had. “It works
better if you ask aquestion.”

“It works better if | give you hints, you mean,” she said. Shefolded her arms across her chest and leaned
back in her chair, aware how defensive her body language was and not caring at al. “ Sorry. You'reon
your own.”

After dl, where was the entertainment if she gaveit all avay? Far more fun to watch him thrash.
A red conjurewouldn’t play these games. Thiswasn't how the mojo worked. It wasn't for parlor tricks.
“You'renot abdiever?’

“Let’ssay I'mwilling to be convinced.” Jean Kroc had convinced her. Lucienne had convinced her—



Oh, hell. She sniffled as he bent over hiswater-dark mirror, studying the reflection of the flame. It was
the only thing that showed there. A pretty good trick, Cricket thought. Probably askin aswell. Still, it

was pretty.
Which made it better than haf of everything in the world aready. Maybe better than two thirds.

“There saman,” he said, after afew quiet moments. She caught the wet flicker of hiseyeballsthrough his
lashes as he glanced up to check her reaction. It was as good a starting point as any, and unless she was
an orphaned leshian, likely to provoke some kind of aresponse.

“Of coursethereis” she answered, amused. Aslong asyou didn’'t take it serioudly, you could look at
these little trips as a cheap sort of psychoanalysis. And it sure beat the stuffing out of talk therapy with an
idiot expert system. “Areyou going to tell methat he' stdl, dark, and dangerous?’

“Actudly,” thefortune-teller said, sitting back and crossing hisown armsin mirror of her own, “I was
going to tell you to look out for afrog to kiss. But you seem to have arrived with anarrative intact.”

It set her back on her hedl's, or would have, if she had been standing. Instead, she tossed her hair back
and tucked her chinin, and started to laugh. “All right,” she said. “Y ou get pointsfor that one. I’ll quit
giving you ahard time.”

“Oh, just beyoursdf,” he said, bending over the mirror again. “1 enjoy achalenge.”

It was il bullshit, but once they decided they liked each other, he spun her apretty good story. It even
ended happily ever after, though there were trials and tribul ations enough in the midgame to make the

solution seem earned. Cricket |eft in amuch better mood than when she had arrived, promising to keep
an eye out for kissable frogs. She bought a cinnamon-sugarcrusted bagd from a street vendor and ate it
steaming warm as she walked back to Noud’ s barge, wondering if he would even notice she had gone.

Hewaswaiting for her in the Stting room, with adender man she knew by reputation, a soft-cheeked
archinformist with acoil of neon light up one ear like the stripped half of aDNA helix. They’ d never met
in the flesh before, but that didn’t mean anything to adataminer.

She hadn’'t known, even, that he lived on Greene’ sWorld. But she did know that he worked, almost
exclusvey, for Timothy Closs. Betrayd wasastonein her belly, and she couldn’t shift it just by
swallowing, even when shetold hersdlf that she' d expected Noud to hand her her head and had just
been too fucking tired to really care.

Sorry, Lucienne.

“Fuck,” she said, asthe door hissed shut behind her. “I should have gone out looking for that fucking frog
princeinstead.”

Andréwoke mostly dry, mostly clean, and muzzy-headed. Before he opened hiseyes, helet himsdf lie
gtill, breathing, ng the place in which he found himsdlf. He was pin-and-needle pricklesfrom the
waist down, which was both reassuring and unsettling; if he was badly enough hurt to need aneurd
block, he was badly hurt indeed.

Except—



Whatever hewas lying on smelled more like compost than a hospital bed. Green and sour-sweet and
heavy, and so when he opened his eyes he wasn't expecting the papery green of traumawards. It was
green, green and fawn, and he jerked reflexively when he saw the reed-woven roof overhead, thatched
with festhertree leaves.

Whatever numbed him, it wasn't narcotics. His movement brought sharper pain, an agonizing twist up his
leg that hefelt in his eye sockets and across the bridge of his nose. His hands curled into the bedding he
lay on; arank scent arose. It was moist and soft, and it was't at al the sort of thing he would normaly

deepon.

The painwasvast. Helay back, baling hisfists againgt his eyes, and concentrated on breathing. Hisleg
throbbed; the pain paled and ebbed while he out-waited it.

He opened his eyes again. Everything was flat—undetailed, unaugmented—and redl. The colorswere
off, the sounds muddy. Thiswas a disconnect beyond merdly shutting down his connex. Visua detall was
sparse and undefined: he could not see the fronds of the feathertree thatch stirring in the breeze. Rather, a
genera sense of movement told him what must be happening, two meters over his head. He caught
motion, and some part of hisbrain extrgpolated it into an image.

Peculiar asdl hell. It left him feding half blind.

And unableto call for rescue. His headset was as usdless as a pair of empty seashells strapped to his
ears, as usaess as hisleg and his goose-egged, aching head. He didn’t know how long he'd lain
unconscious, but it was awhile, if the froggies had managed to throw a shelter over him.

Butit was il daylight. Unlessit was daylight again.

Theleg was splinted uncomfortably, the padded ends of flat restraints pressing Andr€ sthigh above the
knee. When he stretched even dightly, nausesting ripples of heet rolled up hisleg from hisshin again.
Definitely broken. He grunted and closed his eyes until the pain subsided, then cautioudy lifted himsdlf
onto hiselbow.

The shelter had no walls. By the sun, he guessed it was late morning or early afternoon, and he could see
enough mud to know that he was on adifferent idand. If amud spit in aswamp could be dignified with
theterm.

Thisonewaslarger and dryer and tdler, though it still bore signs of periodic submersion. Half adozen
ranids clustered before the reeds, crouched or sprawled, their green and yellow mottlesamost invisible
againg green and ydlow leaves.

André couldn’t tell them apart. Except maybe thetall one, draped in anet vest hung with old treasures,
pierced trophies, jingling shells. That might be Tetra. Beside it huddled a crippled ranid, missing anarm
from long ago, one side aragged mess of scar tissue and proud flesh. André wondered if it had caught up
with thewrong end of anesse.

Another ranid bobbed forward, not as strikingly long and lean-limbed as the one he thought might be
Tetra. If he could get agood look at the mottles on its back he might be able to tell, but for the meantime,
asit extended adate, he decided to risk it. “ Gourami?’

It had to repest that peculiar hand-puppet-like motion of its body before he redlized it wasimitating a
human headshake. Pain dropped from hisimmediate awareness, replaced by an uncharacteritic spike of
worry. “Isit safe?’



A scritchy-looking affirmative, fromitsfree hand. Andrélet his breath out dowly, wobbly with dumped
adrendine. Everything seemed muted, gray. And what were you going to do if it wasn’t?

Panic, obvioudy. He did not want to be the one who explained to Jean Kroc that he had lost Jean’s
froggie. And anyway, thefrog was...kind of engaging.

Not that he needed to be getting paterndistic about dien amphibians. Getting soft wasn't agood way to
succeed in André€ sline of work, or even agood way to stay aive. He spared amoment to picture
Timothy Closs or Jefferson Greene worrying about a coolie, and shook his head to clear it.

Getting soft wasn't the way to get ahead in anybody’ s line of work.
A moment’ sthought lead him to the obvious concluson: “Caetel?’

And that was better: thistime, it scritched affirmation with one hand, then thrust the date a him again. It
hurt even more to prop himsalf on one elbow and accept the device, so he dropped his shoulders back
againg the pallet. It was surprisingly comfortable, if abit moist. His shirt adhered to his shouldersand his
trousers—with one leg cut away midthigh—adhered to his buttocks and legs. He didn’t think it was all
blood or swesat or swvampwater. Whatever the ranids used for bedding, on the other hand...

—Good u wake, theranid' sdate said, asheraised it in front of hiseyes. —Tide rsng.

They couldn’'t be too far upriver, then. The New Nile boasted only a shallow gradient, and asfar as
André knew, if it hadn’t been for the mitigating effects of the rushy bayou and the paramangrove, the
tides might roll miles up the broad, placid river. But those fegtures existed, and even Greene' sWorld's
embarrassment of lunar influences couldn’t quite push the ocean through them. The New Nile remained
an outflow channdl.

The ranids must have moved him out-bayou, closer to the bay, because the tides had been minima at the
overnighting idand. The move was good, asmart thing; it would make it easier for arescue team to reach
him.

“Movewhere?’ he asked dowly, enunciating.

He couldn’'t heads-up the time or atide chart, but Caetel had no reason to lieto him. That didn’t reassure
him as he metaphoricaly picked hisway around thefissuresin hismind caused by hisheadset. Even his
hard memory was out of service, leaving an unsettling gap. He wondered how much wasirretrievably
lost. He had backups, of course. He was sane and careful and not as thoroughly paranoid as Jean Kroc,
nor the sort to take mad risks. The backups were avulnerability, of course, the sort that somebody like
Cricket could exploit if she knew whereto find them, which waswhy André€ swere hidden, physica
access only, and key-coded.

Unfortunately, that meant he had to get to them to get them back.
“I can't move mysdlf,” he continued, when Caetel did not reach to answer.
Thistimeit typed quickly. —We move b4.

It reached down and tapped astick by itsfoot; André, in amoment of disconnect, redized that he was
lying not on apallet ashe' d assumed, but on asort of stretcher. “1 need medicd help.”

—We take u grtprnt.

...whatever that was. A witch doctor? Some sort of ranid village elder? A bayou-living human? The



froggie equivadent of Sitting Bull?

It sounded very significant. But he needed a doctor more than the answer to a coolie xenocultural exam.
“Have you sent someone to bring help? | need an evacuation now. Theleg will fester.”

Caetel might not know that word, but there was probably some kind of trandation protocol in the date.
But Caetel stayed stolid and pulled the date back. It hung it on its belt and crouched beside the shaft of
the stretcher. Three more ranids hopped from the weeds. Tetrawas not one of them, and all those who
came up wore not vests but web belts strung with tools. André remembered that Tetra had some sort of
specia statusin the group, adominant reproductive and socid role. Which perhaps exempted it from
work.

Or perhapsit was just tired, and he was reading too much into things. Other ranids were surrounding
them now, more than he had noticed waiting, so that his stretcher—his litter—was borne in the midst of
asort of hopping, weaving green honor guard. While Cagtei was il looking at him, he asked again,
“Whereis Gourami?’

But Caete’ shandswerefull, and it didn’t answer.

Gourami, it transpired, was dready where they were going. It lolled in a shalow backwater, the ridges of

its hips and its protruding eyes and nogtrils breaking the surface. André didn’t seeit until the others set his
litter down on apair of cross-braces that must have been prepared in advance. A fair amount of planning

had gone into this operation.

Gourami paddled to the bank and stood, water sheeting down its sides. It came up to the litter—now a
sort of crude couch—and lifted itself up soit met André seyesdirectly. It hed itsdate dongsideitsface,
and blessedly constructed compl ete sentences containing entire words, vowels and al. —Are you
feding better, André?

“| need medica care” hesad, for thetenth or e eventh time.

—Your boneis set, the ranid answered. —Tetra did it, and the greatparent remembered-ahead for
you. It will heal. You are safer here. Thereistoo much coincidence surrounding you.

“Shit,” he said. But he wasn't entangled. He hadn’t taken Closs up on the offer. He couldn’t be...
Thehall gorm. Thebad fall.
Somebody wastrying to kill him.

It was awonderfully clarifying redization. A conjure man was after him. Kroc, or somebody from Rim,
or another fredancer: it didn't matter. Somebody was trying to kill him.

Good: acircumstance he knew how to dedl with. And one he couldn’t do much about right now. On the
other hand—qgreatparent. There was aword that made some sense of Caetel’ sincomprehensible string
of consonants. What a greatparent might be was another question, and “remembered-ahead” sounded
suspicioudy like conjuring. If it waan't superdtition and sorcery. But Gourami was blinking at him intently,
nictitating membranes flickering across glossy eyes, and he thought it was waiting for an answer.

“What'sagreatparent?’ he asked.

Gourami chirrupped. One of the other ranids—not Caetel, he thought, but one that wasin the



water—ypicked up the noise and made it again, and again. Like clicking one' stongue to summon a pet,
amog. —old personage, Gourami typed, with amazing speed, itsfingers skipping across the controls of
itsdate. —se remembers. | have been telling se new stories, that se may keep them safe.

A pause, asif Gourami revealed a confidence. —Someday Tetra may be a greatparent, too, Gourami
findly said, and André thought it wasn't exactly what it might have typed. —Tetra has many stories: se
may grow very old. If se can give up swimming. That is always hard, and some do not.

Gourami typed more, but André did not seeit. Because something was rising from the water,
great-backed and amorphous, green and dripping with great strings of algae. Its back was as broad as
theidet André sat on, and it seemed to have no limbs, only a glass-clean, mucous-dick fringe about its
edges, pulsing softly. And eyes: not two only, but dl around the rim, and under them mouths, toothless
mouths from which water squirted asit rose. Bdlast, and probably food, and maybe respiration...

He would have stepped—hopped—back if he were standing. Asit was, he sartled hard enough to rock
hisimprovised segt.

Gourami held up amarked date again, as Tetra—he was sure it was Tetra, the only onewearing a
decorated vest—trilled to the mongtrogity rising from the mud. —André Deschénes, meet the
memorizeur ...

The symbolsthat followed were musical notation, achord progression overlaid by aquick run of smple
notes. A ranid's real name, written in the only human language that could handle them.

“Délighted,” he said, his hands flexing on the carry poles of the litter where they ran dong itssides.
“Please, ah. Extend my regards. Or whatever the protocol is.”

Gourami bobbled, amovement he was starting to anthropomorphize into laughter. —Se wants to meet a
human, it typed. —Se has been told much about you, but has never seen one before. Please, sit up
straight so se can look. | am sorry for your pain.

“It'sacrater,” Greene repested, and despite temptation, Closs—leaning back in achair in Greene's
office—didn’t make the chairman go back and explain it athird time. “ The whole damned gulf. The Bay
of Novo Haven. That' swhat Gupta thinks, anyway. The omdlite deposits are around the rim—which tells
us where we might want to drill inland, by the way, because while the river’ s backfilled some of it, you
can see where the origina line would have extended—and that’ s aso where the recent earthquakes are
centered.”

Greene was dressed with particular care, but his eyes were red-rimmed, pupils pinpricked from too
much stimulant. He paced, gesticulating a the screen on his office wall with first one hand and then the
other, using alight-wand to outline features on a projected detail map. He paused, tapping the wand on
hisfingertips, and directed astare a Closs, asif checking to seeif Closs had followed him thistime.

“And the probability effects our engineers have been struggling with for the past year?” Closs asked, to
make Greene say it out loud, to get it into the discussion.

“Strongest at those Stes, yes. And radiating out. But are you seeing theimplications, Timothy? Gupta s
map suggests that the omelite isthe side effect of an exploson.”

“Animpact? It came from space?’

Greene shook his head, hands fanning wide, thetip of the light-gtick leaving a dazzled stresk across



Closs svison. Something wrong with his connex; there should be antiglare protection. “ Gupta thinks the
exploson was ground leve.”

“A tanglestone mine. Blew up. An alien tanglestone mine.” Closstried to get hisbrain and histongueto
wrap around the concepts at the sametime. “A ranid tanglestone mine? Y ou're telling me they had,
what, atechnologica society? Industrial mining?’ 1t was hard to imagine worse news for Charter
Trade. Not that Rim had encountered one yet, but there were rulesin place for dealing with technological
societies.

And they did not involve colonizing ther planets.

“Omeite minesdon’t just blow up. I’'mtelling you they had a production facility. Whether it wasthe
ranids or some other aien species, hell, maybe colonists here before us. Maybe there was adominant
land species...it doesn’t matter. The omdliteisa...aby-product. Of whatever they were doing. Of the
exploson.”

“There d be an archaeologicd record,” Closssad, very dowly. “If there had been atechnologica
species on Greene sWorld.”

“There might be. Someplacewe can't get toit.”
“ Spare me the Chinese puzzles, Jeff.”

Greenetook abreath. Closs tensed: he knew that expression. “1 haveto tell you something about
Greene’ sWorld. Something important, that dmost nobody knows.”

“Thisisgoing to keep me up nights.”

“And how,” Greene said, seeming asif he nerved himsdlf. “When | say it’ s secret, you should know—I
mean a proprietary secret. Covered by your nondisclosure clause. Some of the coincidence engineers
and physicists are aware. Dr. Guptais one of them. Other than that, just my grandfather’ s descendants.
And whoever spilled the story to Lucienne Spivak. Not even my wife. Do you understand?’

There was no end to the things Greene swife didn’t know about him, but thisdidn’'t seem thetime to
mention it. “It’sthat hot?’

“The hottest. Greene sWorld is potentidly unique in the universe.”

And other planets aren’'t? There was something about Greene that made biting your tongue harder than
it might be under other circumstances. “Explain, please.”

Greene dropped his chin and looked up at Closs through hislashes. “What do you know about the
theoretica phenomenon of forking?’

“Like dternate hisories?’

“Sort of. I'm not the guy to explain it well—that would be Gupta—but... There' s one multi-universe
theory that postul ates that the timestream is congtantly forking, and rehealing—so things come back
together again, and refork, and rgjoin. So timeislike abraided rope where strands keep getting switched
around. Except maybe sometimes, after areally catastrophic event, it forks completely. And never
reheds”

“Pardld dmensons”



“Sure”
“So?..."

Green sniffled abit and rubbed his nose. “ So an early survey team postulated that Greene' sWorld is
partialy forked. By which I mean this, this catastrophe...”—he waved vaguely at the lighted

map—" almost shook the planet into another dimension. But not quite. There are two of them, in other
words, and they...sort of overlap. A quantum bifurcation. And if whatever caused the catastrophe
was't destroyed in it—"

“It' s on the other branch.”
[13 YS”

It might be early, but Closs suddenly found theidea of adrink supremely attractive. He stood and went
to the stand in the corner, but poured himsaf acup of coffeeinstead. “Y ou just explained where
tanglestone comes from.”

“It' snot my explanation.”
“What could...cause something like that?’
Greene winced. “There sareason we don't put Side facilities on planets, Tim.”

On second thought, maybe it wasn't too early for alittle whiskey in his coffee. He added cream on top,
stirred it meticuloudy, and turned back to Greene when he was sure he had hisface under control. “A
Sidefalure”

“A prehigtoric one. Wetheorize.”
“Can those dliens get back here?’
A shrug. “ The probability ssorms are getting worse—"

“No shit.” The coffee was strong, sweet from the whiskey, scalding hot. Closs drank down half the cup
in three dow swallows and wiped his mouth againgt the side of hishand. “The dimensonsare...what,

pulling apart?’

“Or remerging, as we consume the omdite. If it’ sthefirst, pretty soon, no tanglestone. If it’sthe
second—"

Morrow' s aliens. What if they didn’t come from...somewhere else, exactly? But right here,
right...aongside? He poured and tirred, aware of Greene coming up beside him, holding his own cup.

“If the Slide theory isright, we can manufacture omdite”
There wasn't enough whiskey in the inhabited galaxy for this conversation. “By blowing up aplanet.”
Greene sshouldersrose and fell. “It doesn't have to be an inhabited one.”

But what if it did? What if you needed...observers on both sdes? What if it only worked if you had, say,
the ranids and the mysterious theoretical technologists?

Closs put his coffee cup down again. He rubbed his palms over tight curls and turned to Greene. You
looked aman in the eye when you admitted amistake. “ Deschénes has dropped out of contact,” he said.



“I think we haveto prepare oursaves for failure on that front.”

Cricket could have run. But she wasinsde Noud'’ s house, a the mercy of his expert system, and she
hadn’t had the foresi ght—or the equipment—to wire this place to blow. So she put her back to the
sedled door, folded her arms across her chest, and waited. Nouel stood up and turned to her. “Fisher,”
he said, shocking her. “I’'m sorry; you weren't here, and | couldn’t contact you to let you know | was
bringing Maurice home. Maurice Sadowski, thisis Fisher.”

Not even ahestation to hint that it was a brand-new name. Cricket let her brow crinkle, and her first
stuttering panic recede. There was, obvioudy, more going on here than the evident. She stepped forward
and extended her hand, and Maurice stood as well.

“Wevemet,” hesad, only acrinkle at the corner of hiseye—haf smirk, haf wink—betraying any
amusement a her change of name. “Virtualy speaking.” His hand was warm, broad-palmed, the grip
certain. “I'm not herefor Rim.”

“Of coursg, if you were—"

“I would say the samething.” He had agood, flickering smile. “Honey, there’ soneway | know | can
prove I’'m onyour side. | cantdl you what wasin thefilel gave Lucienne.”

Sheredlly shouldn’'t have been so surprised. It had to have come from somewhere. Somewhere closeto
Closs or Greene, specificdly, or somebody who had stumbled across the information. But—

“I don’t know what you' re talking about,” she said.

And Maurice clucked histongue. “Luciennetook arisk to meet with me,” he said. “1 took one to meet
with you. Take arisk yourself: thisistoo big not to.”

Noue stood back. Cricket studied Maurice instead, watching his eyes, the corners of his mouth.

Rim, she thought, would just have killed her. The way they had killed Lucienne. They didn’t need to talk
to her. Unlessthey somehow thought she could lead them to abigger fish, but that hadn’t been a concern
in the past. Quick, ruthless, but not prone to long-term strategy—that was the Charter Trade Company.

“Do you have any proof? Anything we can use to force the mediato follow up?’

He glanced a Huc. Huc, jowled head lowered, seemed not to notice. “I purged thefile oncel
transmitted it. Y ou don't keep something like that in your head. | can promise, however, that the tracker
didn’t come from me, or with that data.”

“You say that asif it was good news.” Cricket snorted. “It al'so doesn't help us sdll thisto Com.”
“Peoplelove conspiracies.” Huc, without raising his head.

“They d0,” Cricket said calmly, “tend to think they’ re full of shit. Tell me something, Maurice. What
could Lucienne have done with your informetion that an archinformist couldn’t?’

“Giveit provenance,” he said. He rubbed his palmstogether, fiddled agold bracelet. “1 could connex it.
But not without reveding myself—and we' ve seen how that works out.”

“ Lucienne?”



Maurice s eyebrow went up. He glanced at Noud, who was still smulating withdrawd. “Well,” he said,
“| guessit'sokay if | tell you now. Lucienne was an agent.”

“Oh, no,” Cricket said, gulping againgt bitter nausea. She hadn’t trusted anyone, not since Patience. Not
since Moon Morrow’ s confidentia secretary had turned out to be not so confidentia, after al. “ Core?
Not Rim, or Rimwouldn’t havekilled her. What, infiltrating the insurgents?’

“You are not andyzing the evidence,” hesaid. “Think again.”
She did so, paused, staring at the back of her hands. “Holy shit. Unified Earth.”

“Y es. Apparently some senator or another actudly thinks bringing down a corrupt Charter Trade
Corporation might just be aticket to redection.”

“Earth thinksit can bring legd proceedings againg Rim? Againgt Core?’

“Monopoalies,” he said, echoing Huc, “ make people nervous. Y ou don’t know who she was reporting to?
Y ou can't get usin contact?’

Cricket shook her head. “I can’'t.” She turned away, folded her hands behind her back, and stared at the
wall. Noud had withdrawn againgt it and was dill waiting with hisarmsfolded. “I’ ve got no authority.”

“You' ve got Lucienne sfroggie friends, don't you? What about Jean Gris? Would he know?’
Ah, of course. That wasthe thing she could give Rim that they couldn’t get without her.

Assuming Maurice wasn't trustworthy. A big assumption, because if he was, they needed him. On the
other hand, Lucienne had been shot immediately after meeting with him. And he was congpicuoudy
hedthy. “No,” she said. “With Lucienne gone...and anyway, what newsfeed isgoing to care what a
ranid hasto say for itsdf? We could manufacture a provenance for the documents, if they’ re authentic.”

“They are.” No trace of impatience. “There smore | need to tdll you, though. There' sanother thing | find
unlikely to be coincidenta, and extremely fascinating.”

Slowly, Cricket turned her head and stared, not at Maurice but at Noud. It wasthirty seconds at least
before helifted his head, returned her gaze, and shrugged. “Y ou’ re looking & the wrong man, Fisher.”

Sherotated on her hedls. Maurice had been staring at the back of her neck. “What do you know?’

“I know this” he said, and pulled aflat chip of hard plastic from his pocket. He flipped it at her; she
caught it out of the air reflexively, and dapped it onto the back of her left hand. It was an Augtrdian
dollar from A.G. 50 or s0, when they were still using the old notation:2048.

Tals “Sowhat?’
“Doitagan.”

Heads. Tails. Heads. Talls.
“Trick coin.”

“It'snot.”

Shetossed the coin at him. He fumbled the catch, and it rolled off hisfingersand under achair. Cricket
amog heard Noue roll hiseyes, but nobody went after the coin. “So what?” Cricket asked again,



though she knew, more or less, so what.

So they were neck-deep in a probability storm, and there was no telling what might happen. And asif to
prove her conjecture, what Maurice said next was an almost complete non sequitur.

“So you' re aguantum clone of Moon Constancy Morrow.” And while she sood there, blinking at him,
he continued: “ And Closs almost knows. He sthis close to figuring it out, and when he does, | have no
ideawhat he'll do about it. Also, | wouldn't connex if | were you until we scrub your head completely;
the real Moon hasways of finding you when you do that. Which iswhy I'm absolutely certain it wasn't
my data.”

“Thank you,” she said. Her throat hurt; after amoment she redlized that it was because she was
dry-swalowing, over and over. “| figured that out.”

No, no point in playing it cool at al. And Huc hadn’t known either, based on his reflexive step forward
and then the cringe that started in his neck and shoulders and traveled hislength. “But I’m not aclone.
I’'mtheorigind. She's theclone”

“Fromwhat | understand,” Maurice said, “I would guess shetold Closs the same thing. There sonly one
problem with that.”

“YS’?’

“If it'ss0, how did you get here?’

11

WHILE ANDRE WAITED ON SHORE, GOURAMI TALKED TO the grestparent. Se voice was
deep and grand, areverberation through the water that tickled Gourami’ sskin like acaress. The
greatparent’ s attention soothed and opened Gourami’ s thought, made se pliant and considering and
willing, increased se concentration and powers of recollection.

The effect was biochemicd. Taken to an extreme, if aperson stopped swimming and matured; it was
memorizy that made greetparents the center of peopl€ s culture and history.

Because greatparents could remember everything. Everything they had experienced, every story they
weretold. So younger persons—adults and far-swimmers, not the presentient egglings—told
greatparentstheir stories, and some of the onesthat did not get eaten or killed in accidents or while
defending their bandweal became gregtparentsin their turn, and memorizy other things. Old persons did
not die. They either swam until they stopped, or they were killed somehow.

Gourami tried to explain thisto André, on the date, while se spoke with the greatparent, but soon gave
up and left the human on the bank.

—They'relike living databases? he had asked at one point, and se was forced to admit that thiswas
closeto the truth. Except not exactly, of course. Because the humen remembering-machines did not tell
stories. Or make patterns. Or make sense of things. Or comfort the afflicted.

Or soothe the young and fragile with the weight of their experience and wisdom and accumul ated
centuries of knowledge.

The remembering-machines could talk like greatparents, across vast distances. But greatparents also had



the knack of changing luck, for which they used the same coiled organs with which they generated
biodectricity. Like some of the small swimming things, greatparents could defend themsalves with shock
if their bands and clans did not succeed in keeping danger at bay. It was atalent that only developed with
the final metamorphosis. Adults and far-swimmers were expected to run from danger, or fight it.

Coming to aparticular point in se narrative, se dug in se beltpouch and pulled out Jean Kroc’ s watertight
case, explaining what he had wanted done with the device insde. Conversation with agreatparent was so
easy: they understood, and explained back, sometimes more than one understood onesdlf. Though this
greatparent was one of the youngest—se had stopped swimming since the humen came—se was dso
interpersondly gifted.

Gourami found se chalenging and reassuring by turns.
—The human wanted to entangle you?

—He did. Gourami basked in the ambient calm and well-being. The sort of inclusion that se had not felt
snce sewent to live among humen.

It had been a sacrifice. But having adventures and bringing home new stories was one way to make
onesdf worthy. Even if, Sitting in shalow water with the greatparent floating beside se, Gourami could not
imagine how sewould ever become what this person so effortlesdy was.

Oh, but sewanted it.
Of course, as Tetraand Caetel had hinted, first se had to admit that want, and take the first steps.

—You did well in not accepting the entanglement. As you grow, you will not wish to be bound to
the humen.

—No. They were erratic and inconsstent, and their political structures seemed to be gpplied with very

little congderation for bandwed or anything but individua gain. Gourami suspected it had something to
do with their method of reproduction, which seemed very...competitive. Probably everything could be
traced back to thet: their hierarchies, their violence, their jedlousies. Their survival Strategieswere very

different from those of people.

They were climbers, not schoolers.

—The Company humen are dangerous, Gourami added. Which of course the greatparent knew
aready, but it bore reinforcing. An opinion expressed was astep toward consensus. —\We do not wish
to be bound to the rebel humen, but we wish their assistance in opposing the Company humen.

The greatparent thrummed, stroking Gourami’ sfordlimbswith sefringe, draping a curtain of tendrils over

se shoulders and back. No sting and no shock, just the comfort, the cam of the womb, of being enclosed
in and protected by another. It was amemory that lingered in every person, peace from the eggling’ sfirst
seasons in an endoparent’ s care.

The greatparent continued, —Many of the others do not care to have any humen here.

Gourami thought of how fast rumor could swim, and of the attempts on se own life. Se thought of
one-armed, so-scarred Parrot, whom se knew from the drill platformsin other days and whom se had
become reacquainted with after se and Tetraand Caetei had brought André, unconscious, to the
one-tree-idand band. Se thought of Tetra s harpoon gun, which se had been at painsto conceal from
André. Of se own crosshow. And what a person might do with aweapon like that.



—Will it be fighting? Tetra and se followers? Will they do more? There was dready skirmishing, and
Gourami knew at least some of the greatparents were involved. It was only they that had the skillsto
make their luck. They rooted deep, sent down trunks into the sediment, and brought up the oilsthe
humen dug for, too.

The greatparent bobbed placidly in the shallows. Water dopped over Gourami’ s back, refreshing se
mucous, cool mud squelched under se handfingers.

—Therewill be awar, the greatparent said. Loud enough that the echoes would carry wide, to many
ears, when se could have murmured it against Gourami’ s skin, under the curtain of tendrils draped
between them. —You will swimwith Tetra and the others, when the time comes. You will bear a

weapon.
Gourami’ sthroat swelled. Sewould. Se would do it. The grestparent had decided. Had foreseen.
It was not an unaloyed tribulation. There would be adventure, risk. Glory. Status to be won.
Stories.

—You must tell the persons who work for the humen, they must stop. They must come away, come
home. You must be the messenger, as you wer e between people and the humen.

—And thereis no way of avoiding it? Gourami asked. Not an argument: se wasincapable of
argument, huddled againgt the greatparent’ sfringe as se was. But aquestion, afair question to ask.

—The humen could become peaceable. The greatparent’ stone, murmured softly now, indicated heavy
irony. Not alikely outcome, no. —Speaking of Tetra, se thinks well of you, sesaid, changing the
subject entirely. Although of courseit didn’t call Tetraby that name, but the one that could not be
trandated, or spoken by humen. —\When are you going to start making your vest?

Seductive, yes. Gourami croaked harshly, in pain. Se knew—se knew—uwhat the humen would do.
Could do. Not so many who came home to the clans knew the humen culture as se did. Not so many
had studied it.

— must tell you some humen stories, greatparent, sesaid. Not arguing. Telling was not arguing. Just
providing information that the greatparent might not aready have. That, aso, was permissble. —They
will destroy usif we try to fight.

Jean rather thought Ziyi Zhou was expecting him. Her door swung open as he came up the gangplank,
and she was dressed for company. “No,” she said, before he could open his mouith.

He stopped, one foot on planks, one on astrip of tarpaper nailed crosswise to the gangway. “1 haven't
asked yet.”

“What are you doing with André Deschénes?’
Jean closed hiseyes and |et an extended hand fal back to hisside. “1 have usesfor him.”

When he looked up again, Ziyi was dowly shaking her head. “That’ s like kegping anessein your
bathtub, Jean. Y ou're not actudly planning to train him?’

“He stoo gifted to leave wandering loose,” Jean said. “He' smore of athreat untrained than trained.”



“There’ sanother solution to that.”
“Maybe,” he suggested, quietly, “we should take this conversation insde.”

She bit her lip but ood aside, and he walked past her into the cool, dim living room. Unlike Jean, Ziyi
didn’'t isolate hersdlf from technology. Which was the reason he was here.

She shut the door and immediately said, “Y ou took him asa pupil 7’

“I think I can straighten him out.” Not waiting to be asked, Jean settled himsdlf on a soft burgundy sofa
“Butit'll get ugly, Ziyi. Soon.”

“I turned him down, you know,” she said. “Do you want lemonade?’
“Makeit adouble.”

When she came back from the kitchen, she had two glassesin her hands. She poured the lemonade from
oneto the other, to assure him that it was unadulterated, and held both out for him to pick from. He
chose the glass to port and waited until after she tasted hersto drink.

“Hekilled Lucienne.” Not stridently, but the stress was there under her voice, a suppressed whine.
“Jean, how could you?’

“WEe re holding this planet together with our teeth and fingernails. We re going to need him, and the
ranids, and everybody e se we can find with an ounce of talent.”

“I' hopel’m not included in that we.”

“You can't be blind to the toxic leve of coincidence latdly. Unlessyou' ve stopped tugging God's
coat-deeve.”

Sherolled lemonade over her tongue, resting the tall glass on one palm and steadying it with the opposite
fingertips. “I’ve noticed,” she said. A tacticdl retreat. “It' stheworst I ve ever seen. But...Deschénes.
I’ ve been tracking his probabilities”

“Divination? That' s about as useful as casting tarot cards.”
“Which | happen to know you keep a set of.”
He snorted. “What did you find?’

“Deschénes sline crosses yours. Practicaly winds around Closs's. And crossed Lucienne's, before it
ended.”

Jean threw one arm over the back of the sofa. “He' s not entangled. Y our readings are no better than
gueses.”

But she shook her head, rolling the glass between her palms, and he swallowed. He was not used to
being taken by surprise, and even before she spoke he knew he' d just walked into a doozy.

“Heisnow.” Y ou could have cut cake with her smile. “1 know his baker.”

He st the lemonade down on the arm of the sofa and leaned forward, € bows on his knees. “Ord
gpplication? Y ou might aswell throw darts.”



Shelowered her gaze, redolent of false modesty. “Two months of trying,” she said.
“Damn. | never want to hear another word about my ethics—"

“Jean,” she said, suddenly serious, her expression smoothing. “I just wanted to let you know | wasn't
going to weep if anything happened.”

“Don't cry for him,” Jean said. “Cry for me. Look, | need your help. Before she died, Lucienne sent
some data to her friend Cricket. The packet wasinterrupted. Cricket got the data out—"

“How bad?’
“Bad enough. It would help if we had therest.”
She seemed to contract, elbows pressed to her sides, chin dropping. “1 dready said no once.”

“Rim hasit,” Jean said. “If it sanywhere. I’ ve got the best archinformist in the business’—if we can get
her head fixed, he did not add—*and I’ ve got André Deschénes, though | have to go fetch him back
first. And | have Noue Huc.”

“That's dready two people more than can keep a secret.”
“It doesn't have to be kept for long. If we can get thisinformation, Ziyi, we can bring down Rim.”
13 Rirr]?”

“Charter Trade on Greene sWorld at the very least. Get Jefferson Greene the hell out of there. We've
got them dead to rights on environmental and safety issues. But we need to find out who contacted
Lucienne. And we need to establish a provenance for the data before the mediawill touch it. We have a
witness—"

“Shouldn’t that be enough?’

“It'saranid,” he admitted, and Ziyi winced.

“Oh, hell, Jean...”

“For Lucienne?’ he asked. “If youwon't do it for me?’
“What do you need?’

“I need this data broken out,” he said, extending a chip across the gap between the two of them. She
leaned forward to take it, manicured nails brushing his fingertips. The opposite of Lucienne. “1t’'ll need to
be combined with whatever we bring back. Careful—there might be minesin there. Don't stick it in your
head.”

“Wouldn't dream of it, Dad.” She turned the chip over curioudly, rolling it across her fingertips. “Thisisn't
anorigind?

“Not on abet.”
She nodded, considering. “Mines?’

“I'm told that Rim was | ocating the person who had it whenever she connexed. Even after abiometrics
swap.”



“Damn. That'svicious.”

He nodded. Of course, it probably wasn't the data, but it didn't hurt to ingtdl caution. “ That’ s Rim. I’ll
bring you the rest when we have it. Start thinking, would you, about how we' re going to get hold of

somebody who will push the story.”

“Jean, darling,” she said, setting the chip down on the table beside her. “1 know perfectly well why you
cameto me. You don't haveto dissemble. But hewon't take it unless you make it good. It’' s his career
and hislife, too, taking on Rim.”

Her lover—via connex, anyway; a decades-long-relationship that she had told Jean had started in
university and that would never result in ameeting in the flesh unlessthey both went relativistic and met in
the middle—was Bryson Pace, aminor newsnet legend.

Ziyi’smojo got bent to make sure she knew everyone. Jean had no ideawhen she had timeto earn a
living.

“I know,” Jean said. “I’ll make sureit’s unimpeachable.”

“And what about Deschénes? If it doesn’'t work out, your plan to...whatever it isyou think you can do.”

“If it doesn't work out,” Jean relied, “I’1l shoot the son of a bitch myself. Just give me the chanceto find
out if I can help him turn into ahuman being.”

Her eyeswidened, al perfect feral innocence.
((Ziyi.”
“All right,” shesaid. “All right. I'll gop trying to kill him, Jean. For now.”

A sensible man would take off into the bayou and stay there until it blew over, whatever it turned out to
be. A sensible man would have stayed homein thefirst place. Would never have taken on Clossand
Greene.

Would be spending alot of timein front of the smstim, pretending to be dive because it was easier than
getting out of hisdamned chair and doing the redl thing.

At least Jean had the option of taking off into the bayou temporarily, if not for good.

Thetide wasin: his house was temporarily on anidand, and the channel where Lucienne had usualy met
Caetel was under severd feet of brackish water. Instead, he loaded a pack up—he wasn't planning on
coming back, now that Cricket was hunted, and there was nothing in the house that mattered. He poled
his skiff past reeds tattered by the hail storm, heading inland through laced waterways. An ectronic
chime hung from the stern of the skiff, emitting an intermittent ping.

If Caetei wished to spesk, sewould find him. If Caetel was gill diveand at liberty. A bigif, whenhe'd
heard nothing from any of the renegades since the night before. Whatever he' d told Ziyi about his
well-established conspiracy, it could al have come down on his head.

Discomfortingly, it was not Caetel who answered his call. When he had been poling for about four
quarters, agreen head broke brown water. It was scarred terribly, though, and the ranid swam crooked
inthe channd, an effect of having only one arm. Jean winced in sympathy, as he did each time he saw



Parrot.

At first he' d tried to conced the compassion, as he would for a human, but the ranids reacted to the
injury of another with patting and cuddling and a head-ducked empathy.

Parrot wasinconvenient in another way. Gourami had Jean’ s date, and he hadn’t had time to obtain
another. And Parrot was not aliaison: it could not lipread human speech.

Jean hoped that neither Gourami nor Caetel had come to collect him due to an inconvenience, the sort of
thing that made afunny story later. But it was something to tell himsdlf, not something he could believe.

In his belt, between layers of hide, he had a second chip. A holographic playback device in awaterproof
carryal lay stuffed into hisbum bag. There were greatparentsin the bayou; maybe Ziyi could help, and

maybe. ..

Maybe afew hundred amorphous amphibians that were little more than giant, highly specidized, floating,
quantum-connected brains could do it better. At the very leadt, if he gaveit to the greatparents, he didn’t
have to worry about Cricket’s headworm aerting whomever had put it therein thefirst place.

The lack of connex had to be driving Cricket crazy. She could barely spend an afternoon at his
house—at what had been his house—without jittering like atobacco smoker denied afix.

But everybody was entitled to afew bad habits, he guessed. He had a share of hisown.

Parrot bobbed beside the skiff, svimming crookedly. It wriggled in the water, spun about, and grabbed
the gunwale in one spreading, webbed hand, tugging the boat in anew direction asit frog-kicked. Jean
swung his pole around, pushing the skiff after. Seeing that it was understood, Parrot dropped off the bow
and sculled forward, moving gracefully enough though it swam on adiagond. They cut through the water
slently, swiftly, gold-limned brown ripplesfolding out behind them like the ribs of opening fans.

Hewas gill poling determinedly two quarterslater, when thefirst of the helicopters went over.

Cricket ought to be worried about liking Maurice Sadowski too much. It was adangerous habit to get
into, liking people. But it was hard not to like the man who had arranged for her to be sitting in Nouel
Huc'sliving room, her feet tucked under her on scratchy fabric, while she watched him lieto Timothy
Closs.

She was off-camera, the expert system handling the uplink instructed to ignore her existence, with Nouel
sitting cross-legged and gnomelike on the divan opposite. They could see each other, and they could see
Closs, but Closs could not see them.

Magic.

“So tell me more about Moon Morrow,” Closs said in the presumed privacy of a coded connection.
“What have you learned about this cloning process?’

Maurice picked a the luminous coilsin hisear, caught himsalf, and fussed with anub in the couch fabric
ingtead. “Well, | can tell you that the Situation is being misrepresented. There sno way Cricket Murphy
can be Morrow—the origina Morrow—because to have been herefor fifteen years, even if she sent the
clonetojail in her place...quantum clones wouldn't survive Siding any better than anybody ese”

Closs couldn’t see her, but that didn’t keep Cricket from bresthing like there was a snake in the room.



Thiswas the person who had ordered L ucienne' s degath, the one who would do the same to her and
Jean—and Maurrice, too, and that poor frog—if he could. She studied him, the cropped hair, the hazel
eyeslighter than hisskin.

André, she reminded hersdf sternly, bore just as much responsibility for Lucienne' s death as Closs did.
André was the one who had pulled the trigger.

Her pam itched. Shewasn't sureif she wanted to touch him, or strike him so hard his head would spin
around. She wasn't sure either if she wanted to hit André more, or Closs.

“Soif she'snot Morrow,” Closs said, “she’ sthe clone? Legally inconvenient. For Morrow. Although that
doesn't tell us how she got here.”

And that wasit, wasn't it? Her nailsweren’t sharp enough to cut her flesh. Unfortunately. Because she
couldn’t argue with Maurice' slogic, and it was kind of stunning.

“Sheistheclone,” Maurice said. “I’'m convinced of that. Which means, legdly, she’ sMoon Morrow,
and legally, Moon Morrow does not exist. She'snot a person, Tim.”

“And dead from having Slid here.”

“There satheoretical answer.” Another day, Cricket might have admired how smoothly Maurice
interrupted Closs. “When you create a quantum clone, you don't haveto createit in the same place. It's
easy enough to reconstruct your parent body...”

“Onthe other end of aSlide,” Clossfinished. He stared at his steepled fingers, blinking, for long minutes.
“What' sto stop anyone using that as an instantaneous method of transportation?’

“Nothing,” Maurice said promptly. “Aslong as you don’t mind duplicates of people piling up adl over the
gdaxy. Or you' rewilling to indulge in alittle flexibility with regard to your definition of theword murder .
If I’'m right about how thisworks, when word of the technology leaks—"

“—information awaysleaks, Tim. It'Il mean the end of interstdllar travel by ship. Adjust your portfolio
accordingly.”

Maurice glanced down at his hands—amistake, Cricket thought. That dways made it look like you were
lying evenif you weren't. He cleared histhroat and continued, “Did you get anything out of the Spivak
file?

Thank you, Maurice. But of course he cared as much as she did. If Closs cracked it—assuming
Maurice was telling the truth, and boy was't she getting tired aready of cavesting her every thought with
that clause—then Maurice was as dead as Lucienne.

“We'reworking onit.” Closs s steepled fingers interlaced and dropped together. He looked up, asif
glancing over Maurice s shoulder: something on awall screen, or his headset, or somebody had come
into his office. “No luck identifying acode key yet. Also, | need to seeif you can dig up some information
for me on what Jeff’ sup to.”

“Chairman Greene? Y ou mean, my notiona employer?’

“Tel him dl about meif that’'s how you fed about it,” Closssaid. “He' s up to something, and whatever it
is | haveafeding it’ sadealbreaker.”



“Ethics?”

“I think,” Closssaid, “1 think | shouldn’t offer too many leading comments. Just seeiif there are any
currency trandfers, unexplained vistorsin the middle of the night. Y ou know what to look for.”

“l do,” Maurice said.

“You'rethe best in the business, after al.” Cricket’s chin snapped up at that comment, but of
course—Closs didn’t know she wasthere. “ Anything else?’

Maurice nodded. “Y ou wanted to know if we should blame GreenWorld for the recruitment barge
explogon.”

“It doesn’'t matter so much now, with Spivak dead.”

“It might,” Maurice said. “1 don't think it was them. Mogtly agut feding, but if they needed a conjure
man, and if we reright about Spivak being the replacement for Tavish...well, why would they need
anybody but Kroc?’

“It could have been Kroc.”

“Explosonsaren't hisstyle,” Maurice said. “Too random. Too much collateral damage. | think we're
looking for somebody el se. And there’ s another piece of evidence.”

“Y ou turned up something about Angley?’

Maurice smiled. It wasn't anice smile. “Y ou might want to double-check and seeif she' sreally dead,
Tim. Because | found a pattern of creditsto her accounts that match incidents of sabotage and news
leaks. She might be your girl.”

“Shefaked her death?’ Closs did not seem to change expression when he was startled—if he was
dartled. He did, however, get up from behind his desk and begin dowly to pace.

“I'm not prepared to commit to that,” Maurice answered.

Cricket fidgeted. Acrossthe room, Nouel sat like astatue, but his eyes were unfocused. Cricket
suspected he was afew hundred light-years away.

“But you're suspicious.”

“I'm dways suspicious,” Maurice answered with aflick of hisforefinger againgt hisforehead, asif he
were tweaking anonexistent hat. “ Cheerio, boss. Unlessyou have something € se for me?’

“No,” Closssaid. “Thanks. Clossout.” Hisimage snapped one-dimensiona and went out.
Maurice sat back on hischair. “Fuck,” hesaid. “1 think we are going to have to hack Rim.”

“Not with abug in my head, we aren’t hacking anything. My mothersdlf isanasty piece of work.” It was
actudly asort of lightning relief to redlize she wasn't exactly who she thought shewas. A chance at
denid, a anew life, free of guilt.

She hadn’t done those things.

Except she had, hadn’t she? If she was honest? If she accepted responsibility? She hadn't served thejall
time. But legdly, she was Moon Morrow.



She caught hersdf nibbling her nail, and made hersdf stop.

“Fisher—" Maurice said, and when she looked up she realized he was staring at her. He blinked three
times once she met his eyes, and then smiled at her. Cricket redlized he' d had her filtered, too, so that his
reactionsto her presence wouldn’t give anything away to Closs. “Sorry,” he said. “Y ou know, | can go
inand look for what sheleft.”

Shelet her handsfdl to her sides and stood, pacing like Closs. Timeto decide. Not about who shewas,
what she owed.

Shewasn't Moon Morrow. She was Moon Morrow. She wasn't sure any of it lessened the burden of
guilt. Moon Morrow had forked hersdf in two. But Cricket was agraft on the same root.

That could wait. About Maurice and Huc. Timeto pick aside. “If wefind it, can we useit to hack into
Morrow’s head?’

Maurice smiled like he was sucking ice chips. “Noud. Can | isolate your entertainment system? Take it
offlinefor awhile?’

“What are you going to do with it?’

“It should have enough memory to download whatever Fisher’sgot in her head,” he said. “ And then we
can pick it over on acodelevel.”

“How long will that take?’ Nouedl sounded more curious than unwilling.

“If we' relucky, an hour. If we re not lucky or there’ s nothing to find, amonth.”

Cricket knocked the back of her hand against achair arm for attention. “What about me?’

“We purge your system and start over from the ground up,” Noud said. “We can’t use your backups.”
She scratched her thigh. “1 want to Sart clean. Fresh licenses”

“Big ded,” Maurice said, with arespectful hdf-nod. “ Can we do this?’

Do | trust you? Cricket wondered. Noud trusted him. And André trusted Nouel.

And Cricket did not for aminute trust André. But sometimes you had to commit.

“All right,” she said, into the Slencein her head.

Mauricetipped his head, his earwire shifted red-green-scarlet. “ Excellent. Come on over here, darling,
and we' |l see about getting your pretty head scrubbed clean.”

“And then,” Noud said, “we have an awful ot of work to do.”

André didn’t hear, at first, what caused the frogs to cringe and scatter. The enormous creature they had
gathered around submerged abruptly, trailed by ropy stings of agae and bubbles. Mud swirled through
viscid weter.

André s shin shot white heat to his groin as he struggled upright, trying not to think about what he'd do if
the ranidsleft him there. There wasn't anything within reach from which to improvise acrutch. His



lacerated back, aminor irritation beside the pain in hisleg, flared when he turned, craning to see what
was behind him.

He heard the thumping of rotating blades, and knew. Bastards. There was nothing he could do to avoid
them. And they’ d used him, hadn’t they?

Like a Judas goat.

But then agreen-yellow shapetrailing dimy greener strings of algae and waterweed charged up the bank
in one tremendous leap. Gourami crouched beside André, long arms pulling him out of the Stretcher.
André knew enough about froggy physiology to know that it must have hurt the ranid when it ducked
under hisarm and lifted. He fdlt its protective mucous coating skid and tear, and fdlt its astonishing
drength asit shoved him upright.

And then they were staggering down the bank, toward the water, as three helicopters swept over in
formation. No gunfire, not yet, but they were low, bending reeds until they snapped against one another
likethe sticks of arattled fan. At least there was no dust, though bits of hurled plant matter whirled
around them. André coughed and shielded his eyes.

Gourami staggered, did. What surprised André most wasits silence. A human would have grunted,
whimpered, made some small sound of distress. He ft itsjoints pop through the contact; dien asits
grength might be, he was till nearly twiceitsmass. But it just got under him and heaved.

André helped as he could, using the ranid as a crutch and trying to limit the weight he put on it. It hopped
and he hobbled, and the thump of retreeting, turning, returning choppers shattered the steaming,
insect-dtirred stillness.

The bank here, at least, wasn’t covered in wooden knives of broken reeds. André opened his mouth to
ask what was going on, closed it again in red frustration. Even if he could get Gourami’ s attention and
make himsdlf understood, distracting it might get them both killed. And it had no fast way to answer him;
he didn’t think either of them wanted to spare the time to type lengthy explanations.

He stumbled gamely aong, thought about crawling, decided it would be faster to hop. The splint
wouldn’t help him bear any weight; he didn’t dare put the broken leg down. Muscle spasm locked it,
anyway. He gritted histeeth and, with intermittent success, tried not to let it drag.

Gourami seemed to be headed for the water, though. Which was smart; less than a meter would protect
them from propellant wegpons. Less than ameter, and they would be safe.

Pity he couldn’t breathe it. He hoped Gourami remembered that.

There were some reeds standing along the bank. André patted Gourami’s arm as he! d seen the ranids do
for attention, and gestured.

Its head didn’t turn, but its eyes swiveled. Then it croaked, a deep rolling resonant sound.

Hewasn't sureif he' d expected it to drag him the length of the bank, across the stinking mudflat, or if he
thought it would leave him precarioudy baanced on oneleg while it bounded down to the ssems and tore
them loose. Instead, it croaked again, urgently, and another weed-dotted head lifted from the water,
followed by alean body strung about with nets.

Tetra.

The second ranid lurched from the water, through splintering plants, and up the bank. Something



chattered in the near distance; gunfire, and André sucked in hisgut, asif that would make the dightest
difference. The old atavism didn’t care, though—and the bullets were aimed somewhere else. He didn’t
even seethemuzzleflash.

Tetra caught them still ten meters from the water, and so did the second wave of choppers. The
downdraft was like a strong hand pushing André down. Bullets smacked around them now, and
Tetra—dick, tender-fleshed—dove under his other arm. Gourami and Tetragrasped André each by one
elbow, and legped.

His arms snapped againgt his shoulder sockets; he would have yelped in pain if he'd had the air to do
more than huff. His head jerked back on his neck, whiplash and insulted muscle, but the hurt was nothing
to when they hit the water.

It knocked the air from him and spasmed his digphragm; asif expecting it, Tetrapunched himinthe
back. He gasped, kickstarted, and the ranid shoved a broken reed into his hand. One quick desperate
breath, that was dl, and they were under, muddy water gritty in hiseyes. Tetra slong fingers enfolded his
hands, molding them around the reed. He held on somehow, asthe ranids pulled him under, turned him
bodily, and rolled him onto his back. Thewater in his ears thrummed with cries and argument. He didn’t
understand anote of it, but it beat againgt his skin until he felt like a sounding chamber, resonating with
anger and distress.

But he guessed what Tetraand Gourami meant him to do, and stuffed the end of the reed pipeinto his
mouth and sucked.

No air.

He might have panicked as the ranids dragged him deeper, but he was too goddamned tired for
hysterics. He puffed out, felt whatever wasin the reed give way, and blew harder. Theair in hislungs
was used up anyway.

The plug shot from the reed like a blow-dart.

The next breath came laden with dust and fiber-glass-sharp broken plant. And swest, sweet
moisture-drenched air.

André gasped like afish, breathed out through his nose because it was faster, dragged at air again. The
water was tepid, too close to body temperature to knife shocks of pain through hiswounds. But he
knew; infection wasinevitable, anoebosislikely.

He couldn’t think about that now. He breathed, and let the ranids pull him. Long pulsing strokes kept
them moving. André concentrated on breathing, and wished he could ask where they were taking him.

12

GOURAMI SPENT FAR TOO LONG THINKING ABOUT WHAT TO do with the human. But se
couldn’'t have left him to be shot. Se had brought him to the village. Se had brought him to the
greatparent’ s attention. Se had |eft him stranded on the bank.

Se hadn’t expected Tetrato be the oneto help. Se hadn’t expected Tetrato crouch beside se, hunkered
under the overhang of abank of reed bound together by cutthroat weed and broken at the root by the
hal.



—They are hunting the greatparent, Tetrasaid, bleakly, asthe killing machines made another pass.
Gourami flinched, but Tetralaid ahand on sethigh. —And they are hunting us. Watch what happens.

They crouched low, lifting the human from the water so he could breathe and see. He huddled, quiet
despite what must be enormous pain, floating between them. Thetide wasin. Gourami caught self rattling
fingers againgt the reeds and stopped, an act of will.

And bore witness.

The helicopters came over, gunning, churning the water where the greatparent lay submerged. The bullets
could not reach it, and the people stayed out of sight, under cover, under water. But then the explosions
began, and Gourami, unwitting, would have started forward if Tetrahad not restrained se. Reflex.
Programming.

The elder was in danger. Egglings were expendable, but the old were the memory of the race.

Othersdid not have afar-swimmer to caution them. Some rushed forward heedlessly; they would not be
herded by bullets, and some of those were cut down. The water grew violet; it dl tasted of blood, like a
hunter’ skill. Gourami ducked and shivered, rocking back and forth againgt Tetra stouch. Se could not
pull free, se could not stay where sewas.

Se had to help, and se distressrolled up sethroat in ringing harmonics, quickly damped. Tetratook the
human’ s hand and put it on Gourami’ s other arm. The human’ sweird irises ringed with white. He held
on, asif he meant to do it gently, but he only had one leg to tread water with, and he bobbed up and
down, tugging skin.

Thefirst wave of defenders schooled wherever the humen cared to drive them. Vibrations through the
water heralded the phalanxes of scoots, roaring up the channels. But it wasn't the scoots themsalves that
made Gourami cringe; it was the billowing net each pair dragged between.

The throb of engineswas confusing. Se thrashed and warbled—go to them, go to them—but Tetra,
far-swimmer, less programmed for clanwed, would not et go. Tetraand the human held on, bruising,
breaking tender skin, and dragged Gourami farther into their fragile shelter, where the bank was
undercuit.

The scoots were not moving asfast asthey could. They zigged and zagged in unison, keeping the nets
untangled, scooping up persons willy-nilly. Gourami saw the captured persons struggling to hold one
another up, despite the entangling nets, pushing one another’ s noses above water.

Se could not watch. Se could not look away. Se trembled.

If Gourami had been afar-swimmer, if se own reproduction had become important to bandwed, it might
have been easier to abide. Se might have maintained Tetra s presence of mind. But se was ayoung adullt,
and not carrying egglings. Se thought of the greatparent, of the babies, of the village.

Se bore witness, and moaned low chords of agony.

These were not se sibs, at least, which made the daughter and seizure not lessterrible, but less
compelling. Se had no ties by blood or water here. Except Caetei.

Wherewas Caetel ?

Although the humen were well armed, the persons were not helpless. The second wave of defenders
congsted of far-swimmers as much as adults, and many of these had taken the timeto arm.



Setugged the crosshow from se web belt. Tetra, gently, lifted it from se hands, chirruping.

Gourami saw the attack in dashes of action through the reeds. The humen had apparently not expected
automatic-wegponsfire. Severd jerked from their scoots, which cut off asthey were meant to when the
rider fell. Persons, no longer dragged through the water, struggled free of the nets, bleeding from
abrasions and holding wrenched limbs awkwardly. One scoot pilot, insufficiently attentive or lacking
adequate reflexes, lost control when his partner’ svehicle stdled. The net swung himinto achannel bank.
A person Gourami did not know impaled him with areed spear as he struggled up the bank.

Smoke and fire pillared from one hillock; Gourami’ s view of the target was obscured by mats of
overhanging reed, but se heard the roar and felt the heat as a helicopter died screaming. Another scoot
passed so close Gourami fdlt the wash, and André flinched againgt se. He made some whining humen
sound; Gourami did not turn her head to seeif it wasacurse or acheer.

Gunfire scattered ground to air and air to ground. André yanked again, and se was about to shake him
away, send him surging back through the water, but then Tetratugged, too—Caetel, where was
Caetei?—and the violet water churned. A great black thundering belly lowered, flattening the reed shelter
againg their heads, and Gourami caught confused glimpses of hanging cables, of humen thrashing
awkwardly through weter, dragging stedl ringswired to drawn nets. Another circling chopper died, but
then the remaining ones were hovering over the heart of the village, where the netted ranids and the
submerged greatparent were.

Something sizzled—a chopper returning fire—the rocket trail along tumorous arch of smoke, cracked
with flame. A flattening boom shook bits of plant on Gourami’ s heaed. Se did not flinch.

There were no more |osses among the humen machines.

Tetraand Andréwere il pulling at Gourami. Se turned to the human and saw the shapes his mouth was
making, how they resolved into words. Tetramight be croaking something. Gourami could not hear it
over theexplosions.

—\We have to go, the human said. He jerked his paw up. —\We have to run.

Gourami did not understand, but the human was confident—and projecting urgency—and Tetra dragged
at se other arm. Selet self be moved, pulled through the swamp, bobbing low, dinking from tussock to
tussock. They made short dashes underwater, only as long as the human could hold its breath. Tetrawas
redly the only one directing, the only one swimming. André was dmost dead weight, and Gourami could
only think of Caetel, and the greatparent, of the egglings and adults they were abandoning.

A few other persons ran with them; they caught glimpses of far-swimmers, and of one adult so full of
egalings se would have doshed, risking rupture, if se climbed out of the water. The others, the young
adults, had runinward.

Into the trap.

The thrumming, the Straining thunder of choppers, the sound of explosionstook along timeto soften
behind them. They sheltered under vegetation when the choppers passed over, hanging nets dripping
water, squirming with green bodies. André findly floated behind Gourami, clinging to se back, his hands
over seeyesto force them retracted and closed. It helped when Tetraled.

Se il kept wanting to turn back and look for Caetel.



They had not been running long when both André s and—he presumed—Tetrd singtincts were proven
brutally correct. The explosion flattened al three of them, the compression shock wave through the water
thankfully attenuated by distance and topography, or they would have been dynamited like fish. It took
both André and Tetrato keep Gourami moving. Thefroggie was like adeepwalker; it would paddle
despondently aslong as somebody directed, but if not provoked and cgoled, it began drifting amlesdy.
André wished he could talk to Tetra, ask questions, anything. But there was no means of conversation;
damaged Gourami had the date, and André was not sure Tetraknew how to useit even if it was o
inclined.

At firgt, André thought Gourami might be physically injured. But when they had struggled far enough from
the devagtated village that Tetra alowed them to rest (not far enough that André felt safe, but he didn’t
think he' d fed safe anywhere in the bayou) and André beached himsdlf on the cleanest, least-muddy
bank he could find, Gourami crawled up, too, and seemed remarkably unharmed. It sprawled alongside
him, ribbiting repeatedly, sawing like a distressed insect. André sat up long enough to glanceit over.

No lumps he could see, except the ones that were meant to be there. No twisted bits, no 0ozing wounds.
Did froggies suffer posttraumatic stress? They must; he was looking at the evidence.

If he' d had the sense to secure one of the abandoned scoots during the massacre—or if he could
somehow either drag himsdlf back or explain to Tetrawhat he needed—then he might make it to Novo
Haven before fever in hiswoundsincapacitated him.

But that would mean leaving Gourami helpless. When it had risked itslife coming back for him. When he
had promised Jean Kroc he would ook out for it.

Stll, it was hislife. And dying of gangrenein aswamp wasn't asenticing as asingle bullet through the
brain.

Hewas unwilling to sdl himsdf too chegply.

He knuckled st from his eyes and regretted it. He' d probably added more mud than he' d wiped away.
If he could see himsdlf, he' d be nothing but flaking clots; he felt cracked and itchy already.

Tetra had remained in the water. It swam back and forth restlesdy, periodicaly submerging or darting out
of sight, but dways reemerging. André forced himsdf not to watch. It was too unnerving.

Beside him, Gourami dso did not seem to be caming. Itsdigtress, if anything, was growing; it shielded its
eyeswithitshands and curled tight.

At aloss, André reached out and laid ahand on it, as he might anyone.

The response was immediate and striking. Gourami breathed more dowly, scrunched eyes opening. It
peeked between webbed digits without flinching.

“Gourami?’

It was |ooking at him when he spoke. It shuddered, asort of releasing gesture, and leaned into hispalm.
He d been thinking of pulling his hand back, but heleft it there, athough he knew he might be hurting the

froggie
Sometimes, you took your chances that you were doing more good than harm.

Thefroggie stared at him, silent, pouch taut and gtill againgt itsthroat. It extended itswrit, the one with



the dateon it, and cdmly, decisively, typed. André felt the muscle and tendon gliding under itsdick skin.
—\We have to go back.

Hewasn't about to argue, anyway.

André had never seen so many dead things. He was used to clean death, quick, in comprehensible
quantities.

Thiswas unfathomable.

The water he moved through was thick with dead ranids, and parts of dead ranids, the only reason it
didn’t run red was that ranid blood, though violet when oxygenated, was otherwise nearly clear. Once
the water diluted it, the color faded, and the river pushed what remained to the sea.

Tetraand Gourami moved away from him asthey came within sight of the massacre. André hauled
himsdlf up on the bank, dithering like a snake, and tried not to think about his pain.

Hetried even harder not to think about what wasin the water saturating his open wounds.

Hefdt fretful, usdess. Helay on the bank and watched as Gourami and Tetraworked among the dead,
among the drifting chunks, and was sickly glad he could not help them.

They dragged the dead between them, weighted them down and sank them in the mud. Over each one,
Tetra made some gestures, André could not tell if words were spoken. Every so often, fingers plucking
deirioudy through the water asif it tickled fish, Gourami scooped something up and swalowed i,
sometimes with aglance at Tetrathat André would have said was guilty, if Gourami were human.

Tetra, for its part, seemed unconcerned. André, on the other hand, was reasonably certain that thiswas
onefunera custom he didn’t want a better look at.

Helay back and dozed in anot-too-muddy spot. He' d exhausted himsdlf with the flight, and with the
return. He' d salvage a scoot when his leg throbbed less, when he was rested.

But the splashing kept him awake. And aranid somewhere was ribbiting, wasn't it? Something was,
anyway—aterrible cringing sound that made him want to cover his ears. He did, but he could still heer i,
and it occurred to him that it must be aranid crying somewhere. Therewasaquality to it that itched at
him, demanding action, like the cries of kittens or of terrified children.

André opened his eyes. The body of aranid floated past on the retreating tide, wreathed in gray loops of
intestine, fish tugging a the drifting innards. Surdly it couldn’t be making that sound. Surely it couldn’t il

be dying.

André cdled out, but maybe he couldn’t make hisvoice carry or maybe ranids did not care to hear him.
He clawed through mud for arock to throw, anything to get their attention. VWWhen he rooted one up, it
was dimed and muddy. He chucked it overhand; it plunked into the swamp afew meters from Gourami.

Gourami turned at the sound, and as quickly turned back again. André could not keep its attention. As
soon as he stopped shouting, he heard the noise again. He pressed his hand to his mouth. His breath
tickled hisfingers.

He was the person making it.



Jefferson did not like to look at the cages. They were spacious and comfortable, the floors and walls
moistened membrane, misters running intermittently for the comfort of the subjects who would soon be
ingalled. A regular vacation spot, Jefferson told himself. He made a note to have the data trail amended
s0 it would seem that Dr. McCarter had been the requisitioning authority for this equipment. An overstep
of her authority, but the other option was Schaffner, and he was an old family friend.

Besides, it wasn't asif anybody would ever check. Nothing was going to go wrong.

He checked his headset. Schaffner was just out of sight behind abank of equipment that blocked the
view of the processing floor. Jefferson didn’t particularly want to walk out there among the sedated
ranids, he contented himsalf with sending aquick ping.

Schaffner responded immediately, and Jefferson opened the connection. “How are the facilities, Neil?”

Schaffner’ simage straightened; he dusted off his hands. Jefferson waswilling to bet that thereal one
hadn’t so much aslooked up from whatever subject he was examining. “1t’ sfine, thanks. These
specimens are alittle the worse for wear.”

Jefferson smoothed a hand over a cool work surface, dick sted and dightly gritty black date. Thelab
was new, sound-absorbent tiles making it pleasant. “ Best we could do on short notice.” Therewas no
point in picking afight with Schaffner. A ping interrupted before either of them could speak again. “That’s
Tim. Gottago.”

It was Timin afury, too. That was evident as soon as Jefferson opened a screen. “ Just what the hell do
you think you' retrying to pull?’

“Tim?What are you talking about?’ Jefferson arranged hisicon in the most open pose he could manage,
and waited.

“Y our attack on the ranid village at”—aflashed map image, grid coordinates blinking—"using Rim
Security forces”

“A retdiatory raid,” Jefferson said. “We have intelligence that that particular native colony wasthe staging
ground for the recent terrorist attacks. We' ve retained prisonersfor questioning. We have reason to
believe that one of their elders may be responsible for the conjured explosion at the recruiting station.”

“You've garted awar.”

“We ve acknowledged one,” Jefferson answered. “Bring it up at the next board meeting if you're
unhappy. Seeyou there.”

He closed the session before Closs could answer, and set his messaging to away.

Jean smédlled the carnage before he saw it. The bayou had its own range of odors, from swestly rotten to
musky-cold, briny or gassy or sulfuric. But thiswas abattlefield reek of cold burned gunpowder, spilled
bowels, and shed blood. Ranid blood, more redolent of sugar than iron, relied upon cooperatively
bonding haemerythrin as an oxygen-carrying agent.

They bled fuchsa



Helet hisskiff glide slently for awhile, poling only when it threatened to drift to a stop or run aground.
There was silence ahead, and hefeared it.

A body floated by—a far-swimmer, gill tangled in se nets. Jean wondered where this one had come
from, origindly, bringing with it the freight of its Sories and its genes. After amoment’ s congderation, he
captured the dead froggie with aweighted rope and drew it close, dongside the skiff. Freshly killed, he
thought; there was no sign of smal crustaceans colonizing the wounds, so it could not have been dead for
more than a couple of hours.

And yet, everything was silent.
Congdering, he lashed it dongside the skiff, and poled on.

When he came out from among the reeds, he was braced for the worst. Jean Kroc had seen daughter
before. He had been on-planet when the Hogarth’ s World Charter Trade Company had seen fit to put
down aworker uprising there. Hoggie was surface-dry; most of the water was pumped from deep wdlls.
In some of the newer homesteads, though, they were just drilled and capped, and operated with a
hand-pump. Half the residents were transportees or the children of trangportees; no one cared too much
for their creature comforts.

Jean Kroc knew of three people who had been crushed to death—suffocated—when they and dozens of
others had climbed into the well-shaft to escape the automatic-wesponsfire.

Jean hadn't been one of the civilianshiding in the well.
He d been one of the militiaholding the guns.

Not too long after, he' d found ways to get the money to emigrate. By thetime he'd Ieft, he d had to. A
soldier’ s pay wasn't the price of an emigration stake, even to a manpower-hungry world like Greene's.
And Jean Kroc hadn’t dways been a conjure man. So he' d done what he thought he had to, and he'd
gotten the fundsto leave.

Jefferson Greene was not the worst rich man on the Rim. Jean Kroc had worked for the worst rich man
on the Rim. For three years, before he'd wriggled loose.

But that was light-years and the best part of a century ago. It was just the smell of blood—even ranid
blood—hringing back viscerd, garish memories.

When he found where the greatparent had died, two froggies Jean knew were singing over it. And André
Deschénes was passed out, fevered, on the bank.

When André awoke in the hospita, imperfectly washed and till gritty in the crevices, thefirst thing he did
was cdl Jean Kroc afool. “Rimistrying to kill me. Did you hang atarget on the door?’

Jean rolled his shouldersin that way he had. “What makes you so sure it was Rim? Anyway, the hospita
has alicensed coincidence engineer on duty. And | have been keeping an eye on you. Just in case.”

“Thanks,” André said, not bothering to conced his sarcasm. An IV protruded from the back of his hand.
Hefdt no pain; not even in his cast and elevated leg, despite an elaborate arrangement of screws and
inflatable appliances that told him alittle bit about the complexity of the surgery he' d missed while
unconscious. His skin was cool where he pressed the back of his other hand to his cheek. “ Good of you
to care. Where' s Cricket?’



A sidewaysflicker of hiseyes. Jean didn’t so much change the subject asrefuseto alow Andréto
changeit. “Besdes, | know who's been gunning for you.”

1] &) do_”
“Not Rim.”

It was awkward to lift hishead, to try to get alook at Jean while hisleg waslifted in the air. Hislacerated
back didn’t hurt at al, but he could fed the coal resilience of agel dressing laid on the mattress under
him. He wondered how much glue and how many gtitchesit had taken to put him back together again,
and whether they’ d managed to match his skin tone with the stem culture or if he’ d have tan spotshe'd
have to have corrected. Mottled like afrog, which would have made him laugh if it didn’t make hiseyes

qing.

Jean rose from the green-and-white hospital chair and touched the control to inflate André s pillow
dightly. André leaned back, let his neck relax. But he didn’t let his guard down. “Who, then?”

“None of your damned business.”

André jerked forward; the lack of pain tended to make him forget that he was incapacitated. He felt
incredibly pleasant, actualy; floating, but not disassociated. And so comfortable. It was hard to sustain
theirritation, even when Jean put a hand on his shoulder and eased him back, one moretime. “It'smy
busnesswhenit' smy lifeat risk.”

“I handled it,” Jean said. “Y ou’ re my gpprentice; you' re my problem. Y ou worry about it when | say you
do.”

A shock of cold water, that. He hadn’t gone to anyone else to fight his battlesin fifteen years. And it was
humiliating, infartilizing; now André s cheeks burned. He glared and bit histongue. “Whatever you say.”

Jean stepped back. His smile creased his prickled cheeks. “I know you' re just mouthing that, but |
appreciate the effort.” He pulled atalker out of his pocket, the kind used by kids too young to be
wetwired yet, pushed in the earbud, and clicked the activator. “Héllo, yes, he sawake,” he said, and
paused to listen. “Why don’'t you come on in?’

“Cricket?” André asked.
But Jean shook him off, and moved toward the door. “ 1’|l be back. Don’t worry, you're safe here.”

The door hissed open, shut, open again. André bit down on his tongue, stopping the words before they
got out, and was glad. It wasn't Cricket.

It was Maryanne. And shewas't one.

She came through the door first, but she was a scout, not the leader. And ameter behind her sailed a
taller, older woman, straight as amast, her broad shoulders and chin aready set with disapproval. Zoé
Deschénes.

Fucking Zoé.

Shewas cheaply dressed, under her dignity, and André flinched fromit. “What are you doing here?’
“Thedoctor,” Zoé sad, camly, “saysyou shouldn’t even have alimp. How are you feding?’

“| asked what you were doing here,” he said. She dready had him on the run. Already.



“I"d ask thesame,” shesaid. “But | know it. | wouldn't be here—"
“Y ou shouldn't be”

She bulled over him. “I wouldn’t be hereif you...weren't. Y ou stupid bastard. If Mother could see
you—’

“Shecan't,” André sngpped back, despite himsdlf, so sharp. Under hisskin, like that. Instantaneoudly.

Maryanne stood back against the wall and twisted her fistsin her skirt. Chin tucked, eyes downcast. She
wasacousin on hisfather’ sside, not the same thing as being one of Zoé Asceline Deschénes' s children
aadl.

Of course Zoé could push his buttons. Her mother had installed them.

Shedidn’t smile; if she'd broken his defenses, he thought he' d snapped through hersjust as completely.
“Y ou are such abitch, André. Such abitch. Such a child.”

He drew abreath, restored by it. “ And you' re here to call me names?’

The frown deepened. And then she did smile, lipsfurling up to reved broad white teeth. “No. And |
shouldn’t have donethat.” She paused. “1’m surprised you kept the name. When you were walking out
on everything dse”

“Not fair.” He waved the back of hishand a Maryanne. “| wastherefor the family.”
“Don’'t you bring meinto this, André.”

“Y ou brought her!” He made his handslie flat on the sheet, when he wanted to point at hissster, wave
them wildly. He made himsdalf ook steedily at Zo& Too much like her mother. Even the name. Asif the
elder Zoé had been able to imprint her personaity on her firstborn child. “I’ m surprised you cameto see
me here. Or not surprised, cometo think of it. Did you visit to gloat, or to rub my nosein my crimes?’

“I came because | don’t want to see you floating dead in the street,” she said. “ And because if Mother
were dive, she' d have come for you. Even now.”

“You'relikeareefcrawler,” he said. Hisfingers plucked the cool, dick bedding; he forced himsdf to
gtop. “Y ou don't want me near you when I’'m strong. But maybe if I’ m easy prey, you'll come see what
you pick off my carcass, isthat it?’

Zoé hadn’'t moved from her spot near the door. She folded her arms over her chest; the cheap fabric of
her blouse pulled taut. “Isthat what you think of me?’

“I think you' reacharlatan,” he said. “I think you'reacon artist. Y ou wouldn't know real conjuring if it
sent you a birthday wish. Y ou tell people what they want to hear, you keep them trapped in their
fantasies, and you skim off whatever you can. Y ou're a profiteer, Zoé. Just like Mother was.”

She stared for aminute, her knuckles paing where her fingerslaced over her ams. “ An ethics lecture?’
“Leave methehdl done”

“Oh, | don't think s0.” A thoughtful purse of her lips punctuated the dow rocking of her head. Hewasin
for it. Good; that would make it easier.

Angry was better than shamed.



But she surprised him. She nodded, and unfolded her arms, and cameto him. She didn’t Sit on the bed;
instead, she dragged over the chair that Jean had used and perched on the edge. On a smaller woman, it
would have looked delicate. On her, it gave theimpression of hunger. “Y ou think you' re better?’

“I'm not in the gutter lying to people,” he said. “I’m not that.”

He' d dmost forgot Maryanne was in the room until she snorted. He glanced over; shewaslooking a him
now. She shook her head and looked down.

“You'reright,” Zoé said, and patted his hand before she stood. “Y ou’ re in amuch better class of gutter

The door whisked shut behind them both while he till lay, stunned, chewing on histongue.
Wherethe hell did she get off being embarrassed by him?

13

THEY LET ANDRE GOHOME IN TEN DAYS; IT WAS TWENTY-FOUR before he was on his
feet. He spent the interim flat on his back, a the mercy of apair of home-care attendants whose visits
never seemed to coincide with when he needed them.

Hewasfortunate; by the time doctors and diagnostics pronounced him fit for weight-bearing exercise
and swapped him into awaking cast, he was free of pain and just waiting for the new bone to harden.

Not quite amiracle cure. But pretty effective.

Cricket didn't call him during his recovery, and after awhile, he stopped asking Jean if he knew where
shewas. Jean didn’t answer, and André figured that was agood an indicator as any that Cricket had
found out more than she wanted to. Sometimes people couldn’t handle the truth.

He had along timefor thinking, though, between Jean’ slessons (mostly theoreticd, at this point) and it
occurred to him one morning as he struggled off the sofaand into the motorized cart that some truths
were not of the nature that people could be expected to handle. He wished he could say it was some sort
of agpiritua revelation, but mostly it was the wisdom born of nightmares.

Y ou think you' refine. Y ou think you got through it al right. And then you wake up sure the cold sweet
on your faceisblood, so rea you can tasteit.

It wasjust aswell Cricket was't talking to him. He wasn't sure, anymore, what he had to offer.

It was dmost ardief when Jean camefor him, the day after he was alowed to walk again, and told him
to pack a bag.

Gourami glided forward alone in the ocean, and thought, I’ m a far-swimmer now.

Tetra had gone another way. Every capable person that Gourami and Tetra had found in the aftermath of
the massacre had swum, bearing reports to other bands, other clans, other greatparents aswell. The
greatparents would share information, of course, but thisway many of them would have different

perspectives.



Y ounger adults had traveled upriver or along the coadt. It should have been far-swimmers who braved
the open water, but there were not enough. So the older and stronger young adults had swum.

Including those who were pregnant. As Gourami had become.

So now they were far-swimmers. But not far-swimmers such as the bands had often seen. One did not
take on egglings when one meant to journey.

Gourami had not considered the consequences when sefirst saw an eggling thrashing in bloodied water
and redlized what the birds were feeding on, among the dead. Se acted on ingtinct, in hope and terror; se
netted the fearful eggling in handfingers and swallowed it. The shock of water stretching se virgin brood
pouch was like pain. Gourami redled.

And then seen and rescued another, another, another—

So many endoparents had jettisoned their broods in frantic hope of the young surviving. So many—and
Gourami, no matter how se searched, even to examining the brood pouches of the dead, could save only
afew.

And they could not live on their own. Gourami saw other young adults collecting egglings,
one—Parrot—despite old crippling wounds, another with a broken forelimb lashed to se chest. None of
them had any way of knowing which egglings were exosbs. They mostly could not even identify the
endosibs. The young were al sizes, from first-hatched to almost-budded.

Gourami worried that the eldest would eat the youngest; they were not old enough to know better yet.
And that happened sometimes when there was traumaor hunger.

So se must keep them well fed. Which was not asimple matter when one was swimming in open water.

The warm surface of the ocean coursed over Gourami’ s back, buoying. When se could not fish, se
filter-fed, shunting much of the greens and chlorophyll into the pouch-water for the proper development
of the egglings. They needed to establish their skin florabefore they could live on their own. Although
Gourami’ s crossbow dragged, se was glad to have it. With acoil of humen twine, it made fishing much
easer. Sometimes great schools of slver-flashing jackharley or gray-gill surrounded Gourami, and se
could shoot one without breaking stroke.

Se could not rest. Se sucked the flesh from the bones of the catch without stopping. There were larger
predators in open water, and they knew the scent of blood. The fish-bones, se ground between
jaw-plates until they powdered. Se enriched the pouch-water with it, o the egglings would grow strong,
flexible skeletons.

Thiswas especidly important for the two egglings who were just budding, absorbing their tailsand
developing limbs.

Fortunately, the fish were plentiful. So the egglings thrived—except for three that Gourami lost and
mourned and ate in the first week. Probably dl the dead had been shocked or hurt beyond surviving at
one-tree-idand.

Only Gourami grew thin.

When Gourami reached the floating colony at two-half-moon-reef, se at first could not remember how to
stop swimming. Se butted against the outer bladders, long muscles ill twitching. The bladdersfloated



lightly, taut, and Gourami bumped and bumped again.

But then there was splashing, the water dapping se flanks, someone touching, stroking aback Gourami
had not known was sunburned until soft hands smoothed mucous over raw flesh. Strong hands lifted and
led se, their owners patting and exclaiming as they brought se before the greatparent, who floated like an
enormous gtinging jdly inthe midst of the colony. Se had heard the news, of course; Gourami had swum
farther than many others.

But that was not the same as touching asurvivor.

Cricket—Fisher—was starting to prefer her new name. Especialy theway Nouel said it, with alittle
twinkle, asif it were ajoke shared. Ashe said it now, diding adrink across the desk to rest beside her
hand.

“Fishe—" Hewaited for her to look up and smile. She appreciated the training. “Company’ s here.”

She appreciated the warning, too. She pushed hersaf upright on his couch. In the back of her head,
Maurice—present only in spirit—felt the shift in her attention away from the code they were
double-teaming, and pinged.

She pinged back. All clear; your data.

Theinside of her head was a changed place. When she’ d scrubbed her headset and reformatted, she'd
cleaned everything. Flashed the bios, seded the old data and wiped it, reformatted, and sent Nouel out
to purchase anew drive, memory, and parser off the shelf from a shop chosen at random. Her hardware
felt chromed, and in the spirit of reinvention she' d done the same kind of purge and start over with the
software. Over the course of years, one layered up clutter. Dozens of half-used programs and heaps of
old fileslurked in the corners of one smind: three or four different messengers or mailers, newsfeeds
about things she used to care about, security codes to a house she hadn’t lived in since she wastwelve.

All gone now.
“Fisher,” Noud repeated, “that company. Still need aminute? How goesthe war?’

She shrugged. Just under amonth, and she was aready Noud Huc' s biggest fan. Except when shewas
Maurice Sadowski’s. Because Nouel could definitely beat up Cricket’ sfather. And Maurice could run
him into the gutter. And the really shocking thing was that she honestly believed ether one of them would
doit for her.

Even though neither one of them wanted to fuck her. Noud, asfar as she could tell, was perfectly happy
with hislong-distance love.

Anyway, she had no glib answersfor his questions. “ They’ veincinerated Lucienne sbody,” she said.
“Mauricethinksthat if they managed to download her—I don’t know if we have any way to get that
information out of André—"

“Whoisintheliving room—"

“Yes, | caught that. Thank you. Maurice thinks they’ d have it on an isolated system. No connex. So
hacking into it, unlikely to happen. Evenfor him.”

“Wall,” Jean said, from the doorway, “then we'll just haveto breek in. I’ ve talked to Ziyi Zhou. She can



get us coverage in the Core mediaif we can ddiver the goods.”

She' d been braced, she realized. Ready with an emotiona death grip on herself, ready to greet André
Deschénes with achill and perfect facade. She dmost didn’t register what Jean said; she was too busy
staring at the door.

André limped in, fifteen pounds thinner, one leg awkward in agreen and blue walking cast, leaning on an
orthopedic cane. He smiled when he saw her, asweet childish expression that caught at her composure,
fuzzed up its surface like burr-prickles snagging in silk. She couldn’'t answer in kind; shelooked at him,
and saw somebody she used to like.

Shelicked her lips, looked back at Jean, and said, “ That doesn’t help usif we can’t back it up, Jean
Gris. If I'm legaly Moon Morrow”—in the corner of her vision, André performed a perfect theetrical
double take—"then | have accessto Rim corporate secrets. If | can provein court that I'm the new
origina. But I'll bet you my bottom demark that my mothersalf has signed a nondisclosure agreement—"

“That matters?’

Maurice, listening over Cricket’ s feed, seemed about to pop an icon into the room and explain. But
Cricket beat himtoit. “ Technicdly, she has no rights,” Cricket said. “If | can prove I’ m her quantum
clone. When you sign the paperwork, you sign your identity over to the childself.” Cricket didn’t tell them
that she remembered signing it, thumbprint and retinal scan and an old-fashioned ink pen, athing you only
used for wills and marriages and adoptions.

Ten thousand years of literacy as a species, and there was still something about signing your name that
felt like acontract.

“Draconian,” André said, thefirst word out of his mouth.

Cricket dmost looked at him, but stopped herself in time. *Keeps people from cloning themsalves for
fun, now doesn't it? Anyway, if we re going that route, | need to file papers. And then Rim will be after
mefor red. André—"

“Andréisretired,” André said.
“—isnot ther only gun.”

“Oh,” hesaid. Thistime, shedidlook at him, and found him lip-pursed, eyes hdf lidded, asif studying his
arrogance from an interior angle. “Y ou have apoint.”

“Theinformation has to come from somewhere, people.” Maurice, rezzing in the center of the room,
threw up hishands. Cricket hid asmile; she’' d been making hersaf bets on how long he could stay away.

André leaned around hisimage, looked Cricket in the eye, and said, “I'll testify.”

The silence was papable. Cricket heard her heart beat in her ears. The meta-visua clutter of her
overhauled headset, even pruned, was suddenly unbearable. She shut it down, all of it, and focused on
the three men and the one icon.

Noue got up and crossed the room. He poured afinger of straw-colored liquor into a squat tumbler and
knocked it back. The next one, hetried to hand to André, but he might as well have been pushing it ona
mannequin. For André, it seemed asif there was no one in the room but Cricket.

“It will meanjail time,” Cricket said. United Earth didn’t have the death pendlty, except for treason.



“Maybelife,” Noud added. “On Greene' s World. Where Charter Trade can get to you.”
And that was a death sentence.

Jean took the untouched glass from Noud’ s hand and brought it to Cricket, who did accept. Shelet the
rim rest againgt her teeth, the smooth glass warm from Jean’ s skin, and watched André breathe and
think. He still hadn’t dropped his gaze from herswhen he shrugged and said, “Life? What elseam | doing
withit?’

Cricket set the glass aside, watching it click on a checkerboard side table. When she looked up, André
was gtill staring. She crossed to him, put her hand lightly against his chest, and balanced up to kisshim on
the corner of the mouth. Warm flesh, dry lips, the small curls of hisbeard.

“This doesn’t make me a better man than | was yesterday,” he said.

Cricket shrugged and stepped back. He loved her, and she didn’t love him, but that didn’t mean they had
to be assholes aboutt it. “See you in hell,” she said cheerfully, and leaned her shoulder againgt hisarm.

Maurice would report to work in person the next day. He would bring Closs the final bombshell that they
had been saving—the newsthat L ucienne Spivak had not been merely aloca activigt, but an agent of
Unified Earth, agovernment agitator working for the Bureau of Extraterrestrial Affairs. That she had been
operating on Greene' s World under severd identities, one of which wasthat of Lisa Anne Angley, who
had faked her own desth in the process of facilitating a coincidentally engineered explosion on board the
ranid recruiting ship.

That she had, with the aid of ranid extremidts, escaped underwater before the ship blew up. That she had
been insrumenta in the desths of several men.

André ligened impassively as Mauricelaid out the information he would ddliver. Only when the
archinformist was done did he spesk, shifting uncomfortably on the sofawhere he reclined, his hedling leg
propped on cushions.

“|sthat true?’

“Tolerably,” Jean said, when Maurice didn't answer. Cricket gave him such alook, and he shrugged. “I
knew who she was working for. Unified Earth would just love alega excuseto get the omelite monopoly
away from Jeff Greene. Asyou canimagine.”

We werefriends, Cricket dmost said. But she hadn’t told Lucienne who she had used to be ether. Did
that make her lessafriend?

People had secrets. Y ou lived with it or you didn't.

Andrésaid it again, asif he needed tofix it in hishead. “| assassinated a government agent for Jefferson
Greene”

“Still time to change your mind,” Noud said, hands folded together so the Snewsin their backs stood
out. It was obvious what he thought the best course was, and Cricket was alittle startled by hisloyalty.

André shook his head. “Keep talking.”

It was at its heart Cricket’ s plan, and she thought it was a good one. Judging by their expressions, the



men didn't disagree. Jean let afaint smile degpen the lines between the corners of his nose and the
corners of hismouth, and Noud was giving Cricket that querying eyebrow. Maurice might be abit less
sanguine, but asit was his neck first on the block, Cricket couldn’t blame him. They would need aninsde
man.

There were two choices. Him, or André. And André was needed el sewhere.

To his credit, though Maurice went pale and tight-faced when Cricket made her suggestions, hisonly
reply wasanod.

“Maurice goesinsde,” Cricket reiterated, wishing she could just flash-highlight the relevant text. Not with
Jean in the conversation. She could talk much faster than she could speak, and with much greater
information dengity. Words are hell. “ The rest of us, except André, comein from the outside on adata
run, and get intentionally messy. Carefully. While we digtract Charter Trade' s security, André waitson
his scoot for Maurice stransmission. Maurice recovers what he can off the interna systems and makesa
handoff to André. André ferries the data persondly to Ziyi Zhou and stays with her until she sendsit to
Eath.”

“And wevanish into the night like ninja,” Maurice said, and embarrassed himself with a karate chop.

She glanced around the room one more time, saw tight concentration, nodding. “Maurice told us
something else,” she said, looking to Noue for permission to continue.

Mauricetook it asan invitation. “ The god-botherers have atheory,” he said, “that the ranids used to have
atechnologica civilization. That they possibly abandoned it by choice. It gives us another point of
leverage against Charter Trade, if | can pull out some proof. Proof, even that Greene suspects and hasn't
reported it.”

For once, it was Jean looking most puzzled. André srelief was dmost palpable. Cricket took pity on
them both. “Y ou know the rule about planetary colonies.”

“Only on worlds where the natives are prespace,” Jean said.

Cricket nodded. She knew this through her motherself. It had been her job. “Thereisn’'t arule for worlds
that have chosen barbarism. Nobody ever thought of that. If Charter Trade is suppressing that
information, the scandd could last years.”

“Oh,” Jean said. And then, quite unnecessarily, he added, “Damn. | wish Lucienne were here.”

Cricket snapped away. She hadn’t forgiven André, not exactly. And she wasn't going to let him see her
cry.

Her hand caught her discarded glass on the edge of thetable. It sailed into the air; she fumbled after it,
felt her fingers glance off. Nobody el se was close enough to catch.

They stood and watched it fall.

It landed upright on the floor and did not shatter. A narrow column of liquor followed it down, splashed
insde, spat athread up to catch thelight, and fell into concentric ripplesin the cradle of the glass. Not a
drop spilled.

“Wow,” Cricket said. “ That was convenient.”

It was Jean Kroc who murmured, “Oh, shit.”
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THE PROBABILITY STORM SIMMERED THROUGH THE NIGHT, and Jean refused to let anyone
travel. “Why put yoursdf intheway of coincidence?’ he said.

Later, as Jean was helping Nouel make up the red-uphol stered couches for him and André to deep on,
Cricket asked, “Can’t you do something about it?’ Cricket aready had the guest room; Jean watched
Andrévisibly consider asking if he could shareit and then, just asvisibly, let go.

Thefirst answer on histongue was sharper than she warranted. He turned it around until he found a
kinder way to phraseit; this couldn’t be easy on her ether. “No. Because mucking with probability now
isnot the best, er, possibleidea.”

Her mouth made an O. Shelooked at her feet and nodded. “ Stupid question,” she said. But it hadn’t
been, redly. Just ahuman one, and he patted her on the arm. She moved asif he hadn’t touched her, but
bent and pulled a sheet taut. Where her fingers dented the fabric, three of them went right through.

Asluck would haveit.
Shelooked up, startled.
“It would have happened sooner or later. Nothing to do,” he said, “but St tight and wait it out.”

Asit played out, none of them dept much. Noud fired up the living room system; they got news on three
walls, seven feet high. Cricket reported that Maurice had retired his connection, ostensibly to deep. The
rest of them piled onto the chairs and couches and settled in under blankets, despite the lingering warmth
of the night. Jean imagined that the other three were aso following newsdrips, feeds, and real-time chats.

Jean was suddenly, unsentimentally grateful that he' d I eft that behind. He rested his head againgt the back
of the couch and just watched the walls, captions on and the sound turned down. Occasionally, Cricket
or Noud read out a headline. André said dmost nothing.

It was anight of news worth staying up for, Cricket’ s unspilled cup being the least of it. Broadcast stories
included arogter of biblica exigencies: the death by burning of an elderly woman alonein alocked room;
the spontaneous gppearance of ayoung man in evening dress—speaking no known language—in the
middle of Troutbrook Street; arash of mysterious objects gppearing in public places while no one
happened to be looking. A refrigeration unit, a piece of garden statuary, a haf-ton pile of whitefish.

There was another seaquake.
A mining platform burned.

Those did not worry Jean as much as the tel eporting objects. “Apports,” he said, drawing hiskneesto
his chest. A sinkhole seemed to have opened in his somach. He pressed both fistsinto hisflesh, but his
voice would not be steadied. “ Oh, that’ s very bad newsindeed.”

“Apports?’ Nouel asked. Helay on the floor on his ssomach, his chin propped on his hands. His eyes
were closed; whether he was shutting out the news or watching ascroll on his headset, Jean was not
quite sure.

“Thereisadatigicdly smdl, but nonzero, chance that any given object will not be whereyou left it,” Jean
sad. “It hasto do with timestreams forking and hedling. It' s how the Slide works.”



Andrésad, “Oh.”
“The Exigency Corps hasn't issued awarning—"

“Noud,” Cricket said, “they didn’'t on Patience either.” She also sat on the floor, her back to the sofa,
next to André s unbroken leg. He kept glancing down at her asif he wanted to ruffle her hair, but his
hands stayed on the couch. Her fingers plucked at the fringe of the rug; she didn’'t seem to notice that she
was inducing it to shift color with each stroke. She looked up, across the room. Jean looked back. “How
bad isthisgoing to get?’

“I don't know,” he said. And then, because it seemed like abad timeto lie, he added, “worse.” He
turned his attention to Noud . “May | use your screen? | need to make an interplanetary call.”

That wasworth it for the looks Cricket and André gave both him, and each other. He expected he could
produce superior expressionsin amoment, and yet he felt a profound reluctance.

They had planned this. He had been a party to it. He had alowed L ucienne to choose, although he had
not been in accord with her choosing. But her death had been part of the game, and he'd let her play it
the way she' d intended.

They dl had debtsto pay. Lucienne had her own reasons, and he' d never asked what they might be.

It didn't makeit any easier to enter the code and call her, though, half agaaxy away.

André had killed her. He d laid her limp body out, turned her head, did a cable into the access port for
her headset. He d combed his fingers through her sweat-damp, sea-sdlt hair, pushing aside tendrils that
had snapped off too short for the braid. He' d lifted her body in hisarms, held her like adeeping child,
and sunk her in hundreds of feet of water, where she' d become entangled. He' d watched the sea close
over her asthe weight of the water he’ d piped into her lungs carried her down.

Lucienne Spivak smiled at him and said, “André. Niceto findly meet you faceto face, evenif itishy
transmission. | hopeyou' rewel?’

“Oh, fuck,” Cricket said, and ran for the bathroom.

Andrétried to struggle to hisfeet, whether to follow Cricket or meet standing the woman he' d murdered,
hewasn't sure. He heaved and fell back, and then Jean was beside him, hand on his shoulder, and he
didn’t try again. He couldn’t settle back on the cushions ether, though, so he leaned forward and
disregarded the twinge from his propped foot. “How did you—"

Not the most palitic of questions. Perhaps he got some consideration for shock. Lucienne smiled, and
sad blandly, “ Y ou killed me. No game.”

Cricket had just emerged from the bathroom, wiping her mouth on her hand. André thought she might
dump to the floor, from the way she was hedling over, but she braced herself on the doorframe and
rolled her shoulders back. “How could you?’ she said. “How could you let me think you were dead?
How could you, how could you let mefed your desth? We were friends.”

André had heard children say the word that way, with total conviction and total betrayal. Friends. Asif it
were the only thing that mattered in the world.

“Swesetheart,” Lucienne said gently, “that wasn't me.”



André blinked. He reached out a hand to Cricket; without seeming to look, she came and sat beside him,
ettling into the couch under the curve of hisarm. Sheleaned againgt him, and it was al sun-warmth and
bittersweet longing. Even when Luciennewinked at him like arabbit punch, the sweet hurt, the emptiness
that was Cricket curled againgt him for the last time, did not fade. If anything, it sharpened.

Y ou don’'t always know, when you touch somebody for the last time. But sometimesyou can tell.
Sometimes, you get a chanceto appreciateit inal its piky glory. “It wasyou,” Cricket said. “We were
friends, and—"

“You lied to each other.”
“Wedidn't tell each other everything,” Cricket said. “ That' s not the same.”

Lucienne swallowed. André saw the ringlike shadows move under her skin. “ The person you knew was
my daughterself,” she said, quietly. “ She—l—followed you to Greene' s World when you fled
prosecution on Earth. And you turned out quite different from the Moon Morrow I’ ve been hunting since
shegot out of prison, | might add.” She lowered her eyes. “I hope you don't think your mothersdlf has
your scruples.”

André squeezed her, lightly, with the embracing arm. She didn’t quite shake him off, but the siffnessin
her shoulderstold him he wouldn’t get another warning. “1 remember,” Cricket said. “I changed.”

“Y ou thought you were Morrow.”

uI ”

“Posthypnotic suggestion,” Lucienne said. “ She had a pretty clever plan; to send you on ahead, avoid the
prison sentence that way, and use you to solidify ahold over Charter Trade.”

“But | didn't go to Charter Trade.”

“No,” Lucienne said. “Y ou went to ground. Y ou didn’t do what Morrow would have. Y ou developed a
conscience.”

“Shedidn’'t?’ Thistime, Cricket snugged againgt André sside by herself. Helet her, and didn't try to
hold onto her.

“Y ou grew up somewhat. Y ou came to an understanding about Petience, among other things.”
“If ’'mbher,” Cricket said, “then how can | have changed when she didn’t?’

Jean cleared histhroat. André had been so focused on Cricket, and on Lucienne—who, he was thankful,
was not staring a him with that particular expectant expression—that he had almost forgotten that Jean
and Noue werein the room. “It could have gone either way,” he said, with asdf-effacing shrug.

Nouel cleared histhroat, leaned forward, and said, “Doesn't thisal seem alittle coincidenta to you?”

Cricket frowned. “Don’'t bedlly, | can't possibly be entangled. I ve never ever worked for Rim—" Her
eyeswidened.

“What?" André€ s plan had been to Say slent. He should have remembered that plans never survived
contact.

Cricket stood, stepped away, and turned back long enough to give him an accusing look. He spread his
hands. The couch was too hot and too moist against his back. He wished he could just stand up and



follow her.

She tweaked her hair behind her shoulders, and looked back at Lucienne. “When they...made me. But
Morrow must have hidden that? | mean, if everybody knew—"

“I work for Unified Earth,” Lucienne said. “I’m sorry, Cricket. Lucienne was my quantum clone, asyou
were Morrow’s. There's...an awareness that we have. When you were scared or hurt, she could find
you. We knew Morrow wouldn’t let you get too far out of sight. So you were our ticket for taking the
wholefilthy Greene' s World Charter Trade caba down.”

“But you had Maurice”

“Not then.” Shetilted her head. “ There’ s another issue; there hasto be enough of a public scandd to
discredit Rim before UE wadesin. When Morrow did what she did, she was our problem. Us going after
her could look vindictive.”

Oh, André thought. And that had nothing to do with it, of course. “ So you' retelling usto trust the
government?’

“I’m asking you to consider the dternatives. Also, we needed people who could testify. Persondly. We
needed a bulletproof case.”

“You'vegot it.” Cricket turned her head and looked at André. Looked through André, the brown flecks
swimming in her tea-colored eyes. “Don’'t you?’

There are moments, he understood, when your life changed in front of your eyes. Sometimes you knew
it. You pulled atrigger. You kissed agirl.

Other times, you only caught it in the receding view.

He could walk away now. He didn’t have to go to the wall for them. Jean and Lucienne had just
admitted they’ d set him up.

He deserved it. But Cricket didn't, and they’ d fucking conjured her. And convinced her that he' d killed
her best friend. He had killed her best friend.

That was something of an unpatchable betraya.
And she was gill sanding there.
And he didn’t, he redized, have to decide right now.

“That’swhy you took me on?’ He stared past Cricket, at Jean Kroc, and Jean Kroc nodded. He' d been
expecting the question; he didn’t have to pause to think.

“Son of abitch,” Andrésaid. “I thought it was my talent.”
“No,” Jean said. “All the talent in forty worlds doesn’t make you not akiller, André.”

And thereit was, held up for him. Something he could look at square, through the filter of the mud and
theviolet blood and the scent of sugar and the poor damned froggies stupidly trying to bury their dead.
“No,” he said, with Jean and Cricket and Noud all looking at him, and the projected image of Lucienne
carefully looking away. 1 guessit doesn't. So why did you take me on?’

Jean shrugged. He got up, came over to André, and hel ped him to hisfeet. André balanced unsteadily,



and Jean brought him his crutch. He leaned on it and watched, as Jean stepped back, as Cricket silently
withdrew to St again, thistime beside Noud and not looking at Lucienne at dl.

Jean cleared histhroat, drawing Andr€ s atention again. “Because you' re not the only killer in the room.”
Noud lifted one finger, breaking awaiting silence. “Maurice hasjust been caled into work,” he said.

“We'reonalittleearly, friends”

By the fourth quarter, Closs knew he was looking at the end of the world. He' d spent the evening in
crisis management, but for each one he passed off to a capable subordinate or handed down the chain of
command with aresolution plan, two more bloomed in its place. His office became avirtuad Stuation
room, the view through the tall windows obscured by projections, icons showing his night-shift
troubleshooters working, heads down, eyes moving restlesdy.

They even made it through the seaquake; disaster response had protocolsin place to handle those, and
Novo Haven did not suffer atsunami. But Closs knew by then that things were going to hell, and he
didn’t think thisfailure would be the last one.

When the firgt drilling platform went—it could have been terrorism, or coincidence runriot, or both—he
knew it wastime. Hetold his executary to wake everybody up, to cdl them in. He didn’t bother sending
amessage to Jefferson Greene. Either his own people would do it, he was dready working on a problem
and hadn’t bothered to inform Closs, or he would find out in the morning. In any case, Closswasnot in
the mood for afight, and it was still easier to get forgiveness.

He had dready given the order to break the city up when the alert came in warning of afreak storm
brewing in the gulf. Thefirst IM from Amanda Dearossawas only haf aminute behind, marked critical.

Can't reach Greene. Taking the Side offline, it read. Executive decision. Major probability
correction under way. Hang on to your ass.

He caled her. It went through on a heartbeat; whether she’ d been waiting for the cdl, hoping for Greene,
or whether shewasjust ditting in her ready room staring at the cup of coffeein front of her, waiting for
the storm to blow over so there was something for her to do, he wasn't sure. * Offline?”

“Thewhole oygter,” she said. “It’ s powering down now. WE |l have in-system communications, but you
should expect adight lightspeed lag.”

Her eyeswere dightly unfocused, asif she were watching a countdown; she was, because she popped it
up on hisdisplay, too.

“ Starting about—" The image flickered. Hiccuped. Came back midword. “—ow.”

It lasted less than asecond. A flutter. Thelag was so dight that it could seem like athoughtful hesitationin
gpeech. It was only what it Sgnified that made Clossfed asif he'd plunged his handsin ice-water to the
elbows.

They were cut off. Cut off from Earth, cut off from Core, donein the measureless cosmologic sea.
“There satheory,” Amandasaid, “that if they’ d done this on Patience when things went squirrelly, they
might have saved the station.”

“If they’ d jettisoned the antimatter, they might have saved the gation, too,” Closssaid. “So | takeit you



can't give me any help with this scorm?’ He popped up aweather map, in case she’ d missed the warning.
A vast swirl of angry clouds confronted them, the twisted mesting of three low-pressure fronts—two
warm, one unseasonably cold—feeding into one another.

“Damn,” Amandasaid. “Isthat an eye?’

Closs nodded. “An extratropica cyclone. We ve got maybe fifty, Sixty quarters beforeit hits” Normaly,
Novo Haven had two or three days to respond to cyclone threat. The usual recourse wasto disperse the
city, run before the winds, rely on the god-botherers to send the storms on as harmless apath as
possible, and return when the threat had passed. Sometimes, years went by without adrill. Some years,
they fled two or three times.

They’ d been having arun of good luck, Clossthought bitterly.

“No,” Amandasaid. “I can’t do anything for you. I’'m sorry, Mgor.” She looked up, then, startled from
her chair fast enough that the coffee wobbled on her table. “ Shit, | think | have amore immediate
problem—"

“ Amanda—"
“Oh, shit!”

Closs remembered hearing somewhere that those were the most common last words spoken by those
who died in accidents. He had no idea from whence the data came. It didn’t comfort him; there was no
merciful fuzz of static and wipe of black thistime.

Amanda swords were followed by athump that would have deafened Clossif he' d been hearing it with
his earsingtead of hisbrain. A whoosh, and then nothing: absolute silence. There was a split-second of
blackness as the power failed, before emergency lightskicked in.

Amanda had been using an external mote rather than a headset projection, sending him her red-time
image. So he glimpsed the empty, shattered ready room, the twisted remains of the bulkheads and
ceiling, plumes of escaping, frozen air in the weak green glow of what emergency lighting remained
unbroken.

And through the torn-open floor, the silverfish flash of a spaceship whose design he did not recognize,
turning asit looped away.

“Shit,” Closssaid. It wasthirty seconds before he could bring himsdlf to break the connection, though
there wasn't achancein hdll that anybody was divein there. Findly, he blinked it away, though, and
started composing another emergency dert message in his head. If anybody had madeit off the
dation—if anybody did makeit off the station—they would need to keep the landing lanes open and lit
for the lighters aslong as possible, and volunteersin cutters would need to stay behind to evacuate the
crews.

Thistime, he did send an instant message to Greene, highest priority. And wasn't surprised by the
unavailable tag that popped back. He spun on the ball of hisfoot and began to pace, fielding the
requestsfor clarification and direction asthey flooded in.

Outsde, the cyclone darm climbed the night.

Jefferson passed over the Y-15 omditerig and landed on the Richardson Explorer only afew quarters



after midnight. The sky was dready louring, the moon-glow only permesting afew threadbare placesin
the overcast.

Ontherig, work continued under floods despite the hour. They had to meet rising quotas. From his
vantage overhead, he got agood view of the workers, as purposeful and mindless as colony insects. The
Explorer, however, was still and dark. She rocked gently in the chop; Greene checked his weather eye
before beginning his descent. There was one hdll of astorm blowing up to the south; he’ d haveto finish
here quickly and best feet back to Novo Haven, unless he wanted to spend the next day tossed on the
ship.

Thistime, the only people waiting for his chopper were the crew members who secured it—amuch more
efficient use of manpower. Jefferson thanked the nearest one and headed below, refusing an escort. By
now, he thought he' d better be able to find his own way down to the labs.

They opened to hisident, and he stepped inside after overriding the interior monitors—with McCarter’s
code, not hisown. Thelightswere out; he heard only soft chirping. The surviving research subjects: the
controls.

They would have to be sacrificed aswell.

Jefferson had kept himsdlf well apprised of the layout of the lab and its contents over the course of the
previous few weeks. There was atime, he understood, when his desperate plan would have had no hope
of success. A time before exigency engineering; atime before a thorough understanding of
bio-manufacturing.

But Schaffner had called him that afternoon, and told him that stage one of the project was partidly
successful. A single pathogen had been engineered. Whether it bore sufficient smilarity to the rumored
one, he couldn’t assure the chairman without a sample, of course. But it was astart, and others would
follow.

Jefferson knew where the viads were kept. Theinside pocket of hisflight jacket was lined with therm.
From it, he pulled a padded titanium box thirty centimeterslong. Six vidsfit into it, nested Sde by side.
Heclosed it and sealed it, and took one last ook around the | ab.

A firewould not be obvious, given the ongoing festival of sabotage. But it would be inhumaneto leave
the animasto burn. Jefferson crossed to their cages—half of them empty now—and fdt the thrill of their
noises up his spine. They went subsonic as he approached, the sneaking creatures, and crowded the
glass, asif trying to see what he was doing.

The emergency purge button was under severa layers of glass and fail-safes. He used McCarter’ s code
again, and lifted the bubble with his deeve wrapped over hisfingertips. He pushed it down. Therewasa
hissof gas.

One of thefrogswas gtill signing weekly againgt the glass when he turned away. He didn’t ook back; it
would be with its friends soon enough.

15

THE CYCLONE SIRENS BEGAN TO WAIL IN THE SWELTERING dark hours of morning;
Cricket aimost overturned the chair she had been sitting curled in, her knees cupped in her hands. She
stumbled but caught hersdlf. “Crap. Just thesren.”



André nudged her thigh with his elbow from his spot on the sofa. She glared, then shook herself and
settled. He meant to be comforting. She could tell by his eyebrows. He was trying.

“WEe Il haveto speed up our schedule,” Noud said, leaving Cricket grateful that he' d filled the Slence.
“Ingde of two hours, we' Il haveto resort to a commando raid at sea, and | don't think—"

“Right,” Andrésaid. “I’'m on my way.” Cricket helped him up; his palm was cool and swesting. She
wanted to pull away from the contact. It nausesated her to see him nervous. Human.

“I won't be ableto help you,” Jean said, and André waved it aside with the back of hishand. “The
probability sorm.”

“Careful—" Lucienne sicon said, aswide-eyed asif blind to any irony.

Cricket wondered. Lucienne had been her best friend. Lucienne would have dipped Cricket asideways
glance as she sad it, and Cricket would have been meant to understand that the comment had its barbs.

This Lucienne was not her friend. Nothing had changed; André had till killed the Lucienne Cricket cared
for.

Why would you choose to die—redly die—even if your mothersdf survived? It didn’t mean that you
were any less dead.

Cricket couldn’t imagine dying for Moon Morrow. But then, maybe she wasjust the sort of person who
couldn’t imagine dying for anyone. Or the sort nobody should be dying for.

André shifted his cane to the other side and wiped his hand on histrousers. Cricket stepped back. By the
time he summoned up his bulletproof smile, she couldn’'t ook at it. “I’1l come back. | promise.”

Don’'t come back for me. But she nodded, dry-mouthed, and touched the back of hishand. “Try not to
getkilled”

And there was no moreirony in it when she said it than when Lucienne had.

Lessthan sixty seconds later, he was out in his scoot, pulling awvay from the dock. He' d paused to put
the top up. Cricket didn’t watch him from the window, other than one quick glance when the headlamp
flashed on.

She was definitely way too jumpy.

Noud cleared histhroat and said, “Message from Maurice.” Cricket, despite her promiseto hersdf to
cam the hell down, shied from asudden flash of memory: if everyone here except the impeccable Nouel
had been better dressed before they started looking shopworn, this could be any UE Situation room.

Noue gave her acurious look and kept talking, once he had Jean’ s attention. “He' s not quite at the
office. Saysthey expect to be clear for breakup within two hours; the outermost barges on Bayside are
dready moving out. He saysto tell André that he' s not going to be able to transmit once he' sin. They'll
notice the bandwidth if they’ re locked down, and protocol isto lock down.”

Cricket flinched. “I'll cdl him.”
“Also, he wants me to pass a message to you, Jean.”

“Goforit,” Jean said.



Half asecond later, just as Lucienne was looking asif she was about to interject acomment, her image
flicked off like aclosed fan. And half—no, most of Cricket’s network dropped out of connection.
Routes she used daily were truncated, chats—she' d had to find new ones, in the person of her
reincarnation, and start working her way up again—were empty, and archives she’ d been mining for
fifteen years were nonexistent. Most of the data holds were gone.

“Jean—" she said, and then bit the rest of the sentence back as Maurice sicon resolved in the center of
the room. But Jean turned to her, and she had the answer ready. “Earth’ sdown. No, wait. e re down.
We're off the fucking Side.”

“No connex,” Jean said. And Maurice interjected, “Not quite none. I’'m here. They shut down the
dation.”

“There' samassive probability correction under way,” Jean said. “ A storm of coincidence.”
“There smorethan that,” Maurice said. “I think the planet isforking.”
“Forking?’ Everybody was|ooking a Cricket, which was how she knew she must have said it.

There was no way she could have felt Noud’ s house rocking on the swells yet, even if astorm was
coming, but still she groped backward, sat down where André had been sitting. The dark red cloth of
Noud’s sofawas soft againgt her pams, though the nap caught her skin. “ The fucking planet isdoning
itsaf? Planets—" She bounced up again. She stalked toward him, and she thought if he were present in
the flesh, she might have hit him. “—don’t just fucking mitose.”

She heard hersdlf, and stopped abruptly. “Maurice. Sorry.”

He blinked at her. She saw him shudder, the kind of bone-deep flex your body makes when achill grabs
you by the nape. “Okay. Y ou’ re Moon Morrow’ s clone daughter.”

“Touché. Y ou were saying when | went orbital ?’

“There snot timeto explain,” he said. “ Some of our scientists’—Cricket tried not to think about how
eadly hereferred to Charter Trade as we—"think that the source of the omdliteisaprehistoric
exploson. Caused by theranids attemptsto build a Slide on-world.”

“So they had afairly high-tech civilization,” Jean said, but not asif he understood the tiny, shuddering
epiphany that hovered at the edge of Cricket’smind. “Y ou mentioned that before. And they logt it in the
disaster?’

“Theplanet...forked,” Maurice said. “ Split. Incompletey. Got stuck hafway. | dunno, I’m not a
physicist and I’'m not aconjure. If we had six-dimensiond eyes maybe we could see the other half of it.
Andonthissde...”

“They took the technology apart,” Cricket said. “Right? They didn’t loseit. They decided not to useit.
And Rimiscovering it up?’

Maurice nodded.
“Wow,” Cricket said. “And we haven't got any way &t al to get that information to Lucienne?’

A stupid question; she knew it when she asked it. But sometimes, you sill had to ask. “I’ll call André,”
shesaid.



He picked up immediately. “ Deschénes.” And listened impassively as she outlined the Stuation. Shefelt
him looking at her, asif he were across the table, and not out in the prestorm cam.

“Right,” he said, after amoment’sconsderation. “Tdl Mauricel’ll meet himinsde”

If André had had the engine power to manage it, he would have been seeing a redshift. The scoot was
full throttle as he zipped under folding sidewalks and between water taxis, threading the needle over and
over without so much asahard rub. Hewasin hisdement, and for amoment he could forget. Enough
concentration, enough adrendine, and the thick fedl of water full of churned mud and blood dropped off
his skin, the noises of the wounded and the grieving fell away from hisears.

If only he could spend the rest of hislife running, he thought he' d be just fine.

At this hour, the streets should have been empty, but the claxons had ended that. People and devices
scurried about, making ready; sidewalks were scrolled up, rolled up, and stowed, lines cast off, the city
made ready to scatter under floodlights and the occasiona arcing searchlight of an observing helicopter.
The Baysde barges were dready peding away, their white and yellow and sea-green hullsturned
shadowy in moonlight, the water curling phosphorescent from their bows. It was an eerie Sght—a
hundred outbound barges with their running lights red to port and green to starboard, movingina

purposeful ballet.

All channdsled from Novo Haven.

In addition to the shipping lanes, three of the inbound lighter channels blinked red-blue-orange rather than
their usua green, cleared for outbound surface traffic, though lighterswere still coming in on the remaining
two, trailing their cargo pods behind them. Tenders hurried to them; enough of the city had broken up
that André got clear glimpses of the action through the moving lines of outbound cruisers, which stopped
being “barges’ as soon asthey were no longer moored. Hiswas not the only one-or two-man craft
skittering through the larger vessels: escort boats, |ast-minute errands, and people playing the odds that
they could make it home or to aloved on€ sresidence rather than sheltering in place.

He caught up with the Charter Trade flagship before she was unmoored, just as black water rippled with
carnelian and ivory moon-paths and the broken green and red streaks of reflected running lights was
opening up beyond her. Her sdewalks were stowed, her engines warming, the anchorsrising a her bow
and stern. It was amagic moment, if he’ d been in the mood to appreciateit; the instant when an office
building became a ship of the open seas once more, when an it became a her.

He hailed a crew member, and got awinch sent down to haul the scoot on deck. It weighed under a
hundred kilos empty; they’d just lash it long therail and forget it. Climbing the Jacob’ sladder in a cast
wasn't something he' d want to do twice, and he tried not to think about what the way down would be
like

He d have to get this done before the wind picked up.

| hope Mauriceis ready for me, he thought, and sivung himself onto the deck with some assstance
from the woman running the winch.

Jean sat down kitty-corner to Cricket and leaned his ebow on hisknees. “Do you redly think hacking
into Greene s system is going to make much difference?’



Her eyes were closed, her head leaned against the sofa back and propped on cushions. “Maybe yes,”
shesaid, her lips barely shaping the words. “Maybe no. It al depends on the luck of the draw. But I’ ve
been running clumsy, unsuccessful incursions a them for the past two weeks. They should think of me as
apart of the scenery by now.”

“Oh.” He sat back, fedling usdless. She must have heard him shift, because he looked up and saw the
shining crescents of haf-open eyesthrough velling lashes. She regarded him for amoment, and he was
struck by how her displayed dender throat, her open dightly moving hands, should have seemed
vulnerable but instead gave the impression of alean, dozing predator.

“Jean, | redlizeyou fed usdess. Would it help to talk?’

He shrugged and glanced over his shoulder for Noudl. Their host was till out of earshot, topside, making
ready to get under way. “Lucienne,” Jean said.

Cricket closed her eyes again, her face aconvincing counterfeit of serenity except where her eyelid
fluttered on the right-hand side. “ That' s not her, back on Earth.”

“No, it'snot.” And of courseit wasn't fair to talk to Cricket about this, when she felt the loss as acutely
ashedid. “ Shethought of hersalf as expendable.”

“Shewasn't,” Cricket said, after she’ d been quiet long enough that he thought she wouldn't answer. And
then shefdl slent again, until without opening her eyes or otherwise shifting, she reached out and fumbled
up Jean’s hand by memory. “Damn. Who' s going to pick the tomatoes?’

Jean squeezed her fingersand didn’t remind her that they’ d be underwater by morning. Shedidn't
respond. A moment later, he stood and went to help Nouel cast off, leaving Cricket behind.

The water tasted like acoming storm, and the air was full of anticipated eectricity. Along the horizon,
behind the moving streams of humen ships, a shadow rose asif the edge of the bright night sky was
rolling up like ablind, reveaing the darkness behind.

Gourami waited in the shalows at the edge of the humen city, and felt se sbs move around se and the

egglings move within. The latter swam easy, well fed and content. The former were more restless, their
few vocalizations soft with wrath. No person had many wordsto say. The discussonswere over. The
decisions had been reached.

The far-swimmers and the young adults had argued it, and the greatparents had decided. Tolerance had
extended asfar asit might. The humen and their technology were no different—no safer—than the Other
Ones. And the greatparents said that persons had driven out the Other Ones, when they would not
relinquish the technology that had nearly destroyed the world.

Persons were not humen; they would not make war here as the humen had upon the
one-tree-idand-band. They would make their own kind of war. Directed, and precise.

It had worked before. It would work again.
The greatparents remembered ahead.

The humen craft continued running before the gathering ssorm. The breeze was from seaward, and
freshening. Gourami fdt it tickle when se bobbed high in the warm water. On each side, before and
behind, others waited—s bs and bandmates and clanmates and persons to whom se was totally



unrelated. Every one who could reach the humen city in time, who had been within the range of the
swimmers and the grestparent summoning.

Se caressed the crossbow stock. Some person—se did not hear who—gave the order. It thrummed
through the water, the first coherent word loudly spoken in hours.

—advance

The ship shuddered as she got under way, asif she were coming unstuck from the water. Between the
cane and the walking cast, André rode over it with only astumble. The ship boasted enough
displacement and a deep enough ked that the interfering wakes of other vessals did no more than shiver
her. André made sure of his baance with the cane anyway.

Hedidn't want to talk to Closs, but he needed an excuse to be there. And then, he had to argue hisway
in. Fortunately, Closs s position and paranoiawarranted aliving ass stant rather than just an executary.
She knew him, and he managed to convince her that the matter was urgent enough to interrupt Closs
midcrisis. “It hasbearing,” André said, leaning heavily on his prop. He managed not to sigh in relief asshe
eyed his battered salf and nodded reluctantly.

He showed himsdlf in past security, which was defanged by the bracelet she issued. No help from the
expert system today; the ship was busy, unnecessary niceties shut down. Closs must have derted the
executary to detect André anyway, because the door eased open at his approach.

André stepped inside, and from the hushed, almost deserted corridor, found himself in awar room. Closs
stood, spurning his desk and his chair, pacing dowly with hisarmsfolded. As André came forward he
raised a hand, one finger lifted, eyesfocused on the middle distance and tracking rapidly. André swung
his casted leg in time with his cane and Closs s pacing, and stopped two meters from the near end of the
arc the mgjor wore in the carpet.

No more than thirty seconds passed before Closs glanced up, connection cut, and said, “Isit worse than
thousands dead and downed communications?’

“No,” Andréanswered. “But it' snot much better.”

“Thirty seconds,” Closs said flatly, André s heart bloomed with joy that he had never developed a
reputation for melodrama.

“Jefferson Greeneisgoing to provoke aranid uprising, if he hasn't dready. He destroyed one village that
| know of. Took captives.”

Closstipped his head back and let it loll for amoment, then took one deep breath and reassembled his
facade. “I know,” he said. “How do you?’

André thumped his cane on the deck. “'Y ou sent meinto the middle of his damned massacre. Hunting
your renegade. He' s out of control, Tim.”

There was apause. Then Closs said, “ Thanks. It' s going to have to wait. Look, why don’t you ride out
the storm here? There' s a skeleton staff in the galley. Go down, get fed. Are you armed?’

A loaded question. “Never without,” André answered.

Closs half amiled, then glanced away. It was adismissd. André turned for the door—



—and amost walked into Maurice, who had amug of coffee in each hand. He dodged André nestly,
making André fed like alumbering beast on his cane, and set one cup on Closs' sdesk. The mgjor,
focused on the voicesin his head, nodded thanks.

It seemed to be hisonly ddlivery, because—the other cup till steaming in his left hand—he followed
André back out, without aword until the door was closed behind them. Then he said, “Going to the
mess?’

“If I canfindit.”

Maurice sipped his coffee left-handed. “ 1l show you the way. Maurice Sadowski.” He held out the right
hand.

“André Deschénes,” André said, and took it. He was expecting the handoff then, but he pulled his hand
back empty.

“Come on. We'd better est beforeit getstoo rough.”

André hesitated a haf-step, and Maurice hurried to walk beside him. They made idle conversation
through the corridor and down thelift.

The messwasn't busy, but afew crew and employees ate with haste and concentration at small tables.
“Who would | seeto volunteer?” André asked. They queued for food, André stumping awkwardly on
his cane.

Maurice gaveit an doquent glance.

“I didn’t mean as a deckhand,” André snapped. Maurice grinned, and dropped a packet of chocolate
pudding on histray.

“It'sfull of cacium,” he said, as André was about to lift it and replace it on the rack. But it was aglimpse
of ablack glossy data chit underneath that made André return it to the tray.

“Do you dways mother strangers?’

“Always,” Maurice said. André snorted, and they flashed their cards at the cash register on the way o,
pausing amoment to let it total thefood. Maurice led André to an empty table. It rocked dightly when
André set hisfood down: on gimbals. He d have to watch hiskneesif they hit any discernable chop.

André palmed the chit and dipped it into a pocket as he moved the pudding off histray. “1 was raised
right thefirst time.” He heard the glib wordsroll off histongue and stopped speaking abruptly.

A perfect piece of luck, it turned out. Because he heard the flutter in the background noise of the mess,
and started to hisfeet before he conscioudy registered the source of the problem. He dropped hisfork
on thetray, whereit clinked dully, and let his hand drop to hover beside the butt of the short arm
concedled under the hem of histunic.

There were five Rimmers near the main entrance, and three more at the back door, al uniformed. They
didn’t look hungry.

“André?’

Hedidn’t need to answer. Maurice had turned to follow his gaze, and astwo members of the first team
cameforward, he lunged to hisfeet. The table rocked, creaking on its gimbals. He glanced over his



shoulder. André, aware of their surroundings, aready knew what he would see. There were two more
armed women and a man behind them, blocking escape through the kitchens.

Should have seen it coming. Should have seen it coming when Closs asked him if hewasarmed, if he'd
been operating at anything resembling norma capacity.

The one André took for aleader stepped forward and indicated hisID. “Dayvid Kountché,” he said.
“Please comewith us quietly, and you'll be trested well.”

“Certainly, Officer,” André said, but what he tight-beamed Mauricewas. “Well, | guessthetime for
Subtlety isover.”

Maurice just gave him awide-eyed stare. Brave enough in his own way, but not exactly an action hero. It
wason André.

And then Maurice cocked his head, afunny sidewayskind of gesture like acquiescence. Andréwascc'd
on the message Maurice snap-sent Cricket: Fisher, now would not be a bad time.

Cricket’ s agreement flashed green over both of them, and as Maurice shouted—squalled, realy—and
grabbed the edge of the table, snapping it up hard, the ship’ s lights and engine sizzled and died. A split
second’ s silence broke on a startled scream; the dinner trays went up and out and over, and whatever
had been on them spattered K ountché and the floor around him.

Thelink was il up. “André, go,” Maurice caled down it, and threw himsdlf at Kountché. They went
sprawling, elbows and fists and grunting, a shot that ricocheted at least once. One shot, and then a
woman shouting a whomever to put the gun up.

At least one of the Rimmers had abrain. There was one of André and one of Maurice, and eleven of
them, and a couple dozen bystanders. The odds were not in the cops favor.

Nor were they in Maurice' s. And there wasn't adamned thing André could do to help him. Harder
choice than he would have expected, but he dove for the darkened gdley, his pistol in hishand. André
had an advantage: the only person in the room he minded shooting was lying on the floor.

Hisaugments at least let him see where the tables were in the dark. But the Rimmers had theat, too, and
the ones by the gdlley must have seen him moving, because one stepped in and dealt him astunning blow
on the point of the shoulder with the butt of her gun.

So they wanted him dive.

André had no such scruples; without turning, heleveled his pistal in her face point-blank and pulled the
trigger. The pistol took caseless ammo; he had agood thirty rounds. Her jerk backward was more dying
reflex than recoil; her blood and bone gtill splattered him. The smell of iron made hisgorgerise, acid
dinging hissnuses. Shit.

The second one was a so too close to control him with agun. It kept her dive; André broke her forearm
with his cane as he went by. The third would have shot him, but André heard the tap tap of ajamming

gun.

He could run on the cast, after afashion, swinging himsalf long with the cane. But it wasn't pretty, and it
wouldn’'t hep him long.

Skeleton staff, Closs had said. He hoped to hell there was aladder up to the main deck in the back of
the gdley. They had to bring food in somehow, right? So, logicaly ...



Helaid down two shots over his shoulder to discourage pursuit. Something crunched. It sounded like
bone. “Maurice?’

“Go!” sadthevoicein hishead, and then aburst of pain and static ended the transmission hard. He
winced. Maurice might have been knocked unconscious.

But in André s professiona opinion that wasn't the case.

And the shocking thing—as he found the damned ladder, broke the security lock, ducked a badly aimed
shot, and hot-wired the box—was that it hurt.

It wasn't supposed to hurt. Maurice wasn't anybody. Wasn't anybody to André, and also wasn't
anybody in particular.

And he' d died so André could get out.
Fucking waste of aman’slife, waswhat that was.

He paused inside the door at the top of the ladder—you called it aladder on aship, but it wasredlly a
flight of stairs—and listened hard. Somebody out there, yes. And noise like the outside.

Lucky breaks, bad and good. His own luck; tonight, there was nobody pulling his chain.
Waste of aman’slife, to trade it for somebody like André.

Except André had nothing to do with it, did he? He could have been a paper airplane, flying from hand to
hand. All that mattered was the information written on hiswings.

André zorched the lock, was ready when the door snapped open. The Rimmers on the other side were
not.

André shot them both.
Nonfataly.
They werejust doing their jobs.

There was no way he was getting the scoot unloaded. He was going to have to jump, and swim for it until
he could hijack asmdll craft from somebody.

Through choppy wake-dashed sess, in the teeth of an onrushing ssorm. Weighed down with hiswalking
cad.

A thump of thunder rattled histeeth, so close hefdt it asablow.

Okay, so maybe he was paying for that luck after al.

Maurice spoke; Cricket snapped the Rim ship’ s breakers and sent her into darkness, drifting. And into
real, immediate danger of collision with the escaping vessals on ether sSide of her and behind. And then
Cricket had to duck, hard and fast, as Rim’ s security protocols found her and grabbed, hard. She
dumped herself out of the system, flicked atrailing edge of code out of their grasp like a coattail, and
hoped like hell they hadn’t gotten atrace on her. There was transmitted pain, buffered by dampers;
someone hit him, hard, again and again and again.



“Maurice?’

Sharp silence, and nothing. He might have dropped the connect, but it felt open—open, with nothing on
the other sde. His absence pushed over her like a buffeting wave, knocked her under, dragged her
down. Not again, not again, not again.

Thetail. Oh, hell, there it was. A trace on her signd, like phosphorescence curling in awake. She
dropped channd fast, and, oh God, Maurice. Maurice!

Mouth open, she spasmed, gasped, expecting lungs full of weighty pain, blackness, and dark water. The
warm night air—her own continued existence—shocked her as much as brightnesswould have if she'd
been drowning, and somehow kicked hersdlf into daylight again before the black water could suck her
down.

She lay on the couch and gasped, chest heaving, lank hair stuck across her face. Two minutes at least
before she could move, before she could think of anything morethan air in, air out, heaving asif she'd
beached. Then elbows againgt the back of the sofa, hands on the lip, shoving herself to her feet.

“Jean!” Two more breaths, sucked deep enough to hurt, astitch in her side asif she' d been running.
“Jean! Noud!” Scrambling barefoot over rug and parawood deck. They’d come for Maurice and André.
That meant, that meant—

“They’reonto us, they' re—"

She burst through the hatch yelling and drew up so short she went to her knees. Hard on the wooden
decking, toes bent under. The pain washed her vision, but couldn’t eradicate what she' d seen.

Jean and Noud lay facedown on the deck, hands on their necks, legs spread wide. A man in Charter
Trade green stood over each, both four steps back with their rifles nestled to their shoulders and angled
down to cover the prone men.

Cricket hersdf stared down the barrels of two more leveled guns.

On her knees seemed like a safe place to stay. Slowly, sheraised her hands. Jean’ s head was turned; he
looked right at her. She didn’t meet his eyes, and saw by the flinch dong hisjaw that he understood why.

At least she had the comfort of knowing she' d been wrong to suspect Maurice.
Maurice.

She would have pressed her fists against her teeth if she’d dared lower her hands. No more. Please no
more people dying in my head.

“Cricket Earl Murphy,” said afifth man, who held only a handgun and who wasn't pointing it at anyone,
“you are under arrest for sedition, terrorism, conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy to commit
terrorism, data trespass—"

In amoment, she thought with outlandish dow-motion lucidity, he would order her down on her somach
and kick her legswideto makeit difficult for her to rise. Then he would ether handcuff dl three of them
and bring them in for ashow tria, or he would order his men to fire two bulletsinto the back of each of
their heads and leave their bodies on the drifting barge. The storm would handle the cleanup; sometimes
people—and boats—didn’t make it back when the city ran before astorm.

“Pleaseliedown,” the officer said. In the silence of acocking rifle, the salt sorm-wind lifting her hair,



Cricket bresthed a prayer. Along the horizon, rising clouds walked on insect legs of lightning. The crack
that followed might have been gunfire, or thunder.

16
IMAGINE A SINGLE PHOTON, THE SMALLEST INDEX OF LIGHT.

The human eyeisan optica insrument sensitive enough to detect that single photon. It is attuned to the
subatomic level. But if we could register that sensitivity conscioudy, the flash and flicker, the background
noise of the cosmos, would render our visud acuity useless. It would drown out more vital stimuli—such
asthe presence of ahungry leopard.

S0 our nervous systemstake care of it. Neurd filters prevent our conscious minds from responding to
single-photon events. We can see the subatomic but we are prevented from noticing it.

There exists aclassic experiment in which a point-source light projected through apair of ditsformsan
interference pattern on ascreen set behind them. The existence of this pattern would indicate that the light
travelsin awave. Except inthat it perssts even when thelight is emitted in sSingle quanta, one photon at a
time

If either dit is covered, the light—whether it is projected as abeam or asindividua photons—will pass

through the remaining dit, and the backstop will show only asingle bright pesk with aress of increasing
shadow on the sides, rather than the contrasting light and dark bars of thefirst stage of the experiment.

Even when emitted asasingle particle, in other words, light aso behaves asawave. The cat is both dead
anddive

But if adetector isplaced at each of thetwo dits, so that the experimenter is aware through which dit it
has passed, then no interference pattern emerges. The bars of light and dark vanish.

Until the particleis detected, it isn't perhaps everywhere—it is everywhere. When it may passthrough
either dit, it passes through both. The wave propagates both ways.

But if amethod exigts, the wave—collapses. The universeisforced to choose.
Unlike the infamous cat in the box, thisis not athought-problem.
Thisisexperimentd fact.

The speculation arises when we consider why. According to Bohr and Heisenberg' s Copenhagen
interpretation of quantum theory, theindividua photon passes through both dits smultaneoudy and
produces the striped pattern by interfering with itself. In other words, it smultaneoudy follows both
possible paths. The“many worlds’ formulation additionally suggeststhat the particle not only travels
through both dlits, but that it takes every possible path to get there, and that it is detected at every
possi ble destination—in mutually unobservable worlds. But aslong as no one notices whereit’sgoing,
and how it getsthere—thefork healsitsdlf again.

Until the box is opened, the cat is both dead and dive.

And no matter how the photon getswhere it gets, in each particular instance, we see dl the outcomes at
once.



A bullet splashed Jean Kroc' s skull open on the deck. A Rim security officer fell like atoppled tree as
Jean twisted impossibly and shattered hisright knee. The bullet missed; the bullet severed Jean’ s spine.
Jean went quietly, head lowered. Jean went for therail. Jean took arifle-butt in the ribs. Jean ripped a
weapon from the hands of the guard who stooped to handcuff him. There was no shot.

There werethree,

Lightning struck the superstructure of Noud’ s barge. There was no spark. Cricket lunged from a

runner’ s crouch between the riflemen. She went down on her face and awaited the twist of the cuffs. She
jumped backward and out, over therail with akick-dither, plunged aong the side of the boat feetfirs,
headfirst, executing againer. She tangled on therail and dashed her brains on the lip of the deck asshe
fell. She did on wet wood and hit the bay flat, broke her spine, and drowned. The water closed over her.

They cuffed her and pushed her to her feet.

The forward edge of the rain—thin till, barely misting—washed Jean’ s and Noud’ s blood down the
deck, minicurrents rippling around and over chips of bone. Ogod, ogod, ogod.

Jean, shoulders drawn back by the cuffs, had half asecond to turn and catch her eye, lift hischinin
disdain of their captors before they herded him away. Cricket, neck snapped in thefall, was drowning,
her flaccid body swung againgt the side of the boat by the lapping waves.

Nouel ran for it. Nouel ran below. Noud got shot trying. Noud, wincing, on his ssomach, wiped his data
and prayed.

André—qgot lucky.

Freakishly, unnaturaly lucky. There were no more Rimmers. There were two. There were four. He
walked between bullets like awire-dancer; he shot one opponent and disarmed the other with a swing of
his heavy cane; he danced across the deck and lifted himself over therail.

Hedid in blood and landed hard on his casted leg.
Even luck hasitslimits

And anything that can go wrong—

—dready has.

He screamed; they were far enough from the disintegrating remains of Novo Haven that the storm claxon
was not loud enough to cover the sound. He gritted his teeth and made no sound at al. The cane had
goneflying, and so he crawled. The cane lay by hishand, and he levered himsdlf to hisfeet, hisknee
grinding sweet agony when hetried it with hisweight.

As hewas dragging himsdlf to therail, as he waslifting himsdlf to hisfeet, ashewas bleeding from a
wound to the chest, the thigh, the throat—

—d| theranidsin theworld camefrothing over therail.



Jean smacked hard and sharp into the water between barges, headfirst, dove deep. Was cut by a
propeller, was broken by the fal. Knifed to the surface and kicked. Snorted water that tasted of ail, that
he imagined tasted of Cricket’sblood. Of course, it did not—she was not bleeding, she bled on the deck
he had |€eft, she surfaced ten feet off, she surfaced beside him and a sniper blew her white face red.

Then hetasted blood for redl.

Down, down, only afew feet of water would shred a hypersonic bullet like soft cheese. Down, kick,
down, die, down, live, down, svim, smim.

André could have shot at the frogs, but in no set of choicesdid he do so.

He never raised the pistal; he lowered it again; he tasted violet ranid blood thick in his mouth and gagged,
his steady gun-hand shivering. He could have shot.

He could have.
He remembered Gourami and Tetrasinking their dead, remembered them searching the fallen for Caetel.

He lowered the gun, he turned it and surrendered it to the nearest ranid, he dipped it into hisholster. And
sometimes they killed him—what was one more strange human in the dark?—and sometimesthey didn't.
But he never pulled thetrigger.

Hewaked in among them; he limped; he sumped; he hel ped them drag him. There followed sllence;
there followed screaming.

The ranids made no sound.

There was a craft—a scoot, adinghy, aflashboat. Sometimes, corporations being what they were, its
codeswere gtill set to one of the factory standards. There was afroggie, apair of frogs. He knew this
frog, one of the frogs, knew itsworried eyes and itslong vague mouth, though it seemed
teardrop-shaped and fat under the bandoleers. “Ziyi Zhou,” he said to Gourami, over and over again, a
thousand voices, one choice. “I haveto get to Zhou.”

For Timothy Closs, it was along and shattered night. The barge drifted broadside into shipping and met
an outbound ferry full of evacuees amidships; the engineers restarted the enginesin time; an electricd fire
darted in the machine room and she burned to the waterline while the fleeing city parted around her in
two floodlit streams.

The saboteurs—including Deschénes, including Maurice, fuck, fuck—were captured. They escaped.
They werekilled, singly or in combination. They waves broke in interference patterns, the probabilities
greater or lesser, bright bars and dark, fuzzing at the edges. Some futures grew amost inescapable, some
diverged on random looping paths from a single freakish chance. A barge exploded, Jefferson Greene's
chopper crashed in the storm, one of the lighters overshot the landing zone in the storm and crashed
through two dozen still-moored barges.

Theranid army arrived, and arrived, and arrived. All Rim' s defendersfell. They drove back the boarders
with few casudties. Rim held the center of the ship by force of arms, staff escaped in helicopters, saff
went to ground to wait out the battle.



Sometimes, Closswas one of the onesthat madeit out.

There were times for subtlety and concealment. For the Jean Krocs who escaped theraid on Nouel’s
boat, thiswas not thetime for either. A transfinite number tried snesking; an inggnificantly smaller
transfinite number failed. The few who succeeded weretoo late.

But some of the Jeans chose to run, to stedl fast boats moored aongside fleeing barges or knock apilot
from anidling flashboat. They put their heads down and the throttle on full; they cut the night with roaring
engines and wakes that rose like shimmering curtains on ether sde and fell behind. They died on the bay
and they died in the bayou—in callisions, in mafunctions, when their roaring boats hit snags, when they
missed aturn of the narrow channel and were crushed under a somersaulting craft.

But some of them won through. And of those, some did not bresk aleg or an arm or their neck
clambering through trees with no moonlight to aid them, asthe storm sedled up the brilliant night.

Every single onethat madeit into the humming embrace of the hollow tree remembered to lock the door.

And then there was no choice. Because haf aglance a hisinstrumentstold him that hisintent—to shut
the system down and hunker until nature took its course—might be aworse disaster than anything else.
Herein the calm, shut away from the storm and the cascading effects of other’ s choices, he could think.
Could even experiment, one of him risking, the others observing.

Therewasn't time, he dl thought, for much of that.
The world was trapped midchoice. Stuck.

Middecision. Midfork. He would have to push it through. Havetofix it, observeit, makeit redl. Lock
down the path that the world would follow.

There was a problem with that. He was probably safe. He was the observer now. But he wasn’t the only
onewho had died that night.

Or who hadn’t.

He sat down in hischair. He pulled the virtual-redlity helmet over his head, positioned the keyboards,
worked his handsinto the gloves by fed. He flexed hisfingers and the interface lit up, sharp reief.

The timestreams normaly ran through hisinterface in asmooth braided strand, like weavable water.
Loops might curve off, but they arched back, and the whole had akind of flowing inevitability.

What he saw now was a cataract. Loops and coils and rivulets bounced wildly, intersecting, splashing.
Some were fatter—more probabl e timestreams—and some were bare hair-threads, finely shining wires.

Jean just paused for amoment and blinked, boggled. And then he took a deep breath—the VR mask
pushed againg his nose—and assumed his avatar.

He wore aten-legged spider for thiswork. Not abiological spider, but a ddlicate creature of slver and
cobalt glass, itslegs adorned with pinchers and combs and feather-fine barbs. He scampered acrossthe
surface of the virtua timestreams, testing them with palps and toetips, the movements of the spider
controlled by the fine twitches of hisgloved hands.

Normally, he was meticulous and hesitant over thiswork. He'd dip alimb in the timestream, let it flow



over the sensing hair, sample and test and ingpect weave after weave for the intersection of most
advantage.

Now, he plunged and grabbed and shoved. He moved through a storm of time like a dancer dodging
whirling blades, captured renegade threads that dithered, dick and willful, through his grasp. The thicker
streams were muscular as snakes, the thinner sharp aswire. And they could dissolve into water, or fork
into afistful of writhing medusa sirands, at atouch.

He chose the thickest one, the hardest to bend, and bestrode it. Hislegs darted about him, three or four
shaping and sustaining that base timeline, the rest snagging any stream that wandered close and edging it
back into the channdl. He tried to pick—to snip the threads that ended in disaster and reinforce the ones
that |led to tolerable futures. But he didn’t know, half the time, what he was grabbing, and there was so
much—

Hejuggled cold slver fire. It tasted of death and diesal and explosions, of spilled blood and the sdlt of
gorm. It sang to him likeflicked crystd.

He bound and wound and twisted tight, sharp, and sweet.
Winning.

And tried not to wince each time he grabbed one thread and integrated it, and watched another one snuff
out, vanished to afading afterimage of slver, and the one he' d chosen smelled of char.

André dragged himsdlf from the cockpit of the flashboat, or he walked, or the froggies helped him up the
ladder. Ziyi Zhou sometimes came out to meet him, and sometimes helped him up the ladder. André' s
cast was soaked and dripping, inflated plastic squishing water out the top of the boot with each pained
step. Sometimes, Zhou even turned him away.

“I can't reech him,” she said, or “Not in thisstorm,” as he commended the data Maurice and Lucienne
had died for into her hands. Or she raised a disgpproving eyebrow at him as he retained it, unwilling to let
the chit out of hishands. Or she said, “ Come with me,” and took his elbow, and supported him inside.

There were locks and codes and pass-pads, and a concealed space in the bow of her barge. And asmall
soothingly lit compartment with aplain virtud interface, just ahelmet and atouchpad. Very sark, cadm
light on brushed stedl, a screen on the wall above the panel that showed a soothing abstract seascape,

moving gently.

Andréfdt afaint misgiving as she seated herself and smoothed her hair back, or he felt nothing but the
euphoriaof adrendine, or nothing but drained and tired. “ Someone brought down the transfer gation,”
someof her said. “I heardit' san dieninvason.”

“Aliens.” or “That can’'t betrue.” or just numb silence.
And whatever he said, some of her answered, “We haveto do it on the ham radio.”
And some of the Andrésthat heard her answered, “Brought down the station? Destroyed it?’

“I don't know.” Her hands moved over the touchpad; the pattern varied. “Y ou want a concrete answer
inthis?

Outside, worlds away, another André Deschénes died in agony when aranid insurgent put the bolt of a



spear-gun through his abdomen. Other Andrésfdlt it, and winced. “ Probability storm?’

Some of her laughed, some of her called him ignorant, some explained what that meant. And that those
who worked with wave states called it a correction.

And that she' d never even heard of onelikethis.

The barge pitched and yawed as the wind picked up; André felt its conflicting shivers through his many
feet. All the Ziyis at their consoles downloaded the chit, burned acopy of the data, and handed the
origind back to André. Then the current one pulled the helm on over her head and composed herself.
“Cdling Bryson now,” shesaid. “We'll seeif | get through.”

She placed her hand on the smooth dome of the touchpad, and exploded into flames.

From theingde, head and chest and the white-hot fire eating her asif her bones themsaves were
phosphorus, the flames tunneling through, burning to the extremities. André reached for her, somehow
thinking he could yank the headset off, pull her clear. But the heat licked hisfingers, and athick column of
oily greaseralled from her chair.

And Andréfdt himself collgpsing. Narrowing, narrowing, crashing in, clenching down.

The man who grabbed Ziyi Zhou' s shoulder would likdly die. Unless, on some other timeline, hewas
aready dead. Unless he were about to vanish from possibility, like a photon detected passing through the
other dit.

Knesslike gdlatin, eyes watering from the smoke, André backed out of the hold, the data chit folded in
hisleft hand.

Cricket—this Cricket, of dl the Cricketsthat could have been—was il dive when shefinally met
Timothy Closs, in animprovised meeting room aboard an evacuation ship, running before the storm.
They’ d brought her in by chopper, aride harrowing enough that she planned never to leave the surface
again. Shedidn’'t know if Closs had comein the same way, or if he' d been here dl dong.

Judging by the state of his hair and atear in the deeve of hisjacket that was till repairing itsdf, he'd
probably been in the fighting, which she knew about because she' d been eavesdropping in the helicopter.

Despiteit all, though, it was morning, and the world was unsplintered, though the storm defeated any
glimpse of rallying dawn. Cricket was wet to the skin. Her blouse—saturated with salt spray—had given
up the ghost and hung against her body in sodden, lifelessfolds. She shivered, and with her hands fixed
behind her, couldn’t even hug hersdlf for warmth.

She drew her shoulders back, though, and set herself on her hedls, refusing to tilt her head and Stare up at
him. Hewasn't tdl, but it didn’t take much to be taller than she.

He studied her for amoment, though, and didn’t step too close. He was afit, compact, older man. He
frowned, his hands clagped behind his back asif in unconscious mimicry of her own less-voluntary pose.
Any minute, she thought, he'd cock hishead and say something like You' ve been a great deal of
trouble.

But what do you say in astuation likethat, if you don’t have the scriptsto fal back on?

He surprised her. A thoughtful regard, straight-on, and then he turned away. “Mgor?’ she asked his



back, her teeth rattling.
“Get thiswoman ablanket,” he said. “ And something hot to drink. With sugar and caffeineiniit.”

They did, and eased her restraints, resedling the plagtic cuffsin front of her instead of behind so she could
st and manage the cup. When she was hafway comfortable, her hair and clothes soaking the dry
blanket—garish Charter Trade green—they wrapped around her shoulders, he leaned back against the
edge of atable, folded his arms across his chest, and gave her another considering look.

The slencein the room let the sound of the storm seep through. Beyond the shutters, wind wailed and
hail and rain dashed the sides of the vessal. She hoped they didn’t run into awaterspout. On the other
hand, that wouldn’'t matter much to her if they were planning an execution.

“I hope you're proud of yourself,” he said.

The gesture of her chinincluded the storm, historn deeve, the restraints on her wrists. She cupped both
hands around the mug of cocoathat warmed her pams. “1 hope you don't think | had anything to do with
this”

“Enough to go forward on,” he said. “ Unless you want to tell me alittle about what your plansare.”

Oh, what the hell. Either André had gotten away or he hadn’t; if he had, Ziyi had the information
aready. If he hadn’t, maybe she could scare Clossinto doing something stupid. “We know,” she said.
“We know that the omelite is the by-product of a Side explosion; we know about the exploitation of the
ranid workers, we know that Greene's World is undergoing amgor ecological catastrophe due to
unregulated tanglestone mining; and we know that the ranids had atechnologica society and willingly
relinquished it. And we retelling the Core, Mgjor.”

“You'rebluffing.” Cam, but that crease between his brows was degpening. “Y ou can't prove any of
thet.”

She sipped the cocoa. It was she who cocked her head. * Lucienne Spivak was a Unified Earth security
agent, Closs. Y ou killed auniform. And André Deschénes will testify toit.” Please, André. Please have
gotten away.

Closswas good. Hedidn't flinch. He didn't close his eyes. Hisfingers didn’t tighten on hisbiceps. She
couldn’'t be sure.

But then helicked dry lips, just apink flicker, and she covered asmile. Owned. “It’ll spend yearsin
court,” hesaid.

Shefinished her cocoa “Kiss enough frogs, get aprince. Do you want to stand tria for my murder or
kidnapping, too?’

“You'renot freeto go,” he said. He glanced at the door; his executary must have summoned her
keepers, because the panel did back amoment later. “We have a stateroom for you, M~ Murphy. I'm
afradit’ snot luxurious”

Inside his hollowed tree, Jean was accustomed to silence. And so ateakettle moaning startled him,
jerked him out of head-held exhaustion. Helet his handsfall to the control panel and pushed himsalf up.
The short cord on his VR helmet snapped him back into the chair. He bruised the backs of histhighs and
cursed, too exhausted to stand again.



He concentrated, lifted his hands, and tugged the hemet forward from the bottom rim. The dimly lit
chamber was bright enough to make him squint.

Helmetless, he heard the sound more clearly.
It wasthewind.

The unnamed extratropical storm had made landfal, and his tree was thrashing, chafing, rasping branch
on branch. Each collision shivered through the heartwood beneath hisfeet. When helaid his hand on the
console again, it trembled againgt hisfingertipslike aracing pulse.

Two deep breaths and he forced himself shakily to hisfeet, clutching the cruddly welded edge of the
console. He used the toilet, leaning one forearm against the wall for support. There was a concealed
locker full of high-cdorie food; he rummaged out two logs of vitamin-enriched dried fruit and a preserved
sdami, which he hacked chunks off with his knife while coffee brewed.

Not dead. Hisleft arm was numb whereit didn’t sting or burn or prickle. He could useit if helooked at
what he was doing, but the fine motor control was amost nonexistent. He shrugged hisjacket down,
rolled the deeve up, and found a stun-gun burn on his upper arm. He couldn’t remember how or where
he' d gotten it, or under what circumstances.

Which Jean was he? And had the others scattered, their diverse worldsirretrievably diverged, or had
they dl collgpsed into him?

And did it, in any practica consderation, matter?

A firgt-aid kit lived in one of the storage cabinets. He sat down at the console again, too tired to clean the
wound, and diced off another piece of afruit bar.

The coffee dripped from thefilter. His console pinged an incoming call.
That should only comefor one person. “Lucienne,” he said, diding down inhischair. “I’'m dive.”

“That' sgood,” she said. “Because everybody on Greene' s Station isn't. And either André didn’t make it
to Zhou, or something happened once he got there. No data.”

“Ping him,” Jean said. There was asterile tube of condensed milk in the cabinet. If he got up, he could
get coffee, add the milk. Warmth, sugar, caffeine, protein, fat. It would help.

“TheSlide” Luciennesaid. “It'sdown. | can only reach you because of your tech. Listen carefully.”
The coffeewastoo far avay. And Lucienne svoicewas...coldly terrified. “I’'m not doing anything ese.”

It till took her five minutesto make him believe—that to al gppearances an dien attack force had taken
down thetransfer sation, that the entire planet was floating in the dark, alone, unconnexed. “Zhou' s out
of contact,” Luciennefinished. “Y ou are Sitting at the only live console on Greene sWorld, Jean.”

He dumped in the chair and regarded the backs of his hands, tiff and vaulted as dead spiders. “ Shit.” He
could just about turn his head to ook at her face on the screen. She bit her thumbnail as she studied him.

“Jean, go make yoursdf some coffee.”
“It'smade,” he said, but heaved himsdlf out of the chair. “What do you want to do?’

“Put meintouch with André. If he’ sdive. Have you heard from Cricket?’



“I don't know if she's...” Jean fixed coffee, pretending distraction. “We had one hell of a probability
correction. A probability collapse. | saw her dead. | don’t know if she till is. She might be off connex
evenif shelived. | have noideawhat it'slike out there; I'm pinned down under astorm. | think | forced
thefork to completion, though. | think we' re split.”

“No moreomdite,” Lucienne said. “Well. That's going to change things. Open achannd to André.”
“And if | connex thisthing and they find methrough it?’
“Slideto Earth. Y ou need to take your machine down anyway, don’t you?’

He nodded. Becauseto keep it live was to take the risk of breaking the planet again. “ Clone mysdf?1
don’t have amatter transmitter here, Lucienne.”

She laced her fingers behind her neck, under the hair. It hurt to look at her; he stared down at the oily
surface of the coffee. “Y ou don’t need one. | can get one on thisend. Just send the data; we' |l tune your
daughtersdf in.” Her fingerswaved beside her ear. “What, are you chicken?’

“It won't be—"

“You aren't you. Y ou aren't the you you were thismorning. Y our consciousness provides a semblance
of continuity, but if you' ve had an exigency incident, you' ve been an infinite number of people between

then and now. Thereisno freewill. It sdl anilluson. Besides’—she smiled—"*I cameto you. Areyou
too much of asissy to cometo me?’

Rather than answer, Jean put the mug to his mouth and drank deeply, scorching his paate and tongue.
When he' d had amoment, he said, “Y ou set that up.”

“No.” Lucienne smiled, and if she' d been standing by him, she would have touched hisarm. “It'sjust a
goddamned coincidence. Find out what you can about Cricket, Maurice, and Noud, whileyou're at it?’

17

GREENE STEPPED THROUGH THE DOORWAY, WIPED HISforelock out of his eyes, and stood
dripping on the worn-out carpet. “Nice fucking evacuation, Tim.”

Clossthought of haf adozen schoolyard taunts—next time you start a war, check to make sure we
have an army first— and remembered himsdlf in time not to engage. He settled for parade rest and an
impassive expression. “Welogt,” he said, and waited for the emotionsto cross Jeff’ sface.

Hewas only dightly disappointed. Greene attempted to counterfeit innocence, but only managed to |ook
angry. “Thehdl you say.”

| should have stayed in the service. “| had aconversation with M~ Morrow while you
were...wherever you went, Jeff. Core knows that the ranids are posttech, or if they don’t, they will as
soon as connex is back up. We have no rightsto thisworld. Welogt. It' sdl over but thejail time.
Assuming we survive what looks like afucking dien invasion, Jeff. If the dien ships Side back from
wherever they just Sid off to and have another go at us. Have you paused to think about that?’

The slence dragged alittle. Closs expected Greene to squirm, thrash, deny. Instead, he dipped both
hands into his suit pockets and pushed them forward, ruining the line as the autofit stretched cartoonishly.
Hebit hislower lip, and then looked up at Closs and said, “ The information being out doesn’t matter if



thefroggiesdon't exist.”
“I wish you wouldn't use that word. They’reranids. What do you mean, ‘don’'t exist’ 7’

“Becauseit’s so much lessracist to cal them ‘froggies in Latin? 1 mean, | have abioweapon, Tim. We
can get rid of thelittle bastards for good.”

“...andthediens?’

“The diensareranidsfrom the other fork, right? Well, let me tell you something €lse you probably
haven’t been paying enough attention to notice, Mgor. The omelite wells are pumping dudge.”

“SW!

“All of them.” Greene waited three beets. “We re out of business. And your dieninvason?’mwilling to
bet it isn't coming back.”

The humen argued while Gourami struggled to understand them. Se dared not press against the glass;
instead se hunkered back in the darkness, se new net-vest making an irregular outline, licked by therain
and thewind.

Se companions hadn’t found the captives, or any sign, on the fleeing barge that the Company humen used
asavillage-heart. They had taken Caetel, and se would not leave Caetel in their dry, rough hands. So se
had attached sdif to the humen leader’ s helicopter asit fled the overrun barge. And se clung there, water
doshing in se brood pouch, se hand and toefingers wrapped in a deathgrip on wet metal until bone ran
with traced flame and digits cramped in claws.

Se gl shook from the flight. The storm, though it tugged se and would have tumbled saf from the deck
of thisnew shipif it could, was just astorm—rain and wind, safe enough if one were far from shore. Sed
aready swum through the chop to reach here. Se could not have risked being spotted hanging on the
skid of the arriving helicopter, and so se had dropped into the ocean and swum aboard.

The storm was se friend. There were amost no humen on deck, and when they emerged, they did so
briefly. Se could endure the pitch and surge of the ship asit rode heavy seas. A bullet would have been
harder to survive, and self had no illusons how the humen would fed about a ssowaway person now.

But se could not leave while the humen leaders were arguing. Not when they were arguing about people,
and when they were arguing also about the Other Ones. And Gourami struggled to read their lips through
therain-streaked glass. The light-colored one seemed to be defending an idea or an argument, waving
away the dark-colored on€e' s objections. He pulled something from his pocket, a box that he opened to
show one two three four five six silver tubes. He lined them up on the table and tapped the one on the
end with hisfingernail. They sat there, dlent and smdl and inoffensive, frosting faintly on the outsides
unlessthat was asmear of condensation on the glass.

Sometimes, Gourami caught the outline of words on the humen mouths. Mortality rate. Effective. All
age morphs. Unethical. Retrovirus.

Genocide.

The dark one said that last, and Gourami, shaking, pained and frozen in brewing horror, was pierced by
hope for amoment as the pale one drew back. The humen stared at each other, a contest of willsrather
than support and assent. All Gourami heard was the rush of wind, the creak of the ship asit pitched and



yawed.

I’m not going to jail for a bunch of frogs, the pinkish one said. It looked down and away from the
other, at an angle, and Gourami saw what its lips shaped, clearly. We can’t lose this planet, Tim. And
Corewon't protect us if there’s no tanglestone.

Fight him, Gourami willed, leaning one hand foolishly on the glass, the rain dashing se back like whips.
Asif se could press close to the human, influence him somehow. Asif he would understand the words se
thought a him sofiercely. Asif it would matter at all.

Sewas not agreatparent. Se did not have the skill of making luck.

For Christ’s sake, the one called Tim said. He turned his back on the pink one, and that let Gourami see
what he said clearly. | don’t want to know what you do.

At firgt, Cricket tried to deep. Her connex was damped—she’ d get nothing aslong as she was on this
boat—and she could only play so much solitaire.

But she might aswell try to fly to the moons, or swim to the bottom of the ocean, or turn back time.
Actualy, she thought—composed on her narrow cot, staring at the bulkhead where it curved in over her
head—she d have a better chance, statistically speaking, of any of those. She felt the ship move
ponderoudy in the heaving ocean, its massive length and heavy ked amatch for the fury of the
cyclone—at least for now.

She' d | eft the windowless compartment lit, preferring to see anything that might come &t her in the night.
And because it made the creaks and shudders of the storm-tossed vessel easier to bear—if the light was
on, it was just aship being driven by the storm. In the dark, she would have been arag tossed and
shaken in the teeth of abeast.

When the door whirred open, she cameto her feet. She was not expecting a crouched and shivering
ranid, water pooling beneath it on the deck. “Don’'t comein!” she said. “ The door’ slocked from the
outsde.”

The ranid—afar-swimmer, with the net-vest knotted about it like you saw on dramas, and pregnant,
which they never were in the media—gestured at Cricket impatiently. She moved forward, shuffling and
sore but not dow by any means, and stepped over the guard dumped againgt thewall. She didn’'t ask if
he was dead or unconscious.

All the corridors were abandoned, which did not surprise Cricket. The ship seemed to berunning a
skeleton crew, and they’ d be needed to keep her together in the face of the cyclone. Theranid led her
along its own backtrail of dripped water, but paused asthey entered an aft ladderway. It drew Cricket
into the shelter behind the ladder with the light grip of dimy twig-fingers, and held up a child’ s waterproof
date. —Cricket Murphy, it keyed. —Humen call me Gourami. We must destroy this ship.

“There are peopleonit!” Cricket whigpered, leaning forward so her face would show in the light of the
screen. “ Thelifeboats won't make it through this.”

Theranid hestated. Then it turned the date away from her and bent over it, fingers moving with precise
rapidity. When it raised the date to Cricket’ seye level. —Must. ?Tim? And ?Jeff? have virusto kill
ranid people. All of us. We cannot let them. Please. | need your help.

“We stay with the ship or | die, Gourami. And—if we sink the ship, how do you keep the, the virus'—



shit, Rimis using bioweapons on the natives? Fuck me raw—"from getting into the water?’

—Fire, thefrog typed impatiently, goggling up at Cricket with beseeching eyes—\Virusis sealed in
tubes, in refrigerated box. Help me sabotage the ship. And then we swim. It is only a storm.

“I can't!” Panic, tightening her throat, her heart thumping like an angry fist.

—You will hold onto my vest, Gourami typed. — will swimfor you. All you need to do is breathe.
And stay warm.

Easier said than done.

Cricket swalowed acid. “It’s not easy to burn ametal ship,” she said. “I don’t suppose you packed a
bomb?’

The ranid shook its head, ducking gpologetically. —Musgt, it typed, and Cricket thought if it werea
human it would have been weeping in frugtration.

How many people were on this ship? Closs and Greene. And thirty crew members? Fifty?“How do you
know they have thisvirus? How do you know they’ll useit?’

It hed to be amisunderstanding. A mistake. It wasthe sort of thing avillain in abrainimation might do.
And Cricket held on to that self-delusion for dmaost aminute, until Gourami’ s careful explanation and
word-for-word account of what it had seen chipped away at her disbelief, and |eft her leaning againgt the
bulkhead, gasping.

“Hesad that.”

—Yes.

“And Clossdidn’t stop him.”

—Closs said he did not want to know anything about.
“Oh, fuck merunning,” Cricket said. Thirty people.
Thirty.

Maybefifty at the outsde.

How many had she killed on Patience?

Weasit different if you went in knowing you had made the decision to kill? Wasit different if youdid it in
sdlf-defense? In defense of another? In defense of a gpecies?

Or wasit dtill just murder, like what André had doneto Lucienne, like what Closs had done to Maurice?
Like what Gourami had done to the guard?

“All right,” Cricket said. “If you don’t have abomb, we have to get to the hydrogen compression tanks.”
—Cricket?

Cricket sighed exasperation. Bad enough to be here, doing this. Worse to have to stop and think about
it. “Come on. Come on.”



The storm was going to kill him, and André thought he should probably be more upset about that than he
was. But therewas a certain dement of justiceinit, if you believed in such things, and he was pretty
fucking tired. Ziyi’ s barge would never survive the cyclone in the confines of the harbor, and André could
not run before the sorm without her codes—even assuming the electrical system had survived her death.
Fire systems had extinguished her corpse; bel owdecks, the surfaces were covered in amixture of greasy
soot and foam. He could not contact Nouel or Cricket—or Lucienne, for that matter—and he had no
means of reaching Jean. The datathat Maurice had died for wasin his hands, and he had no way to get it
where it would do any good.

So he stood on the bridge, behind the barge stall glass windows, and sipped liquor that Ziyi was never
going to get around to drinking, and watched the green and red running lights stream away on either side.
He had the stolen flashboat and nowhereto goinit.

He could run to Jean’ s minifab. It would be watertight. If the storm didn’t wash it away. He could head
for arefugee ship; there were aways one or two, among the last vesselsto clear the bay. They would be
waliting for fishers straggling home from the bayou, for the crews of thelast lightersto touch down.

Charter Trade ran the refugee ships. Charter Trade was going to be looking for André Deschénes. If he
could makeit through the risng wind, thefaling rain.

The choices paralyzed him. He understood some of what had happened—the probability storm, the
sharp brief moment where every choice had been made, where every potentiaity had becomered. But
that was over now. When he chose, he was choosing. He was collapsing awave.

And every choice could be the wrong choice. And then he' d be like Cricket—Ilike M oon—with the
blood of aworld on his hands.

Or he could stay here, on this ship that had no chance of moving, and wait for the storm.
The anchor cables were dready groaning, the waves bregking over therail. It would not be long.

Hefinished the drink and dropped the glass on thefloor. It didn’t break but rolled down the pitching
deck to clink againgt the usel ess navigation pane. He should have thrown it against the bulkhead. Ina
moment, the barge rocked, the deck danted the other way. The glassdid instead of rolling.

André brought his hed down sharply and cracked the glass under his cagt. It shattered, skipping down
the deck, and he grabbed the whedl so that he would not fall.

And then his headset blinked live with an instant message, and he accepted hagtily and then laughed out
loud. Because it was—of dl the mad possibilities—from Jean Kroc. Typed, obvioudy, bereft of mood or
context modifiers, containing nothing but the words.

André, follow my beacon. It will bring you in.

André ran before the wind, hunkered under the flashboat’ s canopy, skipping across whitecapslike a
spun stone. 1t would have been easy to get lost among the reeds and the narrow channelsin the dark and
the dashing rain. But Jean’ s beacon came with amap.

Hefollowed it, and tried not to think of the bayou and the unburied bodies sunk in its storm-churned
mire. Faster would have been better, but he was pushing hisreflexes and the autopilot’s, and if heran



aground there was no one to rescue him. And now he had areason to live—haf areasonto live,
anyway—because he traded messages with Jean while he traveled, and Jean told him alot of things.

“Will you do thetime?’ Jean asked, outright.

The chit André carried could be whatever tiny payback he could offer for Cricket and Noud, whether
they were dive or dead. Dead, most likely; hedidn’t liketo fool himself with false hope and denidl.

He' d made some mistakes.
It ill might bedl right.

“I'll testify,” he said. And plugged Maurice s chip into the flashboat’ s playback so he could upload the
datato Jean ashedrove, in casehedidn’'t makeitin.

The storm covered any sound of the flashboat’ s engine as André doused the lights and motored in
near-darkness to within sight of the mooring, relying on his augmentsto find hisway. The craft Jean had
liberated at Noue!’ s barge wasn’'t the only boat tied up by the paramangrove roots. Not surprising, given
the beacon; somebody in Rim must have gotten lucky. Through the coded channel, André said, “ Jean,
you have company on theway, if it'snot there yet.”

“Thanks” Jean said. “1 can see them on the motes. They’re unlikely to find their way in—shit.”
“What?’

“Well,” Jean said, rdluctantly. “They appear to have brought equipment. And some of it lookslikeit
might go boom.”

“Am | going to need thisboat again?’ André fought it into the shelter of a paramangrove, wincing asthe
wind blew it hard against the roots and something crunched.

“Anything’s possible.” André waited; Jean caved. “But we' |l probably be dead. Or gone out the back
door.”

“Y ou have aback door?’

“Every good fox has aback door, André. Can you handle the company? There seem to be about six of
them. No, seven.”

“And onein theboats,” Andrésaid. “Sure. | can handlethat.”
He checked hispistal.
He had five bullets | ft.

The trees |ooked easy, but not with hisleg in that cast. André popped the bubble on the flashboat to get
alittle more room and hauled himsalf up on the gunwae. The boat tipped somewhat, but he extended his
broken leg across the beam, and it didn’t rock more than once. There was an underdash light, dim and
greenish. Rain lashed his scalp and trickled down his back as he bent forward to struggle with the straps
on the cast. The boat was dready shipping water. He didn’t expect to see it again—»but then, he didn’t
really expect to come back.

The boneswere at |east partidly heded. If it had been aless complicated break, he would have been



walking unassisted after three weeks. As he opened the clamshell halves of the cast, he told himself that
his orthopod was being unnecessarily conservative.

Hisbody heat evaporated in cool moisture, asif someone lifted awarm cloth from his skin and left only
shreds of vapor behind. The flashboat had afirst-aid kit; he dressed the calf in gauze where hardware
broke the skin, and wound it with waterproof bandaging, trying to ignore how the shank had wasted.
He d be fine without the cast.

If theleg would hold hisweight. If he could stop thinking about the fall that awaited him if he dipped, in
the rain and the dark. If it wasn't for the red memory of bone and blood and incapacitating pain.

Meticuloudy, André removed his other shoe. He placed it beside the cast in the flashboat, then checked
to be sure his gun was securely in place. He thought about programming the autopilot to rev the engines
to life after afive-minute delay—as a distraction—but either he' d be dead by then or he' d be better off
with the Rimmers not knowing there was anybody home but them and Jean Kroc. The beacon was
enough of aclue that somebody was coming.

The boat gave one more good wobble when he stood. He stabilized it; the effort sent aspike of pure
white eectricity up hisleg.

Thiswasn't going to beany fun at dl.

The bark of the paramangrove was dick, but he managed to wriggle and dideinto alow branch, kicking
off from the spreading roots with his uninjured leg. From there, he could al but walk up the branches,
though he limited himsdlf to more of apaingtaking sdle.

Before his adventure in the swamp, he would have skipped aong the branches asif trotting long a
sdewak, sdling effortlesdy from shadow to shadow. Now he stopped and calculated each step, lifting
his good leg up first so he could heave the rest of him after, one hand aways on a branch or the trunk of
the paramangrove.

Good joke, that. André aone knew of three different worlds that had species called something like
paramangrove, neomangrove, whatever. He guessed it didn’t matter, though, if you never got off the
ground.

The rain and wind shipped about him, and farther from the trunk, branches lashed. He fdlt the vibrations
through the soles of hisfeet; they thundered and thumped and itched in his hedling bone until hefelt like
the bridge of aviolin. He crept a ong the branches hunched, trying to present as small a silhouette as
possibleto thewind.

The guard by the boats was just aswell ignored. He couldn’t spare a bullet, and the sounds of ascuffle
would just dert the others. Assuming that André could win that argument in his current weakened State.

That was the most worrying question of dl.

Wédll, he'd hedl. Or he’ d have more to worry about than a shattered limb.

“Jean, you dill there?’

“Likeabog tick. And so are my friends by the door.”

“Do you have any weapons?’

“If they don’t blow the place apart around me, | can defend mysalf when they enter. But if they take the



probability engine offline, then we velost anyway. It' s our only way to get to Lucienne. | sent the dataon
d’]Gij.”

The conversation was silent on André send; he willed his conversation into the headset. Jean, without
implants, answered verbaly.

“Good. Right,” André said. “ Uplink me a schematic of the opposition, please?’

Jean did it, and André paused and considered. There were three on the branch, two covering, two—not
counting the one at the boat—serving as a picket. And the most dangerous weapon on Stewasn't his
Sdearm, or that of any of the Rimmers.

It was the bundle of explosivesthat Jean had correctly identified, and that they were affixing to the trunk
of one of thelargest and most stately trees. It was asmall enough package that he was reasonably certain
it contained one of two or three shock-resistant high explosives, which would have to be triggered by a
small quantity of more volatile explosive. If they had any sense, the Rimmerswouldn't try to hook up the
detonator—and the timer—to the bomb until it was secure. Then they’ d place ablast shield over it, to
shape the charge, and retredt.

“Y ou don’t have any booby traps?’

“What do you want, killer robot squirrels? They aready disarmed the weapon | had covering the door.
Y ou digtract them enough for me to get this door open without getting my face blown off, and you' Il have
al thehdp you're crying out for.”

The officers had lit their work areawith IR floods clamped to nearby tree limbs; these suited André' s
augmentsfine

“Yeah,” Andrésaid. “It'd benice.” He wanted some elevation on the Rimmers, but not too much. And
with hisleg fragile and the wind threatening to sweep him from his dick-wet perch with every painstaking
motion, he was asking for anoisy dip. Eventualy, though, he found alimb he could straddle, alatera
branch crossing it at aforty-five-degree angle about a haf-meter higher. It didn’t point in quite theright
direction, but it would do.

Thewind wasn't going to help either. The labyrinth of branches made its gusts chaotic; it blew cold down
hisneck and rain into hiseyes. And not only would he have to watch al those flickering leavesand try to
outsmart the wind, he was shooting some twenty meterswith ahandgun. At night, amid treesthat
creaked and shifted and moaned as they rubbed together, on branches that thumped branches, sending
showers of fat droplets through the canopy.

It was acrazy, impossible shot.

“Jean,” hesaid. “I need alittle luck.”
“That' sgtill an extraordinarily bad idea.”
“If it wasn't important—"

Jean’ s sllenceimplied much. Asdid the dow ddiberation with which he said, “ By which we prove
ourselves no more capable, under pressure, of picking the hard and risky path than any Charter Trade
exec.”

“BExcuseme?’



“Never mind,” Jean said. André heard clicking. Was Jean actudly using akeyboard?“It'sdl right
because we re the good guys, right? Consider it done. Look, just disable the charge and get inside the
door, okay? Don't worry about anything but speed.”

Oh, theimplicationsin that demand. André steadied his hands on the cross branch and sighted, timing the
whip of leaves, the sway of branches, the movement of the officer as he finished setting the charge against
the door and turned to receive the detonator from his assstant. Waiting the moment. The gde till rose,
the rain stinging hard. The limb the Rimmers stood on was as broad as asdewalk, and it would take
André at least five seconds to reach it, probably another second and a haf to get to the door. If nobody
shot him aong theway. If hedidn’t rebresk hisleg. If...

The moment came, alull, aluff, asif the sorm drew abrezath.
André caressed the trigger.

Loud asthe end of the world, loud even over theroar of the storm through the trees, the gun wrenched in
his hand. One shot.

The officer who had had the detonator in his hands—

—had no hands. He toppled backward, blood trailing like strewn confetti. The other two cleared the
branch so fast that André couldn’t tell if they dove aside or had been blown clear.

It didn’t matter. He moved. Clipped the pistal into its magnetic holster, dropped three meters, caught
himsalf on rough dimed wood, and swung. His shoulder wrenched, hisleft hand tore. His hot, bloody
palm skidded on rain-cold bark. A wesgpon barked, and something drew aline of fireaong hiship and
thigh.

Hailing, swearing, André swung and fell to the lower branch, managing to take most of the shock on his
good leg. The branch didn’t even dip under hisweight. Blood oozed from the gunshot wound, made
treacherous footing deadly. He went to one knee.

Luck. Hefdt the hiss of abullet pass him, never even heard the report. The wind that had saved him
frayed the sound. Leaving handprintsin blood, André scrambled forward, crouched like afroggie. There
was light ahead, suddenly, an oblong shape. He dove toward it, heard this gunshat, al right, as Jean
unloaded the shotgun over his head. Once, twice, three timesin under two seconds. Cold rain rivuleted
André s scalp, dripped from his eyebrows. Jean might have two more rounds, or five. André couldn’t
clearly seethegun.

Hefdl inside the door. Jean grabbed him by the collar, backing up, and hauled hisfeet ingde.

Blood smeared everything as André pushed himself to hisfedt. It was dark, opaque as milk. For a
moment, he stared at it, stunned. “How bad?’ Jean asked.

André shook hishead. “Not bad.” And then he poked the wound in hisleg to be sure, and hissed. No,
not bad. “ Stings like abastard. Y ou said you had a back way out?’

Jean handed him the shotgun. “Watch the door. Stay back.”

The officers might have another detonator. André and Jean shared alook; they didn’t need to share the
words. André hauled himsdlf up. “Lucienne?’

“She'sonthe VR,” Jean said. “| don't really have screens.”



The temptation to turn and see what Jean was doing, to ogle his bizarre hand-shopped console with its
scorch marks and its rainbowed, heat-discolored metal, was unbearable. André folded his hands on the
shotgun and watched the door. Five minutes, saven. “Can you see what they’ re doing out there?’

“Bringing up another detonator,” Jean said. “ Come here, plug into thisthing. We'll download your head
to Lucienne.”

“ She' sdready got the stuff from Maurice?’” André dug inside his shirt, found it in the pocket next to his
skin. “God, got achair? My leg—"

He d have gnawed it off, given half areason. It couldn’t hurt more. Jean rose, silently, and gestured him
into the chair. “I got it to her. She wants your hard memory, too. Anything you have on Closs.”

“It'sdl wet memory.” But he could dump some of it to hard. Mogt of it. As he settled himsdlf and
surrendered the shotgun back to Jean, he was already transferring. A matter of microseconds, once he
st the pull variables. 1t wouldn’'t get everything. It might get enough. “ There' s no back door, isthere,
Jean? Thisismy fucking testimony.”

“Would | lie?" Jean said. He glanced at the door. André couldn’'t hear what was going on out there, but
the Rimmers had to have brought the fresh detonator up by now. “Put the headset on.”

You'd lie and lie again, André thought. Neither he nor Jean had had the time to get the device off the
outsde of the door. It was il stuck there, adeadly limpet mine.

He closed the VR st over hiseyes and looked into Lucienne's. “Hello, M~ Spivak.”
“Dump,” shesad.

“Dumping,” hereplied. He dotted the chit, gave her the unsorted contents of hishead, dl theinformation
Maurice had died for, and Cricket, probably, and Noud. Everything that he and Jean were going to die
for now.

All hissecrets.
André Deschénes felt naked, and full of anuminoustruth. It took under ninety seconds. He felt nothing.

Lucienne had been looking aside, perhaps conversing with someone on another connection. But she
glanced back and smiled when he was done, awide, red-lipped, flashing smile. “I won't be able to get
you asuspended sentence, André,” she said. “But this might take off sometime.”

“That'sdl right,” hesaid. “That' snot what | did it for.”
She winked and cut the connection.

The chamber door blew in.

André lifted his head in aplain white room. “I’'m dead,” he said.
“No,” Jean answered. “ You're on Earth. Fed the gravity.”

He lifted onefoot, the other. There was no wound on his hip. Hisleg didn’t ache. His pam was't torn.
Blood, fatigue, and rainwater did not blur hissight.



“How?

Jean smiled, bristled face sparkling like micain the unforgiving light. “ Same way Cricket got to Novo
Haven.” He paused, but another voicefilled his sllence as the door whisked aside.

“You're dead, M~ Deschénes,” Lucienne Spivak said. She wore a butter-colored jumpsuit alittle paler
and more golden than her skin, her black hair dressed up and sparkling with jeweled feather-pins.
“Charter Trade officerskilled you on Greene' s World, approximately seventeen seconds ago. | redize
this comes as something of ashock.”

André Deschénesis dead. Long live whoever the hell | am. “Cricket?’

“We haven't heard,” she said. “ There’ sno connex yet. I'm sorry.”

She wastaking to André, but she was looking at Jean. And Jean was looking back &t her.
“I'mnot him,” Jean said.

L ucienne came three more steps, leaned in, turned her head and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I’m not
her either. Y ou' d better know that from the top.”

André turned his back and walked away. There was bound to be someonein the areawho could find
him a shower and cot. And he couldn’t ssomach standing there and watching them stare at each other
anymore.

And he wanted a nap before somebody cameto arrest him.

They werewell clear of the explosion by the time the hydrogen tanks that Cricket had rigged went off.
They heard it through the storm, and Cricket saw the column of flame, and some of the burning wreckage
whenit fell. None of it came close to them, though—Gourami was dready svimming strongly away, and
thelights of the cruiser had aready been out of sight.

Cricket, at least, was praying they’ d cooked off the virusrather than releasing it into the ocean. She
didn’t know if ranids prayed, and it didn’t seem like agood time to ask. Wind whipped her; rain
hammered her; the tal seastossed them both. Cricket put her whole will into her hands, knotted in
Gourami’ s harness, and the ranid kept her head above water. She lost feding in her fingers; she thought
she might lose use of both hands. Water blinded her. Slammed her. Spun them like flotsam, like dancers,
like foam on the curve of awave.

The ocean under the storm was warm, warm as the bayou in sunlight. If it had been cold she would have
died, rattling teeth, hard shivers, and then the calm chill of deep in the dark dark ocean.

But it was warm, and Gourami kept her head above water. And Cricket lived.

The storm passed in fifty quarters. Dehydration was the worst enemy, though Cricket got some moisture
from whitefish that Gourami hunted. She missed the storm, when the sun baked her. In the storm, she'd
been able to catch rainwater in her open mouth, alittle. Shelet her hair fall over her faceto protect her
skin as much as possible. Gourami hid them both under festoons of dgae. They floated without moving
when anessie aslong as the sunken cruiser glided padt, its gray back just another long gliding
wave...rolling in thewrong direction.

When it was gone, Gourami ducked underwater, and croaked over and over, cdling, caling again.



They drifted aday and ahalf before the search volunteer ranids found them, a coast guard cutter gliding
behind them. Of the ship Cricket had destroyed, there were no other survivors.

There was no contact with Earth; neither Closs nor Greene were there to demand her arrest and
detention. When she was released from the hospital, she went free.

Some nine monthslater, thefirgt liner arrived. And with it, the capacity for communication with Rim and
Core were reestablished. It would take severd yearsto repair and reconstruct the transfer station, but
there were still more ships outbound to Greene' s World, and they could form the framework for a
temporary system. The planet wasn't dead.

Thefirgt thing Cricket did when she had connex was call Lucienne. She was Sitting in awhite cane chair
on the outside deck of alittle bar in Landward, waiting for Nouel, nursing a seabreeze that had cost a
mint. Grapefruit juice wasn't chegp, anymore.

It was meant to be abrief call; it had already been on the news that the Greene' s World Charter Trade
Corporation was dishanded. L ucienne said there was no need for Cricket to testify. André Deschénes
and Jean Kroc had served.

“Do you want to talk to André, Cricket? He sawaiting sentencing, but | can get acdl through.” She
gmiled. “HeE |l do lesstimethan Morrow. They're not letting her out again.”

Cricket paused, and considered tangled emotions. She interlaced her fingers and rolled her neck to crack
it. “Cal meFisher,” shesad. “It'swhat | go by now. And no. Not redly.”

Lucienne nodded. “ Do you gtill seetheranid caled Gourami?’

“Sometimes,” Cricket admitted. “ Se’ s busy parenting. Thirty-six egglings. Apparently, none of them are
related. ‘ Gourami’ sfamily.” They were on the news.”

“André said hewondersif you will takeit something from him.”

So Cricket knew that Lucienne had Andréin another chat. And that wasfine; it was good to know he
wasdoing dl right.

“What sort of something?’
“Payment on adebt. A story, he says.”
A gtory. Gourami had told her alot of stories while they drifted. And Cricket had told Gourami afew.

And they had stayed in touch, though Gourami was a parent and a far-swimmer now, honored among se
kin.

Y es. Cricket could take Gourami astory. But she wanted to know something before she said yes. “Isit a
good story or asad story? | mean, how doesit end, Lucienne?’

Lucienne' seyes defocused briefly, her chin dropping. When she looked back, she shrugged. “He sayshe
doesn’'t know. He snot sure yet. But he'll let you know when he finds out, if you want.”

Cricket picked at the arm of the chair with afingernail. Nouel was coming up the sdewalk, his hat
cocked againg the glare, awaking stick swinging in hisleft hand.



“Hecan cal,” Cricket said, and waved Noud over. When he caught her eye, shereached for her drink.
Hewaswearing abig grin; he'd been talking to his girlfriend. “When he knows how it ends.”
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