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BOOK |
ATTACK AND SURVIVAL

| wage not any feud with Death
For changes wrought on form and face;
No lower life that earth’s embrace

May breed with him, can fright my faith.
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ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
MAIN POWER BAY

D

on't touch that switch!”

1] Q/v!”

Hisfather’ s shouted warning made Theo Zachariasjerk upright. He banged his head painfully on the sted!
shelf that jutted out over the power bus recess set into the floor plates of the cramped compartment.

“Y ou could trip dl the breakers on the power bus,” Victor Zacharias admonished his son. “The whole
damned ship would go dark.”

Fifteen-year-old Theo sat there surrounded by relays and circuit breakers, his knees poking up from the
recesslike apair of folded ladders. He rubbed his throbbing head with one hand and glowered sullenly at
hisfather.

“How many timesdo | haveto tell you to be careful?’ Victor demanded. “Do you have any idea of how
many megavolts arein those circuits?’

“Twenty-two point Sx,” Theo muttered. “Y ou’ ve told me often enough.”

Victor offered ahand to his son and helped to pull him out of the recess. “I’ll handleit,” he said, climbing
down to where the teenager had been.



“Yeah. Right,” said Theo, thinking he knew what hisfather had left unsaid: Never send aboy to do a
man’sjob.

Nearly an hour later Victor clambered out of the recess and hunched benesth the low overhead aongside
Theo.

“That ought to hold until we get back to Ceres,” he said. “Come on, Thee, help me put the deck plates
back in place.”

Theo skinned his knuckleswrestling with the heavy deck plates, but he avoided mashing hisfingers, as
he' d done once before. Thefingernail on hisleft ring finger was till black from that one. They finished
and crabbed out into the passageway, where they could at last stand erect. Theo stretched to hisfull
height, severa centimeterstaler than hisfather. While Victor was thickset and bullnecked, his once-trim
midsection had spread, stretching the fabric of his coverdls. Theo wastall and dender, but youthfully
awkward, dl gangling arms and legs. Victor’ s hair was jet black and thickly curled; Theo'swasalight
sandy brown, like hismother’s.

“How’ syour head?’ Victor asked gruffly asthey started back toward the living quarters.

Theo rubbed the spot he had whacked. “No lump,” he said. He flexed the fingers where he' d skinned his
knuckles; the hand stung, but not badly.

“Thisold vessdl needsalot of tender loving care” Victor said, moreto himsdlf than to hisson. “We ve
got to nurse her dong until we put in at Ceresfor amgjor overhaul.”

Theo started to reply, but his mouth went dry. He knew what he wanted to say, but found that it wasn't
easy to speak the words. At last, working up his courage, hetried, “ Dad, when we get to Ceres. . .” But
the words dried up in histhroat.

Hisfather’ s expression turned hard. “What about when we get back to Ceres?’

Theo blurted, “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life taking care of thisrust bucket.”



“Neither do I, son. | thought we' d spend ayear or two out herein the Belt and then cashin. But it hasn't
worked out that way. The years just seem to dip past.”

Theo had heard the sad story many times before. “1 don’t want to bearock rat al my life,” he said.

“You don’t want to belike me, isthat it?" Victor asked, hisvoice suddenly sharp.

Fedling miserable, Theo replied, “It’snot that, Dad. It's...jeeze, there’ sgot to be moreto life than
running around the Belt picking up ores and delivering them to Ceres, for cripes sake.”

“Don't let your mother hear that kind of language. She expects you to be a gentleman.”

“Yeah, | know,” Theo sighed.

More softly Victor said, “ Theo, thisship is our home. It's our whole life—"

“Your life” Theo muttered. “I want something more.”

“Likewhat?’

“I don’'t know. I'm not sure. I’'m getting good grades in my science classes.”

“High school classes over the ednet are afar cry from real science, Thee”

“The guidance program says my test scores are good enough for ascholarship.”

“Scholarships pay tuition. Who'sgoing to pay all the other expenses?’

“I can work, support myself. Selene University scholarshipsinclude transportation, &t lesst.”



“Sdene?’ Victor stopped in the middle of the passageway, forcing Theo to stop and turn to face him.
“Y ou want to go to the Moon?’

“Just long enough to get adegreein biology.”

“ And then what?”’

“Maybe | could go to the research station at Jupiter. They need biologiststo study thelife formsthere.”

“Jupiter,” Victor murmured, shaking his head. He clutched at his son’sarm hard enough amost to hurt.
“A biologigt. At the Jupiter station.”

“If I'm good enough to makeit.”

“You'll haveto be pretty damned good,” Victor told his son. Then he chuckled and added, “If you don’t
kill yoursdlf firgt trying to keep this ship going.”

Theo did not laugh.
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ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
GALLEY

L

e’ sfaceit, Mom,” Theo mumbled into hisbowl of yogurt and honey, “Dad doesn’'t trust me. He thinks
I'mdill akid.”

His mother, Pauline, stood at the one microwave oven that was il functioning and smiled
understandingly at her son.



“I don't think that’ strue, Theo,” she said gently.

“I'mfifteen!” Theo burdt. “ Almost sixteen! And he dtill does't trust me with anything.”

“Y our father has an awful lot of respongbility on hisshoulders” Paulinereplied. “Thisship, our lives. . .
there’ sawar going on out there, you know.”

“And he doesn't trust me.”

Pauline sghed, wondering if the microwave was functioning properly. Syracuse was an old, creaking
bucket of an ore carrier. Thefamily spent most of their time on maintenance and repairs, just trying to
keep the vessdl going onitslonely circuit through the Asteroid Belt. The galley wasatight little
compartment, its bulkheads and deck scuffed and dulled from long years of use.

Theo sat hunched over hisbowl, muttering unhappily into his unfinished breskfast. Hissster Angela,
stting acrossthe galley’ s narrow table from Theo, was dightly more than two years older; she was ill
carrying more weight than she should, still wearing an extralayer of teenage fat. Theo taunted her about
it. She responded by cdling her lanky, gawky brother “the giraffe.”

When Pauline looked at her daughter she could see a darkhaired, dark-eyed beauty waiting to blossom.
WEe |l haveto be careful about her once we put in at Ceres, she reminded hersdlf. There |l be plenty of
young men chasing after her.

“Dad’ s got enough to worry about, Thee,” Angie said, in the authoritative voice of an older sigter.

“I could hdp himif he d let me,” Theo grumbled.

“Likeyou fixed thelesk in the fud tank? Dad had to come down and—"

“Hydrogen' stricky stuff!” he protested. “It seepsright through ordinary sedls”

“Never send agiraffeto do aman’sjob.” Angela smirked.



“Likeyou d do better, hippo?’

“Mom! He scaling me namesagain!”

“You garted it!”

“Both of you, stop thisa once,” Pauline said firmly. “1 won't have you cdling each other ugly names.”

The microwave dinged at last. As Pauline opened it and pulled out her own breskfast of steaming
oamed, she sad, “Let metalk to your father about this, Thee. Perhaps there’ s something that we can
do.”

Theo brightened abit and sat up alittle straighter. “I could pilot the ship into Ceresl”

“l don't know. . .."

“Dad lets Angie pilot the ship sometimes.”

“I'm more mature than you,” Angelasaid loftily. “Y ou have to be reliable, you know.”

But their mother smiled. “We'll see”
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ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
MASTER BEDROOM



P

auline Zachariaslooked into the mirror as she sat at her dresser. I’ m getting old, sheredlized, sudying the
fine linesthat were beginning to spiderweb across her face.

She had never been abeauty, not in her own critical estimation. Her jaw was too long, she thought, her
lipstoo thin.

Her gray eyeswerelarge and Victor often called them luminous, the dear. But her hair. It was sorrowful.
Dirty blonde. Victor called it sandy. It never behaved. Pauline had cropped it short, closeto the skull,
and ill it stuck out all around in asea of cowlicks. Shetried to consider her good points. she wastall
and her figure till dimly eegant. She had aways strived to carry hersdlf proudly, chin up, shoulders
back, head erect. Now she was beginning to wonder if it was worth the effort.

Victor stepped into the bedroom and did the door shut. Thelock didn’t catch at first; he had to jiggleit a
few times.

“Thiswholetub is breaking down around our ears,” Victor Zacharias muttered.

He wasright, Pauline knew. Glancing around their bedroom she saw that the dresser and cabinetswere
badly in need of upgrading. Even the wall screens had devel oped an annoying little flicker. But the bed,
shewould never replace their bed. Victor had ripped out the compartment’ s built-in bunk when they’d
firdt leased Syracuse, and he' d built ahandsome oversized bed with his own hands. Painted the plastic
paneling to resemble real wood. Made amattress out of discarded elastic water bags. Their one luxury,
their bed.

“WE Il do an overhaul when we get to Ceres, won't we?’ she asked.

“| wasjust talking to Ceres,” he said, walking across the little compartment and kissing her absently on
the crown of her head. “Three more ore ships have been hit, so pricesare up.”

“Three ships?’ she asked, darmed.

“Corporation ships, Pauline. Nobody’ s attacking the few independents, like us. Not even the
mercenaries”



“Sill. .

Ignoring her unspoken fears, Victor mused, “If we can get this cargo of ore to the market before prices
dip again, we'll make a nice profit. Then we can overhaul the ship good and proper.”

“Will we be able to afford arguve therapy, too?” Pauline blurted.

“Reguvenation?’ Victor looked genuindy shocked. “Y ou? Why?’

She loved him, not least because her hushand aways seemed to see her through adoring eyes. He was
short, barrel-chested, starting to get potbellied. That hardly mattered to her. Hisred strength, Pauline
knew, wasin his character. Victor Zacharias had pride, yes, but more than that he had intelligence. When
she'dfirst met him, Victor had been strong enough to bend stedl rods with his bare hands. What really
impressed her, though, was that he was sharp enough to talk hisway out of confrontations, clever enough
to win fightswithout violence.

And he had that beautiful, thick, curly, midnight black hair. Pauline envied her husband' s luxuriant dark
ringlets. This many months out in the Belt, he had dlowed hishair to grow down to hiscollar.

“I think it stimefor atrestment,” Pauline said. “I’ m not getting any younger.”

“Pah!” He dismissed the ideawith awave of hishand. “People back at Ceresthink you and Angie are
ggers”

“That' snot true, Vic, and you know it.”

“Itistrue” heindsted. “You just don't noticeit.”

“Nonsense.” But she smiled.

He sat beside her, just one hip on the corner of the dresser’ slittle padded bench, and put an arm around
her dender wais.



“Y ou're gorgeous, Pauline” he said into the mirror.

“Not asgorgeous as | used to be.”

Heraised hisdark brows, then took abreath. 1 think it' s gilding thelily, but if you want arguve
treatment when we get back to Ceres, go ahead and do it.”

“We'll beableto afford it?’

He nodded. She leaned her head on his shoulder and he curled around and kissed her.

And did off the bench, plopping onto the threadbare carpet. They laughed together.

Later, asthey lay in their handsome waterbed together, Pauline said into the shadows, “Victor, Theo
thinksyou don't trust him.”

“What?’

She turned toward him, sending a gentle wave through the bed. In the darkened room she could make
out the curve of his bulky shoulder, the outline of those raven ringlets.

“He wants more respongibility, darling. HE sdmost sixteen now—"

“And he' sateribleklutz,” Victor said, chuckling. “All arms and legs, no coordination.”

Pauline smiled, too. She remembered Theo' s disastrous attempt to repair one of the galley’ sfaulty
microwave ovens. It was functioning poorly when Theo started tinkering with it. It was a complete loss
by the time he gave up.

But she coaxed, “Y ou could let him relieve you in the command pod now and then, couldn’t you? Like
you let Angiedtin. After dl, the ship’s cruising on automatic, isn't it?’



“We're on coursefor Ceres, yes.”

“Couldn’'t Thee watch the panels for an hour or two? It would free you up to work on repairs. And it
would mean so muchto him.”

“Aslong as he does’t touch anything,” Victor muttered.

“Maybe he could even work with you on more of the maintenance chores,” Pauline suggested.

“I’'m not sure | have the patience for that,” he said.

“But you'll give him achance?”

She sensad him amiling.

“He wantsto go to Sdene University and study biology,” he said.

“Leaveus?’ Shefdt Sartled by the thought.

“Sooner or later,” said Victor. “I can't kegp him on this ship againgt hiswill. Not for long.”

“But he' snot even sixteen.”

“Hewill be” Victor fdl slent for amoment. Then, “1 wonder what kind of aman he'll turn out to be. I've
triedtoteachhim...”

“Givehim achance,” Pauline urged. “ Show him that you trust him.”

“| supposeyou'reright,” hesaid softly. “I’'ll haveto givehim atry.”
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ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
APPROACHING CERES

S

yracuse was shaped like agiant whed, with two long intersecting spokes bracing the rim: a pair of
three-kilometer-long buckyball tubes running perpendicular to each other. The ship’s control center was
nothing more than a pod attached to the rim at the end of one of the spokes: The ship spun dowly
through space, producing a sense of amogt afull Earth gravity dong therim of the whed.

“Now remember,” Victor said to his son, “watch everything, touch nothing.”

Sitting in the control pod's command chair with hisfather standing at his shoulder, Theo nodded
unhappily.

“Thisisabig responghility, son. I'm going to leave you in charge for a couple of hours.”

To Theo, hisfather’ s heavy-browed, dark-haired face looked somehow menacing. Victor looked like a
solid, sawed-off stump of atree, historso thick and powerful. He wore faded gray shortsand a
sweatshirt, the deeves cut off to show his hairy, muscular arms. Theo kept his own skinny arms hidden
ingdelong deeves.

The command chair in which Theo sat was wedged into a curving bank of screensthat displayed every
agpect of Syracuse' s systems. propulsion, navigetion, life support, logistics supplies, communications,
emergency equipment, and the fourteen thousand tons of asteroida ores held in magnetic grips at the
center of the dowly turning buckyball tubes.

“WE re on the approach course for Ceres. The controls are locked in, so you don’t have to worry about
navigation. Are you sure you can handle the respongbility of being in command?’ Victor asked anxioudly.



That’ salaugh and ahaf, Theo said to himsdlf. The ship’s on automatic and I’'m in command of nobody.
Plus I’ m not supposed to touch anything. Some responsibility.

Misunderstanding his son’ssilence, Victor said, “It'sa dangerous world out there, Thee. Thereé sawar
m’ rg m.n

“l know,” Theo muttered.

“Ships have been attacked, destroyed. Peoplekilled.”

“Dad, the war’ s between the big corporations. Nobody’ s bothered independent ships, like us.”

“True enough,” Victor admitted, * but there are mercenaries roaming around out there and out-and-out
pirateslike Lars Fuchs—*

“Y ou told me Fuchs only attacks corporate ships,” Theo said. “Y ou said he' s never bothered an
independent.”

Victor nodded gravely. “1 know. But | want you to keep your wits about you. If anything unusua
happens—anything at dl—you cal me at once. Understand?”’

“Qre”

“Atonce” Victor emphasized.

Theo looked up at hisfather. “Okay, okay.”

With amillion doubts showing clearly on hisface, Victor reluctantly went to the command pod’ s hatch.
He hesitated, asif he wanted to say something more to his son, then shrugged and |eft the pod.

Theo resisted the impulse to throw a sarcastic two-fingered salute at the old man.



At leadt, hethought, it sabeginning. I’ll just Sit here and let him take over once we ve entered
Ceres-controlled space. It'sabeginning. At least Mom got him to let me babysit the instruments.

Sightly more than an hour later, Theo sat in the command chair, his brows knitted in puzzlement at the
fuzzy image displayed on the ship’s main communications screen.

Syracuse was gtill more than an hour away from orbital insertion at Ceres. But something strange was
happening. Theo stared at the crackling, flickering image of a darkly bearded man who seemed to be
making threets to the communications technician aboard the habitat Chrysalis, in orbit around Ceres,
where the rock rats made their home. The image on the display screen was grainy, the voices broken up
by interference. The stranger was aiming hismessage at Chrysalis: Theo had picked up the fringe of his
comm signal asthe ore ship coasted toward the asteroid.

“Please identify yoursdf,” said acam, flat woman’ svoice: the comm tech at Chrysalis, Theo figured.
“WEe re not getting any telemetry datafrom you.”

The dark-bearded man replied, “ Y ou don't need it. We' relooking for Lars Fuchs. Surrender him to us
andwe'll leaveyou in peace.”

Lars Fuchs? Theo thought. The pirate. The guy who attacks ships out here in the Belt.

“Fuchs?’ The woman' s voice sounded genuingly puzzled. “He snot here. HE sin exile. We wouldn’'t—"

“No lies,” the man snapped. “We know Fuchsis heading for your habitat. We want him.”

Theo redlized that something ugly was shaping up. Much as he hated to relinquish command of
Syracuse—even though his“command” was nothing more than monitoring the ship’ s automated
systems—nhe reluctantly tapped the intercom keyboard.

“Dad, you' d better get up here,” he said, dowly and clearly. “ Something really weird isgoing on.”

It took amoment, then Victor Zachariasreplied testily, “What now? Can't you handle anything for
yourself?” There was no video: voice only.



“Y ou gottasee this, Dad.”

“Seewhat?’ He sounded redlly annoyed.

“I think we' re salling right into the middle of the war.”

“Ceresisneutra territory. Everybody knowsthat and respectsit.”

“Maybe,” Theo said. “But maybe not.”

Grumbling, Victor said, “All right. I'm on my way.”

Only then did Theo notice that the blank display screen’ sindicator showed hisfather wasin the master
bedroom. He fdt his cheeks redden. He and Mom ... No wonder he's cheesed off.
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ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
CONTROL POD

T

heo sat in the command chair, watching and listening to the chatter between Chrysalis and the strangdly
menacing stranger.

Hisfather stepped into the control pod, dark face scowling.

Theo swiveled the command chair and got to hisfeet, crouching dightly in the confined head space of the



pod. Gangling, awkward Theo had hisfather’s deep brown eyes, but the sandy hair and tall, dender
build of his mother. There was the merest trace of alight stubble on hislong, narrow jaw. His denims
were decorated with decals and colorful patches.” What' s got you spooked?” Victor asked in aheavy
grumbling voice as he lowered himself gingerly into the command chair. He had injured histhigh months
earlier whileloading Syracuse’ s cargo of ores from one of the rock rat miners deeper in the Asteroid
Bdt. Theleg still twinged; Victor had scheduled stem cell therapy when they arrived at the Chrysalis
habitat.

Gesturing to the main display screen that covered haf the curving bulkhead in front of them, Theo replied,
“Takealook.”

But the menacing stranger had gpparently cut his communicationswith Chrysalis. To Theo' sdismay, the
main screen showed nothing more than astandard view of the approaching asteroid and its environs. At
this distance Ceres was a discernable gray spheroid against the star-spattered blackness of space.
Circling in orbit about the asteroid, the habitat Chrysalis glittered light reflected from the distant Sun: a
Tinkertoy assemblage of old spacecraft linked together into aring to make alivable home for the rock
rats. They had built the makeshift habitat to escape the dust-choked tunnels that honeycombed Ceres
itdf.

Radar displays superimposed on the screen showed the images of nearly a dozen ships, mostly ore
carierslike Syracuse or massve factory smdters, in orbit around the asteroid; their names and
registrations were printed out on the screen. Two other shipswere visible, aswell. One was labeled
Elsinore, apassenger-carrying fusion torch ship from the lunar nation of Selene. The other had no name
tag: no information abouit it a all was displayed on the screen. From the radar image it looked likea
deek, deadly dagger.

Victor Zacharias scratched absently at his stubbled chin as he muttered, “By god, that lookslike a
military vessd—an attack ship.”

“She' snot emitting any telemetry or tracking beacons,” Theo pointed out.

“| can seethat, son.”

“They weretadking to Chrysalis before you camein,” Theo explained. “ Sounded threatening.”

Victor’'s blunt-fingered hands played over the comm console. The main screen flickered, then theimage
of the bearded man came up.



“Attention Chrysalis,” hesaidin aheavy, guttura voice. “ Thisisthe attack vessd Samarkand. You are
harboring the fugitive Lars Fuchs. Y ou will turn him over to mein ten minutes or suffer the consequences
of defiance.”

Theo said to hisfather, “Lars Fuchsthe pirate!”

“Therock rats exiled him years ago,” Victor muttered, nodding.

Thevoice of Chrysalis' s communications center said annoyedly, “ Fuchs? God knowswhere heis”

“I know whereheis” Samarkand replied coldly. “And if you don't surrender him to me |l will destroy
you.”

Hisimage winked out, replaced by the telescope view of Ceres and the spacecraft hovering near the
ageroid.

Victor began to peck intently on the propulsion keyboard set into the curving panel before him, muttering,
“WEe ve got to get oursavesthe hdll out of here.”

“Huh?Why?’

“Before the shooting Sarts”

“ Chrysalis isunarmed,” Theo said. “They don’'t have any weapons. Everybody knowsthat.”

“We don't have any weapons either,” said hisfather.

“But they wouldn’t shoot at an unarmed ship. That does’t make sense”

“You hope.” Victor' sfingers were flicking across the controls.



Turning amassively laden ore ship is neither asmple nor aquick maneuver. It takestime and | ots of
space. Theo glanced at the control screens and saw that Syracuse wasdowly, panfully dowly, coming
about.

Something flashed on the main screen.

“Hée sfired on her!l” Victor shouted.

Theo saw ared-hot dash cut through the thin metal hull of one of Chrysalis's modules. A glittering cloud
puffed out and immediately dissipated. Air, Theo redlized. The module seemed to explode, shards of
metal spinning out dizzily. And other shapes came tumbling, flailing into the airless emptiness of space.
Bodies, Theo saw, his heart suddenly thundering, his guts clenching. Those are people! He skilling them!

“Stop!” screamed avoice from the habitat’ s comm center. “ Stop or you' Il kill —*

The voice cut off. Theo watched with bulging eyes asinvisible laser beams from the attack ship
methodicaly diced one module of the habitat after another, dashing, destroying, killing. A cloud of
spinning debris and twisted bodies spread outward like ripples of death.

“Y ou' ve got to do something!” Theo shouted.

“I'am,” hisfather replied. “I’m getting usthe hell away from here.”

“Something to help them!”

“What can we do? Y ou want to join them?’

As Syracuse dowly, ponderoudly turned away from its approach to Ceres, its telescopic cameras
maintained their focus on the daughter of the Chrysalis habitat. M odule after module exploded
soundlesdy, corpses and wreckage flung into space.

Tearsin hiseyes, Theo leaned over hisfather’ s broad shoulder and shouted into hisface, “ Y ou can't just



leavethem therel”

His eyes fastened on the carnage displayed on the main screen, Victor told hisson, “The hell | can’t! I've
got to protect you and your sister and mother.”

“You'rerunning away!”

Victor nodded bleakly. “ Just asfast as| can get this ore bucket to fly.”

Theo glanced up at the main screen once more, then down again to hisfather’ s grimly determined face.
He saw beads of perspiration on hisfather’s brow; his knuckles were white as he gripped the chair's
armrests.

“But there must be something we can do!”

The bearded man’ simage appeared again on the main screen, sharp and steady. “Ore ship Syracuse,”
he sad, “just where do you think you're going?’

Theo'sblood frozein hisveins.
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BATTLE FRENZY

A

re you harboring the fugitive Lars Fuchs?’ asked the stranger, his voice dagger-cold.

Victor replied evenly, “We reinbound from the deegper Bdlt, carrying fourteen thousand tons of ore.”
Then he added, “No passengers.”



“How do | know that’ sthe truth?’

“Y ou’ re wel come to come aboard and see for yourself.”

The dark stranger lapsed into silence, apparently deep in thought. Theo thought his eyes|ooked strange,
their pupils dilated wider than he had ever seen before.

“Damn!” Victor growled. “The intercom’ sdown again.”

“Wejust fixed it yesterday,” Theo said.

“Not well enough.” Victor leaned on the comm console' s mute button and whispered urgently to his son,
“Get down to the habitation module and get your mother and sister into suits. Y ou suit up too.”

“What about you?’

“Doit!”

Theo scrambled out of the control pod, nearly banging his head on the rim of the hatch, and clambered
up the rungs st into the tubular passageway that ran the length of the three-kilometer-long buckyball
tube. With each rung the fedling of weight lessened, until he let his soft-booted feet rise off the rungsand
darted scampering dong the ladderway like aracing greyhound, hisfingers bardly flicking on the rungs.
The closer he got to the ship’s center of rotation the less g force he felt: soon he was literaly flying
through the narrow tube.

Meanwhile Victor sat donein the control pod, his mind working in overdrive. He' sakiller. HE swiped
out the habitat, must have killed more than athousand people, for god’ s sake. The nearest help isdays
away, weeks. Hell, it takes more than half an hour just to get a message to Earth. We're alone out here.
Alone.

The stranger aboard the attack vessel seemed to gtir to life. “Well? Where is Fuchs?” he demanded.



“Who am | spesking to?” Victor asked, saling for time. “Y ou know who | am but | don’t know who
you are.”

The man dmogt smiled. “1 am your death unlessyou surrender Fuchsto me.”

Hisfingersracing across the control keyboard like a pianist attempting amad cadenza, Victor Zacharias
answered, “Lars Fuchsisn’t aboard this ship. Send an inspection party if you want to. | assureyou — *

Syracuse shuddered. We ve been hit! Victor redized. The bastard’ s shooting at us!

A bank of red lightsflared angrily on the control pand. The main antennas. He ssilenced us. And the fuel
tanks below the antennas, he' sripped them open! With a swift check of his other diagnostics, Victor
hesitated a heartbeat, then punched the key that released the ship’s cargo. Syracuse lurched heavily as
fourteen thousand tons of asteroidal rock were suddenly freed from their magnetic grips and went
spinning into space between the ore carrier and the attack vessdl.

That' sthe best shielding | can provide, Victor said to himsdf as he punched up Syracuse’s propulsion
controls and goosed the main fusion engine to maximum acceleration. In the main display screen above
his curved control pand he saw glints of laser light splashing off the rocks that now floated between him
and the attack ship. Come on, he silently urged the fusion engine. Get us out of herel

“You can't run away,” came the voice from the attack ship, sounding more amused than angry.

| cantry, Victor replied slently.
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Theo banged painfully against the rungs protruding from the central passageway’ s curving bulkhead.

Dad’ s accelerating the ship, he thought. Trying to get awvay. He grabbed aladder rung and pulled himself
aong the tube. Within seconds he was no longer weightless but faling toward the habitation module,
where his mother and sister were. Careful now, he told himself, remembering how he’ d broken hisarm a
few yearsearlier in astupid fall down the tube. He jackknifed in midair, banging hisknee painfully against
the rungs, and turned around so that he wasfaling feet fird.

He heard a hatch creak open down at the end of the tube and, glancing down, saw hissister Angie



garting to climb upward toward him.

“Go back!” heyelled at her. “ Get into asuit! Mom too!”

“What' s happening?’ Angie shouted back, her voice echoing off the tube' s curving bulkhead. “The
intercom isn't working.” She sounded more annoyed than frightened.

“WEe re being attacked!” Theo hollered, scrambling toward her asfast as he dared. “ Get into suits, you
and Mom!”

“Attacked? By who? What for?’

Thelightsflickered and went out. The dim emergency lights came on.

“Get into the goddamned suits!” Theo roared.

Angie began backing toward the hatch. “No need to swear, Theo.”

“Thehdl thereian’t,” he muttered to himsdlf.

He clambered down the rungs and dropped the final couple of meters through the open hatch and onto
the bare meta deck of the auxiliary airlock. Long habit—backed by hisfather’ s stern discipline—made
him reach overhead to close the hatch and make certain it was properly sealed. Then he pushed through
the inner hatch and entered the family’ sliving quarters.

The accommodations were spare, d most spartan, but they were al the home that Theo remembered. A
small communications center, crammed with e ectronics equipment; its deck was polished plagtic tiles, its
overhead decorated with afanciful ancient star map that showed the congtellations as the beasts and
legendary heroes of old. When hewas alittle kid Theo loved to snegk in here at night and gaze a the
glow of the fluorescent figures.

No timefor stargazing now. The next hatch led into the main living area, with its wide glassted port that
looked out into the depths of space. Well-worn comfortable sofas and cushioned chairs. Through the
port Theo saw ajumble of rocks spinning off into the distance, flashes of light glinting off them.



Dad' sjettisoned our cargo, he redlized. And that bastard’ s shooting at us, whoever heis.

Thelighting was norma here. Theo hurried through the living area and into the equipment bay that fronted
the main airlock. His mother was helping Angieinto her space suit, diding the hard-shell torso over his
sster’ shead and upraised arms. Angi€'s head popped out of the collar ring; shelooked asif she'd been
swallowed by arobotic monster.

Angie glared a Theo, more nettled than scared, he thought. Shethinksthisisall my fault, asusud, he
sadto himsdf.

It was hard to tdll if hismother wasworried or frightened. Pauline Zacharias seemed cam, unruffled.
Theo couldn’t imagine anything that would raitle his mother. She knows Dad wouldn't tell usto get into
the suits unless we were in deep spit, but she seemstotaly in control of hersdlf.

Angeawastucking her thick dark hair insgde her suit’ s collar, looking thoroughly annoyed. Funny, Theo
thought, how Angie got Dad' s height and coloring and | got Mom'slight hair and long legs. Genes can be

peculiar.

His mother reached for the gloves resting on the locker shelf beside Angie’ shemet.

“Y ou can put these on yoursdlf,” she said in alow, coal voice. “ Quickly now. I've got to help Theo.”

Angietook the gloves, her eyestill on Theo. “Y ou sure that Dad wants usin the suits, Thee, or isthis
just one of yourr little sunts?’

“Didn’'t you fed the ship lurch?’ he answered hotly. “We're being attacked, for god' s sake!”

“That' sstupid,” Angie said as she tugged on her gloves. “Thisold boat is aways shaking and groaning.
Besides, who' d want to attack us?’ But she sedled her glovesto the cuffs of her suit’'s arms and reached
for her hdmet.

“Who'sattacking us?’ his mother asked. “And why?’



Pauline was a handsome woman with the steedy gray eyes and firm jaw of someone who had wegathered
her share of troubles. She was dightly tdler than Theo; he had dways measured his height againgt her,
not his stubby father. She wore her sandy blonde hair cropped short, not the stylish shoulder length that
she dlowed her daughter to flaunt.

“I don’'t know who' s attacking us,” Theo said, “but he’ s smashed up Chrysalis pretty awful.”

“But Ceresisneutrd territory!”

“Not anymore.”

Pauline opened her son’ s suit locker.

“Mom,” Theo said, stretching thetruth only dightly, “Dad said | should help you with your suit before |
get intomine”

“What about me?’” Angie snapped.

Theo smirked &t her. “He knew Mom would have his precious little chubbo al suited up by thetime | got
here”

“Mom!” sheyowled.

Pauline sat down on the bench that ran in front of the lockers. “Don’t you two start,” shewarned. “Thisis
no timefor bickering.”

“Yes, maam,” said Theo. But he saw Angie stick her tongue out at him behind their mother’ sback. As
he pulled his mother’ s suit torso from its rack he thought that his Sster might be two years older than he,
but shewas till nothing more than abratty girl.

Dad had spoken more than once about buying new nanofabric space suits for them, the kind you could
pull on like plastic coverdls and be suited up in aminute or less. But they cost too much. All they had
aboard Syracuse were these old-fashioned cumbersome hard-shell suits, with their big ungainly boots
and heavy backpacks and glasstedl bubble helmets. At least the suits ran on oxygen a norma air



pressure; you didn’t have to spend an hour prebreathing low-pressure oxy like the earliest astronauts did.

They said little asthey donned their suits. The ship shuddered and jolted afew times, whether from being
hit by the attacker’ slaser beams or from Dad jinking to get away, Theo had no way of knowing. Dull
booming noises echoed distantly. Angi€' s eyes widened with every thud and shake; their mother |ooked

gim.

Leaving the visors of their helmets up, the three of them inspected each other’ s suits, making certain al
the connectionswerein place and the sealstight. Theo noticed that his hands were trembling dightly.

“What do we do now?’ Angie asked. Theo thought her voice sounded shaky. She' s scared now, he
redlized. | antoo, but | can’t let them seeit. I’ ve got to be the man here.

Pauline said, “Now wewait. If the ship isbadly punctured we can live insde the suits until we repair the
damage.”

Theo pressed the stud on hisleft cuff. “ Dad, we' re suited up. Waiting for your orders.”

No answer.

“I told you the intercom wasn't working, chimpbrain,” Angie said.

“The auit radios are on adifferent frequency, dumbbutt,” Theo told her. “Dad, we rein our suits. What's
your Stuaion?’

Nothing but silence. Not even the crackle of theradio’s carrier wave.

“Dad!” Theo shouted.

Angi€ sface went ashen. “Doyou think . . .”

Theo turned from his Sster to his mother. For thefirst timein hislife shelooked fearful.



* * % %

VICTOR SULEIMAN ZACHARIAS

H

ewas born in one of the tent cities strung aong the craggy ridges of eastern Kentucky; his parentswere
refugees from the greenhouse flooding that had inundated most of Chicago. Victor' s father had once
owned arestaurant in the part of that city called Greek Town. His mother was a Palestinian exile who
had barely managed to escape the nuclear devastation of Israel and Lebanon. Victor wastheir only child;
his father refused to bring another baby into aworld ravaged by the savagery of nature and the cruelty of
men.

At sixteen his mother died and Victor ran away from the tattered city of tentsto join the army. He was
short, underweight and underage but the recruiters asked few questions. After four years of guarding
food warehouses and putting down riots, he won a scholarship to study—of al things—architecture at
Syracuse University in the middle of New Y ork state. He graduated just as the earthquakesin the
Midwest brought on anew wave of flooding, and the Gulf of Mexico washed hafway up the Mississppi
valey. Returning home, he found that his father had drowned while doing forced labor on apress gang
building levess.

There was plenty of work for builders, but little for young architects who wanted to create something
more than barracks for flood victims or cookie-cutter new citiesfor refugees. Victor was attracted to the
lunar nation of Sdene, far from the miseries and despair of Earth: he heard there were plans afoot to build
an astronomy complex on the Moon' sfarside.

Hewon ajob over severd other aspiring young architects and went to the M oon, spending the next four
years of hislife shuttling between the underground city of Selene and the complex of astronomical
observatories and housing units being built on the farside. There he met Pauline Osgood, a Selenite by
birth who had never been to Earth. They returned once, to get married, and stayed for the funerals of
Pauling s parents, victims of afood riot in Denver.

Back onthe Moon, Victor settled in to work on the dow but steady expansion of Selene' s underground
accommodations. For more than ayear he hel ped to design the resort complex at Hell Crater, then
sgned up with Astro Manufacturing when they began their new manufacturing base a the Md apert
Mountains, near the lunar south pole. He' d become the father of ababy girl by then, and while still



working on the Maapert designs Pauline became pregnant once more, thistime with the son that he so
badly wanted.

Victor was dragged into the Asteroid Wars dmost by accident. Pancho Lane hersdlf, CEO of Astro
Manufacturing, asked him to head asmall design team working on a space habitat that could serve as
Astros military headquarters. Flattered, Victor completed the design within three months. He was aboard
the unfinished habitat inits L-2 libration point site when it was attacked by ships of Humphries Space
Systems. Victor was not injured, but seeing his construction project dagged into twisted structural beams
and shattered living compartments angered him beyond words.

The Asteroid Wars had started as a persond feud between Martin Humphries and Lars Fuchs. An
uneven battle: Humphries was the wedlthiest man in the solar system, founder and master of Humphries
Space Systems. Lars Fuchswas aloneindividual, too proudly stubborn to bow down to Humphries. He
had taken to piracy out in the dark depths of the Asteroid Belt as his only means of surviva. The First
Agteroid War ended in the only way it could, with Humphries triumphant and Fuchs exiled from the rock
rats habitat at Ceres.

With peace came unemployment. Astro Corporation was not building any new facilitiesand Selene's
expans on had been halted for no one knew how long. Victor cashed in his modest savings, borrowed a
lot more, and leased an aged ore vessal from Astro, which he dubbed Syracuse. With hisyoung family
he headed ouit to the Bdit.

He became arock rat, content to ply the Belt buying ores from the miners who worked the asteroids and
trangporting them to shipswaiting at Ceresto carry the raw materiasto the Earth/Moon system. While
billions of internationa dollars changed hands, very-little profit remained for Victor Zacharias s pockets.
Y et he was contented. His children were growing, hiswife was happy. Life was serene.

Until the Second Asteroid War broke out. Thistime there was no pretense: the war was a struggle for
control of the Belt and its enormous resources, a struggle between Humphries Space Systems and Astro
Corporation. Lars Fuchs was nothing more than an excuse for the two giant corporationsto go to war.

Now Victor Zacharias sat hunched in Syracuse’ s control pod, sweeting hard as he desperately tried to
maneuver the lumbering ore ship out of range of the attacker’ sfire.

The attacking ship, much more agile, was swinging clear of the jumble of rocksthat Victor had released.
In another few minutes, he saw, the attacker would have a clean shot a Syracuse; then it would be
merely amatter of time before the ship was utterly destroyed and everyone aboard killed. Pauline, he
thought. Angdla. Theo.



He couldn’t even call his attacker and surrender, Victor realized. The bastard’ s knocked out my
antennas. We re mute. And deaf. He could be singing Christmas carolsto me and I’ d never hear him.

“The intercom link with the ship’ sliving quarters was down, too. He saw the sullen red lights glaring at
him from the control pand.

Howcanl...?

A desperate idea popped into his head. Looking up at the diplay screen again he saw that the attacking
ship was at the edge of the swirling, tumbling cluster of rocks he' d released. 1t was only amatter of
seconds now.

His pulse hammering in hisears, Victor lifted the safety covers over the escape system’ sdud butter
ydlow buttons.

“Goodbye, Pauline,” he murmured. Then he pressed his stubby fingers againgt the twin buttons.

Explosive bolts blew away the connectors holding the command pod to Syracuse’ s main body. The
pod sinternal rocket engine lit automaticaly; Victor felt himself pressed deep into the command chair’'s
padding. The control pand’slightsflickered madly, then winked out.

He stared fixedly at the main screen. The cameraview jerked violently, then swung its focus back on the
attack vessdl. Just as Victor had hoped, just as he’ d prayed, the attacker swerved to follow him.

They both left Syracuse far behind, dwindling into an invisible speck againgt the starry black of space.

Hethinks I’ m carrying Fuchs with me, Victor thought gratefully. He thinks I’ m trying to help Fuchs
escagpe. He' sfollowing me and leaving Pauline and the kids done. I’ ve saved them. I’ ve saved them.

* * * %

ABANDONED



D

ad’' sgoing to be boiled at meif he ever finds out, Theo thought as he hesitated at the lip of the auxiliary
air lock hatch. Hewasfully suited up, with hishelmet visor down and sealed. Standing on the ladder
leading up to the hatch set in the ceiling, his head and shoulders above the hatch’ s edge, Theo saw the
long tube leading from the family’ sliving quartersto the control pod stretching above him, anarrow dimly
lit tunnel of buckybal filament, stronger than sted, lighter than plastic.

So hebails, Theo said to himsdlf. Thisisan emergency. And he sarted climbing up the rungs set into the
tube scircular interior. It was laborious work in the cumbersome space suit. The emergency hatches
were closed tight, he saw. Every hundred meters the tunnel was divided by double hatches that served as
mini-airlocks. Usualy they were kept open, but if apart of the tunnel was punctured, the hatches
automatically sedled shut to prevent al the air from escaping into space. Now they were closed.

Not agood sign, Theo told himself. The tunnel’ s been punctured somewhere.

Gravity melted away as he climbed; soon he was taking the rungs three, four, five at atime. Ashe
approached the tunnd’ s midpoint, where the g force was effectively zero, his booted feet weren't
touching therungsat all.

Once past the ship’ s center, he dlowed himsdf to fall, dowly at firdt, then with increasing speed ashe
neared the end of the tunnel. But the closed hatches of the airlocks stopped him from dropping all the
way. He had to stop and manually open each hatch, then proceed to the next one. No tunnel diving, they
way he used to when hewasjust akid, eight or nine years old. Just drop from the midpoint to the end of
thetunnel, let yourself fall like astone. When hisfather had found out, the old man had exploded with
fearful anger.

“Y ou could kill yoursdf falling against the rungs!” Victor had roared. “ Tear your arms out of their sockets
when you try to stop! Break every bonein your empty head!”

But tunne diving was too much fun to ignore. Theo had even gotten Angieto dive with him. Of course
she banged hersdlf up, broke an arm, and loudly wailed Theo’ s guilt. Dad had confined Theo to his
deeping compartment for aweek, with nothing to do but watch old vids.

Now, encased in the hard-shell suit, he worked hisway down the tunnel from one sealed hatch to the
next. Finaly he planted his boots againgt the last hatch, the one that opened into the command pod. Theo



let out agust of breath. The journey had been hard work instead of fun.

No timefor complaints, though. At hisfeet wasthe airtight hatch that opened into the command pod.
Dad’ sin there, Theo said to himsalf. Maybe his comm system’ s been shot away. Maybe he' shurt,
wounded.

He had to carefully, painfully turn himself around so he could see the hatch’ s control pand. Its satuslight
glared bright red. Vacuum on the other side of the hatch! Gripes, did Dad have enough time to get into
his suit? The pod must be punctured!

Theo wasliteraly standing on his head, clinging to the ladder’ s rung with one gloved hand. He reached
for the hatch’s control panel, but stopped his shaking hand just intime. If | open the hatch to vacuum it’ll
suck dl theair out of the tunnel. But the tunnel’ s already been punctured and the emergency hatchesare
shut. Whatever air we re gonnalose we' ve dready lost. Still he hesitated. Be better to conservethe air
we' vedtill got, he thought. We might be out here for who knows how long. Chrysalisisal torn up;
there’ sno help back at Ceresfor us.

Standing on aladder rung, he punched at the suit radio’ s keyboard on the wrist of his suit.

“Mom?’ hecdled.

She answered immediately, “ Y es, Theo.”

“I need you to pump the air out of the tunnel.”

He heard her sharp intake of breath. “ There’ s vacuum on the other side of the hatch?’

Sharp, Mom, he thought. “ That’ s what the hatch pad says. And the tunndl’ s been punctured someplace;
al the emergency airlocks are closed. Pump out the air and store it in the standby tanks.”

Paulinesaid, “All right. Can you talk with your father?’

Theo hadn’'t even tried that. “1’ll see.” He called over the suit radio. No answer. He pounded a gloved
fist againgt the hatch. No response.



“He... hedoesn't answer,” hesaid at |ast.

Again his mother hesitated before replying, “ The tunnel’ s evacuated.”

“Right.”

It took Theo two triesto peck out the combination that opened the hatch, his hand was shaking so much.
When it findly did dide noiseesdy open, his heart clutched in his chest.

There was nothing there! The entire control pod was gone! Gasping, wide-eyed, Theo dowly climbed
three more rungs until his head and shoulders were through the open hatchway.

Hewasin empty space. Hard pinpoints of stars stared down at him from the black depths of infinity. The
ship that had attacked them was nowhere in Sght. Their cargo of ore was adistant cloud of rocks,
spinning farther away every heartbest. The whedl-shaped structure of the ore ship curved away on either
side of him but there was no trace of the control pod. Theo saw the severed ssumps of the struts that had
held the pod in place, blackened by the blast of their explosive bolts.

Gone. Dad’ sgone. He' s eft us.

“Theo?’ hismother’ svoice caled in hishelmet earphones. “Isyour father hurt?Or . . .”

“He' sgone,” Theo said, feding adeadly cold numbness cregping over him. “He' s abandoned us, Mom.”

* * * %

ADRIFT



Y
our father did not abandon us,” Pauline Zacharias said firmly.

Theo thought she looked angry. At me. She's boiled at me because Dad took off and |eft us. She’ snot
mad at Dad, she' s spitting mad at me.

Hewas sitting tensaly on the sofaiin the family living room, fedling tired and angry and scared. Angie sat
on the armchair at one end of the ofa, rigid and staring hard-eyed at him, asif he’ d done something
wrong. Mother was pacing dowly across the room, past the family portrait they’ d taken years ago, when
Theo was barely ten.

“Hedidn’t abandon us,” Pauline repested.

“He blew the explosive bolts and took off in the control pod,” Theo said, hisvoice low, stubborn. “He
left usheredrifting.”

His mother stopped pacing and looked directly at him. “What your father did,” she said in ahard, cold
voice, “wasto draw that attack ship away from us.”

“Yeah,” Theo retorted. “And he left uswithout controls, without the navigation computer, without
communications. The main tunnel’ s been punctured, spit knows what other damage the ship’ staken.”

Pauline stared at her son for along moment, then sank into the nearest chair, her face frozen in amask of
doubt and worry.

Angie broke the silence. “But we' |l be okay. Won't we? | mean, we can get back to Ceres and—"

“Ther€ snothing left at Ceresl” Theo snapped. “Hekilled them dl! And we' re heading outward, deeper
into the Bdlt, toward Jupiter!”

For an ingtant Angie looked asif she would burst into tears. But Pauline reached across the space
between them and grasped her arm.



“It'snot that bad,” she said calmly. “We have plenty of food and water. We have the main engine—"

“Which we can't contral.”

“Can’'t control?” Angi€' s eyeswent wide.

“The command pod'sgone. All the controls re gone.”

Paulinefixed her son with astern look. “ There' s the backup command pod.”

“If it works,” Theo said sourly. “Nobody’ s even been in there for more n ayear.”

“It will work,” Pauline said flatly. “ That’ s your responshility, Theo. Yoursand Angela s. Get to the
backup command pod and get it up and running. We can't let oursalves continue to drift outward; we' ve
got to get control of thisvessd back in our hands.”

“Yeah, sure” he groused.

“Yes, cartainly,” Pauline said, with iron in her voice. “We re not going to it on our hands and do nothing.
If we're going to be saved, we' ve got to save oursalves.”

“Canwe...?" Angie murmured.

“Of coursewe can,” said Pauline. “And as soon as you get into the backup pod you set up atracking
beacon so your father can homein on it and get back to us”

Theo started to answer that hisfather had run away from them and wouldn’t be likely to come back, but
he held histongue. Some things you just don’'t say to your mother, even if they’ re true, he thought.

Turning to Angie, Pauline said, “1 want the two of you to work together. No bickering. Do you
understand?’



Angeanodded. “I will if hewill.”

“I'll bedl right,” Theo said to hissister. Then he added, “ Aslong asyou don’t try to lord it over me.”

“Lordit over you? When did | ever—"

“Y ou're dways pulling that older sster Suff, likeyou know it al.”

“That’ snot true!”

“Yesitis, dammit!”

“Stopit!” Pauline shouted. “ Stop it thisinstant! Theo, | won't have you using such language. And Angela,
you will treat your brother with respect. Isthat clear? Both of you?’

Angelanodded, her lips pressed into athin bloodlessline.

“Theo?’ hismother demanded.

“Yes, ma am. Sorry about the language.”

“Y ou should be. If your vocabulary is so limited you should study your dictionary.”

“Yes, maam,” hemumbled again. It was Mom'’ sold line, about the dictionary. He looked over at Angie;
sheglared back a him.

“Y ou two have to work together,” their mother inssted. “We don't have time for your little spats and
name-caling. Y ou both have to start behaving like adults.”



Angie behave like an adult? Theo grumbled silently. When the universe stops expanding, maybe.

Pauline stood up. “Now then, if we al work together we can get through this. 1t'll be quite an adventure
to tell your children about!”

“Y our grandchildren,” Angiesaid, with afaint amile,

Theo shook his head. Busywork, he said to himself. Mom just wants to keep us busy so wewon't have
timeto think about the fix Dad’ sleft usin. But she' sright; nobody’ sgoing to help us, so we |l haveto
help oursaves. Or die.

“Theo, we need the backup command center up and functioning. The sooner the better.”

“Right,” he said, thinking, Maybe she' sright. Maybe, if | can get the backup command pod on line,
maybe we can patch up this bucket and steer it back to civilization. There' snothing left at Ceres, we'll
have to get back to the Earth/M oon vicinity. Or maybe the exploration base at Mars. WhereisMars
now? On our sSde of itsorbit or al theway over on the other side of the Sun?I’ll have to check that
once| get the nav system running.

Or maybe, he thought, we could make contact with the research station around Jupiter. We' re heading in
that direction anyway.

His mother clapped her handslightly, interrupting histhoughts. “Very well, then. On your feet, both of
you! Wedl have work to do.”

Theo gtarted toward the auxiliary airlock, but his mother stopped him. “Thee, you' |l have to get into your
uit.”

“l know.”

“And before you do, | want you to take a shower and put on clean clothes. Y ou don’t smell very good,
you know.”

“AW, jwus_n



Paulineleveled agtern finger a him. “Language, young man!” Then, despite hersdlf, the beginnings of a
smile curled the corners of her lips. “Y ou’re not so big that | can’'t wash out your mouth with detergent.”

“Why should | take ashower now?’ Theo protested. “1’m just gonna get sweated up again insde the

uit.

“Then you can take another shower when you get back.”

Angie smirked a him. But Pauline went on, “Angela, you' |l have to suit up and check the damageto the
tunnels”

“All right.”

“I'll try to save some hot water for you, Angel face,” Theo said, grinning malicioudy at hissgter.

“He' sgoing to use up al the hot water on purpose, Mom,” Angela accused.

Pauline shook her head. Some things never change, no matter what, she thought. Then she added, Thank
god.

I’ve got to be strong, shetold hersdlf. For both of them. They’re only children and they’ re frightened.
I"ve got to get them working, get them to repair the damage to the ship and put us on atrgectory that
will take us back to civilization. It's up to me. There€ sno one dse until Victor returnsto us. I’ ve got to
make them fedl that they’ re contributing to our salvation, make them understand that they can save
themselves—and me.

* k k %

After alightning-quick shower, Theo went alone to the main airlock and started pulling on his suit
leggings. Mom'sbeing apain in the butt, he said to himsalf. Shower first. Shower afterward. Y ou’ d think
| smdll like agarbage dump, the way shetaks. And Angie just Sitsthere and sneers at me, the dumb
hippopotamus. As he wormed hisfeet into the insulated boots he thought, What if the backup pod’ s been
hit? Maybe that bastard took it out on purpose.



Theo looked up at the blank, scuffed metal bulkhead. Jeezus, if the backup pod’ s out we' re not just up
the creek without a surfboard. We're dead.

* * * %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
BACKUP COMMAND POD

T

heo wormed into the leggings of his space suit, then pulled on the thick-soled boots. As he hefted the
auit’ storso over his head and did hisarmsinto its deeves he thought about turtles back on Earth with
their shells. Born on the Moon, Theo had never been to Earth, had never faced afull Earthly g, dthough
his parents had dwaysinssted that he and Angie spend hour after pointless hour in the cramped little
centrifugein Syracuse’ sgym.

“Your body’ s genetically equipped to handle afull g,” Dad repeated endlesdy, “but you' ve got to make
sure that your muscles are trained up to their full potentia.”

Y eah, right, Dad, Theo thought as he worked hisarmsinto the strgps of the suit’s cumbersome
backpack. Make sure we' re ready for any emergency. And when it happens, you split out of here asfast
asyou jackrabbit can.

Theo felt angry. And betrayed. And guilty that he should fed thisway about his own father.

He waslocking the helmet into the suit’ s collar ring when his mother came into the equipment bay, her
facetight, tense.

“I'll check you out,” Pauline said.

“Where sAngie?’



“She ll beherein afew minutes.”

“Maybe | should check thetunnels,” he said.

“No. Let your sster do it. There' s more than enough to keep you both busy.”

And separated, Theo realized. Mom' s pretty sharp.

“You be careful. Thee,” said Pauline. “Make certain the pod’ s safe before you do anything e se.”

He nodded insde the halmet. “I'll be okay, Mom.”

“I know youwill. | just fret.”

“Yeah”

“Theo. . . your father did not abandon us. | don’t want you thinking that he did. He' Il come back, you'll
%.H

Theo couldn’t answer. He knew that if he spoke he' d say something that would hurt his mother.

But she could see the anger in hisface. “Hedid not abandon us,” she repeated.

“Yeah.” Hedid the visor down, hoping it would keep his mother from seeing his expression, and
clumped in the heavy boots toward the equipment bay hatch.

Up the centrd tunnel he climbed, the g load getting lighter with every step, and through the mini-airlocks
that had automaticaly shut. When he cameto the crosstunnel he floated weightlesdy through the hatch
and started downhill, toward the backup control pod. He was dways surprised at how much effort it
took to move himsdlf in zero-g. You' d think it’d be like floating on a cloud, he thought as he clambered



aong the tunnd’ s protruding rungs. Instead, you had to conscioudy exert your musclesdl thetime. If you
relaxed you curled up into an apdlike crouch with your arms dangling chest-high.

The crosstunnel wasfilled with air at norma pressure, according to the sensors on the right wrist of his
auit. Theo stayed buttoned up inside the suit anyway, just to be on the safe sde. When hefindly arrived
at the end of the tunndl, the telltales on the hatch’ s control panel were dl in the green. He puffed out a
sgh of relief. The backup pod hasn't been punctured, he said to himsalf. Then he added, if | can believe
the sensors.

He tapped out the code on the hatch’s panel and the hatch did open with adight grating sound. Hasn't
been used in awhile, Theo redlized. Dust getsinto everything sooner or later.

Cautioudy he pushed himsdf through the hatch and climbed to hisfeet insgde the pod. It was a
near-duplicate of the main control center: curving pand of instruments and sensors, el ectronic keyboards
right, left and center; display screens arrayed above the panel; command chair fastened to the deck by its
short rails. But the screenswere dl blank, the instruments and sensors dark.

Theo took adeegp double lungful of canned air, noticing for the first time how flat and metalic it tasted.
Hissuit’s sensorstold him the air in the pod was perfectly fine. Cautioudly, he cracked hishelmet visor a
millimeter or two and sucked in an experimental bregth.

“Nothing wrong with that,” he said doud.

Heraised the visor dl the way, made afull turn, and decided to take off the helmet dtogether.

Firg, though, he caled hismother. “I’min the pod. It's undamaged.”

“Good.” He heard aworld of rdief in hismother’ s solitary syllable. She must be using one of the suit
radios, heredlized. Theintercom’'still out.

“Now to get dl the systems up and working,” he said.

“Don't take off your suit,” she cautioned. “ Even if you're bregthing ship’sair.”



“Right.” But as soon as he clicked off the suit radio he unlatched his helmet and lifted it off his head.
Easer to see and work without the helmet in my way, he reasoned.

* * * %

Victor Zacharias sat in his swesatshirt and shorts, staring into the emptiness displayed on the pod' s central
screen.

“He sgone,” Victor muttered to himsalf. He made the cameras do afull globa scan of space around the
pod, but there was no sign of the vessel that had attacked him. Nothing out there but dark emptiness and
the cold, distant stlarswatching him like the eyes of ancient gods.

“He sgone,” Victor repeated. He wiped out Chrysalis, smashed our ship, and now he' s gone off
somewhere. Looking for Lars Fuchs, he said. The man must beinsane, atota barbarian. Unableto
believe that the attacker would just pedl away, Victor scanned the area again. Nothing to be seen but
dark emptiness and the distant unblinking stars.

Has he gone back to find Syracuse? The thought frightened Victor. No, hetold himself. Syracuse is
accelerating toward the outer edge of the Belt. Hewon't follow them that far. | hope. If | werereligious
I’d pray. Then heredized, Even if heisgoing after them there’ snothing | can do about it now. Not a
goddamned thing.

No timefor remorse, Victor said to himself. I’ve got to figure out where | am, where I’ m heading.

They cdl it the Agteroid Belt, but the region is actudly just as empty as avacuum can be, dmost. The
asteroids sprinkled through the area are rare and small, most of them the size of dust grains. Ceres, the
largest of them, isbarely athousand kilometers across. Put al the millions of asteroids together and they
wouldn’'t amount to abody aslarge as Earth’ sMoon, Victor knew. Some “bdt,” he thought. Morelike
an enormous football stadium with only afew dozen people scattered among the seats.

“No timefor philosophy,” Victor told himsdf sternly. “ See where you are and how quick you can get
back to the ship.”

He began running through the navigationa computer’ sdata. The pod’ sthruster had fired him off roughly
inthe direction of Ceres, while Syracuse — with Pauline and the kidsin it—had been accdlerating in the
opposite direction, toward the Belt' s outer fringes. Not good, he thought. Not good at al.



The pod had no red propulsion system, only the rocket thruster that had hurled it clear of the ship once
he' d fired the explosive bolts to separate from Syracuse. He had smadl cold-gasjetsfor fine
maneuvering, but no engine that could turn him around and head him back to the ore carrier.

“Okay,” he said to himsdlf. “Then wheream | heading?’

Again, the news was not good. The pod was on atrgjectory that would miss Ceres by several thousand
kilometers. Not that there was anything or anybody left at Ceres who could help him. Chrysalis was
destroyed, and itsrock rat inhabitants daughtered. The few ore carriers and smelter shipsthat had been
in orbit around Ceres must have lit off and fled out of there asfast asthey could.

“Begdes,” hesaid doud, “I don't have any communications that could reach them. I’ m deaf and mute.”

No sense moaning, hetold himsdlf. Find out wherein hdll you are and where you' re heading.

He ran through the navigation program twice, then athird time. The numbers did not change. The control
pod was coasting through space sunward. It would miss Ceres by exactly seventeen point nine thousand
kilometers and continue sailing inward, past the orbit of Mars—which was dl theway over on the other
side of the Sun now—then past the orbits of Earth, Venus and Mercury. It looked asif he would miss
running into the Sun and instead would swing around it and start heading outward again. If he didn’t broil
first as he approached the Sun’ s searing brilliance.

His outbound course would bring him back almost to the exact spot where he' d separated the pod from
Syracuse—in roughly four and ahdf years.

Victor didn’t bother to caculate the perturbations on his course that the gravitationa fields of the inner
planets would cause. Why bother? Long before he reached even Mars s orbit he’ d be dead of
garvation. Of course, if the pod's cranky air recycler crapped out, he could die of asphyxiation long
before that.

* k k %

In Syracuse’ s backup command pod, Theo felt like screaming or pounding his gloved fists againgt the
control board. He had carefully switched on the pod' s electrical power, then booted up the control
instruments and sensors one at atime, to make certain he didn’t overload the system and trip any circuits.



Now he stared at thered lights glaring at him from one end of the pandl to the other. Propulsion fuel
tanks. Air reserve tanks. Structurd integrity. All in the red. The fuson reactor and main engine were
undameaged, apparently, but the level of hydrogen fud left in the battered tanks was dangeroudly, critically
low. The fusion reactor generated the ship’ s electrical energy and powered the main engine. At the rate
the engine was roaring aong now, the tanks would be totally dry in hours.

Theo shut down the main engine. We re going to need that aitch-two for eectrica power, he thought.
We can coast for the time being: Dad had us going like a bat out of Hades to get away from that
murdering son of afemae dog.

He began to use the cameras on the ship’ stiny maintenance robots to assess the damage to the ship’s
gructure,

“God, she' sfdling apart,” he whispered to himsdlf. When the attacker dagged the antennas his laser
beams diced through the hull of that section of the whed, gutting their main propulsion fued tanks.
Penetrated to the tunnels, too, Theo saw. That’s how we lost the air in there.

Sitting in the command chair, Theo redlized that Syracuse was badly damaged and heading deeper into
the Belt, away from Ceres, away from any chance of help. The antennas are gone, our fuel isdown to a
couple of days worth, we're going to lose electrical power and die.

For the first time since he' d been ababy Theo wanted to cry. He wanted to curl up into afeta bal and
let hisfate overtake him. But that would mean Mom and Angie would die too.

Helifted hischin anotch. It'sup to me, hetold himself. I've got to repair thisdamage. Angiecan’'t doit,
not by herself anyways. I’ ve got to get this ship back in operating condition and heading toward
civilization. I've got to keep Mom and Angie dive,

He thought that hisfather would know what to do and how to do it. But Dad’ s gone. There’ s nobody
here but me.

“It'sup to me now,” hesaid doud.

* * % %



ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
LAVATORY

A

ngela stepped out of the shower stall vigoroudy rubbing atowe over her body. As shetucked it around
her and wrapped a second towel over her wet hair she muttered something.

Pauline was at the Snk brushing her teeth. The mirror was fogging from the steam of her daughter’s
shower. She rubbed a clear spot with ahand towel as Angdafinished drying hersdif.

“It'snot fair,” Angelamuttered again.

Pauline rinsed her mouth, then asked, “What' s not fair?’

“Theo'sgot alav dl to himsdf while we re bumping into each other in here.”

“Theo shared the other lav with your father when hewas here,” Pauline said.

“Still, it’ snot fair. He ought to — “

Pauline silenced her daughter with astern glance. “ Angela, you' ve got to stop fighting with your brother.”

“Me?’ She seemed genuinegly shocked. “ He' s the onewho' saways calling me names, ydling that | boss
him around. I’ m the older one, he ought to be taking orders from me.”

“Young lady,” Pauline said, the way she aways did when she was abouit to tell her daughter something
Angdadidn’t want to hear, “1 will say thisonly once more. | want you to stop arguing with Theo. He's
had an enormous burden of responsibility dumped on his shoulders.”



“Metoo!”

“Yes, | know, but Theo'samae and he automeatically assumes he' s got to take charge.”

“That’sdumb.”

“Maybeit s, but you and | will haveto ded with it. Thee would welcome help from you if only you'd be
pleasant about it and stop cdling him names.”

1] | don1 t_ll

“Angea, you'rethe older sibling. It'sup to you to set the tone between you and your brother. | will not
have you two bickering over every little thing that comes up. We rein enough danger here, we dl need to
work together if we re going to survive.”

Angdasagged back onto the edge of the sink. “Arewe redly in that much trouble?’

“Yes, weare.”

She stared down at her bare toes for severd moments. Then, in alow voice, “Do you think Dad really
ran away?’

“Not for apicosecond,” Pauline said firmly. “Helured that attacker away from us. He saved our lives.”

“Doyou think he's... he got killed?’

Pauline had to pull in a breath before she could reply, “No.”

“Redly, Ma? Redly and truly?’



“Redlly and truly, my little angel. HE snot dead. | know it in my bones. He' s out there somewhere trying
tofind us, trying to save us.”

Angdathrew her aams around her mother’ sneck. “1I’ll be good, Ma, | promise,” she said tearfully. “I’ll
treat Theo better, you'll see”

“I know,” Pauline said, holding her daughter in her arms. “1 know.”

That night, as she dipped into her oversized bed done, Pauline thought that she should have atak with
Theo, aswell. It takes two to make afight; Angela s not the only one who needsto improve her
behavior.

Sheturned out the lights and lay back on her pillow. The bed seemed empty, londy without Victor
beside her. He' s not dead, Pauline told hersalf. He left usto decoy that attacker away from us, to save us
from being destroyed. He got away, | know hedid. I'd know if hewere dead. I’ d fed it, somehow.

Pauline Osgood Zacharias was made of strong fiber. Born in Selene while her astronomer parents were
teaching at the univergity there, she had grown up in the sunless corridors and confined living quarters of
that underground city. To Pauline, the“outdoors’ meant strolling aong the winding pathways of Selene's
Grand Plaza, beneath its arching concrete dome, admiring the miniature trees and shrubbery that the lunar
citizens so lovingly tended.

She wasfifteen before her parents allowed her to go without them out onto the surface of the giant crater
Alphonsus. Selene was dug into the crater’ sringwall mountains, and the area out on the flat was dotted
with solar-cell farms, factories that took advantage of the Moon' s airlessness, and the Armstrong
Spaceport, where ships took off for Earth or other worlds deeper in the solar system.

She studied astronomy, just as her parents had. But by the time she was ready to graduate, afamily crisis
arose. Her parents were preparing to return to Earth. Despite the greenhouse floods and the devastation
of so many cities—or perhaps because of that—her parents felt they had to go back to the homeworld,
back to their rootsin Colorado. Pauline desperately wanted to stay on the Moon. Shewasworking asa
teaching assstant at the new astronomy complex being built at Farside. She had met Victor Zacharias
andfdleninlovewith him.

Her parents|eft for Earth, with Pauling' s promise that she and Victor would cometo visit them as soon
asthey could. But by the time Pauline and her newly married husband reached Denver it wastoo late:
both her parents had been killed in afood riot.



She clung to Victor then, returned to the Moon, bore him two children, and went with him when he
decided to become arock rat, to live aboard arattletrap ship he had managed to lease, to ply through
the Asteroid Bdlt collecting ores from the miners and sdlling them to the big corporations at Ceres. She
raised her daughter and her son, content to make the tiny world of the ore carrier Syracuse her idand of
home, her whole universe.

When the occasiond violencein the Belt flared into the Second Asteroid War, Victor told her, “Not to
worry. We don’t belong to either corporation. Nobody’ s going to attack the independents; that would
stop the flow of resources from the Belt and neither Humphries nor Astro wantsthat.”

She believed her husband. Until that moment when their ship was nearly destroyed by an anonymous
attacker.

Now shetried to deep, donein her bed, desperately afraid that she would never see Victor again,
amog frantic with the fear that she kept stifled dl day, each day, every waking moment. She couldn’t let
her children see her fear. But alonein the dark, it threatened to overwhelm her.

* k x %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
GALLEY

T

heo eyed the steaming roast on his plate.

“Eat up,” hismother urged. “ Thisisthe last feast we' re going to have for along time. Tomorrow we start
rationing our provisions. We ve got to make them last.”

Theo wastoo tired to eat. For the past Six days he had spent virtualy every waking moment trying to
repair the ship, directing the tiny-brained maintenance., robots to weld patches where the wheedl and the
tunnels had been punctured, worming hisway into the narrow access tubes to reconnect wiring, digging



through the logistics storage bays to find the spare parts that he needed for the repairs. Most of his
evenings he spent in the backup command pod, bringing systems back on line. He saw through eyes
bleary with fatigue that one by one the red lights on the display panels were turning to green or at least
amber. Mostly amber, but that was the best he could accomplish.

The fud supply for the fusion reactor worried him most. Without the reactor the ship’s electrica power
systems would go down. When that happened, the lights, the air and water recyclers, the food
refrigerators and microwave cookers would go down too.

The navigation program told him that they were coasting deeper into the Bdlt, away from help, awvay from
the rest of the human race. He knew the ship didn’t have enough fud to change their course significantly.
For awhile he hoped that they might drift outward far enough to reach the research station orbiting
Jupiter, but the navigation program showed that would be impossible unless they added amgjor jolt of
thrust to their velocity vector, and there was't enough hydrogen |eft in the tanks for anything like that.

They were going to die aboard Syracuse, Theo redized: probably of asphyxiation, certainly of starvation.
All his brave thoughts and hard work could not change that.

“Theo,” hismother said gently. “1 know you' retired. But you' ve got to egt to keep up your strength.”

Hefocused on her face smiling encouragingly from acrossthe narrow gdley table.

“Right, Mom,” he mumbled, digging afork into hisdinner.

Angi€ s gppetite seemed normd, even better than norma, he thought. His sister was chewing on adab of
roast pseudomeat: artificia protein created by cdlular biologists and marketed to the rock rats and other
spacefarers as Faux Beef (or pork, or veal, or even pheasant).

“So our food stores are okay,” he muttered, pushing the meat around his plate listlesdy.

“Enough for years, if we're careful,” hismother said guardedly as she got up and went tothe gdlley’s
danlesssted snk.

Theo glanced at Angie, munching away. Dieting will do her good, he thought. But he didn’t say it.
Instead, hetold his mother, “We re going to need enough for years.”



Angielooked up a him, startled. * For years?’

“Looksthat way.”

“But you said the fuson engine was okay, didn’t you?’

He gave hissgter ablesk look. “The engine sfine, Angie. But when that freaking illegitimate dagged our
antennas heripped up the fuel tanksaswell. They’re just about dry. Only two cells out of twenty have

any hydrogen left inthem.”

He saw his mother’ s hands clench on the Sink’ s edge; her knuckles went white,

“I’ve shut down the engine until 1 can figure out some way to get us turned around and headed back to
civilization. We re coasting now.”

Pauline made a brittlelittle smile. “Then | supposewe' |l just haveto coast for awhile”

“For how long?” Angie asked, looking suspicious, asif thiswas somekind of trick Theo was playing on
her.

He pursed hislips, then replied, “Right now we' re on atrgectory that takes us hafway to Jupiter before
we curve back and start toward the inner Belt again.”

“How long?’ Angie repested.

He had memorized the numbers. “ Three thousand, one hundred and thirty-seven days,” Theo said.

“Threethousand —

“That’ seight years, seven months and four days.”



“Eight years? I'll be twenty-six yearsold!”

“That’ sto get us back to Ceres,” Theo explained, “where we were when we were attacked, more or
I%.”

Pauline went to her daughter and laid acaming hand on Angi€ s shoulder. “We have enough food to last
that long,” she said. “If we're careful. And we recycle our water and air, so life support shouldn’t be an
issue.”

If dl the equipment keeps on working, Theo countered silently.

“Can’'t you do something, Thee?” Angie asked, her face agonized. “I mean, eight years!”

“I'mworking onit,” he said. “Maybe we can use what little fue we have l€ft to cut the time down. But
I’ve got to bered careful. | don’'t want to make things worse than they are now.”

“How could they get worse?” Angie grumbled.

“Isthere any chance of repairing the antennas?’ Pauline asked. “ Then we could cal for help.”

Theo nodded. “That’smy next priority. There must be some shipsin thisregion of the Bdlt. Miners, other
rock rats.”

“Surel” said Angie, brightening alittle.

“Troubleis,” Theo went on, “we ve been busting dong at a pretty high deltavee. Dad goosed the main
engines before he plit.”

“So we're accelerating too much for another ore ship or aminer to reach us?’ Pauline asked.



“I’ve shut down the main engine,” Theo repeated. “We re not accel erating anymore, just coasting. But
gtill, we' re spitting dong damn fast. | don’t know if one of the rock rats could catch up to us, even if they
wanted to.”

His mother didn’t flinch a hisminor vulgarity. She’ sjust as scared as Angie, Theo thought, but she hides
it better.

“Eight years,” Angie repegted, in awhisper.

Theo nodded. He knew their hydrogen fuel wouldn't last anywhere near that long. The reactor would
shut down and the ship would lose dl itselectrical power well before then. They’ d freeze and choke to
death when the heaters and air recyclers shut down.

“Wadl then,” their mother said, as brightly as she could manage, “ once the antennas are working again we
can call for assstance. With Chrysalis gone, there must be alot of rock rats stranded out herein the Belt
caling back toward Earth for help.”

“Guess 0,” Theo said.

“So fixing the antennasis our firgt priority,” Pauline continued. “ Thee, what can we do to help you?’

He glanced at Angie and thought, Keep out of my way. But to his mother he said, “I don’t know yet.
I’ve got some studying to do.”

For the next two days Theo stayed mostly in his own compartment studying the tutorials and maintenance
videos about the antennas. He saw that he would have to go outside to assess the damage that the
attacker’ slaser beams did. The maintenance robots could be helpful, but only if he could program them
with exact ingtructions.

He was stretched out on his bunk, so intent on the maintenance video that he didn’t hear the scratching
on hisprivecy partition.

“Thee?Youinthere?” Angi€ svoice



He yanked the plug out of his ear and looked up. His sister inched the accordion-fold partition back a
diver.“Can| comein?’

“May | comein,” he corrected.

Angie pushed the partition wide open. “May I. All right. Setisfied?’

“Comeonin,” hesaid, swinging his stockinged feet to the tiled deck. He clicked the remote and the
ingtruction vid disgppeared from the screen built into the bulkhead at the foot of his bunk.

Angie sat inthe spindly little desk chair, her fists clenched on her knees.

“How’sit going?’ she asked.

“Okay. I’'m learning alot about how the antennas work. I’ [l have to go outside and check the damage.
Prob’ly tomorrow.”

“Y ou want me to go with you?Y ou know, like backup?’

He gstarted to say that she' d be more trouble than help, but bit back the reply and answered instead,
“Y ou could be abig help by monitoring me from the control pod.”

Angi€ seyeswidened eagerly. “1 could do that,” she said.

“Okay. Good. I'll tll Mom.”

“Thee?”

“What?’

“Shecries”



“Who? Mom?’ A blast of something closeto panic jolted through him.

Nodding, fighting back tears hersdf, Angie said, “ At night. After we go to bed. | can hear her in her
compartment. Shetriesto muffleit but | can hear her crying.”

Theo couldn’t believe his mother was afraid of anything. “It'sabout Dad, | bet. She's crying about Dad.”

“You don't redly think he ran away from us, do you?’

“What s2? We re here and he' snot.”

“But Mom sayshedid it to protect us. To draw the attack ship away from us.”

A thousand thoughts raced through Theo’smind, al jumbled up, blurring together.

“Thee, you don’t redlly think he abandoned us, do you?’

He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter what | think. Dad's prob’ly dead.”

“NO!”

“Most likely. But we'redive, and | intend to keep usthat way.”

* k% k %

Victor Zachariaswas dive, but sarving.

The pod in which he was coasting sunward carried only aminifridge’ sworth of packaged food: mostly
sandwiches and preserved fruits. He had been living on one sandwich and one piece of fruit per



twenty-four hours. His ssomach rumbled hollowly.

Asthe pod sailed silently through the dark emptiness he had plenty of timeto think. And plan.

The pod had an emergency trangponder that could beam out adistresssignal. But it was anotoriously
weak sgnal, Victor knew, and bound to be swamped by the comm chatter that would be sweeping over
the areawhere Chrysalis once orbited Ceres. It was bitterly ironic, he thought: There must be whole
fleets of rescue and savage ships heading for Ceres, aregular armada of vessals and people. But they
wouldn't be looking for asmall, wesk-voiced pod hurtling inward from the Belt, thousands of kilometers
from the asteroid.

How can | get them to notice me? Victor asked himsalf. He pondered that question through the long,
londly hours he spent in the command chair, staring at his usdessinstruments and sensors. He dreamed
about it when he cranked the reclining chair back and willed himsdlf to deep. He worried that the
nanobatteries powering the pod' s syssemswould run dry, but then he realized he' d starve to desth long
before that happened.

At firgt he thought his hunger would be a sharp prod that would make him think. After aweek he redized
that starvation dulled the mind. No brilliant ideas surfaced; al he could think of was food.

He wished he had the mentd discipline of a Buddhist monk, capable of submerging himsdlf into deep
meditation. Victor’'s mind was not so trained. He wanted an idea, a plan, a scheme. He wanted action,
not the oblivion of Nirvana

Hewanted, above dl, to get back to Pauline and the children. With a shake of his head he reminded
himsdlf, they’ re not children anymore. Angela sready for marriage. Theo isaman in every way except
experience.

And il the pod drifted, like aleaf caught in atide, like aman-made asteroid svegping dong inits
mindless orhit.

Feeling weaker each day, Victor forced himself to check and recheck every item of equipment in the
pod. Every piece of hardware, every computer program, every system. There’ s got to be something here
that | can use asatool, something that | can use to get noticed, to get rescued.

Again and again he checked hisinventory. There was a communications laser built into the pod’ s outer
hull, but laserswere grictly for line-of-sight communications. Radio waves spread out likerippleson a



pond, but the tight beam of alaser was good for communicationsonly if it was pointed directly at the ship
you wanted to communicate with.

| could make the laser swing around in acircle, Victor thought. That might catch some ship someplace.
But he knew that was atactic of desperation. The chances of his pencil-thin laser beam reaching another
ship’ sreceiving sensor were little better than the chances of being struck by lightning out herein the

middle of empty space.

Y et that night he dreamed of a star shining in the soft night sky of Earth. The star pulsated. Shepherds
gathered in the desert and marveled at it.

When he woke he thought he must be getting irrationa. “Next thing you know you' |l be dreaming about
SantaClaus,” he growled at himself.

Hefought off deep but eventudly it overpowered him. And he dreamed again of the star blinking in the
cloudless ky of adesart on Earth. Blinking. Blinking.

Victor awoke with anew sense of purpose. Thefirgt thing I ve got to do is modify the laser, hetold
himsdf. Get its pulses down into the petasecond range. The shorter the pulses, the more power in each
pulse. Each pulse will carry megawatts worth of power, plenty bright enough to see on Earth. There must
be thousands of astronomerslooking &t the stars each night. They’ Il have to notice me!

But first I’ ve got to modify the laser.

* k x %

Theo was soaking in ahot shower after long hoursin his space suit, working outside on the dagged
antennas. Whoever their attacker was, he had done athorough job of destroying the antennas. long ugly
gashes diced through the metallic monolayer that had been sprayed along Syracuse’'s curving outer hull
and gutted the fusion engine s propellant tanks benesath them.

He let the stleaming water relax his cramped and aching muscles. Neither Mom nor Angietried to hurry
him out of the shower. What the hell, he rationalized, the water’ srecycled. We renot losing any of it: it
just goesinto the purifiers and back to the holding tank. He remembered when he was akid, maybe
seven years old, and he d taken apair of welder’ s gogglesinto the shower with him and pretended he
was swimming underwater on Earth, like the vids he' d seen. After three-quarters of an hour Dad got
sore, herecalled, but Mom laughed when Dad told her about it.



| can repair the antennas, Theo told himsdlf. | know what to do and how to go about it. The maintenance
robots can do most of the outsde work, dl I’ ve got to do is program them and feed them the right
materids. Tomorrow I'll go through the logisticsfiles and find what | need.

But the next morning he found that the monomolecular spray that made up the antennas was not listed in
thelogigticsfiles. Theo spent the next two days searching through the storesin the ship’s storage bays.
No antenna spray .

Spitin my hat, he groused to himsdlf, I'm gonna have to make it up from scratch.

By dinner time of the second day he was thoroughly angry.

“How could Dad let us sail out here without the proper materidsto repair the antennas?’ he grumbled
into hisbowl of soup.

“Areyou sure—" Angie began.

“I'msurel” Theo snapped. “The Suff isn't there. Never was. He let us cruise through the Belt without the
material we need to repair the antennas. Our main antennas, for crying out loud!”

Pauline kept her face from showing any emotion. “Y ou' |l have to produce the antenna spray from the
materials we have on board, then, Theo. That’ swhat your father would do, | suppose.”

Heglared at her. “No. Dad would just wave amagic wand and the antennas would fix themsalves.”

“Theo.”

“Or more likely the antennas wouldn't dare get damaged long’s Dad’ sin charge.”

His mother drew in along breath. Then she said, “Theo, the antennas did get damaged while your father
was on board. Now it’ sup to you to repair them.”



He stared down into his unfinished soup. “Y eah. It sup to me.”

* k k %

COLUMBUS, OHIO.
COSETI HEADQUARTERS

E

ven after more than three quarters of a century, the headquarters of the Columbus Optical Search for
ExtraTerredtrid Intelligence was hardly imposing. It conssted of alovingly preserved but unpretentious
wooden frame house, a much newer brick two-story building for offices and workshops, and the
Kingdey Observatory, which housed benesth its metal dome a sturdy two-meter Schmidt reflector
telescope.

The homes adjacent to COSETI headquarters had long been demolished after being inundated time and
again by the Scioto River, which had overflowed much of Columbusin the greenhouse floods. Now the
headquarters grounds were surrounded by alow earthen levee, dmogt like the long mysterious mounds
that the origind Native Americans had built in the region athousand years earlier.

Jillian Hatcher was bubbling with excitement. She bent over the desk of the observatory’ sdirector, a
amdl, dim blonde woman filled with the energy and exhilaration of discovery.

“It'sred!” she shouted, tapping the computer screen on her boss sdesk. “I found it! | found it!”

She practicaly danced around the smal, cluttered office. Dwight Franklin smiled at her. Although he
contained his excitement as best as he could, hetoo fdt athrill shuddering along his spine. “ After al these
years” he murmured.

Franklin had asquare, chunky build. Histhinning hair was combed straight back from his high forehead.
Sitting behind his desk in his shirtdeeves and suspenders, he looked more like aclerk or an accountant
than aworld-renowned astronome.



“The pulsesare regular!” Jillian said, dancing back to hisdesk. “It'samessage! A message froman
extraterredtrid dvilization!”

“Looksintriguing, I’ ve got to admit,” said Franklin. “Wherein the sky—"

“Theregion of Sagittariug” she crowed. “The heart of the Milky Way!”

“Andit' sfixed inits postion? It' snot a satellite or a spacecraft?’

Jllian’ sbeaming face faded alittle. “I haven't tracked it yet.”

Franklin got up from his creaking desk chair. “Let’' sseeif we can get afirmfix onit.”

She sank into silence and followed him out into the chill November night. Clouds were building up aong
the western horizon but most of the sky was clear as crystal. Orion and the Bull sparkled above them.
Jillian picked out the Pleiades cluster and bright Aldebaran.

The observatory was freezing cold with the dome open but they walked past the silent framework of the
Schmidt telescope and into the tiny control room. It was heated, and Jillian was grateful for that.

Half an hour later her excitement had evaporated like ashalow pan of water over ahot fire.

Franklin looked up from the computer screen, afatherly look of sympathy on hisface.

“It' saspacecraft, I’'m afraid.”

“Areyou sure?’ Jillian asked, desperate. “ Positive?’

He gestured toward the display. “ See for yoursdlf. It' sout in the Asteroid Belt, and it’ s definitely
moving.”



“It'snot astar.”

“I"'m afraid not.”

“Not amessage from an extraterrestrid intelligence.”

“ NO_”

Jllian fdt like crying. But then anew thought popped into her head. “ So why is a spacecraft out in the
Belt sending pulsed laser messages toward Earth? What' s he trying to say?’

* * * %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
THE WORKSHOP

T

he workshop smelled of machine oil and dust. The overhead |lamps bathed the big chamber in glareless,
shadowlesslight. Theo sat at along workbench in one corner where shelves of chemical compounds
were stlacked high on both sides of him. He was bent over an ordinary optica microscope, feding
frugtrated and cranky, when hissister came through the open hatch that led back to the family’ sliving
quarters.

Hedidn't hear her enter, nor the soft footfalls of her dippered feet as she gpproached his workbench. He
was studying the jiggling Brownian motion of the metalic chipsthat he had mixed into asample of liquid
plastic. Although the ingtructionsin the maintenance videos had been quite specific, Theo found that the
supplies hisfather had stored were far short of what he needed to repair the ship’ s antennas. He was
trying to make do with what was available in the storage bays. And it wasn't going well.

“Thee?” Angiecdledtimidly.



Her voice startled him. He jerked up straight on the stool he was Sitting on.

“| didn’t mean to scareyou,” Angie said.

“I"'m not scared,” he snapped. “You just surprised me, that'sal.”

“Youdidn't comeinfor lunch,” hissster sad. “And now it' sdmod dinner time.”

“Okay. Okay. Tdl Mom I’'ll bethere.” But he turned back to the microscope.

“How’sit going?’ Angie asked.

“Lousy.”

“Reglly?’

Helooked up at her. “Really. Lousy. | don't have the dectrolyte | need. And the polymer filler isso old
and goddamn gooey | don’t think it’ll be workable.”

“Theo, | really—"

“Go tell Mom about the language.”

“It'snot that.” Angietook a breath, then went on, “Isit realy going to take eight yearsfor usto get back
to Ceres?’

He heard the stressin her voice. “Unless| can figure out away to shortenit.”

“Eight years?’ she whimpered.



Trying to fight down the anger rising insde him, Theo said, “Y es. Eight years, seven months and four
dws”

“Y ou don't have to be so happy about it!”

“I'm not happy, Angie”

“You'regloating! Youdon't care how long it takes. Y ou don't care about meat dl!”

“I told you I’'m trying to figure out away to shortenit,” Theo protested. “What more can | do, for
Christopher Columbus s sake?’

She plopped herself down on the bench beside him. “ Eight years! I'll be an old woman by the timewe
get back.”

“If we get back,” he said. He knew he shouldn’t have said it but there it was.

“If?7

“There sagood chance we Il die on this bucket. The recyclers might wear out, the fusion reactor could
fail, our hydrogen fud isgoing to run out—"

Angie clapped her handsto her ears. “1 don’t want to hear it! Y ou're just being spiteful!”

“It sthetruth, Angie.”

“No,” shesad. “We ll live. W€ re not going to die here. If something breaks downwell fix it.”

“If wecan.”



“And you Il find away to get us back to Ceres quicker, too, won't you? Y ou' re just teasing me, trying to
makemecry.”

“Angie, I'mjus tdling you thefacts”

“I can't gt herefor eight years, Theo! Il be twenty-six years old by then! Twenty-six! All the guys my
agewill dready be married.”

Suddenly Theo understood what was redly bothering her.

“Angie,” he asked, “that bozo you dated when we were docked at Chrysalis last year—

“He snot abozo! HisnameisLeaf Hademan.”

“How serious are you about him?”

She blinked severd times before murmuring, “1 love him, Theo.”

“Have you been to bed with him?’

Her cheeksflamed. “ That’ s none of your business!”

“Does Mom know? Or Dad?”’

“There snothing for them to know. | love Lef and he loves me. We were going to tell Mom and Dad
about it when we got back to Ceres.”

“Hewasliving on Chrysalis?”

“Hewaslooking for ajob with one of therock rats. HE' samining engineer.”



Feding totaly miserable, Theo said softly, “Angie, if hewas dill on Chrysalis when we were
approaching Ceres. . .”

Angi€ s eyes went wide as she redized what her brother wastrying to tell her. “Y ou think he was killed?’

“I don’t think anybody aboard Chrysalis survived, Angie”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “He probably found a berth on one of the mining ships. Hewas
probably out in the Bt somewhere when Chrysalis was attacked.”

“I hope s0,” said Theo.

“He had to bel”

“I hope s0,” he repesated.

* * * %

Victor was roused from atroubled deep by abeeping noise. Any sound at al aboard the cramped little
pod was darming. The muted hum of the air fans and the constant buzz of the electronics had long since
faded into an unnoticed background. But a new sound — aping, a beep, a cresk—meant danger.

Instantly awake, Victor swiftly scanned the control board. No red lights, al systemsfunctioning
nomindly.

The beeping sounded again, and Victor saw ayelow light flashing in acorner of the control panel.

The comm laser, herealized. What' swrong— His breath caught in histhroat. That’ s the message
light! Wiping deep from his eyeswith the hed of one hand, he punched up the communications system
on hismain screen.



TORCH SHIP ELINORE. Theyellow letters blazed on the otherwise dark screen. Hismind raced.
Elsinore was one of the vessalsin orhit around Ceres when the attack started.

Victor pounded on the comm key. “ Elsinore, thisis Syracuse. What' sleft of it, anyway.”

A woman' svoicereplied, “We have you in sght. Will rendezvous with you in twenty minutes. Be
prepared to come aboard.”

Victor wanted to kiss her, whoever she was. But then he remembered, “I don’t have asuit. | can’'t go
EVA”

Severd heartbeats silence. Then aman’svoice answered, “Very well, wewill send a shuttlecraft and
mateto your airlock.”

“Thank you,” Victor said fervently. He had never felt so grateful in hislife. “Thank you. Thank you.”

* * % %

After dinner Theo was so tired that al he wanted wasto crawl into his bunk and deep. But as he got up
from the gdley’ snarrow table, Angie said, “ Thee, is't there anything | can do to help you?’

Helooked down at his sister. Was she asking out of a sense of duty, or because their mother had told
her to? She looked sincere.

“I mean,” Angiewent on, “I just Sit around here dl day with nothing to do but keep the kitchen
gppliancesin working order.”

“Y ou're helping mework out our diets,” Pauline said, from the sink where she was scraping dishes and
putting them into the microwave dishwasher. Instead of using precious water, the dishwasher blasted
everything clean with pulses of high-power microwaves. Theo wondered if it wouldn’'t be better to wash
the dishes with recycled water than use the fusion reactor’ s dwindling fuel supply to power the
microwave cleaner.

“Mom, that’ s nothing more than busywork,” Angie said. “1 want to do something useful.”



Theo wasimpressed. Angie had never shown adesire to be useful before. Their parents had dways
rased Angieto be alittle queen, he thought, lording it over him while Mom pampered her. Maybe her
telling me about her boyfriend is bringing us closer together, he thought. But then adifferent voicein his
head sneered, Or maybe she just wantsto stay close to you to make sure you don’t tell Mom about her
lovelife

“Don’t look so surprised, Thee!” Angie demanded. “What can | do to help you?’

Heblinked, then grinned. “Well. . .” he started, drawing out the word, “most of what I’'m doing in the
workshop isdogwork chemistry: mixing things and seeing if the mixtures have the conductivity | need for
repainting the antennas. . . .”

“I could help you do that, couldn’t 17" Angie asked. “I mean, you could tell mewhat to do and | could
doit.”

Sowly he nodded. “Yeah. | guessso.”

“Good!” Angela seemed genuingly pleased. “ Tomorrow morning I'll go to the workshop with you.”

Theo glanced at hismother, till by the sink. She was smiling. Did Mom get Angieto do this?he
wondered. With amenta shrug, he said to himself, doesn’'t matter. Maybe Mom talked Angieinto it, or
maybe Angi€ s growing up and trying to take some responsibilities. Or maybe she just wants to keep an
eye on me now that | know about her boyfriend. Whichever, it's okay.

If my spoiled brat sster actudly letsmetell her what to do in the workshop, he added.

* * * %

TORCH SHIP ELSINORE



t' safreaking floating paace, Victor thought as the two uniformed crew members—one man and one
woman —Ied him through the carpeted corridors and spacious lounges of the Elsinore.

Thelounges were empty and quiet, the corridors nearly so. The crew seemed to far outnumber the
passengers.

The same two crew members had flown a shuttlecraft and plucked Victor from the command pod that
had been his home for nearly two weeks. They had ddlivered him to Elsinore’s small but well-stocked
infirmary, where apair of medics—again, one woman and one man —checked him thoroughly and
pronounced him physicaly fit, except for dight dehydration.

Now they walked him through the ship.

“Wherearewe going?’ Victor asked at last, asthey climbed a carpeted staircase.

“To meset the man who diverted our ship to pick you up,” said the crewman walking on Victor' sright
Sde

“The captain? 1’ d certainly liketo thank him.”

“Not the captain,” replied the woman on his|eft.

“Who then?’

They reached the top of the stairs. Another lounge, with fabric-covered walls and muted music purring
softly from overhead speakers. Two people were sitting at one of the little round tables; the lounge was
otherwise empty except for the human bartender standing behind the bar. The man at the table rose to his
feet like the Sun climbing above the horizon: a huge mountain of aman with wild red shaggy hair and
beard and amug of what had to be beer in one ham-sized hand.

Victor recognized him immediately: George Ambrose, chairman of the ruling council at Ceres. Big
George, therock rats |leader. A brightly attractive woman was sitting at the table with George. Shetoo
looked familiar to Victor but he couldn’t quite place her. She appeared to be young, with bountiful



blonde hair framing her pretty, smiling, cheerleader’ sface.

“You'reVictor Zacharias?’ Big George asked in asurprisingly sweet tenor voice. He was not smiling,
however. If anything, he looked grimly angry.

Victor extended his hand and Big George engulfed it in hismassive paw.

“We ve met before,” Victor said, “but it wasin acrowd at a party aboard Chrysalis; | don’t suppose
you remember me.”

“ Chrysalis,” George muttered, plunking himsdf down on hischair; it groaned beneath hisweight.

Victor turned to the woman.

“I'm Edith Elgin,” shesaid, ill smiling as sheraised her hand toward him.

“Edie Elgin. The newsanchor,” Victor said, recognizing her at last. “But | thought you lived in Sdene.”

“I came out hereto do astory on the war in the Belt,” she said, her smile fading.

“And walked into afookin’ massacre,” Big George growled.

A moment of awkward silence. Then George hollered over to the bartender, “We ve got athirsty man
herel” Turning to Victor he added, “I guess maybe you want adrink, too, en?’

Despite himsdlf, Victor grinned. He asked the barman for aglass of red wine. Edith Elgin shook her head
when the barman offered to refill her glass of soda.

“I want to thank you for picking me up,” Victor said. “I didn’t think anybody—"

“Got amessage from some astronomers Earthside,” George interrupted. “They saw your laser signdl.



Thought they’ d found fookin’ little green men, at first. Big disgppointment to them.”

“I’'m not disappointed,” Victor said. He picked up his semmed wine glass and took along, dow,
deliciousap. “Youweren't aboard Chrysalis’ he asked Big George, “when . . . when it happened?’

George swung his red-maned head. “1 was here on Elsinore, chattin’ up our vistor.”

“What happened to you?’ Edith Elgin asked Victor. “How did you get into this mess?’

Victor began to speak, but the words caught in histhroat. “My family . . . they're ill out there. .. .”

“Where?’

“I don't know!” Victor groaned. “ The ship was heading outward. . . .”

“ Syracuse?” she asked.

For thefirg timein hisadult life Victor had to struggle to hold back tears. He nodded at the two of them
and managed to choke out, “He attacked us. For no reason! | separated the pod, drew him away. My
wife. . . two children. . . they’re out there, drifting outward.”

Edith Elgin looked up at George Ambrose. “We ve got to find them.”

Big George sat unmoving, like an implacable mountain. At last he said, “How can wefind ‘em when we
don’'t know where they are?’

“They’ redrifting outward,” Victor said.

“Yes, but what' sther track? We can't go traipsin’ al over the Belt to search for them. There stoo much
to do here and too little to do it with.”



“Can’'t you scan the areawith radar?’ Edith Elgin asked. “ They have those huge radar arrays back
Earthsde. They can pick out athumbtack amillion kilometers away.”

George dowly shook his shaggy head. “They can pick up abeacon from a spacecraft, that’ s what they
do.”

Edith turned back to Victor. “Y our ship’s sending out abeacon, isn't it? A tracking beacon?’

Victor felt totally hollowed out. “He destroyed our antennas. Syracuse can't send out any kind of sgnd.”

George took another huge gulp of beer, then placed his mug firmly on thetiny table.

“Faceit, mate,” hesaid to Victor. “Y our family’s gone and there’ s nothin’ we can do for ‘em.”

* k% k %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
THEO'SCOMPARTMENT

T

heo was dtretched out on the bunk of histight little compartment, VR goggles over his eyes and sensor
gloveson hishands, deeply immersed in the virtua redlity program. He knew he should be studying the
navigation program, but he' d spent al day staring at graphs and lists and numbers. Now he wastrying to
relax with an entertainment VR he had smuggled past his parents watchful eyes.

I’'m old enough to have adult VRs, he said to himsdlf. Old enough to redlly experience what these women
aredoing. Full sensory input: sight, sound, touch. . .

He heard afaint tapping and then the squeak of his accordion-pleated door starting to dide open. With a
sudden twitch of guilty-fear he yanked the goggles off his head and pulled off the gloves.



“May | comein, Theo?’ his mother asked.

Shoving the goggles and gloves under his pillow, Theo sat up, swinging hislong legs off the bunk.

“1 knocked at your door, Thee,” said Pauline as she entered the compartment, “but | guessyou didn’t
hear me.”

Not over the panting and moaning of the scene you interrupted, Mom, hereplied slently.

“Areyou dl right?” hismother asked, Stting in the compartment’ sonly chair, the spindly little plastic one
that fit under the desk.

“Yeah. I'mfing, Mom.”

“Y ou’ ve been working terribly hard, | know.”

“I just can't get the right mixture for repairing the antennas.

Nothing I vetried hastheright eectrica conductivity. | just can’t find the proper materids.”

“You'll find the right mixture sooner or later.”

“I’ve been working on the nav program, too. Trying to find some way to cut our trgjectory so we can get
back to Ceres sooner.”

“Angela svery anxiousto get back to Ceres as soon as we can.”

“I... I know.”



His mother took a deep breath, then said, “ Thething is, Theo ... | want to know, in al honesty, what is
your fegling about our chances of getting through this? Our chances of surviva.”

He looked into her pearl gray eyes and saw that she expected the wordt.

“I don’'t know, Mom. If | can get the antennas working—even just one antenna—if we could send out a
digtress cdll, then we might have a chance of being picked up.”

“Andif not?’

“Then we just keep on sailing out toward Jupiter until the reactor runs out of hydrogen. Or therecyclers
start breaking down.”

“Y ou could repair the recyclers, couldn’'t you?”

“Maybe. | think so. Unlesswe run out of spares.”

Pauline seemed to put it &l together in her mind. “Then it comes down to aquestion of how long our food
will lagt.”

Theo nodded glumly, thinking, It' sredly aquestion of how long the hydrogen lasts.

“All right then.” She got to her feet and Theo stood up to face her, dmost eyeto eye. “We'll just all go
on gricter diets and make thefood last aslong aswe possibly can. It will do Angie good to dim down.
Metoo.”

“Mom, even if | can fix the antennas, even if we can send out adistresscal. . .”

“I' know. No one may answer. We may betoo far away to be rescued. We may dl die”

He grasped both her wrists. “1 won't let that happen, Mom. I'll take care of you. Angietoo. We'll get
through this. I'll get us back to safety.”



His mother smiled, but there was sadnessinit. “1 know you will, Theo. | have no doubts about that at
al”

Hewas glad she said it, even though he knew she didn’t redlly believeit.

“I won't let you die, Mom.”

“Of course not. Besides, your father will come back for us, sooner or later. He s probably searching for
usright now.”

Theo didn’t reply to hismother. But to himsdf he said bitterly, Like hell heis.

* * % %

CERESSECTOR:
SIXMONTHSLATER

t was smple economics, brutally simple economics and nothing more. Victor needed a ship to search for
hisfamily, drifting somewherein the outer region of the Belt aboard Syracuse. A ship cost money. He
had none.

On the other hand, Big George Ambrose was in afrenzy to recover the bodies of Chrysalis's
daughtered men, women and children.

“Y ou can work with one of the recovery teams,” George had told Victor. It wasn't asuggestion. It wasa
command.



So for six months Victor Zacharias worked as a crewman aboard Pleiades, once acargo vessel that
ferried suppliesto the research station orbiting Jupiter, now pressed into duty recovering the dead. The
cargo baysthat once held food and scientific equipment now held corpses as Pleiades wandered through
the space around Ceresin an ever-widening spird, seeking bodies wafting, tumbling, drifting through the
slent dark mausoleum of space.

It was soul-killing work, following ablip on the ship’sradar screen, hoping that it actually wasthe
remains of ahuman being, catching up to it only to find —in most cases—it was afragment of one of
Chrysalis's exploded modules, or a chunk of rock, another uncharted minor asteroid. Or—worst of al
—abloody piece of abody that had been ripped apart.

Gridy work. The hell of it, though, wasthat Victor knew the pay he was receiving would never be
enough to lease a spacecraft to search for hisfamily. I'll haveto stedl this ship, hetold himsdlf, just as
soon as the opportunity comes up.

So, for day after gruesome day, week after hideous week, month after sickening month, Victor pulled on
ananofabric space suit and went out to investigate the dark blob that the radar had found. The bodies
were mangled and caked with dried blood: the sudden decompression when they’ d been hurled into the
vacuum of space had literally exploded their lungs and blood vessdls. Their skins had been burned black
by the Sun’s harsh unfiltered ultraviol et radiation.

One day he found the bloody remains of ayoung woman clutching ababy to her chest with both arms;
their eyebdlswere gone, nothing but empty dark accusing sockets. Victor bullied the ship’smedic into
giving him enough acohol to get thoroughly drunk that night.

The ship’s captain was a stedl-eyed woman with the unlikely name of CheenaMadagascar. She
obvioudy didn't like this corpse-seeking mission any more than he did. But Big George Ambrose had the
ear of Selene' sgoverning board, which in turn had the International Astronautica Authority in the palm of
itshand, so the |AA was paying for the rescue operation—at minimum rates. Selene agreed with

George sinsstence that dl the bodies had to be found and accounted for. All eleven hundred and
seventeen of them.

Selene and the IAA faced the harsh necessities of Ssmple economics, too. Selene and the research
outposts scattered across the solar system needed the resources of the asteroids: the metals and minerals,
the oxygen and water baked out of asteroidal rock or melted fromicy ‘roids. Big George made it
abundantly clear that there would be no mining or smelting done until the rock rats could rebuild their
habitat at Ceres—and the bloody war between Humphries Space Systems and Astro Corporation was
brought to an end.

Douglas Stavenger, the power behind Selene’ s governing council, hammered out a peace agreement



between Martin Humphries and Astro’'s CEO, Pancho Lane. Meanwhile, Victor Zacharias and the other
crewmen of Pleiades hunted for the dead bodies drifting through the Belt.

The morning after hisdrunken oblivion Victor stayed in hisbunk instead of reporting for duty. That
earned him avisit from the ship’s medic. The young woman looked decidedly nervous as she entered
Victor’ s privacy cubicle unannounced.

Hishead still buzzing, Victor lay on hisback and blinked blearily at her, tugging at the bedsheet that half
covered him.

“I need aday to recover,” hetold her before she could say anything.

Her lipswere pressed into athin line. She was dim, with long legs like a colt; her shoulder-length hair
was dark, her cheekbones high, her deep brown eyes were flecked with gold.

“We reboth introuble,” she said, in anear-whisper.

Victor' s brows rose.

“The captain wants to see us both. Immediately.”

He puffed out abreath. “I’ll have to get dressed, then.”

“Please hurry.” And she stepped outside his cubicle.

Sitting up was an exercisein teeth-gritting willpower. Thetiny cubicle swam giddily for long moments.
But at last Victor got to his feet—shakily—and pulled on his coveralls and softboots.

As he pushed his doorscreen open and stepped into the crew’ s common area, he asked, “Do | havetime
to wash my face and do my teeth?’

The medic gave him adistressed |ook.



“Comb my hair, at leest?’

“Bequick.”

Nine minutes later, Victor and the medic were standing before the diding partition of the captain’s
quarters. The medic rapped lightly on the® bulkhead.

“Enter,” camethe captain’svoice.

Her quarterswere asurpriseto Victor: very feminine, pale pink covers on the bunk, an ornate vase on
the desk filled with colorful flowers. Artificia, of course, he thought.

Cheena Madagascar hersalf was a collection of contradictions. She wore a set of jet black coverdlswith
abright pink scarf around her throat, its ends tucked into her unbuttoned collar. Soft doeskin boots and a
wide black belt studded with asteroidd slver, midnight dark hair cropped military style closeto her skulll,
but slver rings glittering with gems on seven of her fingers and silver earrings dangling from her lobes. She
was no taller than Victor, dmogt as dim asthe medic, but her tight coveralls showed ample bosom and
hips. Cosmetic nanotherapy, he guessed.

Without preamble, she demanded of the medic, “Y ou gave this man acohol to drink?’

“Yes, maam, | did,” the medic whispered.

Sheturned to Victor and he saw that her eyes were the same gold-flecked brown asthe medic's. “ Y ou
got yoursdlf so plastered that you couldn’t report for duty?’

“That'sright,” Victor answered.

“Or maybeit was an excuse to take a day off?’

“No. Not that.”



The captain glared a him. “Not that, huh?’

“Not that,” he repeated.

Sheturned to the medic. “Y ou may go.” Before the younger woman had a chance to turn around, the
captain added, “ And no more dispensing alcohol. To anyone. Understand me?’

“Yes, maam.” Bardy audible,

“Get out of here”

Themedic fled, leaving Victor done with the captain.

“Do you have any excusefor your behavior?’

Victor thought of the mother and baby he had recovered. But he said, “Not redlly.”

“Not redly, huh? | heard you picked up something redly ssomach-turning. Isthat right?’

“A woman. With ababy in her ams.”

“Upsetting.”

Before heredized hewas saying it, Victor revealed, “| have awife and children somewhere out in the
Bdt. . ..” He stopped himsdlf.

The captain stared a him for along moment. Then she said, more softly, “I have afamily too. | keep
themwith me.”



He recognized the scul ptured cheekbones, the gold-flecked eyes. “The medic?’

“One of my daughters. The other one' s an engineer with the flight crew.”

“Isyour husband aboard too?’ he asked.

“Never had one. Never wanted one. Cloning worksfine.”

Victor' singdesfdt hollow, hislegsweak. “I don’t know where my family is now.”

She seemed to giffen, and drew hersdf up to her full height, eyeto eyewith Victor. “Well, you' re aboard
my ship now and you' | do the work you' ve signed on to do. No more booze and no more days spent in
your bunk. Understand me?’

“Yes, captain.”

“Report to the infirmary at once. | want you to take afull physical and psych exam. | want you detoxed;
get that acohol out of your bloodstream.”

“Yes, cgptain.” Victor turned to leave.

“At twenty hundred hours, report back here.”

He blinked with surprise. “Here?’

“To my quarters. Twenty hundred hours. Understand me?’

“Yes, captain.”

* k k %



ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
THE GALLEY

P

auline Zacharias wondered why they had these meetingsin the galley. Thefamily’ sliving quarters
included a perfectly comfortable sitting room, but somehow whenever they had something to discussthe
three of them aways huddled together over the narrow table of the gdley.

Like old-timefamilies on Earth, she thought, coming together in the kitchen. Maybeit' singtinct. Gather
where the food and warmth are centered, where the air smells of cooking and everybody feels at ease.
But Syracuse’' s gdley didn’'t smel of cooking, except for the brief moments when the cranky old
microwave was opened and she was taking asizzling hot prepackaged medl to thetable. The galley
wasn't homey and warm; it had no fireplace, no cookpots smmering; its meta bulkheads and plagtic
deck tileswere cold and worn.

Stll, Pauline thought, it’ sthe closest thing to asafe cave that the children know.

Children, she thought. They’ re not children anymore. Angeld s old enough to start afamily of her own.
And Theo, he’ saged five yearsin the past x months, working night and day to keep this ship’s systems
going, to keep usdive.

Theo was sitting at the head of thelittle table, Angelaon hisleft. Pauline herself sat with her back to the
row of freezers and microwave ovens. She had placed ameager bowl of thawed fruit on thetableand a
glass of recondtituted juice at each of their three places.

Theo was saying, “I” ve been working with the navigation program at night, trying to figure out some way
to cut our trip time down and get us back to the Ceres areain lessthan eight years.”

“And saven months,” Angelamuttered.

“And four days,” Theo added, grinning at her. Pauline realized that six months ago he would have lost his



temper with hissister. Now he smply let her grumblesroll off hisback. Theo's growing up, she thought.
All thisrespongbility ismaking aman of him.

Angedais maturing too, sheredized. She' sbecome ared help to Theo; she can run the command pod's
systemsjust aswdl as he can. Pauline smiled to hersdf: Theideaof Theo and Angelaworking together
on repairing the ship’ s antennas would have been preposterous six months ago; yet they’ ve daved away
at it together without fighting, without calling each other names. Even when it became painfully clear that
they wouldn’t be able to get the antennas functioning again, they didn’t blame each other.

Theo blames hisfather, though. He says Victor didn't store the proper supplies for repairing the
antennas. Maybe he' sright. None of us expected to be attacked. None of us expected the antennasto
be so badly damaged.

That was her greatest worry. Not that they were drifting halfway to Jupiter, done and unableto cal for
help. Not that they might run out of food or have the recyclers bresk down past the point where they
could be repaired. Pauling s greatest worry was that Theo blamed hisfather for this, blamed Victor for
not supplying the ship adequatdly, blamed him for running away and abandoning them.

“We might be ableto cut thetrip timein half,” Theo was saying, “but it' san awfully risky maneuver.”

With an effort of will, Pauline focused her attention on what her son wastelling her.

“Weput it dl onagraph,” Theo said, fingering the palm-sized remote in his hand.

“We?' Pauline asked.

“Angieand me.” He hesitated, then admitted, “Angie salot better at math than | am.”

A multicolored map appeared on the smart screen on the gdley’ sfar bulkhead. Thin yellow lines |ooped
acrossits gridwork background. Pauline redlized that they were the orbits of mgor asteroids. A pulsing
red dot was at its center.

“Thered clotisus,” Theo explained. “And here' sour current trgjectory. . ..



A blue curve arced outward. The view enlarged to show Syracuse’ strgjectory soaring out the far side of
the Agteroid Belt halfway to Jupiter beforeit finally swung back toward Ceres again.

“I've gonethrough dl the numbers adozen times— *

“We both did,” Angelasaid, without a hint of rancor.

He dipped his chin in acknowledgement of hissigter. “ And here’ swhat we might be ableto do.”

A dotted blue curve appeared, much shorter than the solid one.

Theo explained, “ The nav program shows that we can get back to Ceresin alittle more than four yearsif
we fire the main engine and decel erate the ship.”

“Four years, two months and sixteen days,” said Angela, looking almost happy about it. “ Right, Thee?’

“Right. Give or take an uncertainty of five percent.”

“Couldn’t we makeit lessthan that?’ Pauline asked.

Theo grimaced, then answered, “We don't have thefud for alonger burn, Mom. This maneuver’ s gonna
use up our last drop of hydrogen.”

Pauline thought about that for amoment. “Y ou don’'t mean all our hydrogen?’

“All of it, Mom. Down to thelast molecule.”

“But how will we generate eectricity if we usedl the fuel? The reactor needs hydrogen.”

“That' stherisky part.”



“We can't run for four yearswithout electricity! We couldn’t last four days.”

“1 know. But we have water.”

“Drinking water,” Pauline said. “Which we need.”

“Werecycleit,” sad Angela

“But what’ s our drinking water got to do with hydrogen for the fusion reactor?’ Pauline asked. She was
fairly certain she knew the answer but she wanted to hear what Theo had come up with.

Theo gnawed on hislip for severa heartbeats. With aglance at hissister, he explained, “Here' swhat
Angieand | have figured out. Water contains hydrogen. We e ectrolyze some of our water and feed the
hydrogen to the reactor to keep it going.”

“We use the dectricity that the reactor generates to split the water into hydrogen and oxygen,” Angeda
added.

Pauline felt confused. “Now wait asecond. Y ou use ectricity from the reactor to produce hydrogen fuel
for the reactor?’

They both nodded.

“lt sounds. . .”

“It' sabootstrap operation, | know,” said Theo. “But the numbers show that it could work.”

Angdlasad, “The hydrogen fusion produces a gajillion times more energy than it takes to split the water
molecules”



“ Something about this doesn’t sound right to me,” Paulineinsisted.

“Angdd sright, Mom,” Theo replied. “ The fusion process produces alot more energy than it takesto
electrolyze the water. We |l be on the happy side of the curve.”

“You'recatan of this?” Pauline asked.

Again Theo hesitated. Then he said, “ That’ swhat the numbers show.”

“Then why can’t we produce enough hydrogen to feed the main engine and get us back to Ceres
sooner?’

“Propulsion needs reaction mass, Mom. Our hydrogen doesn’t just generate electrical power; we use
most of it to push through the engine sjets and provide thrust.”

“That' swhat most of the hydrogen in our tankswasfor,” Angelachimed in. “ Reaction mass. Only a
fraction of it goesto generating ectricity.”

To make sure she understood what they weretelling her, Pauline said, “ So you think you can generate
electrical power for the ship even after you' ve used up dl the hydrogen in the fud tanks.”

“ YS,”

“And cut our trip timein haf.”

“Jugt about.”

“Andtheriskis...?

Angdasad, “Therisk isthat we might use up too much of our drinking water to keep the reactor
generating eectricity.”



“The reactor doesn’'t need dl that much fuel to generate dectricity,” Theo explained. “ A glassful of water
can produce enough dectricity to keep the ship running for amonth, just about.”

“Fuson’sapowerful thing, Mom,” said Angela. “It' swhat powersthe sars, y’ know.”

Pauline looked from her daughter’ s eager face to her son’s more somber expression. Theo looks so
much like hisfather now, she thought.

“Wecandoit, Mom!” Angelaurged. “We can get back to Ceresin four years!”

She' s so anxiousto get back to civilization, Pauline thought. But what if we use up al our water before
we get back?

“Theo,” she asked, “do you redly think thiswill work?’

“That’ swhat the numbers show,” he repeated.

“But what do you think?’

“I think we can doiit, but it snot just up to me. We al haveavotein this”

“Let’'sdoit!” Angdlasad.

Redlizing she would be outnumbered if she decided to vote againg the scheme, Pauline made hersalf
gmilea her children.

“All right,” shesaid dowly. “Let’stry it.”

* * * %



CARGO SHIP PLIEADES:
INFIRMARY

t was weird, knowing that the medic was the captain’s cloned daughter. Victor alowed her to put him
through the scanners for athorough physical, then sat in a soundproofed cubicle for more than an hour
with the psych computer, answering questions while hooked up to blood pressure, voice andyssand

other stress sensors. Finally he went through the thoroughly unpleasant experience of having hisblood
pumped out of hisarm, through a detoxifying didysis machine, and back into hisarm again.

The medic said barely aword to him through the whole long procedure. At last she pulled the tubes from
hisarm and sedled hiswounds with medicina spray-on patches.

“You'refreeto go now,” shesaid in her near-whisper.

Victor siwung hislegs off the gurney, got to hisfeet and took a deep, testing breath. He felt good, no
shakes, no weskness.

“I'm sorry | got you into trouble,” he said to the medic.

“It was my own fault,” shereplied, hardly looking at him. Then atentative smile emerged on her face.
“Shedoesn't stay angry very long.”

“Y our mother?”’

The medic nodded. “ The captain.”

“Wdl,” hesad, “thanksfor everything.”

Her eyes evaded his. “Good luck.”



It wasn't until Victor had left the infirmary and was hafway aong the passageway that led tothe ship’s
gdley that it struck him that “Good luck” was a strange thing to say. What did she mean by that? he
wondered.

The gdley wasjammed with crew members eating dinner. Victor had to squeezein at atable aready
occupied by six of hismates.

“Took the day off, didja?’ one of the men said, elbowing him in the ribs hard enough almost to make
Victor dosh the coffee out of his mug as he edged histray between the others aready on the table.

“Theeasy life,” joked the woman sitting across the table from him, grinning widely at him.

“I wasn't up toit today,” Victor said, turning his attention to the dinner tray before him.

One of the other women said, “We heard about what you picked up yesterday, Vic.”

Thetablefel slent.

Victor put hisfork down and looked up and down the table. They were dl staring at him.

With ashrug hesaid, “Let’ sforget about it.”

“Y egh. Shit happens.”

“Not much you can do about it.”

They dl sarted eating again.

Victor haf-finished hismed, then hurried back to hisown cubicle. A message was blinking on the wall
screen above hisbunk: REPORT TO CAPTAIN'SQUARTERS AT 2000 HOURS.



“Aye-aye, captain,” he muttered.

At precisaly 2000 hours, dressed in fresh coveralls, Victor rapped smartly on the frame of the captain’s
diding doorscreen.

“Enter,” shecdled.

He did the door back and stepped in. Captain Madagascar was till in her black uniform, sitting at her
desk. She blanked the computer screen and got to her feet.

“Exactly ontime. Good.”

“I went through the medicd — *

“I know,” said Cheena Madagascar, jerking athumb toward the dead display screen. “I reviewed your
medica records. Y ou'rein good condition, physically and psychologicdly.”

Victor nodded.

She did apartition back and Victor saw akitchenette laid out along the bulkhead: sted sink, minifridge
and freezer, microwave, cabinets overhead.

“Had your dinner?’ the captain asked.

“YS, ma1 a,n.n

“I haven't.” She pulled a prepackaged meal from the freezer. “ Sit down, relax.”

Thelittle round table in the middle of the room was aready set for two, he saw. He pulled out one of the
delicatelittle chairsand sat on it carefully.



“Want somewine?’ the captain asked as she did the dinner package into the microwave.

“You said | shouldn't drink anything acoholic.”

Shebrokeinto awry grin. “1 told my daughter | didn’t want her to give you any alcohol. That doesn't
mean you can't have aglass of winewith me.”

Thinking of the detox didlyss, Victor said, “I’ d better stay away from — *

Cheena Madagascar interrupted, “\When the captain invites you to have a glass of wine, you say, ‘ Thank
you, captain. I'd be delighted.’*

Victor saw where this was heading. With ashrug he said, “ Thank you, captain. I'd be delighted.”

He sipped at the chilled white wine dowly as she ae her dinner. The wine tasted like biting the cold stedl
blade of aknife.

“WEe re dmost finished with this body hunt, you know,” the captain told him as she chewed away.
“There sonly afew dozen more to account for.”

“George Ambrosewon't be satisfied until every sngleoneisfound,” Victor said.

Madagascar nodded. “ He' s got the clout to make ‘ em do what he wants.”

“Them?’

“ThelAA. Sdene. The university consortium that runs the research stations orbiting Jupiter and Venus.
The big-ass corporations.”

“The powersthat be,” Victor muttered.



“If they don’t do what Big George wants, the rock rats won't supply resources.”

“What' s |eft of the rock rats.”

“There splenty of ‘em left. The people on Chrysalis were mainly storekeepers and clerks. The miners
and smeltery workers were on their own ships, scattered al acrossthe Belt.”

“My family’s out there somewhere,” Victor said.

Madagascar took a healthy dug of wine. Putting the semmed glass down on the tabletop, she said,
“Faceit, Zacharias. Y our family’smogt likely dead.”

“No,” hesaid.

“Y ou know better than that,” sheinssted. “If they’re not dead aready they’ re as good as dead, drifting
out therein the Belt somewhere. Nobody’ s going to find them.”

“I'will.”

“Youwill?How?'

“I'll need aship.”

“Damned right you will.”

Andthenit hit him. “And I’ ll need Big George sclout.”

Captain Madagascar amiled likealynx. “I could help you with Big George. And with this ship.”



Victor nodded. He knew what she wanted in return.

* k% k %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
BACKUP COMMAND POD

T

he command pod was crowded with dl three of them in there. Theo felt the body heat of his mother and
gdter, thetension of their anxieties, their expectations, their fears.

“Three minutesto go,” he said, trying to keep hisvoice firm and clear.

Hewas sitting in the command chair. Theo had configured the electronic keyboard to control the
propulsion system program. Now his eyes were fixed on the main display screen. Almost everythingin
the green, so far. Angie was standing behind him on one side, his mother on the other.

Pauline placed her hand on his shoulder. He glanced up at her.

“Theo, | want you to remember that thiswas afamily decison. Wedl agreedto do it.”

“l know, Mom.”

“If it doesn't goright, | don’t want you to blame yourself. We redl in thistogether.”

Angiesad, “1t'll goright, Mom. Don’t worry.”

Theo thought that his sister’ s voice sounded high and brittle. Angie sworried too, he thought, but she
does't want to show it.



Theo focused his attention on the control board. He and Angie had checked the pumps that fed the main
engine adozen times. With their mother helping them, they had ingpected every centimeter of the
propulsion system’ s piping and electrical wiring. The board showed no red lights, only apair of ambers
and they were minor backup circuits, not crucialy important; everything else wasin the green.

“Two minutes and counting,” the computer’ s synthesized voice said. Theo redized the computer sounded
amog exactly like hisfather’ svoice. Naturdly, he thought. Dad programmed it himself.

They heard athump and agroaning rattle from deep in the bowel s of the ship. Before Angie or his
mother could say anything, Theo told them, “Main pump powering up.”

Angiewas|leaning over his shoulder now, squinting &t the countdown checklist displayed on the screento
hisright. “Open the hydrogen feed linesa T minus ninety seconds.”

He nodded and placed hisfinger on the proper key. It's programmed to open automaticaly, but I'll
punch the manual command anyway, he said to himsdlf.

“T minusninety,” came the synthesized voice. “ Hydrogen feed line open.”

A new green light winked on.

“Confirm feed line open,” Theo said, his own voice sounding dightly shaky in hisears.

“T minus sixty seconds. Automatic sequencer on.”

“Confirm autometic sequencer.”

New lights were springing up across the pandl. All green, Theo saw. He could hear hismother’ srapid
breathing. Something deep in the ship shuddered. Hydrogen' s flowing, Theo redized. Liquid hydrogen, a
more than two hundred fifty degrees below zero. If anything’ s going to go wrong, he thought, it'll be now.

“T minusthirty seconds. Electric power activated. Magnetic field on.”



“Confirm mag field,” Theo said crisply. The liquid hydrogen seemed to be flowing smoothly: leekage rate
minor, no damageto the insulated piping.

“Ten...nine...eght...”

Hydrogen was flowing from the propellant tank to the main engine sthruster. Theengine's
superconducting magnetswere on at full strength. The ship’ s fusion reactor was putting out its maximum
power level.

“...three...two...one...enginethrusting.”

Theo pointed afinger a the central display screen. It showed agreen linerising steedily. Thrust. The
thrust they needed to dow the ship and get it looping back toward civilization eventually.

“It' sworking!” Pauline exclaimed, clapping her hands together.

“I don’t fed anything,” said Angie, sounding disappointed.

“Youwon't,” Theo said, feding enormoudy relieved. “| told you, remember? Y ou can't blast thisold
bucket like some rocket ship in an adventure vid. We nudge her gently.”

Angiereplied, “1 know thethrust level’ sred low, Thee, but | thought we' d fed something.”

He grinned up at her. “Watch yourself pouring liquidstonight. They'll be skewed alittle.”

“Youdidit, Theo,” hismother said, gripping his shoulder tighter. “You didit.”

“Wedidit,” he corrected. “Angieand me.”

Hissgter beamed at him.



It wasn't until Theo tried to get up from the command chair that he realized he was soaked through with
perspiration.

“Y ou better take ashower, Thee,” Angie said, wrinkling her nose. “Y ou smell pretty disgusting.”

Theo laughed. Back to normd, he said to himself.

* k% k %

That evening, while they were rdaxing in the dtting room after a celebratory dinner of red frozen chicken,
Theo mused, “If there was only some way to get the antennas working.”

“If there were only,” Angie corrected, Sitting across the coffee table from him. “ Subjunctive. Right, Ma?’

Pauline nodded. “ After the conditiond if.” Shewas on the sofa, to Theo' sright.

With ashrug, Theo said, “If we could get the antennas working we could cal for help.”

“But you said we don't have the materials you need to repair the antennas,” Angie pointed out.

“Y eah, that’ sright. But I'm wondering if thereisn’t some other way.”

“Likewhat?’

“Like... | don't know.”

Before Angie could say anything, their mother asked, “Isthere anything e se on board that could be put
to use as abeacon?”’



“Or acomm system, so we could cal for help.”

Theo shook his head. “We ve got al the communications gear we need. It'sjust that the godda. . . er,
godforsaken antennas are gone. No antennas, no signalsout. Or in.”

“Isthere something &lse we can use for an antenna?’ Angie asked.

“Not that | can figure out,” Theo answered. “I’ velooked al through every piece of equipment on the
ship. Nothing usable.”

Pauline asked, “Don’'t we have aradar system?’

“Callison avoidance radar,” said Theo. “ That antenna samess of melted goo, just liketherest.”

“Y ou mean we reflying blind?” Angieyipped. “We could run into an agteroid?’

“Yes, we' reflying blind. No, wewon't hit an asteroid big enough to do much damage. It's empty out
there, Angie”

“For red?”’

“For real. The chances of us getting hit by anything bigger than adust flake are about the same as. . .
well, it' s pretty blinking remote.”

Angdladid not look relieved.

Pauline asked, “We are getting hit by micrometeoroids, though?”

“Yes m. Every day. Nothing big enough to penetrate the hull, but sooner or later I'll have to go out and
replace some of the meteor bumpers.”



“Isn’'t there anything we could use for an antenna, Thee?’ Angie persisted. “1 mean, we ve got awhole
ship’ sworth of supplies. Can’t we jury-rig some wires or something?”’

Theo didn’t answer for along moment, his mind churning, his self-control tottering.

“I'vetried,” hesaid at last. “I'veredlly tried.”

“Weknow,” hismother said.

“I mean, I’ve gone through everything | can think of. | redly have. | just don’t know enough. I’ ve
checked dl the maintenance vids, dl thelogigticslists, everything. | can’'t makeit work. | just don't know
how to do it!”

They were both staring a him.

“I'vefailed,” Theo admitted, closeto tears. “1 can't fix the antennas. |’ ve tried and tried and tried and |
can'tdoit.”

“It' sdl right, Thee,” Angie whispered.

His mother reached out and touched his shoulder. *Y ou’ ve done your best, Theo. No one can ask more
than that.”

“| fed so damned stupid!” he blurted, banging the arm of hischair with hisfid.

“You are not supid,” said Paulinefirmly. “No child of mineisstupid. Y ou smply don’t have the materids
you need to repair the antennas. That’ s not your fault.”

“It'snot your fault, Thee,” Angie consoled. “It wasthe stupid designers. Why’ d they haveto put dl the
antennas on the same section of the hull? That wasjust plain stupid.”

“They weren't designing aman-of-war,” Pauline said. “ They never expected an ore carrier to be



attacked.”

Fighting to hold back tears of frustration, Theo looked across the coffee tableto his sster. “Maybe we
could figure out some way to rig up an antenna, Angie.”

“You think s0?7’ she asked.

“I don’t know. | can look through the maintenance vids again, | suppose.”

“Do you think there' s something in them?’ Pauline asked softly.

“I'll look. It’ s better than doing nothing, | guess.”

“Good. That'sall we can ask of you.”

“I’ll go through the vids with you, Thee,” said Angie. “Two heads are better than one.”

Theo started to glare at her, but it melted into agrin. “Unless they’ re on the same person,” he said
tamdly.

They dl laughed together.

* k% k %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
OUTSDE



heo’ s nose twitched at the sharp tang of his own perspiration that pervaded his space suit. He was
floating at the end of abuckyball tether, watching the squat little maintenance robots place anew section
of meteor bumper atop the ship’s outer skin.

“Y our suit temperature has risen five degreesin the past ten minutes, Thee,” Angi€ svoice sounded in his
helmet earphones. She didn’t seem worried about it; just doing her job of monitoring hisEVA from the
command pod.

“Turning up the suit fans,” Theo obediently replied, jabbing a gloved finger on the proper key inthe
control pad on hisleft wrist. He heard the pitch of the suit’s cooling fansrise dightly. His father had often
said the fans sounded like the whine of mosguitoes on asummer night; Theo had never heard
maosquitoes, never experienced a summer night on Earth.

“Ten more minutes on thetimeling” Angie cdled.

He nodded insde his bubble hemet. “We' re gonnarun alittle long. They haven't got the bumper
fastened in placeyet.”

“We have an extrathirty minutes built into thetimdine.”

“Right.” Theo knew his suit held enough air for another hour and more. No swest, he told himsdlf, then
grimaced at the phrase. He was swegting plenty insde the heavily insulated suit. Funny, he thought, this
far from the Sun you' d think it’ d be freezing out here. But even the wan distant Sun was powerful enough
to drench him with perspiration. The suit didn’t Iet heat out, he knew. Maybe | ought to build aradiator
into the backpack for long excursonslikethis.

He had ventured out the main airlock four hours ago to direct the robotsin their task of removing this
section of pitted old meteoroid bumper and replacing it with anew section, straight from the storage bay.
Therobots, about the size of asnare drum with four many-jointed dexterous arms, were programmed for
smple, repetitive maintenance tasks. Something as complicated as removing the old bumper and
replacing it with the new one required constant commands from ahuman being.

Theo imagined himsdf to be some kind of wizard out of an old fantasy vid, commanding a squad of trolls
or gnomes. He wondered if he could build voice synthesizersinto the robots and have them say, “ Yes,
madter,” to him.

At last the job was done. The shiny new bumper wasin place and the robots had used their cutting lasers



to dice up the pitted old one into sections small enough to feed into the ship’s miniature smelter, to be
melted down into new raw materid.

Theo pictured himself leading an army of laser-armed robots againgt the type of murdering bastard who
had attacked their ship. Slice ‘em to bloody ribbons, he told himself.

“What did you say?” Angie asked.

“Huh?Nothing.”

“Y ou mumbled something.”

“Nothing important. I'm coming in now.”

* k% k %

Victor lay in bed, wide awake, beside Cheena Madagascar, who was snoring softly. | ought to feel
guilty, he thought, deeping with thiswoman instead of my wife. But life tekes srange twigts. If | want to
use this ship to search for Pauline and the kids I’ ve got to keep the captain happy.

Despite himsdf, he grinned into the shadows of the darkened bedroom. Y ou’ ve got to admit, he said to
himsdlf, that if thisiswhat it takes to keep her happy, well. . . it s better than being poked in the eye with
asharp stick.

Cheenawas an accomplished lover, he' d found. At first he' d been surprised a her demand, thinking that
awoman who'd prefer to have her children through cloning and avoid being tied to aman in marriage
would probably not be al that interested in sex games. But he' d been wrong. Captain Madagascar was
passionate in bed, demanding. He' d done his best to satisfy her, and apparently his best was good
enough to please her.

According to her caculations, they were nearly finished with the gridy task of picking up the dead bodies
from the Chrysalis massacre. Soon —perhaps as soon as the next few days —Captain M adagascar
could report to Big George Ambrose that the job was compl eted.



Then what? Victor wanted this ship so he could go deeper into the Belt and find hisfamily, drifting

aboard what was | eft of Syracuse. For that, he' d need not only Cheend s agreement, but Big George's
aswell. They'll tell memy family isdead by now, Victor thought. They’ Il say searching for them would be
awaste of time and effort.

He denched hisjaw in the darkness. And I'll tell George that my family are victims of the Chrysalis
massacre, too. We ve got to find them even if they’re dead, like dl the others.

But they won't be dead, he told himsdlf. They'redive. Paulineis kegping them adive. Syracuse iskesping
themdive. I'll find them. If | have to stedl this ship from Cheena, Il find them.

Then anew thought struck him. What if they agree? What if Cheenatakes me out searching for
Syracuse? And we find them? What happens when Pauline and Cheena meet?

* k% k %

“Theo?

He opened his eyes, surprised to redize that he' d falen adegp on the sofa. His mother was bending over
him.

“I guess| nodded off,” he said, feding dightly sheepish.

“Y ou' ve been working very hard,” said Pauline.

“Wedl have”

She sat on the sofabeside him.

“Angi€ sgoneto bed?’ he asked.

“Yes. Shewastired too.”



He nodded and pulled himsdlf up to asitting position. “ She was realy good today, monitoring my EVA.
She sat there all suited up for nearly five hours, ready to go outsdeif | got into trouble.”

Paulinesmiled faintly. “Angda sgrowing up.”

“| guesssheis”

“You aretoo.”

“Think 07’

“I know s0. Y ou’ ve taken charge of the ship, Theo. Six months ago you were complaining that your
father didn’t trust you —

“He aways did everything himself. He never gave me achanceto learn, to show himwhat | can do.”

“Yes, | know,” Pauline said gently. “I understand. But | trust you, Theo. | know that you' ve put us on the
right course to get back to Ceresand you' Il keep this ship running until we get there.”

Theo felt awarm glow insde. But he didn’t know what to say, how he should respond to his mother’s
prase.

“Now don’t you think you' d better get some deep?’ Pauline suggested. “Tomorrow’ s another day.”

“You'reright.” He swung hislong legs off the sofaand got to hisfeet.

“Good-night, Theo,” said Pauline.

“Good-night, Mom.”



She' sright, he thought as he padded to his own cubicle. Tomorrow’ s another day. With fifteen hundred
and thirty-four moreto go.

* * * %

BOOK 11
THREE YEARSLATER

Eternd process moving on,
From dtate to state the spirit walks;
And these are but the shatter’ d stalks,

Or ruin’d chrysdis of one.

* k x %

SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:



BRIDGE

T

hey made an unlikely pair.

Although Elverda Apachetawas near the end of her long life, shewas till aregaly tal, dim woman with
the carriage of an empress. Y et her once haughty eyes of sparkling jet now looked out at the world with
awearinessthat grew heavier each passing day. Her high flaring cheekbones and imperious nose spoke
of her Andean background, but her long colorfully woven robe hung loosaly on her emaciated body and
her dead-white hair was disheveled, chopped unevenly, asif she no longer cared who saw her.

Her only companion on Hunter had aready died once, or tried to. When he had been amercenary
soldier he had pressed amini-grenade to his chest and st it off. Now he was as much machine asman, a
cyborg whose face was haf metd etched with swirling hair-thin lines. He wore the threadbare remains of
amilitary uniform, al inggnias and sgnsof rank ruddly ripped off itsfabric. He cdled himsdf Dorn and
sad hewas apriest. He and Elverda Apacheta had been on thislondly, interminable, thankless mission
for more than two years.

She had once been aworlds-renowned scul ptress, the woman who carved The Rememberer out of a
two-kilometer-long asteroid. The magnificent sculpture rode in ahigh orbit around Earth, awork of art
that attracted tourists from the Earth, the Moon, and the man-made habitats in space between the two.

Now she and Dorn searched for the dead, out in the silent darkness of the Asteroid Bdt. And fled from
the mercenaries who had been hired to kill them.

Hunter was amassive ship, much too largefor just the two of them. It had origindly been built to smelt
agteroidal ores on the way from the Bdlt inward to the Earth/Moon vicinity. But the advent of
nanotechnology made such bulk smelters obsolete. Virus-sized nanomachines separated pure elements
out of the asteroidal rocks. Hunter went on the market at abargain price. Dorn had use for the smelter,
s0 Elverda Apacheta had emptied her retirement accounts to buy the vessdl.

For dl its sze and mass, Hunter was capable of bursts of high acceleration when they needed to flee an
intruding vessd. They had not seen another ship, though, in several months.



“WEe re gpproaching the coordinates you plugged into the navigation computer,” said Elverdainto the
ship’ sintercom microphone. She was sitting in the command chair on the ship’s compact bridge; Dorn
was somewherein the bowels of Hunter’ s equipment bay.

“I will cometothebridge,” his deep, heavy voice replied. She always wondered what his voice had been
like before his shattered body had been turned into a cybernetic organism.

“No hurry,” shesaid. “It will be an hour before we reach the exact spot.”

* * * %

DOSSIER:
DORN

H

ewas born Dorik Harbin in a Bakan village that was swept up in one of the bloody frenzies of ethnic
cleansing that swept that region of Earth every few generations.

Shortly before histwelfth birthday, the militiafrom the next valey descended on hisvillage, raping, killing,
burning everything in their fervent zedl. Dorik Harbin saw his mother nailed to a cross, naked, bleeding,
dying. The young boy ran away, lived like an anima in the hills until he was caught pilfering an gpple from
the kitchen tent of adifferent militiaband. Brought before the group’ s commander, he was given the
choice of joining the militiaor being shat.

Helearned to kill. Remembering what had been done to his mother, his sisters and brothers and father,
he marched into other villages and killed everything living in them, down to the livestock and household
pets. Carrying an assault rifle that was almost as big as he was, he became an adept killer.

But his deep was haunted by terrible dreams. He saw those he killed, heard the pleas for mercy that he
never listened to in waking life. Sometimes, in hisdreams, he killed his own mother. That waswhen he
began taking the drugs that were freely available among the roving militia bands. The narcotics helped him
to deep, helped him to keep on killing despite his nightmares.



Peacekeepers from the newly reorganized United Nations finally suppressed the militias and established
an uneasy peace in the region. The dead were buried, the fires extinguished, the acrid smoke that hung
over theregion findly cleared away.

Dorik Harbin was sixteen by then. The Peacekeepers recruited him into their forces and tried to train him
to enforce the peace with aminimum of killing. It was nonsense, and young Dorik knew it, but he allowed
his superior officersto believe that he had been rehabilitated. They smiled at his progress asamode
Peacekeeper and turned a blind eye to his growing dependency on what they termed “ pharmaceuticals.”

He was among the Peacekeeper troops who were sent to the Moon in the UN’ sill-fated attempt to
wrest control of Moonbase from its rebellious citizens. After that fiasco, once Moonbase became
recognized as the independent nation of Selene, Dorik Harbin quit the Peacekeepers and joined the
private security forces of Humphries Space Systems, Inc.

In ashort time he was killing again, thistime as commander of spacecraft that attacked other spacecraft
in the dark emptiness of the Agteroid Belt. His prowess came to the attention of Martin Humphries
himsdlf, who persondly assigned Harbin to the task of tracking down and killing hisarchenemy, Lars
Fuchs.

Humphries aso saw to it that Harbin had an adequate supply of specidized drugs, pharmaceuticals that
enhanced his battle prowess, that made him sharper, faster, drugsthat fed hisinner rage.

It wasin such adrug-enhanced fury that he methodically destroyed therock rats habitat, Chrysalis,
killing dl of the one thousand seventeen men, women and children aboard. Attacking the ore ship
Syracuse was merdly aminor skirmish in the immediate aftermath of that daughter.

Once hismind cleared and he redized what he had done, Dorik Harbin held aminigrenade to his chest
and detonated it. He knew of no other way to end the horror that obsessed his deep.

But the corporation that literally owned his body would not let him die. Their medical specidiststested
their own skills and theories and turned him into a cyborg, haf machine, half human. And sent him back
to hisduties as amercenary soldier in the employ of Humphries Space Systems, Inc.

The Asteroid Warswere over by then, forced to an end by the shock of the Chrysalis massacre. Dorik
Harbin took no credit for the unexpected result of his atrocity. Humphries Space Systems saw to it that
no one learned that the cyborg was the mass murderer. Dorik Harbin went about his unexciting duties as



mechanicaly asif hewere entirdy amachine. But till he dreamed.

Then he was assigned to head the security detail for asmall asteroid that the corporation had quietly
bought from arock rat family, deep in the Bdt. Martin Humphries himsdf was coming from hishome on
the Moon to ingpect the asteroid. There was something inside the rock, something artificial, something
staggeringly unusud, something that was perhagps not made by human hands.

As part of hisduties Dorik Harbin inspected the artifact buried deep inside the asteroid. The experience
shattered him. He saw hislife, dl the pain and horror, dl the grief and remorse thet filled hisdreams.

Every day he stood before the artifact. Every day the deeds of hislife were pedled away, moment by
moment, murder by murder. It wasif he were being flayed dive, one layer of skin after another stripped
from his bleeding, quaking flesh.

At last there was nothing left. The persondity that he had built for himsef since he' d been twelve had
been stripped bare and anew persona, one that had been hidden deep inside hisold one, at last came
forth.

Hetoredl theinggnias of rank from hisuniform, turning it into the tattered gray costume of a penitent.
Dorik Harbin ceased to exist. Out of the warrior came a priest named Dorn, as sngle-minded in his quest
for atonement as he had once been in hismissions of murder.

He still dreamed when he dept, but now his dreams were of mercy and justice.

* k x %

SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
BRIDGE

E

Iverda saw aglint reflected in the bridge’ smain display screen. It was Dorn stepping through the hatch,
dlent asawraith, the metal haf of hisface catching the light from the overhead lamps.



Touching akeypad with along, dim finger, Elverda superimposed a navigation grid on the scene their
forward camera showed.

“There,” she said, tapping the screen with her fingernall. “ That’ sthe spot.”

She sensed Dorn nodding as he leaned over her shoulder.

“It sempty,” she said, turning her head dightly. The human haf of hisface was so close she could fed its
warmth, hear his dow, steady breathing.

“It wasn't empty fiveyearsago,” said Dorn. “We destroyed a dozen Astro warships here. Led them into
atragp and ran aswarm of pebblesinto them.”

“A dozen ships? How many . . .” She caught hersaf and choked off her question.

But Dorn understood. “ There must have been at least ten mercenariesin each ship. Probably more. I've
tried to get the exact number from Astro Corporation but they refuse to release such information.”

“A hundred and twenty men and women.”

“Atleadt.”

Elverdaknew what came next. They would fly a search spird expanding outward from this Site, probing
with radar and telescopes for the bodies of the dead that had been drifting in space since the battle that
had killed them. It would take weeks, perhaps months, to find them dll.

If they lived that long.

With his prosthetic hand Dorn tapped out acommand on the keyboard. Theimage on the screen
changed subtly.



“Ultraviolet? she asked, dightly puzzled.

“Lyman adpha” hereplied. “lonized hydrogen.”

“Why are you looking for ionized hydrogen?’

“Exhaudt trail.” With the cool metdl fingers of hisleft hand Dorn worked the keyboard.

Even after knowing him for more than two years Elverda shuddered at the sight of the mechanical hand.
She looked up at the main screen and saw that he was panning the cameras three hundred and sixty
degrees, then up and down doing a complete globa sweep around their ship.

“Nothing,” shesad.

Dorn did not reply. The screen’ sview climbed up, then swung downward.

“Weredone”

“Arewe?’ he countered. “Humphries's people know that a battle was fought here. They know that we
will come here to seek the dead and give them proper rites.”

She gestured toward the screen, empty except for the unblinking stars, so distant and aloof. “ There are
no ships out there.”

“Perhaps,” he said. “But thereisasmall asteroid that does not appear on the nav charts.”

Almost feding annoyed at hiswariness, Elverda said, “ Asteroid orbits change congtantly. The chartsare
never up to date.”

“True enough,” he said. “But let’ s check out that rock before we proceed further.”



“It'sbarely twenty meters across,” Elverdaobjected. It can't be a camouflaged vessd.”

“1 know.”

Elverdastared a him for along, disquieting moment. Dorn looked back at her, his eectro-optica eye
unblinking, the overhead lights glinting on the etched metd of his skullcgp. With asigh that was half
exagperation she punched in the commands that would bring Hunter to within fifty metersof thetiny
agteroid.

They shared amodest lunch in the galley while Hunter cruised at minimum thrust and established itsdlf in
co-orbit near the asteroid. When they returned to the bridge, they saw that the object outside was a
jagged chunk of debris, a shard torn from what had once been a spacecraft, probably an attack vessd.
They trooped down to the main airlock, where she helped Dorn into a nanofabric space suit. When she
had first met Dorn she' d been surprised at how agile he was. the metal half of hisbody waslithe and
supple, not at dl like acumbersome clanking machine. Now, though, more than two yearsater, he
seemed dower, more careful, asif hismechanica haf were developing the robotic anadog of arthritis.

At lagt she returned to the bridge to monitor his EVA. Within haf an hour he was back from the airlock,
asmall black object in the pam of his prosthetic hand.

Elverdapeered &t it.

“A sensor,” said Dorn. “It was attached to the piece of debris out there. It must be programmed to
detect the arriva of aship in thisarea and send a message back to whoever planted it here.”

“They’ ve been waiting for us?’

He nodded minimaly. “1 imagine they have planted such sensors at every site where there was a battle.”

“Humphrieswantsto find us”

“Hewantsto kill us”

Elverdaknew it wastrue, yet she dill found it hard to accept theideaiin her heart, emotionaly. The



concept that someone wanted to kill her was so bizarre, so alien to her outlook, to her entirelife, it was
like being told that the world wasflat.

Martin Humphrieswantsto kill us, shetold hersdf. He wantsto kill me. She had only known Humphries
for the few weeks it had taken to fly to the asteroid where the aien artifact had been found. Where Dorn
had transformed himsdlf from a cyborg mercenary soldier to a cyborg priest. Where Humphries had gone
insane with fear and guilt once he' d seen the artifact.

And now that he’ srecovered, now that he knows we saw himin histerror and his shame, he wantsto
erae dl memory of his collapse. He wantsto diminate the witnesses. He wantsto kill us.

Under the pretense of preserving the artifact for scientific study, Humphries s corporate minions had
thrown a protective guard of ships and mercenary troops around the asteroid and sedled off the artifact
itself—burrowed deep insde the rock —from dl visitors. Not even scientists from the Internationa
Consortium of Universitieswere alowed to visit the asteroid. The news mediahad been totally
stonewalled, to the point where it was widely believed that the reports of an dien artifact were nothing
more than alegend concocted by some of the UFO crackpots among the rock rats.

Elverda Apacheta knew how powerful the artifact was. It had changed Dorn from amurderous
mercenary soldier into apriest intent on atoning for hisformer life. It had shaken her own soul more
profoundly than any experiencein her long life. Before she had seen the artifact she had been ready for
degth, weary of thetrials and disgppointments of living, convinced that her talent had shriveled within her
disenchanted soul. But once she looked upon that mystical, amorphous, shifting work of wonder shewas
overwhelmed with new purpose. Before the artifact she had regarded Dorn with a distaste that was
amost loathing; after the artifact sherealized that Dorn was the child she had never borne, the tortured
soul who needed her solace, the man whom she would help and guide and protect even at the cost of her
own existence.

The artifact had changed Martin Humphries, of course. His swaggering, self-confident ego had been
shredded into awhimpering, pathetic figure huddled into afetal ball, pleading for escape. But the effect
had been only temporary; Humphries recovered. Now the wedlthiest man in the solar system was
determined to erase the two witnesses of his moment of weakness.

Staring at the sensor in his metallic hand, Elverda asked Dorn, “What do you want to do?’

Sowly, Dorn crushed the miniaturized sensor. It crunched like a crisp wafer. Then he answered, “Find
the dead. Treat them with respect, if not honor.”



* * * %

ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
COMMUNICATIONSCENTER

T

horoughly bored, Kao Y uan curled hislip a the image on his comm screen. Not that the woman who
was peaking to him would see his expression. Thiswas aone-way transmission: the latest orders from
Humphries Space Systems headquarters on the Moon to Y uan and his three-ship formation. Besides, he
was certain that the image he was watching was a computer-generated persona; Martin Humphries might
not deign to speak to him personally, but he didn’t want any additional people to know about thismisson
he' d sent Y uan on, ether.

“Mr. Humphriesis pleased with your idea of seeding the battle Steswith sensors,” theimage was saying,
“but he wondersif dl the battle Sites are recorded. Dorik Harbin did alot more than attack the Chrysalis
habitat, of course.”

“Of course,” Y uan murmured, feding dightly bemused to be talking to apile of computer chips. At least
the woman’ simage was voluptuoudy beautiful. Humphries has an eye for buxom young women, he

thought.

“Mr. Humphries stressed once again that this matter must be handled very discreetly. The fugitive Dorik
Harbinisnot donein hisship. Thereisat least one accomplice with him. Both of them — and anyone
el se with them —must be eiminated. They must disgppear and never be found. There must be no way
for anyoneto discover that Mr. Humphries has ordered their executions. That must be clearly
understood.”

Y uan’'s bored smile grew dightly lesstolerant. “1 understand,” he said to the unhearing image on his
screen. “My crew understands. The crews of the other two vessals aso understand. Clearly.”

He had recelved these sameingtructions, or closaly smilar ones, from this computer persona at least
twice amonth for the past eight months. Humphries wants Harbin or Dorn or whatever he' scalling
himsdlf killed. And his accompliceswith him. But he doesn’t want anyone to know about it. They must
smply disappear out here deep inthe Asteroid Belt. All of them. No swedt, Y uan thought. All | haveto
doisfind them.



A drange mission, Y uan thought. Track down amass murderer and his accomplices, but do it in secrecy.
Why does't Humphries want the credit for executing the man responsible for the Chrysalis massacre?
And what’ s Harbin doing out in the Belt, anyway? They clam he strying to recover the bodies of the
mercenarieskilled in battles. That soundsflaky. Maybeit’ sjust ahalucination that HHS intelligence
dreamed up. Maybetheintel flunkies are popping the wrong pills.

Y uan had been hunting for the renegade for nearly eight months now, without success. He had planted
sensors a most of the old battle Steswhere HSS intelligence had told him that Harbin/Dorn waslikely to
vigt. Now he smply waited for the fugitive to show himsdf.

“It' sonly amatter of time,” he said to the screen asthe image prattled on. “If your brain trust isright
about him traveling to the old battle Sites.”

Growing impatient, Y uan got to hisfeet, |eft the soundproofed booth that served as Viking's
communications center and stepped back onto the bridge. He was an imposing figure, evenin his
unadorned coverdls, nearly two meterstall in his softboots, broad of shoulder and narrow of waist. His
inky black hair was brushed straight back from his foreheed; it was |ong enough dmost to touch his
collar. No military buzz cut for him: Y uan preferred to look casudly dashing. A dark little tuft of a
Vandyke decorated his chin. He had deep brown eyes and a crooked little grin that he thought—no, he
knew—that women found enticing.

Y uan had never intended to be a mercenary warrior. Hisfather had been a chef in his native Jiangsu
province; his restaurant was recognized as the finest in the region. And the gambling room in back was
awaysfilled with fools who thought they might begt the forbidden computer games the old man had
smuggled past the government’ s censors. “ Al thiswill be yoursone day,” hisfather had told him so often
that Y uan actually began to believeit. By the time he wasten, Y uan was not only a decent cook, he was
the best computer gamer in the province. People signed in from asfar away as Shanghai to play againgt
the child prodigy. He let them win only often enough to assure that they’ d return and spend more of their

money.

But when the greenhouse warming shifted the rains and the province' srice paddies turned to dust, his
father’ s restaurant was closed by the government and Y uan was drafted into the “volunteer” army that
took possession of Vietnam and itsinvaluable rice bowl in the well-watered Mekong delta. Then the
greenhouse floods swept over the delta and he was lucky to escape alive.

The gtrangest turn in hislife, Y uan thought, was when the government sent him to the Chinese base on the
Moon to help build the hydroponics farmsthere. He hated living underground. Trying to feed severd
thousand workers from the meager crops grown in the long hydroponics trays was a challenge, but not
an enjoyable one. Better was the fact that he could jigger the base' s computers to run gambling games,



better dill, most of the women at Base Mao found him more attractive than the stolid soldiers and
technicians who made up the base’ s ma e population.

Y uan dreamed of returning to Earth once histour of duty in the army was finished. But once herealized
that the government back home would press an unemployed former cook into service wherever they
wanted him to work, he signed up with Humphries Space Systems and became amercenary soldier.
Mercenaries had to eat, and Y uan was ready to feed them. HSS pay was far better than thearmy’s, the
uniforms were smarter, and the salection of women was more diverse.

What he hadn’t expected was that he’ d be forced to fight. And kill. Aboard the stripped-down attack
vessels that battled for control of the Belt, even a cook had to take histurn at the weapons console.
During the bitter years of the Second Asteroid War, Kao Y uan found that he was good at the
cat-and-mouse chases in the dark emptiness of space. He had always been awinner at computer games,
now he maneuvered ared ship and fired red lasers. The enemy vesselswerelittle more than blipson a
screen or distant clotsin an observation port. They twisted and dodged but he dways—a most—caught
up with them and won the game. His youthful skills earned him rapid promotion from cook to captain.

Thismission to find the renegade and whatever accomplices riding with him was strange, though. For
some reason Martin Humphries himsdlf wanted them erased. The war was over; thismissonwasa
persond quest, an exercise in vengeance. God knows what they did to make Humphries so determined
to kill them, Y uan thought. He had not the dightest interest in finding out what it was. | don’t want that
powerful egomaniac after me, hetold himself.

Ashe looked over the three crew members Sitting at their posts on the bridge, Y uan thought, Find the
renegades, destroy them, and earn the bonus Humphries has promised. Then you can go back to what's
left of Shanghai and open the best restaurant they’ ve ever seen.

His god wasto own the best of restaurants. With agaming room in back, agaming room from which he
could chalenge the best gamersin the world. Maybe even play againgt the dickwillies of Selene, them
and their smug airs of superiority to any flatlander on Earth. That was hisgoa. The meansto reach it was
murder in the depths of space.

Kao Y uan was quite content to have thingsthisway.

His communications officer glanced up at him as he closed the soundproof door of the comm booth and
went to hiscommand chair.

“Sr,” shesad, brushing along lock of hair from her amond eyes, “the message from headquartersis il



running.”

Y uan favored her with agrin. “Keep recording it. I'll listen to the rest of it when I’ ve got nothing better to
do.”

The comm officer smiled back at him. “I mean, Sr, that other messages are piling up in Storage.”

“Other messages?’ Y uan asked, surprised. “Who' s cdling us out here?’

She glanced at her screen, pushing that stubborn tress from her face again. “ A cal for assstancefroma
miner whose propulson system has mafunctioned.”

“Not our problem,” Y uan murmured. Viking was running silent, not emitting either atracking bacon or
telemetry. The vessel was built to return as small aradar profile as possible. Viking wasvirtudly invisble
and Y uan intended to remain that way.

“A medica emergency on another rock rat ship.”

Y uan shook hishead. “I’m not interested in genera chatter. |sthere anything specificaly for us?’

“One of the snoops reported avessd initsarea. Then it went dead.”

“What?" Suddenly aert, Y uan stepped to her comm console and bent over her to peer at the screen.
“Where?'

The comm officer displayed the coordinates on her screen. Y uan couldn’t help noticing the subtle
intoxication of her perfume. With the touch of akeypad, she had the computer pull up data on the
sensor’ slocation.

“That' swhere he wiped out Gormley’ sflegt!” Y uan said, excited. He called to the man at the navigation
console, “Set a course for these coordinates, top acceleration.”



Y uan didn’'t believe that the renegade was visiting the sites of his old battlesto recover dead bodies,
despite what Headquarters claimed. But he didn’t press for more information, either. My job is not to
know why, hetold himsdlf. My job ismerely to find him and kill him. And whoever iswith him.

* * * %

SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
BRIDGE

O

ut of the corner of her eye Elverdawatched Dorn as he sat next to her in the ship’s bridge. He had been
garing at the crushed remains of the round black sensor, gtill inthe palm of hisatificia hand.

She glanced at the screens and instrument readouts displayed on the panel's curving around them and saw
thet the ship wasfunctioning normally.

“What do you want to do?’ she asked.

Dorn turned dowly toward her, his human eye looking sad, the other emotionless.

“Find thedead,” he answered.

“But they’ll becoming to find us.”

The human eye closed briefly. Then, “They are probably aready on their way here.”

“Shouldn’t we get away, then? There are other sites, other |ocations where battles took place.”

“They’ll have planted sensorsthere, too.” Dorn’ s voice sounded heavy with resignation.



“Then what should we do?’ she repeated.

“| should speed you back to Earth a maximum acceleration. Y ou would be safe there. Not even Martin
Humphries would dare to harm you where you are surrounded by friends and admirers.”

“And you?’

“I will return to the Belt and try to complete my misson. Asmuch of it as| can.”

“I could tell the news media about this. That might protect you.”

Dorn’slipsticked, as closeto asmile ashe could come. “Y ou would tell them that you are trying to
protect the monster who is responsible for the Chrysalis massacre? If the genera public knew that
Humphries was hunting me down they would give him an award.”

“I can't let him murder you.”

“Thereisno way that you can Sop it.”

Elverdafet asif shewerelocked in acloset with the wals closing in on her. “There must be
something—"

Dorn shook his head dightly, a ponderous swiveding of that half-meta, haf-flesh congtruction. “Besides, |
will die anyway, soon enough.”

“Die? What are you taking about?’

“My sysemsarefailing.” Heraised hisright arm dowly. “The power pack needs replacement. Joints
need lubrication. | have the mechanica analog of old age.”



“We can go to Selene and get you overhauled, rgjuvenated.”

“The mongter responsible for Chrysalis? Who would even think of helping me?’

“They wouldn’t know. No one knows that—"

“Humphries knows. Returning to Selene would be adeath warrant for both of us”

Elverdagtared at him for along, silent moment. What can we do? she kept asking herself. What can we
do?

Dorn broke the silence. “ The bodies from this battle have spiraled outward from this Ste for hundreds of
thousands of kilometers. We should find as many of them aswe can and give them proper rites before
Humphries sassassnsfind us”

“ And then what?”’

“And thenwedie, | suppose.”

She sared into hisimpassive face. When | met him, Elverdathought, | was ready for degth. | thought my
lifewas over, that I’ d outlived my purpose. Now | don’t want to die! This man—this haf-machine—has
given me areason for living.

He reached out with his human hand and touched her arm. “1t’sdl right. I'll escort you back to Ceres.
Therock rats are dmost finished building their new habitat—"

“Chrysalis|l,” Elverdamurmured.

“Yes” said Dorn. “You'll be safe there, and you can find passage back to Earth or Selene. Without me.”

“You'll return here” shesad.



He gave no answer. None was required; she knew his need.

Abruptly, Elverdaturned in the command chair and began to peck a the communications console.

“What are you doing?’ Dorn asked.

“I'm cdling the news media. There' sawoman in Sdene, Douglas Stavenger’ swife, she' safamous news
anchor.”

“No,” said Dorn.

“Why not? Once the world knows what we' re trying to accomplish, not even Martin Humphries would
dareto harmus.”

“You d tell them you' rewith Dorik Harbin, the monster?’

“I'll tell them I’'m with Dorn, the priest, the man who has dedicated hislife to recovering the bodies of
thosekilled inthewars.”

“Humphries knowswho | am,” said Dorn. “He has whole battalions of public relations experts. Y our
story will be swamped by his. Vigilanteswill come out hereto find me. The hunt will become anews
event. Our deathswill be caled executions.”

Shetook her hand away from the keyboard. “Y ou want to die, don’t you?’

“| deservetodie” hesad.

* * * %

“I need aship,” said Victor Zacharias.



Big George Ambrose leaned back in hisswivel chair and nodded resgnedly. “ Y ou’'ve been tellin’ methat
for nearly threefookin’ years now.”

Thetwo men were Sitting in Big George' s officein the haf-finished Chrysalis |1 habitat. It was hardly an
imposing room, no larger than most of the office spaces aboard the habitat. George’ s massive desk and
intimidating figure made it seem even smdler. The wdlswere blank at the moment: smart screensthat
could display anything in the habitat’ s computer files or show views of the outsde, where teams of
engineers and robots were working to compl ete the structure.

Victor’'sjet black ringlets were neatly trimmed, but in the three years of hisenforced stay a Cereshe had
grown athickly curled beard. He wore the maroon coverdls that identified him as amember of the
habitat’ stechnical staff. Big George till looked like ashaggy mountain man with his untamed mane of
brick red hair and wild beard. His coverdlswerelight blue, rumpled, frayed at the cuffs from long wear.

With theicy camness of aman who wastrying hard to control hisanger, Victor said, “My family isout
there somewhere and I’ ve got to find them.”

George shook hisbushy head. “Look, Vic, you' ve gottaface facts. They’ re dead by now.”

“No,” Victor inggted. “The ship had plenty of provisonsand —

“Why haven't we heard from them, then? In dl thistime? It's been more’ n three years, hasn't it?’

Victor glared at hisboss. With that dark beard, he would have looked fiercely intimidating to anyone
else. But George Ambrose knew better. By the time the task of finding al the bodies from the massacre
of theorigind Chrysalis wasfinished, Big George had learned that Victor Zacharias had been an
architect, abuilder. As head of the rock rats governing council, George had persuaded the International
Astronautical Authority to fund the building of anew habitat in orbit around Ceres. The IAA got support
for the project from Selene and the mgjor corporationsinvolved in space industries.

The new habitat—Chrysalis [1—would not be aramshackle Tinkertoy assemblage of old and disused
spacecraft. George Ambrose wanted a structure that was designed and constructed specifically to bea
home for the rock rats. And he wanted Victor Zacharias to head the team that built it.

Victor reluctantly agreed to do the job, but only if Big George would provide him with aship afterward.



“Faceit, Vic,” George said from behind hisdesk. “They’re gone.”

“You promised meaship,” Victor said again, relentless.

“When thejob’ sdone. It sonly half finished.”

“Thedesgniscomplete,” Victor ingsted. “The mgor structurd work isfinished. Y ou don’t need mefor
therest of it. A couple of trained chimpanzees could finish the job.”

“Nearest trained chimps are Earthside, Vic. But you' re here and you' re gonna stay here until the fookin’
job’sfinished. And that’sit.” George dapped his heavy hands on the desktop and rose to hisfeet, an
imposing red-bearded giant of aman who would brook no further discussion.

Victor got out of hischair, his eyes smoldering. But he said nothing further. He knew that this
conversation was finished. Silently he walked to the door.

“By th' way,” Big George cdled to him, “ Pleiades isduein later t’' day. Cheena Madagascar’ |l be
lookin' you up.”

Over hisshoulder, Victor grumbled, “ Thanksfor the good news.”

* * % %

ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
CAPTAIN'SQUARTERS

t' sgood to be the captain, Kao Y uan thought as he lay stretched out in his double-sized bunk. His



communications officer, the lissome young brunette with doe eyes and surprising athletic abilities, wasin
his shower gtdl, singing to hersdf. Off-key, Y uan redized. But whet the hell. She' sgot other talents.

Tamara, he pronounced silently, rolling her name around in hismind. Tamara Vishinsky. In bed, she had
told Y uan that she'd studied for balet asachild. Thetraining serves her well, he thought.

HSS headquarters had added her to his crew at the last moment, flying her al the way out from the
Moon to reach Viking before Y uan started his hunt for the renegade. She came with high qudificationsin
communications sysems. And in sexua gymnadtics, Y uan thought, grinning inwardly.

He badly wanted to turn over and deep for another hour. | deserve the rest, he told himself. But Viking
and its accompanying two ships were fast approaching the area where the sensor had reported Dorik
Harbin' svessd to be. We could be in battle today, he knew.

Reluctantly, Y uan rolled out of bed and padded to the steamy shower stal. Opening the door, he said
gernly, “Thisisyour captain spesking. Now hear this”

The comm officer reached out with both arms and pulled him into the hot, sudsy stdl. Hedid hisarms
around her and pressed close. We ve got plenty of time, he thought. Plenty of time.

* k x %

Elverda paced the short passageway between Hunter’ s bridge and the hatch that led into the main
arlock. Despite dl the rgjuvendation therapies, you are till an old, old woman, she reminded herself. Y ou
must exerciseyour legs. After alifetimein low-gravity environmentsthe ship’s acce eration was punishing
her, even though Dorn kept it well below one g.

Hewas up in the bridge, sitting in the command chair asimpassively as asculpture of sed. Ishefleaing
from the ns coming after us, Elverdawondered, or rushing to find the bodies of the dain? Some of
both, she concluded. We sefdom do anything for merely one reason.

And you, she asked hersdlf, what are you fleeing from? What are you rushing to?

Death, she answered. The answer to both questionsisthe same.



Her creative career had been finished many long years ago. Decades ago. She was going through the
motions of teaching a Selene University when Martin Humphries siwept her out to the Asteroid Bdlt,
agog to seethe artifact that arock rat family had accidentaly discovered.

It hasto bethe work of dienintelligence, Elverdatold hersalf. No human could have madeit. Yet it
related to humansin away that stirred the soul, viscerdly, beyond the five senses. The artwork —for
Elverdawas convinced it was awork of superhuman artistry—bored directly into one smind, into the
depths of the unconsciousintellect that lay hidden and disguised benegth the conscious persondlity.

When Elverda had seen the artifact she had been ready for death, eager to end the pain and loneliness of
her life. Then she had looked into its glowing depths and saw hersdlf, saw the mother who had loved her
so completely, saw the baby she had never borne, the path of her life from its beginning and through all
the twists of fate and pride and remorse.

She wasready to face life again after seeing the artifact. She had the strength to stand next to Dorn, the
sdlf-mutilated ex-mercenary who had tried to atone for the thousands he had daughtered, and failed.

Martin Humphries had seen the artifact and it nearly killed him. She saw in her mind’ seye once again
how Humphries staggered out of the crypt that housed the artifact: his handsome face twisted and
sweating, his eyeswild with fear; how he curled into afetd bal, crying, spittle dribbling from hislips,
babbling franticaly, helplesdy.

It must have shown him hisown life, Elverdathought, shown him how despicable he' s been, shown him
all the people he' s destroyed. Now Humphries has sent assassinsto kill us, because we saw himin his
moment of pain and weakness. He haslearned nothing from the artifact. Nothing.

She wondered what had happened to the artifact. There had never been areport about it in the news
media: Humphries had prevented that. But the rumor floated through the cold emptiness of the Belt; not
even Martin Humphries could keep the news of an dien artifact completely suppressed. The tale spread
to the Moon and to Earth, she was certain, where most people took it as gossip from therock rats, a
fable from the frontier, alegend without basisin fact.

Strange that the scientists of the IAA and the universities haven't spoken out, Elverdathought. Has
Humphries silenced them? Money can buy amost anything, she knew, but would dl the scientistsin the
solar sytem remain slent?



Then anew thought struck her. Perhaps he' s destroyed the artifact! Blown up thelittle asteroid in which
it wasfound, wiped it out of existence. That would be just like Humphries: destroy what hefedsis
threatening him. Just as he is determined to destroy us.

“Radar contact.” Dorn’ s voice issued from the intercom spesker set into the passage’ s overhead, asflatly
unemotiond as acomputer’ s synthesi zed announcement.

He' s human, Elverdareminded hersdf. Despite the machinery that kegps him dive, he' sahuman being.
He hasfedings, emotions, just as| do. We wouldn’t be out here trying to recover the dead if he didn’t.

Y et that machinery isfailing. Oneday he'll be as dead asthe corpseswe retrying to retrieve.

She hurried dong the passageway to see what he' d found.

* * * %

Freshly showered and dressed in aset of coveralsthat bore his captain’s stripes on its cuffs, Kao Y uan
did into the command chair and nodded to the man sitting a the communications console.

“Giveme achannel for dl three ships” he commanded.

A greenlight in hischair’ sarmrest winked on.

“Thisisthe captain speaking,” Y uan said, trying to make hisvoice firm, authoritative.

“We are about to enter battle against an experienced and ruthless opponent. | have every confidence that
if each of us performs his assigned task properly we will destroy our adversary.

“The Agteroid Wars have been over for some yearsnow,” Y uan went on, “but the missonwe reonisa
piece of unfinished business. The enemy we seek isthe man who wiped out the Chrysalis habitat. He
daughtered more than athousand defenseless men, women and children. Our missonisto bring justice
to him and anyone aboard his ship assisting him. Our god isto avenge those thousand people he
murdered.”



The others on the bridge were staring a him. Keeping his face solemn, Y uan added, “We have been sent
on thismisson by Mr. Martin Humphries himsdlf. He has apersond interest in seeing that the last
remnant of the old warsis erased once and for al. Once we ve fulfilled our mission and returned to
Earth, each of uswill receive avery generous bonus—but our red reward will be the knowledge that we
have paid arightful and fitting retribution to the mass murderer, Dorik Harbin.”

Y uan looked around the bridge. All hisofficers eyeswere on him. He half expected applause but they
amply gazed a him, waiting for his next words.

So hesad, “All ships, battle stations.”

* * * %

HABITAT CHRYSALISII:
OBSERVATION BLISTER

Vv

ictor Zacharias stood aonein the observation blister and looked out &t the distant, uncaring pinpoints of
light. The stars gazed back at him, cold and silent. Jupiter glowed in the darkness; Victor thought he
could make out two sparks of moons near its ruddy, flattened disk. Off to hisleft abluelight gleamed:
Earth.

Curving away on either Sde of the glassted blister was the massive whedl shape of the unfinished habitat.
Victor knew every girder, every pand, every weld. To one side of him the whed was nothing more than
unfinished ribs of metd, like the foss| bones of agiant dinosaur. He saw flashes of welders' lasers
flickering in the darkness out there. Construction crews worked twenty-four/seven under the booming
roar of Big George' s demands.

But the congtruction of Chrysalis |l was not urgent to Victor. Hisfamily was, and he chafed under the
inflexible restraints that Ambrose had bound upon him. It' s not Big George, Victor told himsdlf. It sthe
war, it’ sthat murdering sonofabitch who wiped out the origind Chrysalis, it' sthelaws of physics, it's
fate. Victor felt the weight of the universe trying to bow him down, bend his knees.



He squared his shoulders and stood straighter. “1I' [l find you,” he muttered. “ Through hell and time and
space I'll find you out there.”

Cereswas apitted ball of rock, close enough, it seemed, to reach out and touch. None of the other
agteroids were bright enough to be seen but Victor knew they were swinging in their ever-shifting orbits
out therein the cold darkness. And among them was a ship, his ship, Syracuse, and the family hewanted
to save.

Arethey dready dead? He asked himself for the thousandth time. And he found the same answer as
adways No. They'redive. The ship may be crippled but they’ re dive. They have provisions enough to
last for years. Pauline will keep them going. She' s strong, brave, resourceful.

It al depends on Theo, he redized. He sthe one with the technical smarts and know-how. But he'sonly
fifteen! Then Victor redized, no, he must be nearly nineteen by now. A young man, with the respongbility
of keeping the ship’s systems functioning. Pauline can help him, but Theo’ sthe one |l wastraining to run
the ship.

And Angda, my little angdl. What of her? She should be here a Ceres finding a husband, starting her
own family, starting her own life. Instead she' s marooned on acrippled ship drifting through the Belt.

I’ve got to find them, Victor told himself again. I ve got to get a ship, one way or the other, and find
them.

He heard the soft hiss of the hatch diding open, atinkle of braceets clinking together.

“| thought you’ d be here.”

Pulled out of histhoughts, Victor turned to see the darkly clad figure of Cheena Madagascar step through
the hatch into the dimly lit glassted bligter.

“It' slike standing in empty space, is'tit,” she half-whispered once the hatch did shut behind her and the
lightsdimmed again. “Like agod waking among the sars”



He snorted disdainfully. “ Take agood look at Ceres, pitted and cracked and ugly assin.”

Cheena chuckled in the shadows. “Very romantic, Victor.”

“I hatethis place.”

She came up and stood beside him. He could see her gold-flecked eyes shining in the shadows of the
diffused lighting.

“I likethe beard,” she said. “Makesyoulook . . . dangerous.”

Hedidn’'t know what to say, so he merdly shrugged his shoulders.

“You've been avoiding me,” she said softly.

Despite himsdlf, he amiled at her. “1t’ s best to avoid temptation.”

“Redly?Y ou didn’'t avoid me when you were on Pleiades.”

“Y ou werethe ship’scaptain. | had to follow orders.”

“Y ou seemed to enjoy the duty.”

He shrugged. “I"m only flesh and blood.”

“What acompliment.”

“Cheena, please, what happened aboard Pleiades was very good, but—"



“No buts,” shewhispered, diding her arms around his neck.

“Thisisn't right, Cheena. | have awife. She'sdive, | know sheis.”

“Evenif sheis, my reluctant lover, she' sfar, far avay and I’ m right here, in your arms.”

He hadn't realized that he' d wrapped hisarms around her waist. She was pressing closeto him. He
could smell the clean tang of her shampoo, fed her breething, the beating of her heart.

“Lifebdongsto theliving, Victor,” Cheenamurmured.

“She'snot dead,” heindsted, in awhisper.

“I'll makeyou aded,” shesad, with ateasing smilein her voice. “I'll let you use my ship for sx months.
If we haven't found them in six monthsyou'll giveit up and stay with me.”

“Sx months...”

“You'll be mineuntil wefind them. If wedon't, it wouldn't be so terrible to stay with me, would it?’

Before he could decide rationally he was clasping her to him in afiercely passionate kiss. Six months,
sad avoicein hismind. Six months. Y ou can search for them. Y ou can find them.

Then the voice added, If you can get away from Big George.

* * * %

SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
MAIN AIRLOCK



I
t' sdefinitely abody,” Dorn said. He tugged on his nanofabric space suit and began seding its front.

Elverdanodded as he pulled up the hood and inflated it into a bubble of a helmet. She had never gone
outside the ship, never taken a space walk. What did the technica people call it? She asked hersdlf.
EVA. Extravehicular activity. How pretentious! How bloodless! Spacewalk is much more descriptive.

They had flown more than eighty thousand kilometers from the coordinates where the old battle had been
fought, radars probing in every direction. Twice they had found chunks of debris. Thiswasthefirst
corpse they had located.

Elverdaremembered the other bodies they had found from other battles. Desiccated, like ancient
mummies. Hollow-eyed, shriveled, skin blackened by the hard ultraviol et radiation of space. Many of the
dead were in space suits: they had gone into battle asfully protected as possible. Still it did them no
good. They died when their shipswere destroyed. Elverda shuddered at the thought of drifting through
space dive, knowing that there would be no rescue, knowing that within hours or days or perhaps weeks
theair in the suit would give out or you would starve or die groaning of thirgt.

Worse were the poor devilswho had been blown out of their shipswithout a space suit. Their lungs
exploded in showers of blood. Their eyesburst out of their sockets. Elverdavomited thefirst time Dorn
had brought such a corpse aboard.

“Wherethereis one body,” Dorn said as he clumped to the airlock’ s hatch, “there must be others.
They’ ve scattered, but they’ re out there waiting to be found.”

“Becareful,” shesaid as sheadwaysdid.

With the swipe of his human fingers, Dorn seded the helmet to the collar of his suit. She saw him nod.
“Of course,” hesaid.

Then he stepped over the hatch’ s sill and touched the control button that did it shut. He raised his other
gloved hand in what might have been a hesitant wave.



Elverdawatched the lights on the airlock pand cycle from green through amber to red asthe lock
pumped down to vacuum and the outer hatch opened. Nodding to hersdlf, she hurried along the
passageway to the bridge to monitor Dorn’sEVA.

He had been asoldier dl hislife, from childhood. This she knew from whét little he had told her about
himsdf. Mogt of hisreveations were confessions. Ascamly asif he were talking about someone e e, he
told her that while in adrug-heightened rage of jealousy he had murdered awoman who claimed she
loved him. Later, hismind again boiling in drugsthat hisemployer distributed fredy to enhancethe
mercenaries battle prowess, he methodically wiped out the habitat Chrysalis. And attacked another
ship, Syracuse, immediately afterward.

Now helived alife of atonement, searching for the dead who' d been |eft to drift through the Asteroid
Belt after the war’ s battles. But Elverdaknew that it was more than atonement that Dorn sought: he was
waiting for death. He had tried to kill himsalf and been prevented from succeeding at that. Now he
waited for desth’ s hand to reach him.

And it was coming, Elverdaknew. Martin Humphries's nswere tracking through the Belt
searching for them. His own cyborg body was beginning to break down, aswas her human one.

How can | save him? she wondered. How can | protect him? How can | heal him?

* k k %

“Itsgone, gr.”

Kao Y uan planted hisfists on his hips as he loomed before the two crewmen who' d gone ouit to find the
tiny chunk of debris on which they had planted the sensor many months earlier.

“Gong?’

They stood in the compartment just outside the ship’s main airlock, where the suit lockersstood in a
slent row. The two crewmen were pedling off their nanofabric space suits as they reported to their

captain.

“Gone, Sr. He must have found the sensor onit.”



Y uan nodded. “ That explainswhy it stopped transmitting itssignal.”

He turned abruptly and strode back toward the bridge. The renegade found my sensor. He knows he's
being tracked. What will he do now? Which way will the mouse jump?

By the time he reached the bridge and did into his command chair he' d made up hismind. “Navigator,
program a search spira course. He can’t be far from here.”

The navigator said, “ Search spirdl. Aye, Sir.”

Y uan grinned inwardly. It sill gave him aspecid plessureto redlize that he was actually captain of this
ship. Thisisn't acomputer game, hetold himsdlf. I’ sredl! I’ m captain of an actud attack ship. I’ve got
two other ships under my command.

And once I’ ve destroyed the renegade, I'll have enough money to go back to Shanghai and open the
best restaurant the city’ s ever seen.

Lifeisgood, thought Kao Y uan. Lifeisgood.

* * * %

The body was in an old-fashioned hard-shdll space suit. Thank god, Elverdathought gratefully. Until
Dorndid its helmet visor open and she saw the agonized expression on its shriveled, wrinkled face. Lips
pulled back over itsteeth in terror, eyeswide and staring asif to ask, “Why me? Why isthis happening
tome?’

Dorn gtared into those blank, dead eyes. “I wonder what | will ook like when death reaches me.”

Elverda had no answer for him.

Working together, they laborioudy removed the space suit from the stiffened corpse. Dorn put the suit
together again and tossed it back into the airlock, then popped it out into space again.



“Maybe our pursuerswill follow it,” he said, “and give us alittle more time to continue our work.”

Elverdasmiled weskly.

Then Dorn tenderly lifted the corpsein his strong arms and carried it to the cremation chamber. He had
persondly built this oven, modified from the ship’s stlandard smelting furnace, the kind that the rock rats
had once used to refine the ores they pried out of metdlic asteroids. Elverdaaways fet uneasy inthis
part of the ship, asif she were trespassing in a haunted house. The spirits of the dead hover around us
here, she thought. Thisisachamber of desolation.

Y et Dorn seemed to amile as he carefully placed the desiccated body in the exact center of the oven. He
had to stoop insde the low-cellinged chamber; when he stepped back outside it and stood beside her his
face looked satisfied, at ease, almost happy.

“Y our atomswill rejoin the cosmic dust,” heintoned as he swung the meta door shut and primed the
heaters. “ The substance of your body will someday help to build anew star, new worlds.”

Elverdaknew it was Dorn’ s desperate attempt at salvation, his belief that the universe recycles
congtantly, that nothing is ever wasted, not even thetiniest atom.

The smdter furnace roared to life. Elverdafdt its heat, welcomed it warmth on her aged bones. Insde
the star-hot oven the corpse was quickly vaporized, flesh boiled into gases. Finaly Dorn shut down the
smelter and pressed the buttons that exhausted its gases out of the ship, into the interplanetary void.

“Itisfinished,” hesad.

Asif in counterpoint, the ship’s synthesized computer voice announced, “ Radar contact.”

They both hurried to the bridge.

* k k %



ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
BRIDGE

S

ir, there’ snobody inddethis suit.”

Kao Yuan's brows knitted as he stared at the main display screen. The three other officers on the bridge
were also focusing their attention on the view of two crewmen outside the ship in nanofabric space suits
grasping an empty hardshell suit. They had unfastened the suit’ s hemet as they floated in the vacuum: one
of the crewmen had tucked it under hisarm, like a severed head.

WEe ve been tracking an empty suit, Y uan said to himsdlf. He's damned clever, this Dorik Harbin or
whatever he cals himsalf now. Send out the suit as adecoy to lead us on awild goose chase.

“Bringitinsde,” he commanded. To his navigation officer he asked, “ Can you backtrack the suit’'s
trgjectory? | want to know where hisshipis.”

The woman looked uncertain. “I cantry, Sir.”

“Do s0.” Turning to his propulsion officer, Y uan said, “Minimum power. Communications, | want afull
sweep a all frequencies. That ship of hiscan’t betoo far avay from here.”

But anagging voicein his head countered, Y esit can. He could have released that suit days ago. He got
you to chase fter it while he' s heading off in adifferent direction altogether.

Where would he be heading? According to the intelligence from HHS headquarters he' s on some
fanatica mission to recover the bodies of dl thosekilled in the war’ s battles. That' s most likely dope
smoke, but hewas at thisSite, I ve got to admit. We' ve got the other battle sites pinpointed, but the
bodies hurled out of exploding ships could fly fifty, ahundred thousand kilometers over the years since
the battles were fought. Farther, even. And they won't al be near the ecliptic, either; some of those
bodies might have gotten flung out a high inclinations.



Lips pressed together in atroubled, dmost angry line, Y uan realized, Crap! | might have to spend years
chasing after this nutcase.

Then heredized that the other officers on the bridge were dl watching him, waiting for his next orders.
He straightened up in his command chair and put on acarelessgrin.

“Well find him,” hesaid. “We Il find him.” Suddenly anew redization popped into hismind. Cheerfully
hetold them, “And | know how to do it!”

* * * %

The radar contact turned out to be a shard of meta, afragment of a ship destroyed long ago.

Dorn leaned over Elverda s shoulder as she sat in Hunter’ s command chair and traced afinger along the
navigation screen. She wished he were on her other side, with the human haf of hisface toward her.
Even though she admired its workmanship, hismeta haf felt cold, heartlessto her.

“A body here,” hisflesh-and-bone finger tapped the screen, “ and afragment of a ship here. We must be
approaching acloud of debris.”

“And bodies?” she asked.

“And bodies,” he confirmed. “Y es, therewill be bodies”

Elverdapursed her lips, then heard hersdf ask, “Would it be possible to retrieve some of the debris?’

She could see no expression on the metal side of hisface, but she heard the puzzlement in hisvoice.
“Y ou want to pick up pieces of debris?’

“Nothing too large,” she said.

For several heartbeats Dorn said nothing. Then, “Y ou wish to creste a scul pture.”



“I didn't redlizeit until just now. Y es, asculpture. Nothing grand. Just asmall monument that we can
leave drifting through the Belt.”

He made a sound that might have been achuckle. “I should have expected it.”

“Metoo,” shesad.

Dorn turned like amachine pivoting and went to the hatch. “1I’ [l suit up.”

“You don't have to take this piece. Later, when you' re going out anyway for the bodies. There |l be
scraps of meta there, won't there?’

“Very likely,” he said, his prosthetic leg dready through the hatch. “But we might aswell take thisone. It
will give you something to sart with.”

* * * %

Y uan said to his navigation officer, “ Plot acourse for the next nearest battle Site.”

“Sr?’ she asked, uncertainty in her voice, her face.

Smiling patiently, Y uan said, “Break off the pursuit course we' ve been on and get usto the next nearest
battleste”

Hisfirst mate, achunky dour Hawaiian sitting at the propulsion console, said, “ Captain, he' snot at that
gte Hes—*

“I know he' snot thereyet,” Y uan said, still smiling but with an edge of stedl in hisvoice. “But hewill be.
And when he getstherewe |l bewaiting for him.”



All three officerswere clearly unhappy with their captain’s order.

Y uan asked, “How many hard-shell space suits are we carrying?’

“We haven't used the cermet suits since we were issued the nano—"

“I didn’t ask that,” Y uan snapped. “How many of the old suitsare dtill in storage?’

Hisfirs mate tapped into the logigtics program. “ Six, Sir,” he said grudgingly.

“Check with the other two ships and see how many they’re carrying.”

Painly perplexed, thefirst mate asked, “ Sir, why do you want—"

Hissmileturning smug, Y uan said, “Our quarry used an empty suit to lure us away from him. Well, two
can play a that game. Only, we' Il use empty suitsto lure him toward us. Like bait for our trap.”

* k k %

HABITAT CHRYSALISII:
GEORGE AMBROSE’'SOFFICE

N

0,” said Big George. “Not until thefookin’ congtruction job’ sfinished.”

Sitting in front of George' s desk, Victor tried to hold on to histemper. “ All the design work is done.
There' s nothing more for me to do but supervise the work crews. Y ou don’t need me for that.”



It was difficult to tell George' s expresson benesth dl that flaming red hair, but Victor heard theinflexible
tone of hisvoice. “Look, Vic, gettin’ the habitat finished isn’t the most important thing. It’ sthe only thing!
You'renot leavin' Ceresuntil thelast weld' swelded and the last pisser’ s plumbing isworkin'.”

“That'smy reward for helping you for more than three years?’

“Listen, mate: Y ou're dive because we picked you up and saved your bloody butt. You' d befloatin’ into
the Sun, dready dead, if it weren’t for me. Y ou owe your life to me and the people of this habitat, what's
left of ‘em.”

Victor clenched hisjaw so hard that pain shot through his head.

“The people of thishabitat?’ he snapped. “The origind people of this habitat were daughtered by the
same madman who attacked my ship.”

“There are plenty of newbies streamin’ in. We need Chrysalis |l to house ‘em. Prob’'ly haveto enlarge
thefookin' habitat before we even finishit.”

“My family’ sout inthe Bdlt,” Victor ingsted. “I’ ve got to find them!”

“Your family’sdead, Vic. Admit it. It' Il asmplify your life” Every impulsein hisbody was urging Victor to
leap over the desk between them and squeeze George’ swindpipe until his eyes popped out. But his
rational mind told him that the giant redhead would pull him loose like agorillaflicking off aflea. And then
wherewould | be? he asked himself.

George leaned forward, resting his beefy arms on the desktop. “L ook, Vic, I’'m not bein’” unreasonable.
Another six months, ayear a the most, and you'll be free to go wherever you want.”

“The habitat will befinished in sx months,” Victor muttered. “ Seven, a mog.”

“Therey are,” said George. “Thenyou'refreeasabird.”

“Unlessyou decide to gart enlarging the place.”



George shrugged massively.

Hisinnards trembling with rage, Victor dowly roseto hisfeet. “ As soon asthe habitat’ sfinished I'm
leaving.”

“You'll need aship, of course.”

“I'll get aship.” Mentaly he added, One way or the other.

George got to hisfeet, too, like aruddy jagged mountain rising out of ageologica fault. He stuck out his
hand. “Till the habitat’ sfinished.”

Victor kept hishands at hissides, balled into fists. “ Until my sentenceis served out.”

Heturned his back to George and went to the door.

“Don’'t go gettin’ any ideas about skippin’ outtahere,” George warned. “I’m puttin’ security on notice.
Nobody’ s gonnaalow you anywhere near adockin’ port.”

Hisback ill to George, Victor nodded. “ So beit,” he muttered.

* k x %

Elverda pushed up her goggles with one hand and clicked off the handheld laser welder with the other.
Thework was not going very well, she thought.

For three weeks Dorn had been recovering bodies | ft drifting in space, and bringing back scraps of
meta and plastic, the twisted remains of spacecraft that had been shattered in battle.

Thetroubleis, she said to hersdlf, that you have no clear vision of what you want this monument to be.



Sheglared critically at the coiling column that was growing from the deck plates of her makeshift
workshop. The compartment had once been the ship’ sloading bay, where asteroidal ores were brought
aboard before being fed into the smelter. Now it was agrimy, empty, low-vaulted echoing chamber of
gray metal, darkly shadowed except for the brilliant pool of light that Dorn had rigged for her. Broken
chunks of metal lay scattered on the deck around her and her unfinished construct, looking hopelessy
usdess.

The column itself seemed just as utterly pointlessto Elverda. It' s going nowhere, shetold hersdlf. It says
nothing. Y our talent hasleft you, long years ago. There' s nothing remaining: no imagination, no
ingpiration, no soul.

“Do you need more materid 7’

Dorn’ s voice sartled her. She hadn’t heard him enter the capacious bay.

Turning, she saw that he was eying the misbegotten sculpture intently.

“I need moreideas” Elverdasaid unhappily. “1 need moretaent.”

Dorn shook his head dowly, a ponderous shift from sideto sde. “No,” he said. “Y ou need moretime.”

She placed the hand laser carefully down on the deck. “1’ ve put enough timeinto it today.”

“Areyou ready for dinner, then?’

“I'mnot hungry.”

He seemed to amile. It was sometimes difficult for her to tell. “Will you join me, though? It s depressing
to eat done”

Shegrinned a him, widely. “Y ou'retrying to psych meinto eating, aren’'t you?’



“A little broth,” he coaxed. “1t will do you good.”

Onceinthe galey she sipped at the broth, then forked down the divers of pseudomest that he put on the
tablein front of her.

“Do you fed better now?’ Dorn asked as he took their dishesto the sink.

“I fed full,” she admitted. “How about you?’

“| fed puzzled.”

“Puzzled? About what?”’

He returned to the table and sat down heavily. “Theship that istracking us. . .”

“We haven't seen aship.”

“No, but thereis one following us. Perhaps more than one.”

Elverdanodded. Y es, she thought, Humphries must have sent someone to track us down.

“It hasn't approached us.”

“They haven't found usyet,” she said.

“Why not? They must know the locations of the old battles just aswell aswe do. They know what we
are doing. Why haven't they reached us?’

Elverda said, “We ve been retrieving bodies. That takes us on an erratic course. It makes us harder to
find”



He seemed to think about that for severa moments. At last he muttered, “ Perhaps.”

“Or perhaps,” she suggested, “we ve been wrong all aong and Humphriesisn't trying to find us.”

Again Dom fel slent. Then he asked, “Do you redly believe that?’

“No,” she admitted. “Hewantsto slence us. I'm certain of that.”

“Y et hisshipsare not pursuing us.”

“Areyou sure?’

“I’ve spent much of the day scanning the region as deeply as our equipment allows. No radar blips, no
iontrails, nothing.”

“Havethey given up?’

“Morelikely they’ ve returned to Ceres or Vestato refud and resupply.”

Nodding, Elverdasaid, “That could beit.”

“No matter,” said Dorn. “Our work hereisfinished. We ve recovered dl the bodiesin the area Now we
move on to the next ste.”

“How far isit?’

“A week, a one-hdf g.”

Elverdaknew that he kept the accel eration gentle to accommodate her; she had spent most of her lifein



low-g environments.

“And how many sites after that?’ she asked.

He puffed out asigh. “At least two, that | know of. There must be more, but we'll need moreinformation
from Humphries or Astro to confirm that.”

At least two more sites, she thought. And what will be waiting for us when we get to them?

* k k %

HABITAT CHRYSALISII:
CONTROL CENTER

t took amost amonth for Victor Zacharias to prepare for his escape. He thought of it as an escape. He
was going to flee not only George Ambrose and the construction task he had imposed; he was going to
get away from CheenaMadagascar and her demands as well.

Not demands, hetold himsdlf. It'snot fair to cdl it that. Y ou’ re willing enough. Cheend satemptation, a
grenthat I'm not strong enough to resist. The only thing | can do isrun away.

It was't easy. Big George knew that Victor was thoroughly unhappy with hisforced labor on the rock
rats new habitat. Security personnd watched Victor: not obvioudy, not asif he were under guard. But
Victor knew his every move was scrutinized by security cameras, night and day. Even when he spent the
night with Cheena, he saw the unavoidable red eye of asurveillance camerain the passageway leading to
her door, and it was till watching when heleft the following morning.

Sowly and surdly he drew his plans. Now, as he waked through the habitat’ s control center, he was
ready to set themin motion.



The control center was Chrysalis|1’s brain. It hummed with constant activity, dive with the buzz of
electrical circuitry and the muted talk of the men and women who observed every aspect of the habitat.
Along one sweeping wall of the low-ceilinged chamber was arow of display screens, each set of six
monitored by a human observer equipped with a communications set clipped to one ear. Walking dowly
down the line behind them, Victor could watch every section of the habitat, oversee the construction
teams working on the unfinished areas, check on the status of the life support systems, the eectrica
power supply, the water recyclers, everything.

On one set of screens he saw the docking ports where Pleiades and other ships were moored. A few
screens down the row he could see an outside view of the maintenance robots installing new meteor
bumpers on another ship’shull.

Victor glanced up at the master clock on the wall above the screens. Itsdigitsread 15:44. A little more
than eight hoursto go, hetold himsdif.

At exactly 1600 hours he | eft the control center, as usua, and walked down the passageway to the main
cafeteria, where he loaded atray with hislast med aboard Chrysalis|l. Or so he hoped. As he ate, an
idand of solitude at asmall tablein the midst of the bustling, noisy cafeteria, he thought thet if his scheme
didn’'t work thismight be the last medl of hislife. Big George would probably be angry enough to kill him.

He ate for sustenance, chewing without tasting the food. In his mind he went over every facet of hisplan.
It should work, he thought. He could find nothing wrong with it. If they’ re watching you night and day,
you haveto blind them. It'sthat smple. And that dangerous.

As heleft the cafeteria Victor wondered if he should vist CheenaMadagascar onelast time. No, hetold
himsdf sternly. But her quarters are closer to the docking port than mine, he argued with himself. What of
it? the other part of hismind answered. Y ou'vetimed it al out. You'll be able to get to the ship from your
own quarterswith minutesto spare.

He knew he should avoid the temptation. Still, it was astruggle. He went to his quarters, glanced up at
the unblinking red light of the security cameraat the end of the passageway, opened his door and
stepped ingde. Now you stay here until 12:01, he told himself.

* * * %

Thewaorking shift in the control center changed a midnight. Usually the incoming crew began filtering in,
in ones and twos, afew minutes before the hour.



Astherdief crew started showing up at the control center, one of the observers at the security console
frowned at a set of red lights that appeared suddenly on his board.

“Damn,” he said to the woman Sitting next to him. “ Cameras are down in sections fourteen and fifteen.”

“Y ou’ ve had trouble with them before, haven't you?’ she said.

“Lagt friggin’ week,” hereplied, tapping at hiskeyboard. “Guess |’ || have to roust maintenance.”

“And security,” the woman reminded him. “There sa gpecia security watch in those sections.”

“Yesah, right.” Hefrowned. “They're gonnalove getting goosed at midnight.”

The woman shrugged. “ Y ou've gotta do it. Regulations. Can't leave the surveillance cameras down.”

He gave her asour look. “Like somebody’ s gonna stedl something while the cameras are down? Most
people are deepin’, thistime of night.”

“It'sregulations” she repested.

He reached for the communications link to the maintenance department, grumbling, “If | don’t report it
I’ll catch hell.”

Thewoman pushed her chair back and got to her feet. “Let the next shift call it in. Let them listen to the
bitchin’.”

At that moment, hisrelief sauntered over to the console, grinning casudly. “Y ou going to stay for my
shift? I’ ll go back to bed, then.”

The man hopped to hisfeet. “Not bloody likely. I'm leaving. The cameras are down in fourteen and



fifteenagan.”

“Again?’ sadtherdief observer, diding into the warm chair. “We had trouble with them last week. Y ou
cal maintenance?’

“Not yet. It' sl yours, pal.”

“Thanksalaot!”

“Y ou gottacall security, too, y’ know. Have fun.”

“Shit!”

* * * %

It wasamistake, Victor thought, to try to keep the man in charge of building this habitat from getting
away. | know dl the systems and how to finagle around them.

The only question wastiming. How long would it take the maintenance crew to bring the cameras back
up? How quickly would security send ateam to check on him? Victor hurried past the dead cameraup
on the celling of the passageway and made hisway to the docking ports.

The security guard at the entrance to the ports was frowning at the blank screen on his desk.

“What' sthe trouble?’ Victor asked him.

“Dunno. Goddamn screen just went blank onme. | can’t get anything onit.”

“The system’ sgone down before,” said Victor. “It usualy comes up again in afew minutes.”

“Yeeh,” the guard said, hisvoice thin with uncertainty.



Victor stepped around the desk to the seated guard’ s side.
“Uh, Mr. Zacharias,” the guard said uncertainly, * Y ou’ re not supposed to bein thisarea, y’ know.”
“I' know. | just thought | could help you with your screen.”

“Why'd it haftago blooey just when | start my shift?” the guard grumbled. “1 can’'t get any cdlsinor

“Let mehavealook atit...."

Victor took in adeep breath, then chopped at the back of the guard’ s neck as hard as he could. The
man did out of his chair, banged his chin on the desk top, and dumped to the floor.

“Sorry,” Victor muttered. He dashed up the passageway that |ed to the docking ports. Undogging the
hatch that led into Pleiades' s main airlock, he rushed straight to the ship’ sbridge, dipped into the
command chair, and began powering up the ship’s systems.

No adarmsyet. Good, he thought. Even if maintenance gets the cameras back on, there' s nothing for
them to seein the passageways. I’ m okay until the guard comesto. So far so good.

Now comesthetricky part.

Victor had filed a departure plan for Pleiades with the habitat’ s flight control computer severd days
earlier. Theflight controllers normaly were not in the same loop as the survelllance cameras or security
guards. Normally they seldom talked to one another. Victor hoped thiswas anormal night.

He had made certain that al the maintenance and repair work on the ship had been completed. Cheena
Madagascar had no intention of leaving Chrysalis |1 for another week, he knew. She had offered to take
Victor with her, to search for hisfamily. For sx months. Victor knew it would take longer than that, and
he didn’'t want Cheenaor any other distractions on the ship when he started out on his search.



S0 he had updated Cheena s own departure plan, hoping that the human flight controllers wouldn't ask
the ship’s captain why she had changed her departure date.

Sitting in the command chair, Victor took adeep breath, swiftly reconfigured the e ectronic keyboard to
handle the communications system, then pecked &t the keys once they lit up.

“ Chrysalis flight contral, thisis Pleiades,” he said. “Ready for departure.”

A wait that seemed endless, then, “ Pleiades, you' re twelve seconds behind your schedule.”

“Sosueme,” he growled.

The flight controller chuckled. “ Okay. Lemme check you out. Right. Okay. Y ou are cleared for
undocking.”

“Undocking,” he said, tapping the controls. He felt the ship shudder asit was released from the grapples
that held it to the habitat’ s dock.

“Initiate separation maneuver,” said theflight controller.

“Initiating separation,” Victor confirmed. Jets of cold gas nudged Pleiades away from the dock.

“We need the captain to request fina departure clearance,” the flight controller said.

Voiceprint identification, Victor knew. He tugged out the palm-sized digital recorder he had been
carrying in his coveral pocket. It had taken him weeks of talking with Cheena and editing her wordsto
get the message Straight.

“ Pleiades standing by for departure clearance,” said Cheena Madagascar’ s voice. It sounded stilted to
Victor, herky-jerky.

But the voiceprint identification computer was not programmed to andyze the cadence of speech, merdly



the frequency pattern of the voice that was speaking.

A wait that seemed endless. Then, “ Pleiades, you are clear for departure,” said the flight controller.

“Pleiades on burn,” Victor said. He clicked off the communicationslink, lit the ship’s main fuson engine,
then howled an utterly triumphant, “Y AZOOQO!” as Pleiades headed out into the Bdlt.

* * % %

ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
WEAPONSBAY

Y

uan studied hisfirst mate' s beefy face asthey checked the laser’ s double row of capacitor banks. The
man was clearly unhappy, troubled.

“What' sthe matter, Koop?’ Thefirst mate’ s name was Kahalu' u Kaupakulu' a. Everyone on the ship
caled him Koop. “Nothing,” he answered. He was dmost astall as Y uan, but much broader in girth,
built like afleshy brick. Before meeting Koop, Y uan had thought of Hawaiians as smiling, gracious souls,
always relaxed and contented. Koop wasjust the opposite: moody, dark, aways looking worried.

The weapons bay was narrow, its overhead so low that Y uan hunched over as he squeezed through the
equipment that crammed the compartment. With the blocky Hawaiian in it, the bay seemed on the verge
of burdting.

“Don’t try toconme,” Y uan said, keeping histone light. “We re onein here, nobody’ s going to hear
you. What' s egting you?’

Koop wouldn't meet hiseyes. “1 don’t want you to think I’ m trying to second-guessyou,” he said. His
Voice was a soft, gentle tenor.



“You're not after my job?” Y uan joked.

The Hawaiian's eyes flashed wide. “No! Honedt! | just. . .” Hisvoicetrailed off.

“Youjust what?' Yuan asked, trying to hide theirritation growing ingde him. Do | haveto drag it out of
you? hewondered slently.

“Thisbusiness of running away,” Koop said.

“Running away?’

“Well, maybe not running away, but... | mean, how’sit going to look back at headquarters? We were on
histrack and then we backed off.”

Y uan edged past the laser’ s copper mirror mounting as he replied, “Why should we go chasing al over
the Belt when we can make him cometo us?’

“Wewereon histrack.”

“And he spoofed us with an empty suit. So now we' re heading for aspot he' Il come to and we' re baiting
atrgpfor him.”

“With empty suits”

“That’ sright. According to the crystal ball readers from headquarters, he' s out there picking up bodies
from dl the battles he fought in during thewar. Must be crazy with guilt or something.”

“Or something,” Koop muttered.

“Sowe Il give him some bodiesto find.”



“Decoys,” said Koop.

“Bait.”

Koop shook his blocky head dowly. “I don’t know. Most of the crew thinksit’samistake.”

“Y ou’ ve been talking with the crew about this?”

“Some of them. Y ou know how itis. They'll tell me stuff they wouldn't say to the captain.”

“And they think I’'m making amistake, do they?’

“Sort of. Tamarasays—"

“Tamara?’

“Yeah. You know, Cap, if you' re worried about somebody being after your job, worry about her, not
rTe”

Y uan felt hisbrowsrise. But he forced asmile. “Redly?’

Koop nodded unhappily.

“Thanksfor theinput,” Yuan sad. “I'll kegpitinmind.”

“Y ou know, as comm officer she hastamake daily reports back to headquarters.”

“Strictly routine,” Y uan said, thinking of the microsecond bursts of laser messaging that she sent every
day, hisonly contact with HHS headquarters back on the Moon.



“Maybe,” said Koop.

Therewas aworld of meaning in those two syllables, Y uan redized. Koop' stelling methat | can’t trust
Tamara, that she' s been deeping with me just to keep me from suspecting . . . suspecting what? That she
wants to take the captain’s post away from me? That she' s a spy from headquarters?

Looking into the Hawaiian’ s dark, cheerless eyes, Y uan thought, Does K oop want Tamarafor himself?
Isthat what' s going on here?

“Thanksfor letting meknow,” hesaid. “| appreciateit.”

“I’'mloya,” said Koop.

Meaning, Y uan decided, that Tamaraisn't.

* * * %

Elverdafdt tired. Even sitting in the padded command chair her body ached sullenly. It' sthe
acceeration, shetold hersdlf. Half anorma Earth gravity has become more than my old bones can
accept.

Should I ask him to dow down? No, she decided, | shouldn’'t. He wantsto get to the next site, find the
bodies | €eft coasting through space after the battle, give them adecent degth rite.

And what happens after we' ve found them? she asked hersdlf. He'll want to search for others. Already
he' stalking about other battles, other Stesto search. HE Il never stop. Not until someone stops him.

She looked up at the main display screen. It showed emptiness, cold dark vacuum lit only by the pitiless
gars strewn through the endless black. So many stars! Elverdamarveled. Why are there so many of
them?

“Could you come down here to the workshop?’ Dorn’s deep voi ce came through the intercom spesker.
“I... I need your help, please.”



“Of course.” Elverdagot out of the command chair, winced at the twinge of pain from her hip, and
headed down the passageway that led to the workshop and, beyond it, to the fusion reactor and
propulsion system, deep in the bowels of the ship.

The hatch to the workshop was open. She gasped as she stepped in and saw Dorn bent over his own left
arm resting on the table. Hisleft shoulder socket was empty; tiny telltae lights winked inside the open
socket.

He heard her and turned dowly on the swivel stool he sat upon. The human side of hisface twitched with
what might have been an apologetic grin.

“I can't get it back on again without help,” he said.

“What happened? How did —

“The arm was mafunctioning. | couldn’t gpply full power to my hand. It fdt. . . weak, dmost pardyzed.”

Standing beside him, she couldn’t take her eyes off the disembodied arm. “We should get you back to
Sdene” Elverdasad.

“Not necessary,” hereplied. “I found the faulty circuit and repaired it. But | can't resttach the arm
without your help.”

“Tdl mewhat to do.”

He nodded gravely. “Onefind ted, fird.”

Dorn picked up an oblong metal box, about the size of a handheld remote control wand, and thumbed
thekeyson itsface. The arm on the table top flexed dightly at the elbow. The fingers of the hand
clutched and opened, clutched and opened. Elverda shuddered.

“The power readout isfine,” Dorn said, hisvoiceflat and emotionless. Turning to Elverda, he put down



the remote and said, “Now let’s seeif we can get the arm back where it belongs.”

It was heavy, far heavier than she had expected it to be. Elverda could barely lift it. Dorn grippeditin his
human right hand and held it steady for her.

“Put it flush againgt the shoulder socket,” hetold her, “then rotate it until it clicksinto place. Please.”

With hands sweaty from the exertion Elverda guided the arm into its socket and heard the clear
mechanica snap as the connectors locked.

Handing her a pencil-shaped probe, he said, “Kindly check each of the connectors. They’re marked by
blinking lights”

Elverdaworked the probe al the way around his shoulder. One by one thetelltale lights winked out.

“Now for theacid test,” he said. Standing, he raised the arm over his head, then swung it in afull arc,
flexing hisfingersashedid so.

“It'sfine” said Dorn. Shethought she heard anote of relief in hisvoice. “ Thank you very much.”

“Denada” she murmured.

Asthey headed back toward the bridge Elverda asked, “When it isn't working properly, do youfed . ..
pan?

“Something akinto pain,” he said. “The circuits send eectrica signasto the biocomputer that’ slinked to
my brain. My conscious mind interpretsthose signalsas. . .” he searched for aword,.”. . . asasort of
dull ache. A discomfort, not the same asapain in the organic side of my body.”

Elverda nodded as they stepped into the bridge. “ And the mechanica sideis powered by anuclear
source?’



“It' swell shielded,” he said. “Y ou don’t have to worry about radiation.”

“I waswondering how long it will last,” she said as she sank gratefully into the command chair.

“It'sonly asmall thermionic system,” said Dorn. “1t will need to be replaced in ahundred years or s0.”

Elverdalaughed. Humor from Dorn wasrare.

The radar pinged. Suddenly dert, Elverdacalled up its display on the main screen. A tiny pinpoint of a
gleam, artificialy colored bright red by the computer. Neer it, adightly larger blip, which the computer
painted in blue. It appeared dightly oblong to Elverda, even at this distance.

“We have aradar contact,” she said.

“| seg,” Dorn answered.

Working the keyboard, Elverda overlaid agridwork of navigationd lines atop the radar image. Numbers
came up automaticaly. They were twelve hours away from the contact, fourteen hours from the second
blip, the location of the battle that was their destination. While most of the old battle sites were empty
spaces, thislocation was centered on afive-kilometer-long asteroid; the callout on the screen labeled it
as 66-059.

The asteroid was registered in the IAA files, Elverda saw. She called up itsfile photo: an ungainly oblong
of rock, itslumpy surface strewn with boulders and smaller stones, dented here and there with craterlets.
Ugly, she decided, like aface marred by hideous scars and pimples. It had been claimed by Astro
Corporation years earlier. A battle had been fought over it; men and women had died for it. Now it rode
dlently through the vacuum of the Belt, done, forgotten, asit had coasted through space for dl the billions
of years since the solar system had been created.

Not forgotten, Elverdatold herself. One of the warriors who fought here has remembered you. One of
the mercenary soldiers who fought other mercenaries here has returned as apriest to pay find tribute to
those hekilled.

Dornleaned in over her shoulder. Elverda saw hisreflection in the main screen, his prosthetic eye
gleaming red as he studied the chart and the radar image benezath it.



“Sixty-sx ohfivenineg” Dorn read the asteroid’ s designation from the screen. “I remember this bettle.
We were outnumbered, but we won.”

“What do you make of the other image?’ she asked.

“Too far away totell,” Dorn replied, “adthough it must befarly largeto give areturn at this distance.”

“Not abody, then?’

“Perhaps acloud of debris.” He straightened up, then rubbed his chin of etched metd with his human
fingers. “But | would expect that adebris cloud would have expanded much farther than that in the time
that’ s elapsed since the battle.”

“Could it bein orbit around the asteroid?’ Elverdamused aoud. “Held there by the rock’ s gravity?’

Dorn refused to speculate. “We |l find out in twelve hours' time. Whilewe walt, let’ stake amed .”

Elverdasmiled up a him. He slike alittle boy sometimes: when there’ s nothing better to do, est.

* k% k %

CARGO SHIP PLEIADES:
BRIDGE

L

ike most of the deegp-space vessdls plying the Asteroid Belt, Pleiades was built on the circular plan of a
whed, s0 that its rotation could impart afegling of gravity toits crew and passengers.



But on thisflight, the vessal had no passengers and only one crew member. Victor Zachariaswasflat on
his back on the deck underneath the main control pand, cursing fluently, an eectro-optica magnifier over
one eye as he traced the microthin circuitry of the ship’s control systems through the labyrinthine innards
of the command consoles. Access pands and e ectronic modules were strewn across the plastic tiles of
the deck around him. He had banged his head at |east a haf-dozen times, his knuckles were skinned, and
histemper was fraying badly.

It wasn't enough to sted the ship; now he had to contral it. By himself. So he was working, fuming,
struggling to reconfigure the ship’s control systems, to automate as much of them as possible and bring
the rest of them together so that one man could operate adl the controls from one console on the bridge.

It wasn't easy. Unlike hisrickety old Syracuse, Pleiades had been designed to be operated by a crew of
six. Cheena Madagascar could St in her command chair like aqueen and have her lackeys run the vessel
while she did nothing more than utter commands. Victor didn't have lackeys: only himsdif.

He found himsdf wishing that he had Theo hereto help him; even the teenager’ s clumsy effortswould
have been somerdief. That started him thinking about Pauline and Angelaand the three of them done
on Syracuse drifting out to god knowswhere and .. . He squeezed his eyes shut. Stop it, he commanded
himsdf. Stop it or you'll drive yourself crazy.

Hunger findly made him crawl out from under the consoles and climb tiffly to hisfeet, scratching at his
swesty beard. Pleiades wasracing outward from Ceres under afull g acceleration. The ship’smain
whed had ceased itsrotation and dl the compartmentsinside it had pivoted on their bearingsto orient
themsalves properly to the accdleration. If Victor closed hiseyesit ft asif he were standing on Earth.

“I'll cut the acceleration in an hour or s0,” Victor said doud as he headed for the galley. He was certain
that no one was chasing after him. Cheena Madagascar was probably sputtering with anger, Big George
was undoubtedly volcanic, but there was redly nothing much that they could do. Send a ship after him?
They’ d have to be willing to spend the money for a ship and crew, and even then Victor had such agood
lead on any potentia pursuer that achase would befruitless.

Besdes, he was running silent, emitting neither atracking beacon nor telemetry reports on his condition.
He didn't want to be found. Not yet.

* k% k %

It had been atricky maneuver, hunkering down so close to the pitted, boulder-strewn surface of asteroid
66-059. Viking was dmost as wide asthe oblong, elongated rock’ s breadth. The bridge was absolutely



slent as Y uan piloted the whed-shaped vessdl to within afew meters of the asteroid’ s grainy, dusty
surface. It' slike acomputer game, he told himsdlf as he worked the fingertip controls on the armrests of
his command chair with practiced delicacy. Easy doesit. Easy.

“Close enough,” Y uan breathed as he cut the ship’s maneuvering jets. He saw that his officers had their
eyes|locked on him, then realized his face was beaded with perspiration.

“WEe | rotate with therock,” he said. “If they probe with radar they won't be able to distinguish us
againg the normal backscatter.”

“Their resolution will get better asthey come closer,” Tamara countered, from her comm console.

“By thenit'll betoo late for them,” Y uan snapped.

Koop nodded sowly, but the expression on hisface said, | hope you'reright.

Y uan’ s other two ships had dispersed to adistance of an hour’ sflight, at one g acceleration, and gone
slent. No communications now, Y uan told himsdf. Now we st and wait, quiet asatiger crouching in the
reeds by awaterhole.

“Computer showswe re drifting dightly,” the navigation officer said, dmost in awhisper.

“Maybe we should grapple the rock,” Koop suggested.

Y uan shook his head. “No. | want to be ableto jump out at aninstant’ snotice.” To the nav officer he
asked, “How bad’ sthe drift?’

“One point four meters per minute. We can correct for it, captain.”

“Cold jetsonly. | don’t want to give them any signature that they can pick up.”

“YS, s'r..n



“Better get yoursadves amed whilewe rewaiting,” Y uan said. Then he added, “One at atime. Fix atray
inthe gdley and bring it back here.”

Tamaragot up from her comm console. “I’ll make atray for you, captain.”

Y uan suppressed apleased grin. “Do that,” he said.

* k% k %

The human half of Dorn’ sface was frowning as he studied the image on Hunter’ s main screen.

Sitting beside him on the bridge' s padded rolling chair, Elverda said, “1t lookslike bodies. Five. . . no,
sx bodies”

“How could they till be so closeto the asteroid?’ Dorn asked. “ The battle was more than four years
ago. They should have dispersed far into space, like the others we' ve recovered.”

Elverda shrugged her frail shoulders. “Doesit matter? The bodies are there.”

“Yes,” he murmured. Tapping on the keyboard before him, he called up the vel ocity vectors of the
images on the screen.

“They dl havethe sameveocity,” Elverdasaw.

“Within ahair’ s breadth.”

“|sthat norma?’

“If they were d| blasted into space a the sametime, by the same explosion.”



Elverdafet achill cregping aong her spine. Thereis something eerie about this, she thought. We ve
never seen agroup of bodies clustered together thisway.

“If you multiply their velocities by thelength of time since the battle wasfought,” Dorn said, “they should
be thousands of kilometers from the asteroid. Tens of thousands of kilometers.”

“But they’re not. They're here.”

“Which meansthat they were placed here recently. Perhaps only afew daysago.”

“Could there have been another battle here?’

Dorn sank back in the command chair, his eyes never leaving the radar image on the screen with its
superimposed vector numbers. Elverdalooked at him, waiting for him to make adecision.

“I’'ve sworn to recover dl the bodies that have been |eft drifting through the Bdlt,” he said, asmuch to
himsdlf asto her.

“Humphries knowsthat,” she whispered.

“Thiscould be atrap, then.”

“Doyouthink...?

“There soneway to find out,” Dorn said, tapping the keyboard to cal up the propulsion program.

* k% k %

INTO THE TRAP



H

€ saccderating!” the nav officer shouted.

“| can seethat,” Y uan said testily as he leaned forward in his command chair so hard that the medl tray
did off hislap and clattered to the deck.

“He sturning away,” Koop said.

“Power up,” Y uan commanded. “ Now!”

“Hedidn’'t fal into your trgp,” said Tamara. “He stoo smart for that.”

Fedling the surge of accdleration as Viking climbed away from the asteroid, Y uan said, “It doesn't
matter. He' s close enough for usto get him.”

Fingersflicking on the keyboards set into hisarmrests, Y uan caled up the wegpons display on the
bridge’ s main screen. “Comm, tell the other shipsto power up and converge on the target’ s vector.”

“Yesdr,” Tamarasad.

Y uan smiled as he peered at the main screen. The renegade’ s ship was nothing but an eectronic blip,
accelerating away from him. But he knew how to play this game. His other two shipswould close the
trgp while he moved in for thekill.

To hisfirst mate he commanded, “ Koop, activate the laser.”

The big Hawaiian pecked at his consol€ skeys. “ Activating weapon system, Sr.”

“I'll' handle the weapons officer duty,” Y uan said. “Y ou' re my backup, Koop.”



“Backup. Right.”

Y uan couldn’t see Koop' s face, but he heard the resignation in his voice. Maybe it was resentment, he
thought. The first mate was ordinarily the weapons officer in battle. But Y uan wanted that task for
himsdlf. That' swherethe funis. The chase and then thekill.

* k% k %

Dorn had swvung Hunter into awide turn away from the asteroid. Sitting beside him, Elverdawatched the
image of the asteroid astheir ship’s cameras swiveled to keep it in view. Off in the distance behind the
rock she could see thefaint gleam of the cluster of bodiesfloating in the emptiness.

And then a ship rose up from behind the rock, abig vessel that radiated power, purpose, menace.

“I'll have to increase our acceleration,” Dorn said, atendril of concernin hisvoice. “Y ou’ d better get to
your compartment and into your bunk.”

“I'll stay here,” Elverdareplied, “with you.”

Heturned his head to look at her, but said nothing. His prosthetic hand pushed the throttle forward.
Elverda sensed nothing at firgt, but then inexorably the thrust built up and she felt herself sinking into the
chair’ sliquid-filled cushions.

“We have achance,” Dorn sad, “if we can accelerate quickly enough. He' s starting from a standtill.”

“Hewas hiding behind the asteroid,” she said, puffing out the words.

“Clever. But we can outrun him.”

“If he sdone”

Heturned toward her again. “Yes. If he saone”



* * % %

Y uan’ stwo other shipswere designated Viking 2 and Viking 3. They were smdler than Viking itsdf,
each crewed by only three people.

Y uan bared histeeth in afera grin ashismain screen showed their quarry’ s vector racing away from the
asteroid —and toward his other two ships, which were now accelerating to an intercept point on the
renegade’ s extended track.

The screen was showing a holographic view now, alowing Y uan to seethe gamein threedimensons. It's
not agame, hetold himself. Thisisred. Thisiswhat Humphriesis going to pay that bonusfor. But he
couldn’t help smiling grimly as he watched the three-dimensiona view. It'sso smple. | played more
complex gameswhen | wasakid. Thisone' s easy.

“He sincreasing hisdistance from us,” the navigation officer said. Then sheadded, “ Sir.”

“For themoment,” Y uan murmured. “We Il catch up with him.”

Tamarasaid, “Two and three report they’ re on course to intercept.

“| can seethat,” said Y uan, without taking his eyesfrom the main screen.

“Do you have any further ordersfor them?’

Despite hisfocus on the screen, Y uan noted that Tamara did not address him properly.

“Officer Vishinsky,” hesaid. “Y ou will use correct military respect when spesking to your captain. Isthat
understood?’

“Understood, captain,” shereplied instantly.



“Good.” Thewhole crew knowswe re deeping together, he said to himself. Can’'t have them thinking
that our sex life gives her any specid privileges. Can't dlow disciplineto get doppy.

Glancing & her, he saw that Tamarawas Sitting rigidly at the comm console, looking neither right nor |eft.
Y ou don’'t haveto call me captain in bed, he said to her silently. Then he turned his attention back to the
game that was unfolding on the main screen.

* * * %

“WEe re outrunning him,” Elverda said. It came out as agasp, dmost. The acceleration was weighing her
down, making her bones ache, her chest amost too heavy to speak.

“Get into asuit,” Dorn said.

“Why?We re pulling avay—"

Dorn raised hisarm and pointed. Two new radar images were gleaming on the main screen.

“Heisn't done,” said Dorn.

“WEe're trapped!”

“It looksthat way.” But hisfingers were playing on the console keys. “1’m cutting our acceleration. Get
into asuit, please.”

“What about you?’

“Youfirg.”

Elverda struggled to her feet. The acceleration made her fed heavy, asif her legs were made of lead. But
lead wouldn't hurt so much, she said to hersdlf. She took three steps toward the hatch, then felt ared-hot
searing pain flash through her chest. She turned back, groped for the chair and sank into it again.



“I can’'t...” she panted.

“If I cut the acceleration much lower they’ll catch up to usin lessthan an hour.”

“Dowhat. . . you need ... to do,” Elverdasaid through teeth gritted by pain.

“Strgpin, then.”

She fumbled for the restraint straps from the seat’ s back and buckled them across her chest and lap. The
pain was getting worse, flaring down her arm now, even dong her jaw. Her thoughts swimming, she
wondered if the chair’ swheels were locked into their grooves on the deck. | should check that they’re
locked. But she could barely move her head.

“They’ll befiring a ussoon,” Dorn said. Hisvoice wasflat, as unemotiond asice.

Elverdacould fed her heart clenching beneath her ribs. How many g’ sare we pulling? she asked slently.

The ship rocked. Red warning lights sprang up on the console.

“Good shooting,” Dorn muttered.

Elverda svision was blurring. The radar images on the main screen looked like streaks to her, arrows
hurtling toward her. It was dl going gray and hazy.

Through the fog of agony she saw Dorn turn toward her, the human side of his face twisted with sudden
dam.

Asif from agreat distance she heard Dorn’ s voice: “Ceasefiring. We have a sick woman on board. She
needs immediate medica assistance. We surrender.”



* * * %

ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
BRIDGE

A

sick woman?’ Y uan echoed, startled by Dorn’s plea, and shaken even more by the sight of the cyborg's
haf-machine face on hismain screen.

“It'saruse,” said Tamara

Dorn’svoice, taut with siress, came through the speaker again. 1 have Elverda Apachetawith me. |
think she' s having a heart attack.”

“He sdowing down,” the nav officer reported. “ Two and three have him boxed in.”

“They’re requesting permisson to fire,” Tamarareported.

“Permission denied,” Y uan snapped. “Who the hell is Elverda whatever-her-name? Sounds familiar,
m_”

“The sculptress,” Koop said. “ She' sfamous.”

Radiating suspicion, Tamara protested, “What would afamous artist be doing on that killer’ sship?It'sa
trick. It hasto be atrick.”

Y uan’ smind was racing.

“Pleasel” Dorn urged. “She'sdying!”



“Let mesee her,” Yuan said to the screen.

The view enlarged to show a haf-unconscious woman sitting beside the cyborg. She looked very old.
Her face was gray and sheened with perspiration, her eyes half closed, her mouth hanging open dackly.

“I’ve seen pictures of her,” Koop said, hisvoicerisng eagerly. “ That looks like Elverda Apacheta.”

“But what' s she doing—"

“Youcan't just let her die,” Koop urged. “She’ sfamoud! It' d start a shitstorm if anybody found out we
let her die”

If anybody found out, Y uan thought. Humphries' s orders are to kill the renegade quietly. No fuss. No
news reports. He' sjust to be erased, eliminated. And his accompliceswith him.

But aworlds-famous artist? If welet her die how can it be kept a secret? Somebody must know she's
out herein the Belt.

Tamarasaid, “1 can message headquarters for orders on how to proceed.”

“It’'d take an hour or moreto get areply,” Y uan muttered, as much to himsalf asto hiscrew. “She’'d be
dead by then.”

With adight lift of her shoulders, Tamarareplied, “ Then the problem would be solved, wouldn't it?’

Heglared a her.

“Sir,” she added belatedly.

Grimacing with aresponsbility he never wanted, Y uan decided, “ Take her on board.”



“Sr?’ Tamaraasked.

“Now,” he snapped. “Do it now.”

Koop smiled brightly, and jabbed afinger into the nav officer’ s shoulder. She began pecking out a
rendezvous course.

To the screen, Y uan said, “We re going to rendezvous and give your companion immediate medica care.
How many others are on your vessd?’

“Only thetwo of us,” said Dorn.

“Very well. Consder yoursdlf my prisoner, then. No tricks or we' |l execute you both.”

“Notricks,” Dorn repeated. Then he added, “Thank you, captain.”

* * * %

Y uan sat donein his compartment peering at the flow of information about Elverda Apachetathat was
scrolling down his screen. The half-dead woman they had taken aboard was indeed the famous
sculptress: her face matched the computer file' simage and her DNA matched her medica record.

He cdled up images of The Rememberer, the asteroid that thiswoman had carved into amemoria to the
history of her Andean people. He saw the ionospheric paintings she had produced, making artificia
aurorae high in Earth’ s atmosphere with electron gunsto paint ephemera picturesthat glowed with
delicate shimmering colors briefly at twilight, then faded as the Sun went below the horizon: the Virgin of
the Andes, the serendy beautiful Heavenly Pastures, the Sar Children.

Wheat is she doing in aship deep in the Belt with amass murderer? Dorik Harbin had come aboard
Viking peacefully and admitted that he was the man who had wiped out the Chrysalis habitat. Yuan's
crew stood in awe of the cyborg, their hands on their sdearms as they marched the haf-machineto one
of the ship’s empty storage bays and locked himin.



Y uan had sent a message to HSS headquarters on the Moon, informing them that he had captured Dorik
Harbin and that the killer had been accompanied by Elverda Apacheta. Now, as he waited for their
reply, hewondered dl over again why Humphries wanted Harbin executed in the deep darkness of the
Bdit, rather than bringing him back to civilization and taking the credit for tracking down the crimind.

A gentle knock on hisdoor startled Y uan out of histhoughts. He touched akey and his screen showed it
was Tamaraout in the passageway .

“Comein,” he said sharply, without getting up from hisdesk chair.

She did the door back and stepped in to his compartment, asheet of plagtic flimsy in her hand, a
sf-satisfied little smile on her ddlicately boned face.

“Headquarters answer,” she said, handing the sheet to him. “It’ s encrypted. For your eyesonly.”

Y uan took the sheet and did it into his scanner. Tamaraturned to leave.

“Hold onaminute,” he said.

She turned and stood framed by the open doorway.

“Shut the door.”

Shedidit closed and turned back to him, her smile alittle more tentative now.

Without asking her to Sit down, Y uan said, “Y ou’ ve been too informa with me on the bridge.”

“Y ou told me 90, in front of the others.”

“Disciplinein smdl thingsisimportant. | can’t have the crew think I’ m showing favoritism toward you.”



Her brows arched.

“What we do in the privacy of this compartment is one thing. On the bridge is another.”

“I hopeyou do.”

The scanner had finished its decrypting task; its yellow ready light was blinking. Y uan swiveled hischair
to face the display screen. Tamaramade no moveto leave.

Helooked up at her over his shoulder. “Y ou dready know what this says, don’t you?’

Shedidn't reply, but shedidn’t look surprised by his question, either.

“Headquarters assigned you to watch me?’

“Mr. Humphries assigned me to watch you. He consders this mission extremely important.”

“Humphrieshimsdf?’

“Y es. The messageisfrom him, persondly.”

Y uan was surprised that the news didn’t startle him. He redlized that he' d half expected something like
this. Whed swithin wheds. A |abyrinth for the lab ratsto run through.

Hetold the screen, “ Display message, please.”

The letters glowed bright red againgt ayelow background: ELIMINATE THEM BOTH
IMMEDIATELY.



* * % %

ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
INFIRMARY

E

Iverda s eyesfluttered open. A blank and featureless ceiling hung low over her, apae cream color. She

smdled thefaint tang of disnfectant, heard a soft beeping sound. For long moments shelay ill, trying to
work up the courage to see if she could move her head. Slowly she redlized that the pain was gone. Her
entire body felt relaxed, languid.

Then she dtiffened with the memory of her last waking moments. The agony flaming through her. And
Dorn’ swords, tense and urgent: “ Cease firing. We have a sick woman on board. She needs
immediate medical assistance. We surrender.”

He surrendered. He dowed the ship and surrendered to our pursuers because he wanted to save me.
Havethey dready killed him? Arethey going to kill me?

Sheturned her head and saw that she wasin ahospital of some kind. Morelikely the infirmary aboard
the ship that was chasing us. Her bed was surrounded on three sides by blank off-white partitions. The
fourth sde wasametal bulkhead, with abank of sensors stacked againgt it; they were making the
beeping sounds she heard.

Tentatively, Elverdatried to lift her head off the pillow. No pain. No dizziness. The beeping changed its
tone dightly. Shelet her head sink back again into the softness of the pillows, too weak to even think
about gtting up.

One of the partitions did back and abulky, blocky man stepped in. Suddenly the areawas
overcrowded. Hewas dressed in light gray coverdls, with marks of rank on his cuffs. Hisface was
suare, heavy-sat, his skin alight brown, amost golden. Polynesian? Elverda wondered.



“You'reawake” hesad, inasurprisngly light tenor.

“Yes” Elverdaredized that her throat was very dry, rasping.

“I'm Kahdu u Kaupakulu’'a,” he said, smiling gently. “Don’t bother to try to pronounceit. Just cal me
Koop. Everybody calls me Koop.”

“Y ou must be the ship’smedica officer.”

“First mate,” he corrected. “We don’'t carry amedic.”

“| see. Where sDorn?”

“Dorn?’

“The man who was with me. What—"

“He sDorik Harbin, isn't he? We have hisfiles. Even with haf his body replaced by machinery he has
thesame DNA.”

“Hewas Dorik Harbin. Now heisDorn.”

Koop shook hishead. “Whatever he calls himself, he' slocked up, waiting for the captain to make up his
mind about him.”

“Don’'t hurt him! He' s been hurt enough areedy.”

“Not my cal, Ms. Apacheta.”

“Y ou know my name.”



“I’ve seen The Rememberer. When | was ateenager. It knocked me out.”

She decided it was acompliment. “ Thank you.”

“Weinjected stem cdll activation factor into your heart. It' srepairing the damage.”

“How didyou know ... 7

“Med program. We have an up-to-date diagnostic program in the computer, and a good stock of
medica supplies”

‘I see”

“It'snot atota fix, y’know. Y ou oughtta see a specidist when you get back to Earth. Or Selene,
whatever.”

Elverdanodded, knowing that it would be many months before she returned to the Moon, if ever, and
she could never face the heavy gravity of Earth.

Glancing up at the sensorslining one side of her bed, Koop said, “ Seemsto beworkin'. Y ou should be
ableto get outta bed by tomorrow.”

“But Dorn? Dorik Harbin? What' s going to happen to him?”

Koop shrugged his heavy shoulders. “ That' s for the captain to decide.”

* k k %

Captain Kao Yuan stared at his prisoner. The crew had locked Dorik Harbin in an emptied storage
locker. The man had come aboard Viking peacefully. Y uan had ordered athorough search of hisship,



Hunter. No one el se was aboard. No weapons of any kind, just ordinary stocks of food and
replacement parts. Nobody but him and the old woman.

Now Y uan stood in the open doorway of the storage locker. Two of hisbiggest crewmen stood out in
the passageway, sidearms strapped to their hips. Dorik Harbin stood in one corner, looking back at him.

Y uan fdt digtinctly uneasy. Thisisn't aman, hismind told him: he’'s more machine than human. Half his
faceismetd, etched metal coversthetop of hishead like a skullcap, one arm is prosthetic, and oneleg.
Does he have bdls? What are hisinsideslike?

“You can comein,” said the haf-machine. “1 won't attack you.” Hisvoice was degp, cam. It made Y uan
think of the huge lake he used to swim in when he was a child, before the greenhouse warming dried it
out.

Y uan stepped fully inside the storage locker. It was small, meant to house medica supplies. The crew
had emptied its shelves and moved the suppliesto an unused bed space in theinfirmary, wherethe old
woman was being kept.

“Y ou admit you are Dorik Harbin?” Y uan asked.

Thelips on the haf-face bent dightly. “I was Dorik Harbin. Now | am Dorn.”

“Y ou are the man who destroyed the Chrysalis habitat?’

“I am the beast responsiblefor the Chrysalis daughter, yes”

Y uan licked hislips nervoudy. What more isthere to ask? He admitsit. My ordersareto kill him.

“Thewoman who waswith me,” the cyborg said dowly, asif he had to ponder each word. “ She had
nothing to do with Dorik Harbin’s crime. | did not meet her until years after that.”

“Why isshewith you?’



“| wonder.”

“Issheredly afamous artis?’

“SheisElverda Apacheta, yes”

“What made her come out to the Belt with you? For that matter, what in the name of hell are you doing
out here?’

“Y ou don't want to know.”

“Don’'t get smart with me! I’'m the captain of thisvessdl. | can have you executed like that!” Y uan
snapped hisfingers.

“And | cankill you, too, if | choose.” Dorn’s prosthetic hand flashed through the air and grabbed one of
the empty storage shelves, ripped it out of the bulkhead and crushed it in hismetd fingers.

Y uan jumped back. The crewmen pulled their pistols from their holsters.

“Reax, gentlemen,” said Dorik Harbin, scorn dripping from histone. “ That was merely ademondtration.
| can make threats too.”

Y uan wished he' d carried agun with him.

“I have no intention of resisting whatever sentence you passon me,” Dorik Harbin went on. “But | would
like your assurance that Elverda A pachetawill not be harmed. She has not done anything to be punished
for.”

“Then why’sshewithyou?’ Yuaningsted.

The cyborg fel silent for severa endless moments. Y uan fdt its eyes boring into him: one human eye,
dark, pained; the other an unblinking red, like alaser.



“I chose my words poorly afew seconds ago,” Dorik Harbin said. “1t would be in your best interests not
to know why she decided to accompany me.”

“My best interests?”

“ YS,”

“You'll haveto explaintha.”

Again the cyborg hedtated before answering. “My misson isto retrieve the bodies of those who were
killed in thewar and |ft to drift alone, unwanted, uncared for.”

“Retrieve the dead bodies?’

“And give each of them a proper death rite.”

Y uan stared a him. “That’ swhat you’ ve been doing?’

“ YS,”

It wasimpossibleto read his half-meta face. Y uan started to ask, “ But why—"

Dorik Harbin held up his human hand, stopping his question in mid-sentence. “Again, it would not bein
your best interests to probe too deeply.”

And Y uan bdieved him.

* k% k %



ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
CAPTAIN'SQUARTERS

Y

ou believed him?’ Tamaraasked. “Y ou swallowed his ludicrous story? Y ou let him get away with this
mysterioustripe?’

Sitting on the edge of his double-sized bunk, Y uan nodded unhappily. “I didn’t want to believe him, but |
redly think he' stdling the truth.”

TamaraVishinsky stood by the compartment’ s closed door. She wasin her off duty coverals, with the
front unzipped enough to show considerable cleavage. Ordinarily Y uan would have found this enticing,
suggestive. Not now.

Planting her hands on her dim hips, Tamarascorned, “Y ou actudly believe that he' swandering through
the Belt looking for bodies of dead mercenaries? It' salie, and apitiful one at that.”

Scratching his head, Y uan shot back, “What € se could he be doing out here? Going from one battle Site
to the other?’

Tamarasaid, “What elseindeed? Why don’'t we find that out before we get rid of him? He might know
things that would be vauableto us.”

“Us?’ Yuan asked. “ Us, meaning you and me? Us, meaning the crew of thistask force? Or us, meaning
you and Humphries?’

She started to answer, caught herself, then replied, “He' s searching for something out hereinthe Bdlt. I'd
liketo know what it is. Wouldn't you?’

“What in the name of dl the dragonsin hell could be out here?’



“That’ swhat | want to find out.”

“My ordersareto kill him. Immediately. Y ou know that.”

“But we can interrogate him first.”

Y uan shook his head. “He won't be easy to pry information out of.”

“Maybe thewoman will beessier.”

“No!” Y uan snapped. “It’ s bad enough we haveto kill her.”

Tamarawalked to the bed and sat down beside him, close enough for their shoulders to touch.

“They’re out herein the Belt searching for something,” shewhisperedin hisear. “It must be something
vauable, or e'se why would they be doing it? It might be something that could make usrich.”

“Buried treasure?’ Y uan sneered.

“Information isthe basis of wedlth,” Tamara purred. “Information that we can sell or trade or useto
make usrich.”

Y uan smelled the faint perfume she wore. He knew the places on her body where she daubed her skin
with the scent.

“He says he' ssearching for bodies,” he muttered, “to give them proper last rites.”

“But what ishe really doing?’

“Doyou actudly think he’ s up to something el se?’



“He' sgot to be” shesaid.

“]... | don’t know.”

“Let meinterrogate him. We re going to eiminate them both anyway. Let’ sfind out what they’ ve been
doing, first.”

“l don't likeit,” Y uan said.

“I'll take care of it. Y ou can question the woman and be as gentle asyou like.”

“Let metak to her first. Maybe | can get what we want out of her.”

Tamaragot to her feet and headed for the door. “All right,” she said. “Y ou do that.”

And sheleft Y uan sitting on his bunk, done.

* k x %

“Whatever did you do to Martin Humphries to make him want you dead?’ Y uan asked.

He had invited Elverdato his quartersfor dinner. And some questioning. She had come hesitantly,
wondering how well her heart had been repaired. But aside from adight breathlessness when shefirst got
out of bed, shefelt dl right. She thought she' d felt her heart skip abeat or two when she' d first stood up,
but she put that down to her imagination.

Elverdalooked up from the sdad taken from the hydroponic tank that Y uan had built for the crew.

“It might be better if you didn’t know,” she said softly.



Y uan studied the aged sculptress. Her face was seamed with years, her hair white and cut short: poorly,
he thought. Y et there was strength in that imperious face, naturd dignity in thefirm set of her frail
shoulders benesth the woven robe she wore.

“Mr. Humphriesisabad enemy,” Y uan said, trying to keep histone casud. “He hasalong reach.”

“And alonger memory,” said Elverda. Then shetook aforkful of the salad. “ Delicious. | missed fresh
vegetables. We had nothing but prepackaged med s and supplement pills aboard Hunter.”

Y uan saw that she was trying to change the subject and decided to go dong with her, for the moment.

“What were you doing on your ship?’

Shelooked at him from across the little table with onyx eyes of endless depths. “Didn’'t Dorn tell you?’

“He said you were searching for dead bodies.”

She nodded. “Mercenarieskilled in the war and |eft to drift through space.”

“This. .. personyou cal Dorn, hisrea nameisDorik Harbin.”

“His name once was Dorik Harbin,” Elverda conceded. “ But he has changed hislife, hisentire
personality. So he' s changed his name, aswdll.”

Y uan leaned back in hischair. “ Do you expect meto believe that you were searching for bodies? Like a
pair of ghouls?’

“That' swhat weweredoing,” Elverdareplied. A smdl smile bent her thin lipsdightly. “Not like ghouls,
though. More like priests. Missionaries, perhaps.”

Fedling his browsknit in afrown that he didn’t want to display, Y uan said, “Mr. Humphries sorders are
to execute you both.”



“I'm not surprised.”

“Which brings us back to my first question: What did you do to make him so angry with you?’

“He snot angry. He safraid.”

“Of whet?’

Elverda seemed to think about that question for amoment. Then shereplied, “He safraid of himsdlf, |
believe”

Y uan picked up his napkin, started to daub hislips, but instead threw it onto the table in frustration.

“Thisisgetting us nowhere!”

Elverdasad nothing.

“I want to know why Humphriesisout to get you,” Yuan said, hisvoicerisng. “If youwon't tell me, I'll
haveto pry it out of Harbin.”

“Dorn.”

“Don’'t play games with me, woman.”

She put down her fork. “ Captain Y uan, have you considered the possbility that if you knew why
Humphrieswantsto kill us, then he might want to kill you, too?”

Y uan blinked.



“Infact,” Elverdawent on, “I would imagine that the chances are very good that once you do kill us,
Humphrieswill have you murdered aswell.”

Y uan’'sjaw dropped open.

* * * %

ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
COMMUNICATIONSCENTER

T

amara Vishinsky decided that the soundproofed comm center was the best place to interrogate Dorik
Harbin. The booth was small, but it was adjacent to the bridge, and once its door was shut no one could
see or hear what was going oninsdeit. So she had Koop and the burliest of the crewmen strap Harbin
firmly into the chair while she searched through the ship’s medica stores for the necessary drugs.

Now Harbin sat in the narrow booth facing her, his arms pinned tightly, his booted feet clamped to the
deck. He had not struggled against being bound; he had not resisted in any way.

Standing in front of him, with ashdf full of hypodermic spray-gunsat her sde, Tamara eyed the cyborg.
Harbin seemed impassive, the human haf of hisface as expressonless as the etched metd half.

“Now then,” she began coally, “do you expect meto believe that you have been wandering through the
Bdt looking for the bodies of mercenarieskilled in thewars?’

“That' sthetruth,” said Harbin. His voice was adeep, flat and cam baritone.

“You cdl yoursdf Dorn. Why?’

“I am adifferent person from Dorik Harbin. Suicide and degth are life-changing experiences.” Hislipsdid



not curvein the dightest; he gave no indication that he appreciated the irony in his statement.

“Youtriedtokill yoursdf.”

“Andfaled.”

“When did you decide to search for the dead?”’

For thefirg time, he hesitated. “ After another life-altering experience.”

“What wasthat?’

Harbin stared at her steadily. Tamarafet uneasy under the gaze of those eyes, one human, one artificid,
both burning intently.

“It would be better if | didn’t tell you.”

“That' swhat you said to Captain Y uan.”

“Yes, itis” ,

She picked up one of the hyposprays. “I’m not satisfied with that answer.”

His shoulders surged dightly againgt the restraining straps. Tamarareflexively flinched back, banged her
hip againgt the booth’ s bulkhead. He can’t break those straps, shetold herself. Besides, there' san armed
crewman outside and dl three of the bridge officers on duty.

But Harbin seemed to relax. “I’ m thinking of your welfare, not my own. What you want to know could
put you in danger.”

“Danger? How?’



“Martin Humphries.”

“I work for Martin Humphries,” Tamarasaid. “I report to him personally.”

“I"'vemet him. I've seen into hissoul.”

Tamaradapped the flesh sde of hisface. “This mystic mumbo jumbo is getting us nowhere. What was
the life-dtering experience you mentioned? What do you know about Martin Humphries?’

“I' know that he' s capable of murdering you and the entire crew of thisship if it suits his purposes.”

“Why would he do that?’

Harbin shook hishead dightly, the barest movement from sdeto side.

“Very well,” Tamarasaid, holding the spraygun before his eyes. “If you won't tell me voluntarily . . .”

“Psychotropic drugs may have unforeseen reactions with my body chemistry,” Harbin said camly.

“Y oumean pain?’

“I mean. . . unforeseen. | warn you—"

“You warn me?” She began to push up the deeve on his human arm.

Harbin grimaced as she held the spraygun againgt his bare biceps and pressed its activator button. There
wasadight hiss.

“Now then,” she said, removing the emptied cylinder from the syringe, “we' |l wait afew momentsfor it to



take effect. And if that dosage does't work, we' [l go higher. Or try something stronger.”

Harbin’smetal chin sank to his chest. He muttered something dmost too low for Tamarato understand:
“Stay dead.”

He could close his human eye but with his arms bound behind him he couldn’t reach the prosthetic eye to
did it shut. Still, the scene before him began to swirl and shift. He saw the artifact again, glowing too
brightly to look at directly. An dien construct, blazing brighter than a star, burning straight into his soul.

Tamarathought he' d passed out. Shelifted hischin. The metal felt cold in her fingers. Harbin opened his
eye and stared at her ferocioudly.

“Still defiant?’ Sheturned for the shdf of medications.

“Don't,” hewarned.

Shetook hisword as apleafor mercy.

“What was your second life-atering experience?’ she demanded, picking up another hypospray.

If I tell her and Humphrieslearnsof it. . .

“What made you come out here to search for dead bodies?’ she demanded.

Dorn heard her voice, but it was distorted, echoing weirdly in hismind. Hetried to say, 1 don’t want to
hurt you,” but histongue was too swollen and dry to get the words out.

Tamarajammed the spraygun againgt his bare flesh and pressed it home. Harbin' s head snapped back;
his whole body seemed to spasm, arching against the straps that held him pinned to the chair.

“Harbin,” she said sharply. “What happened that made you decide to search through the Belt? What are
you redly doing out here? Y ou can't expect meto believe—"



He saw the artifact, looked into its molten glowing heart and saw the faces of the dead. A woman
screaming as she clutched her baby to her. A harmless old man, hisface distorted with the sudden
redlization that he was about to die. Children. Men. Women. All the people of Chrysalis, saringat him
interror. Some of them pointed a him. Some of them pleaded with him. All of them died.

| killed them, Harbin knew. And before them, years and years before. The people of the village where
he' d grown up. Burn their homes. Shoot them as they come running out, in flames. Kill them dl. All.

Tamarasaw that he was drifting into unconsciousness. She dapped him again, harder.

“What made you change your name?’

“Theartifact.” His voice seemed to come from amillion kilometers away.

“Artifact? Whet artifact?’

“Alien. Humphries saw it. Went insane.”

“Martin Humphries? Alien artifact?’ She was suddenly bresthless. “Where? When?’

He smiled: asirange, twisted, brutal smile. “Now I’ vekilled you, too.”

“Tak sense, damn you!”

| am Dorik Harbin, he said to himsdlf. | havekilled thousands. | am dezath.

Hegrowled like afera beast, looking up at her, both eyes glaring. His mechanical arm yanked free of the
restraints, popping the straps like ribbons of straw. Tamara backed away, hit the bulkhead, turned in
blind panic and fumbled with the locked door.



Harbin roseto hisfeet, pulled his boots from the floor clamps and grabbed her by the hair with his human
hand. She screamed uselesdy in the soundproof chamber.

Hisface mere centimeters from hers, its human haf twisted into amask of fury, he snarled, “You' ve
unleashed the mongter.”

Hethrew her againgt the chair. With his prosthetic arm he smashed the door of the booth open, knocking
the sartled guard on the other sSide hafway across the bridge. Harbin stepped through the suddenly open
doorway. The three officers on the bridge jumped to their feet. He grabbed the nearest one by the jaw
and lifted him off hisfeet; bones sngpped audibly and the man screeched in agony. Throwing himto the
floor, Harbin saw the half-stunned guard on the deck groping for the pistal in his holster.

Harbin turned toward the guard, who pulled the laser pistol free and fired squarely at his chest. The laser
pulse burned through Harbin’ s shirt and splashed off the metal of historso. The fabric of the shirt
smoldered as Harbin leaped on the guard like a pouncing lion, ripped the gun from his hand and flung it
acrossthe bridge. He took a handful of the guard’ s hair and bashed his head against the deck plates.

On hisfeet again, he pounded the control console. Metal bent, glass shattered. He reached for the
woman standing frozen in shock, tossed her across the bridge, grabbed the next man by the shoulder and
smashed hisface into the control console. Blood spurted. He ripped the command chair out of its deck
clagpsand threw it againgt the main digplay screen. All in ablur of raging power.

Tamara staggered to the ruptured door of the comm booth, her eyeswide, her jaw dack.

“You!” Harbin shouted, pointing at her with hishuman arm. “Y ou!”

She froze, hands gripping the doorway’ s sides. For an instant no one moved, no one made a sound.
Then Harbin turned and punched thewall panel that controlled the hatch that led off the bridge. The hatch
did smoothly open and he ducked through and lurched down the passageway, leaving the bridgein a
shambles, its officers stunned and bleeding.

* * * %

Kao Y uan had holed up in his quarters. He wanted no part of Tamara sinterrogation of their prisoner.
My prisoner, he reminded himself. But she’ s got the upper hand. She reports straight to Humphries
himsdf. I'm just the captain of this ship, the commander of thislittle task force. She probably deepswith
Humphrieswhen she' sback at headquarters.



He heard amuffled roar, then thumps and heavy banging and screams of agony. Y uan jumped out of his
bunk and did hisdoor open just as Harbin came boiling up the passageway from the bridge.

He managed to say, “Hey!” before Harbin whacked him on the forehead with the hedl of his human hand,
knocking Y uan backwards to crash painfully into hisbunk and dide to the deck.

His head spinning, Y uan pulled himsdlf to hisfeet and sumbled to the bridge. It was adisaster area:
consoles smashed, officers on their knees groaning and bleeding. He ripped my command chair out of the
fucking deck! Y uan screamed slently.

“He sgoneamok!” Tamaragasped, staggering to him and collapsing into hisarms.

Y uan couldn’'t suppressagrim amile of satisfaction.

He helped her to one of the till functional chairs, then leaned on the intercom button. “Generd dert!
Generd dert! Our prisoner isloose and extremely dangerous. Arm yourselves and hunt him down. Use
whatever force necessary to subdue him. | repeset, heis extremely dangerous! Use whatever leve of
force necessary to subdue him, including letha force”

* k% k %

ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
INFIRMARY

T

hey had not bothered to assign Elverda quarters of her own; shewas till housed in the infirmary. From
her bed she heard the captain’ s frantic warning over the ship’sintercom.

Their prisoner? she thought. He means Dorn!



“Lethd forceisauthorized,” the captain was repegting. “He samaniac! Don't take any chanceswith
him!”

Elverdagot up from the bed. She had been drowsing but now she was entirely awake, dert, larmed.
They'll kill him, she redlized. God knows what’ s happened.

Pulling her robe from the closet by the bed, Elverdarushed out into the passageway. It was empty and
glent.

What' s happened? she wondered. What did they do to him?

The captain ought to know, she reasoned. He' d be up on the bridge, most likely. She headed toward the
bridge, using the maps displayed on the wall screens aong the passageways. Crewmen ran past her,
strapping holstersto their hips, their faces strained with gpprehension. They ignored her asthey raced
down the passageway.

When she got to the bridge, she found Captain Y uan standing in the midst of chaos. Equipment was
smashed, crew members were writhing on the floor with others bending over them, spraying bandages on
them. Koop was tenderly lifting one of the women officersto astting position, she saw.

“Captain,” Elverda called, stepping across shattered shards of glass and plastic toward him.

“Get back intheinfirmary,” Y uan snapped. “WEe ve got amadman on our hands.”

“Don’'t hurt him,” Elverda pleaded.

“Don’'t hurt him?” Y uan spread hisarmsin abroad, sweeping gesture. “L ook what’ s he’ s done here!”

“What did you do to him?’

The captain glanced a a dark-haired woman sitting huddled on one of the serviceable chairs. Shelooked
pale with shock.



“He s hiding somewhere on my ship. We ve got to catch him before he does more damage. Before he

kills somebody.”

“Let megoto him,” Elverdasaid. “I can talk to him, calm him down.”

“He' sinsane” sad the dark-haired woman. “A homicida maniac.”

Elverda hated her ingantaneoudy. “ Did he kill anyone?’

“Not because hedidn’t try.”

“He could have snapped your neck likeatwig,” Elverdasaid. “Y ou must have done something to set him
off.”

“Those damned drugs,” Y uan muttered.

“Drugs? Madre de dios, you didn't give him drugs, did you?’

Again Y uan looked toward the dark-haired woman. She would not meset his eyes.

“I’ve got to find him before one of your crew killshim,” she said, heading back toward the hatch.

“Or before hekills one of my crew, morelikely,” Y uan shouted after her.

* * * %

Dorn sat hunched on the deck plates next to the thrumming power generator, his head sunk in his hands.

How close to the surface lurks the beast, he was saying to himself, over and over. How close. How



cose

Just beneath the surface lies the mongter. Y ou thought you’ d buried him deep, but the drugs brought him
back. Onelittle dose and dl your discipline cracked like an eggshell.

Helooked up bleskly, seeing nothing but his own misery.

Wasit redly the drugs? Maybe that was just an excuse, ajudtification to alow the monster out of his
cage.

It felt good to be free! He shuddered at the redization of it. It felt good to smash and rage and let the fury
boil out. To scatter them. To break their bones. To see the terror on their faces.

He pounded both hisfists on the metal deck plates. I'll never befree of him! I’ll never berid of the beast.
He wanted to cry but he had no tears.

He knew what he should do. Get to your feet, go out and meet them. Let them shoot you. Finishit, once
andforal.

But something within him held him fast. A mocking voicein hishead laughed bitterly. For dl your talk of
deeth, you cling to your miserablelife. Y ou know you deserveto die, but you' re not willing to faceit.
Not again. Once was enough for you. Beneath al the fury and violenceisthe ultimate cowardice.

| killed mysdlf once, he said to the voice. | tried to atone. They wouldn’t let medie. They wouldn't let me
pay for my crimes. They want men like me. They need killersin their employ.

Unbidden, aquatrain of Khayyam cameto hismind:

Up from Earth’s Centre through the Seventh Gate
| rose, and on the Throne of Saturn sate,
And many Knots unravel’d by the Road,;

But not the Knot of Human Death and Fate.



Human desth and fate, he repeated silently. | could have killed them. That woman who questioned me.
The stupid oafs on the bridge. | could have killed them dl. Maybe | did kill one or two of them. Buit |
tried not to. Despiteit dl, despite the rage of the monster inside, | kept mysdlf from deliberatdly killing
them.

That's something, he told himself. Not enough to save your own pitiful life, but at least | tried to stay my
hand from murder.

Sowly he clambered to hisfeet and, for thefirst time, took agood look at his surroundings. Power
generator, he saw. It feeds off the hot plasma gected from the fusion reactor. He smiled to himself. Even
in ablood-red rage your rational mind led you here, where the crew will be afraid of firing lasers at you
for fear of damaging their power equipment.

He saw that he wasin anarrow aide between man-tall bulkheads that housed machinery. They'd haveto
comeat you oneat atime, he said to himsdlf. | could daughter them like Samson againgt the Philistines. |
wouldn’t even need the jawbone of an ass.

Turning, he saw that this narrow aide widened into, asmall chamber fitted with adiagnostics console.
They could come at me from both sides, front and back. Unlessthey have to come through thisaideto
get to the console station.

He heard footsteps approaching. They were trying to be sedlthy, tiptoeing, but the scuff of boots on the
deck plates was easy enough to hear, even over the steady hum of the generator.

He retreated with soft, lithe steps to the diagnostics chamber. Therewas a hatch at itsfar end. They’ll be
able to come at me from both directions. It' stoo roomy in here, he decided. Better to fight in the narrow
ade

Why fight a al? he asked himsdf. Why not just surrender to them? Would they accept that? Or will they
be so frightened of methat they’ll try to kill me straight off? It would be easier for them in the diagnostics
chamber. But why should | make it easy for them? Or for myself?

“Dorn!”

Elverda svoice. High, quavering with tenson.



“Dorn, come out. Show yoursdlf. They won't harm you. | have the captain’ sword.”

He grunted. The captain’ sword. He' sunder ordersto kill us both, Harbin replied silently to the old
woman.

“Dorn, comeout. It will bedl right, | promiseyou.”

Shetreatsmeasif I’'machild. Her little boy. Harbin thought back to his own mother, raped and crucified
by the soldiers sent to cleanse his village.

They'll kill usboth, hethought. They’II kill you, Elverda. They’ ve got to.

Unless| can prevent it, hetold himself.

That was anew thought. Can | prevent them from killing her? Can | save her life? Could saving her one
life possbly balancethe scalesfor al thelives|’ ve snuffed out?

Could she be the path to my atonement, my fina peace?

“Dorn!” she called again.

“I’'mhere,” he cdled back. “I’'m coming out.”

* * * %

CONFRONTATIONS



K

oop was leading asquad of four crew members, two of them women, down the passageway that led to
the power generator bay. The ship’s surveillance cameras showed Harbin huddled behind the generator
itsdlf, Stting on the deck plates with hisknees pulled up in front of hisface. He was unarmed, but Koop
had seen what the fresk could do with hisbare hands.

Elverda Apacheta had inssted on coming with them. Now she stood beside Koop, calling out to Harbin.
She caled him Dorn.

He stopped hislittle team at the hatch that led into the generator bay. It was open. “Okay,” hetold them,
“wewat here until the cgptain sgnals.”

Y uan was leading the rest of the crew members who were able to walk, atota of five men and women,
around the long way through the ship’ swheel to come up behind the generator bay. His plan wasto trap
Harbin between the two squads.

“I'll goinand talk to him,” Elverdasaid.

Koop shook his beefy head. “ Orders areto wait here. | don't want you in the line of firewhen the
shooting starts.”

“I can make him come out without shooting,” sheindsted.

“No,” said Koop. “Y ou stay here with us.”

Shetried to stare him down, but Koop grasped her bony wrist in his massive paw and said gently, “|
don’t want you to get hurt. Stay here. Please.”

Elverdaamost smiled. Instead she turned and shouted through the open hatch, “ Dorn, come out. Show
yourself. They won't harm you. | have the captain’ sword.”

No response. | can’t blame him, Elverdasaid to herself. He knows they want to kill him. Kill us both.



K oop checked the charge on hislaser pistol. He had seen the carnage Harbin had unleashed on the
bridge, watched the security camera s playback of the mayhem. Gonzolez hit him squarein the chest with
alaser shot and dl it did was burn aholein his shirt.

“If we haveto shoot,” he muttered to his crew, “go for hisface, or hishuman arm. The metd haf of him
gplashes laser beams like a stream of water.”

“You'll kill him!” Elverda hissed.

“If I haveto,” said Koop, asthe others checked their pistols. He wished he had a more powerful
wegpon: ahigh-ve ocity rifle, maybe, or an armor-piercing missile.

Elverda cupped her handsto her mouth and cdlled again, “Dorn!”

From somewhere in the generator bay he called back, “1’m here. I'm coming out.”

Koop' steam siffened and gripped their gunstighter.

* k% k %

Y uan had led histeam hadfway around Viking's whedl-shaped main body and then down the connecting
tunnel that opened on the far Side of the generator bay. He wished he had more crew members and
heavier wegpons, but these five officers and crew were al that were left unhurt. They al looked nervous,
frightened, asthey hefted their pistolsin trembling hands.

TamaraVishinsky had stayed on the bridge, a Y uan’s orders. Ostensibly, she had the ship’scon. In
redlity, Y uan didn’t want her anywhere near the renegade.

“I don’'t want himto seeyou,” Y uan had told her. “1t might set him off again.”

She hadn’t argued the point. In fact, she looked relieved. The three other members of the crew werein
theinfirmary, two with broken noses, the third heavily sedated, hisjaw shattered.



Now Y uan raised hisfree hand to bring hislittle team to ahdt. The hatch that opened onto the generator
bay stood before them. It was shut. Holstering his pistal, Y uan pulled out his pamcomp. Itstiny screen
showed the surveillance camera s view of the bay from up in the overhead. He could see Harbin
crouched behind the generator, his back to the hatch that was no more then five metersfrom Y uan and
his squad. He was pulling acover plate off the generator, using one finger of his prosthetic hand asa
screwdriver.

Thumbing the palmcomp’ s keyboard, Y uan called in alow voice, “Koop?’

A moment’ sdelay, then the first mate sfacefilled the screen. “ Sir?’

“Werein podtion, ready to go in.”

“He says he' swilling to come out, captain.”

“Hell surrender?’

“He wants us to guarantee we won't hurt Ms. Apacheta.”

Y uan grunted like aman who' s just recelved news that could be both good and bad.

“I"ll haveto talk to him,” hesaid.

* * % %

Dorik Harbin—Dorn—resdlized that there must be surveillance cameras throughout the ship. Peering up
into the shadows of the overhead support beams, he spotted the unwinking red eye of acamera. They
can see me, he said to himsdlf.

He got dowly to hisfeet and raised his hands above his head.

“I'll come out,” he said to the open hatch in front of him. He could see Elverdastanding therein her



threadbare robe, and several members of the crew, al of them armed with pistols.

“I'll come out,” he repeated, “ under one condition. Y ou must promise that you won't hurt my
companion.”

The big, burly Hawaiian stepped in front of Elverda. “ That’ s a decision that only the captain can make,”
hesad.

“Then I'll stay here until the captain decides.”

It took several minutes and aflurry of chatter into handheld communicators. At last Koop told him, “The
captain’ sin the passageway behind you. He' s going to open the hatch so he can talk to you.”

“| understand,” said Dorn.

“Nobody’ s going to come any closer than these hatches,” Koop assured him.

“I understand,” Dorn repested, knowing that with laser pistolsthey could shoot him quite easily from the
open hatches. The laser beams weren’t powerful enough to do more than singe hismeta skin, but they
would of courseam for hisflesh.

The hatch behind him started to creak open, dowly. Dorn turned to faceit.

“I'm willing to surrender to you, captain, if you' |l guarantee that no harm will cometo Ms. Apacheta”

Y uan frowned at Harbin. “Y ou’ rein no position to make demands.”

“True enough, but that’ swhat | want. Otherwise you' |l have to comein here and get me.”

“We're prepared to do that,” Y uan said.



Harbin lifted the plate he had removed from the generator and held it before him like ashield. “Areyou
prepared for the casudtiesyou' |l take?’

“Dorn!” Elverda shouted. “ Stop this nonsense! Now!”

He turned and looked at her with the human side of hisface. She pulled loose from Koop' srestraining
hand and stepped through the hatch, toward him.

Harbin dropped his shield. It clattered to the deck.

“No morefighting,” Elverda said, her tone softer.

“No morefighting,” he agreed.

* k% k %

They marched the two of them to the gdley, where Y uan offered them amed. Elverda made hersdf a
cup of tea. Harbin sat in brooding silence a the end of the table that ran the length of the narrow
compartment.

“You know I’'m under ordersto execute you both,” Y uan said, aimost casualy, as he poured amug of
teafor himsdf.

“I understand,” said Harbin, “that Humphries wants us dead.”

“| don't have any choicein the matter.” Y uan sat himself at the head of thetable.

“Noneof usredly do,” Harbin said.

Elverdaclutched her mug in both hands, soaking up itswarmth. “Could you at least wait until our misson
isfinished?’ she asked.



Y uan turned toward her. “Y ou mean picking up dead bodies? That could take years.”

‘ Y%, but_n

TamaraVishinsky stepped into the galey. Harbin tensed at the sSight of her and she froze where she
stood.

“Therewon't be any moreinterrogations,” Y uan said hagtily. “Y ou can relax, both of you.”

Tamarawent to the urn and took amug. “For what it' sworth,” she said without looking a Harbin, “I'm
sorry | pumped you. | didn’t know what your reaction would be.”

“I’'m sorry dso,” Harbin said. “The man with thefractured jaw . .. ?

“Koop injected him with stem cells. The medical computer predicts he'll be recovered in six days.”

“I regret injuring him.”

Yuan said, “ The two of you are under a sentence of death. | don't likeit, but those are my orders.”

“And if you don't carry them out, Humphries will send assassins after you,” Elverdasaid.

Nodding, the captain said, “He sure as hell will.”

A gloomy slencefilled the galley. Y uan looked from Harbin to Apachetato Tamara. He felt uneasy,
amost sick to his stomach. It' s one thing to ping a ship, he thought. Like acomputer game. Bang, he's
dead. But these arered, living people. Even Harbin: he' s haf machine, but he' sa human being
nonetheless. What am | supposed to do with them? Shoot them between the eyes? Give them lethal
injections? Pop them out an airlock without suits?



Tamarabrokethe slence. “Tdl me more about thisdien artifact, Harbin.”

“HisnameisDorn,” Elverdasad.

“1 want to know more about the artifact.”

“Artifact?’ Y uan asked.

Dorn fixed Tamarawith a gaze. “Humphries wants us killed because we saw the effect the artifact had on
him”

“Youmeanit'sred?’ Yuan asked. “I’ve heard rumors, everybody has. Tales. . . but | thought—"

“It'sred,” said Elverda.

“It made Humphries crazy?” Tamara s voice was brimming with anticipation.

“Temporarily,” Elverdasaid, placing ahand on Dorn’s human arm to keep him slent.

But Dorn added, “ The artifact merely brought his underlying insanity into the open.”

“And you saw him crumble?’

“Hewon't like finding out that you know what happened to him,” Elverdawarned.

Undeterred, Tamara asked, “Y ou both saw the artifact, too, didn’t you? And it affected you, too, didn’t
it?”

“ltdid,” said Dorn.



“It changed your lives,” Tamarasaid, her eyesglittering.

“Yes” Elverdaadmitted.

Leaning across the table toward Dorn, Tamara asked, “Whereisthis artifact?’

“It' sburied indde an asteroid.”

“Which aseroid?’

“IAA designation 67-046,” said Dorn mechanically.

“What areits coordinates? Could you pilot us back to the asteroid where the artifact is?’

* * * %

CARGO SHIP PLEIADES:
OUTSIDE

Vv

ictor Zacharias paused in hiswork and looked up at the stars. He had pulled on one of the ship’s
nanofabric space suitsto go outside and repair amalfunctioning maintenance robot, thinking to himsdif,
Quis custodiet ipsos custodes? Who will watch the watchmen? Or, in this case, who will maintain the
maintenance robots?

“I'will,” he muttered from insde the inflated bubble that covered his head. “ There' snobody hereto do it
except me.”

It was alot easer to work in the nanofabric suit than in the old hard shells. The nanofabric gloveswere



thin and flexible, not like the siff cumbersome gloves of the older suits. Even with miniature servomotors
on their backs, it was hard to move your fingersin the old gloves, it was like wearing boxing mitts,
amog. Victor lifted ahand to eye level and flexed hisfingerseaslly.

The stars dew his attention. Stars everywhere, spangled againgt the infinite blackness of space. Stars
strewn 0 thickly that he could barely make out the congtellations that he’ d known as a child in the muted
skiesof Earth.

Earth itsdf was out there, he saw: awarm point of blue. He couldn’t find Mars but Jupiter was so big and
bright he thought he could see the flatness of itsdisk.

And Paulineisout there, hetold himself. Pauline and Angelaand Theo. Somewhere out there.

He had only the roughest idea of where they might be. When he' d separated from Syracuse, inthemidst
of that madman’ s attack, he hadn’t had time for a careful navigationd fix. They were rocketing outward,
he knew, on atrgectory that would swing completely out of the Belt and then loop back again toward
Ceres.

So Victor piloted Pleiades across the sector that he guessed hisfamily would return to, crisscrossing the
region likeaman groping blindly in adark dley for acoin he had los.

I’ll find them, hetold himsdlf, again and again. I' ll find them.

He had worked hard to upgrade Pleiades’ s search radar so it could send a powerful probing pulse out
into space. Syracuse was deaf and dumb, he knew. The attack had ruined the ship’ s antennas. He could
expect no cal from hisfamily, no sgna to guide him to them.

Unless...

No, he said to himsdlf. Y ou can’t expect Theo to know enough to help you. He sonly ateenager. He
can't repair the antennas, they were too badly ripped up for repair. But is Theo smart enough to usethe
suit radios? Will hethink of that?

The radios built into the ship’ s space suits were low powered, barely strong enough for crew membersto
chatter back and forth. Their signals faded away into the background hiss of the stars at only afew



kilometers disance.

But on Earth there are powerful radio telescopes, antennas that can pick out the microwatt signalsfrom
robot spacecraft way out in the Kuiper Belt and beyond. Antennas that had been listening for sgnals
from extraterrestrid civilizations, until the religious fanatics that controlled most of Earth’ s governments
hed shut down amogt dl of them.

But the antennas are il there, Victor thought, listening to the signals from the outposts orbiting around
Venus and Jupiter and Saturn. Communicating with the power satellite project at Mercury. And some of
those scientists were sneeking timeto listen for ET signdls, too, Victor was certain.

If Theo was smart enough to use the suit radiosto cdl for help, or just to identify Syracuse’s postion ...
If, Victor thought. If.

Thetimer on hiswrist comm pinged, making him flinch with surprise. I’ ve been out here two hourd!

He lifted the diagnostic tool from its magnetic grip on the ship’shull and ran it over the squet little robot
he' d been repairing. Itslights blinked green. Nodding, satisfied, Victor activated the robot itself. It
trundled off dong itstrack, spindly arms unfolding, ready to repair any damage to the meteor bumper
from impacts. Just asif it had never malfunctioned, Victor said to himself. No memory at dl. Almogt, he
envied the smplelittle machine.

He clambered through the airlock hatch, unsealed the space suit and hung it up neatly initsrack, then
went to the gdlley for asandwich and abeer. Cheena set agood table, he thought. The gdley’ swell
stocked.

Ducking into the bridge, Victor was startled to see that the ship’s sensor log showed that Plelades had
been pinged by apowerful radar pulse seventeen minutes earlier. And the yellow message light was
blinking on the communications console.

“That can only be bad news,” he growled. He d been running silent: no tracking beacon, no telemetry to
identify himsdlf. He hadn’t yet turned on the search radar he’ d worked so hard to upgrade. He didn’t
think Cheena Madagascar would be chasing him, but he was taking no chances.

“No haminligening toit,” he mumbled. He sat down in the command chair, the mug of beer till inhis
left hand, and touched the replay key.



A handsome cheerful face smiled brightly from the display screen.

“Hailing unidentified vessd,” he said, in acrisoly confident tone. “ Thisisthe salvage ship Vogeltod. If you
arein need of help, wewill assst you. If wereceive no reply, we will assumeyou are aderdlict. In that
case we will board you and claim you as salvage.”

The image on the screen froze. Victor scowled at the man’ sface. He had athick mop of sandy blond
hair, astrong jaw, big teeth. Broad shoulders benesth a nondescript tan shirt. His smile had ahint of the
predator about it. Victor thought of ashark.

Savage? Victor asked himself. Are there enough abandoned or wrecked ships out hereto make a
salvage operation profitable? There must be, he decided.

If I don’t answer him, he'll board me. I’ m just one man; he' s probably got a crew of least four or five
people. Maybe more.

Butif | do answer him he'll figure out pretty quickly that I ve stolen this ship. Then he can board me, take
over and bring me back to Ceres. Back to Cheena. And Big George.

Victor glowered a the frozen image in his comm screen. Damned if | do and damned if | don't.

* k x %

Kao Yuan leveled afinger a Tamara “Do you redlize what you' re proposing to do?’

“Yes” shesad, ddighted, enthusiastic. “We re going to find that dien artifact.”

“If Humphries hasn't destroyed it,” Dorn said.

“Destroyed it? He wouldn't do that! He couldn’t! Why would he destroy it?’



“Because he hatesit,” said Elverda, from acrossthe gdley table.

“Worse” Dorn amended. “Hefearsit.”

Undeterred, Tamarasaid, “He hasn't destroyed it, I’ m certain of that.”

Y uan shook his head, morein wonder than contradiction.

Leaning dightly toward Dorn, Tamarasaid, “Y ou know the asteroid’ s coordinates, Harbin. Y ou're going
tolead ustoit.”

“Andif | refuse?’

She gestured toward Elverda. “We I kill your friend.”

“Now wait!” Kuan said, brows knitting. “I’m the captain here, not you.”

Tamaragmiled at him, coldly. “I report directly to Mr. Humphries. | outrank you, Kao.”

“Not onthisship.”

“Why do you want to seethe artifact?’ Elverdaasked.

Her smile thinned. “Martin Humphriesisthe most powerful man in the solar system, right? Well, this
artifact, whatever it is, can give me alever on him. If | can control the artifact | can control Humphries!
It sthat Smple”

“It may bealot of things,” Yuan said, “but it' snot smple. All you' re going to accomplish is getting
yourself killed. And me dong with you.”

“Don’'t beachick, Yuan. We' re talking about real power herel”



“You'recrazy.”

Her smiled winked out. “Listen, captain,” she mocked, “1’d prefer to do thiswith you, but | can do it
without if | have to. Koop can replace you easily enough.”

“You' retaking mutiny,” Y uan growled.

“Yes, | am,” said Tamara.

* k x %

ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
INFIRMARY

Y

uan escorted Elverda and Dorn back to the infirmary, looking decidedly unhappy.

“You'll be comfortable enough here,” he said, motioning them through the open hatch. “Thisshipisn't
built to accommodate passengers.”

Elverda thanked him and stepped through; Dorn followed her. Y uan closed the hatch and | eft them aone.

“She’'smad. Insang,” Elverdasaid as she went to her bed and sat on it. Three sides of the bed were
partitioned off.

“Isshe?’ Dorn wondered, standing next to her. “ She seems to understand how powerful the artifact can
m”



“But how can she hope to control Humphries through it? If he hasn't dready destroyed it he must have it
heavily guarded, sealed off from the rest of theworld.”

“Perhaps. But she' sagambler, and she’ swilling to play for the very highest stakes.”

“Qur lives”

“And her own. If she’ swrong about controlling Humphries, he'll snuff her out like acandle flame.”

Elverdafdt tired, boneweary. Yet. . . “ Perhaps there s some way we can use the artifact to bargain for
our lives”

“Your life” hesad. “I'mready to die”

“No!”

Helooked away from her. In avoice so low she could barely hear it, he said, “Today | realized how
brittlethisfacadeis. | could have killed her—all of them.”

“That wasthe drugs.”

“Inmy body,” heretorted. “My brain. My mind. | could havekilled them dl. | wanted to.”

“Butyou didn't.”

He shook hishead dowly. “I don’t want to go through that again. | want to be released from dl this. . .
this.. . living.”

Elverda searched for something she could say to help him, to ease his pain, to bring him back from his
despair. But she found nothing.



* * * %

With the enormous reluctance of aman who knew he would regret hisdecision, Victor keyed hiscomm
console.

“Thisisthe cargo ship Pleiades,” he said, trying to keep hisvoicefirm, unruffled. “Weare not in trouble.
| repeat, not in trouble. We do not require assistance. Thank you.”

Hardly amoment later the smiling young man' s face gppeared on Victor's comm screen.

“Y ou're not emitting atracking beacon, Pleiades,” he said. “We thought you were abandoned.”

Victor could seeaglint of sunlight off aship’shull on hismain display screen. Vogeltod was Slill too far
away for the camerasto show its shape.

“No, we' re not abandoned.”

“But you'rerunning Slent, en?

“For the moment, yes.”

The man’ stoothy grin widened. “My nameis Vadker. What' syours?’

Thinking swiftly, Victor said, “Kaneaz.”

“Kaneaz?' Vaker echoed. “What' sthat, German?’

“Greek.”

“Ah! That'swhy | didn’'t understand it. I1t's Greek to me!” Valker burgt into ahearty laugh.”



Making himself smile back at the man, Victor said, “Well, thanksfor your offer of assstance. I'll be
powering up soon and heading deeper into the Belt.”

Vaker' s handsome face turned crafty. “Wait aminute. According to the |AA register on my screen,
Pleiades is captained by Cheena Madagascar. Can | talk to her?’

“The captain gave orders she' s not to be disturbed.”

“Did she?’

“ YS,”

“Well, you d better wake her up, Greekie. We re coming aboard.”

Victor’ smain screen showed aflash of rocket exhaust againgt the starry background. He hesitated abare
fraction of asecond, then punched his main propulsion controls. Pleiades lurched into acceleration.

Sinking back in the padded command chair, Victor said to himsdlf, Now it'saquestion of who' sfagter.
And better armed.

* * * %

Kao Y uan went from the infirmary straight to the bridge. Koop wasin the command chair, Tamara
leaning over him in whispered conversation.

“Koop,” Yuan cdled. “Comewith me.”

The big Hawaiian looked like aguilty little boy as he pulled himsalf to hisfeet.

“Youtoo, Tamara,” hesad.



It was crowded in the captain’ s quarters with the three of them there, but Y uan did his door shut and
leaned againgt it for amoment, eying them. Tamarawent directly to the double-sized bunk and sat on its
edge. Koop looked at the flimsy desk chair, decided againgt it, and remained standing.

“Taketherecliner,” Y uan said, pointing to the cushioned chair.

“It'sokay, captain,” Koop said. “I'll stay on my feet.”

“WEe ve got acommand crisshere,” Y uan said, without moving from the door. “ Tamara thinks she can
give the orders aboard my ship.”

“I report directly—"

“To Humphries, | know,” said Y uan. “But I'm the captain of thisship. Like Ahab said, theré sonegodin
heaven and one captain of the Pequod.”

Koop's chunky face screwed up in bewilderment. “ Pequod?”

“Y ou hold the balance of power here,” Y uan said to hisfirst mate. “Whaose orders are you going to
follow, hersor mine?’

“Yours,” the Hawaiian answered without hesitation.

“You'recertan?’

“Sure, captain. You'rethe captain and that'sit.”

“Evenif she goesto bed with you?’

Koop'sface flamed red. Tamara actualy smiled.



“WEe ve dready been in bed together,” she said, her smileturning into a self-satisfied smirk. “It wasvery
enjoyadle”

“I 28 Yuan sad tightly.

“That’ sgot nothin’ to do with who's captain,” Koop said.

Y uan looked into his steady brown eyes. “Thisisimportant, Koop. | can’t have her going over my

“Y ou' ve made your point, captain,” Tamarasad. “I’ll follow your orders without question.”

“No cdling back to headquarters behind my back,” Y uan said.

Smiling again, shereplied, “1 won't go over your head, or behind your back, or under your toes.”

“All right, then.”

“But we are going to find the artifact, aren’'t we?’ she added.

Y uan hesitated. He knew that she wouldn't want to tell headquartersthat she knew anything about the
artifact. Humphries wants the renegade and the sculptress killed because they know about it. HE I kill al
of usif he knowsthat we know.

Impatient with his slence, Tamarawent on, “We have Harbin and the artist. Our mission is completed
once we eiminate them. But if we can get the artifact—"

“We could get ourselveskilled,” Y uan snapped.

“Or bein control of the most powerful forcein the solar system,” she purred.



* * % %

CARGO SHIP PLEIADES:
BRIDGE

Vv

ictor kept the fusion drive accelerating at one full g and watched Vogeltod dwindling in hiswake.
Nodding to himsdlf, he thought, Scavengerslike VVaker aren't looking for along and difficult chase. They
want easy pickings, and there must be lots of them scattered around the Belt: shipsthat were blasted in
battle during the war, shipsthat are abandoned, or their crewskilled.

It wasn't until Vogeltod had disappeared dtogether from his screen that the frightening thought hit him.
What if ascavenger finds Syracuse before | do?

What if that bastard Valker follows me and finds Syracuse because | lead himto her?

No. He shook his head to clear the ideafrom hismind. It' |l take months, maybe years before | find
Pauline and the kids. Vaker won't have that kind of patience. He'slooking for prey, he wantsto feed
himsdf and his crew, he can’'t wait that long. His own crew would dit histhroat fird.

Stll, Victor shut down the main engine and used the cold-gas maneuvering jetsto shift Pleiades awvay
from the outbound vector it had been following. He kicked Pleiades into atrgjectory that climbed well
above hisorigina course. Mogt shipstravel closeto the ecliptic: that’ s where the asteroids are. He might
not think of looking up. Go slent again, don't leave atrail for himto follow, hetold himsdf. Don't teke
any chances.

Once he had convinced himself that he had lost Vogeltod, he caled up the navigation program and
restudied his options.

I’ve got to stay farther away from the Ceres sector, he redlized. Parasites like VValker must be combing
the region, looking for derdlicts to scavenge. But that means 1’|l have to cover awider arc to have any



hope of intercepting Pauline and the kids.

He decided to cruise silently for at least three days before turning on the search radar. Then he decided
to make it aweek. He didn't want to take any chances of giving Vaker or anyoneeseasgna they
could homeinon.

* k% k %

Vogeltod' s bridge was a strange assortment of equipment, most of it taken from vesselsthat Vaker and
his crew had seized and retrofitted into the old bucket. Vaker himsdlf sat in acommand chair that had
once belonged to Admirad Gormley, the victim of abloody ambush during thewar.

Vaker was abig man, dmost two meterstall, broad in the shoulders, deep in the chest. He was dmost
aways amiling, abright devil-may-care smile that showed lots of teeth. Where another man might show
tenson, even fear, in adangerous situation, Vaker smiled and fought hisway through. During the war
he’ d been amercenary, first with Astro Corporation, then with Humphries Space Systems.

When the shooting stopped, most mercenaries were at aloss. For years there had been plenty of work
for them, and good pay. Not that they fought al the time. Much of their work involved building bases or
scouting through the cold emptiness of the Belt, looking for prey. They seldom engaged in battle against
other mercenaries. No percentage in that. Instead, they swooped clown on hapless cargo shipsand
amdters, like hawks going after pigeons.

The officid end of the war finished that. For the most part. Some mercenaries became outlaws, pirates,
gtill attacking peaceful vessels. But they soon learned that no one would buy the cargoes they captured.
Big George Ambrose and the other rock rats busily building their new habitat at Ceres had no time or
money to hire apoliceforceto go after the pirates. They smply saw to it that no onein the Belt bought
stolen cargoes. The pirates soon redlized there wasllittle profit in their piracies. And there was dwaysthe
risk that Big George' s people would execute you without delay.

Vaker was smarter than that. When the Second Asteroid War broke out he had just graduated from the
University of Pisawith adouble degree in economics and marketing. He had been astar on the
international soccer team he himsaf had hel ped to organize. His plan was to spend three years —perhaps
as much asfive—in the Belt, working as a prospector, locating asteroids rich in metals and mineras,
claiming them as an independent corporation and then selling them to the highest bidder.

The Agsteroid War made such ventures far too hazardous. Vaker saw that either hejoined one of the
major corporations or he went back to Earth empty-handed. Or got himself killed. So he became a



mercenary—until the war abruptly ended.

While most of the mercenaries found themselves out of work, and flooded back to the Earth/Moon
region to look for jobs, Vaker realized that there was an economic niche available in the Belt: sdlvage.
There were plenty of vessal's abandoned by ther crews, drifting through the Bdlt, there for the taking. He
could claim the vessdls as salvage, then sdll them back to the rock rats for a handsome profit.

Hewas a born sdlesman. With his rugged good |ooks and winning smile, he talked a banker into leasing
him asmal ship, Vogeltod. 1t wasn't difficult to round up acrew: he picked nine men, al former
mercenaries, dl quite prepared to stretch the laws of salvage once they were out in the Belt and away
from the prying eyes of Big George and the IAA.

They searched for abandoned vessals. Some were battered hulks, little more than junk. Most had
equipment in them that could be scavenged. But the real money wasin shipsthat were intact. Vaker and
his crewmeates pounced on lonely vessals deep in the Bdlt, killed the crews and brought the ships back to
Ceresfor sde. There were dways questions, raised eyebrows, lurking suspicions. Vaker smiled hisway
through and sold the “ abandoned” vesselsto the highest bidder. There were dways newcomersfrom
Earth or the Moon with money in their accountsto invest in anew career in progpecting and mining.

Now Vaker sat in Admira Gormley’s old command chair and studied the data splashed on Vogeltod's
main screen. Pleiades was listed back at Ceres as stolen. Its captain and owner, Cheena M adagascar,
had even posted a hefty reward for the ship’ sreturn. Big George Ambrose had declared the thief,
somebody named Victor Zacharias, to be an outlaw and placed amodest price on his head.

“ Gesuto,” Vaker said doud, “we could take this ship and bring it back to Ceres and we'll be heroes,
noless”

The other men on the bridge grinned a him.

“The rewards don't add up to dl that much,” he continued, “ but the good will could be helpful.”

“He snofool, though,” said the man at the nav console. “He sprinted away and now he's shut down his
manengine”

“Tryingto beinvisble” Vaker muttered.



“And doing agood job of it. Radar ain’t picking up anything.”

Vaker nodded absently. “You'reright: he'sno fool.” He pecked out acommand to the ship’s computer
on the keyboard set into the armrest of hischair. Let’s see what Ceres has on file about this thief. Know
your customer, he said to himsdlf. That’ sthefirgt rule of marketing.

* k% k %

ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
BRIDGE

E

verything stopped as K oop brought the cyborg and the old woman onto the bridge. The two crewmen
who were gtill working at repairs of the equipment Dorn had smashed glanced at him warily, asdid the
officersat their consoles, two of them with spraytape covering their broken noses. Elverda sface was
drawn tight with tension. It was impossible to read any expression on the cyborg' s haf-metd face.

Tamara, a the comm console, half turned in her chair as Koop led them in. Y uan glared at her, awarning
to keep her mouth shut. I’ m the captain, he said silently to her, I'min charge.

“Harbin,” he began, “I want—"

“My nameisno longer Dorik Harbin. Please cal me Dorn.”

Y uan grimaced. “All right. Dorn. | want you to give my navigation officer the coordinatesfor the asteroid
wherethe artifact islocated.”

Elverdasaw that al of them were taring openly at Dorn now: the three bridge officers, the captain, the
pair of technicians, even the strapping Hawaiian. For along moment Dorn said nothing; the bridge was
absolutely silent except for the hum of electrica power and the whisper of air from the ventilation ducts.



“It will be very dangerousto go there,” Dorn said at last.

Y uan waved a hand impatiently. “ That' s for me to worry about, not you. Give my nav officer the
coordinates.”

“He may have moved the asteroid to a different orbit, or even destroyed it completely.”

“Jugt give the coordinatesto my nav officer,” Y uan indgsted.

Again Dorn hesitated. Then, “1 want your promise that Ms. Apachetawill not be harmed.”

“The coordinates, dammit!” Y uan shouted. “Now!”

“I don't care what happensto me, but | want her to be safe.”

Tamarasad, “ Do you want usto start pulling her fingernails out?’

Clenching hismetd fist, Dorn said, “ The rest of this bridge will be destroyed if you try that. Some of you
will die” Hisvoice wasflat, unemotional, but the others on the bridge shot uneasy glances a one another.

Before anyone could reply, Y uan broke into aforced chuckle. “ All right. All right. I won't touch ahair of
her head. Does that satisfy you?’

“No,” Dornsaid camly. “1 want your guarantee that no harm will cometo her, neither by you nor any
other member of thisship’screw.”

Elverda complained, “ Stop talking about me asif I’'m not here.”

Ignoring her, Dorn said to the captain, “Y ou are under ordersto kill usboth. Y ou can kill me, but let her
gofree”



“And what happens when Mr. Humphriesfinds out I" ve let her go?’

Dorn smiled with the human side of hisface. “Once | give you the coordinates you will go to the asteroid
and try to gain control of Humphriesthrough the dien artifact.”

Y uan glanced a Tamara, who nodded minutely.

“If you succeed in getting the upper hand with Humphries, then dlowing Ms. Apachetato go free will be
of no consequence. If you fall wewill dl bekilled.”

“Including you,” said Y uan.

“I will die oneway or the other. That doesn’t matter. The life of thiswoman does matter. Very much. To
rTe”

Moving beside him, Elverdasaid softly, “Dorn, | can't let you throw your life avay—"

“If you finish the work we' ve started, if you find the other bodies and give them decent degth rites, then
my life doesn’t matter. It never did, except to cause agony and death. Y ou can complete my atonement.”

“Atonement?’ Tamarablurted. “Isthat what you' re after?’

“ Atonement,” Dorn repested.

Yuan said, “All right. Ms. Apachetawon’t be harmed in any way. Now give the coordinates to my nav
officer.”

Without another word, Dorn turned and stepped to the navigation officer’ s console, then leaned over his
shoulder and began pecking on his keyboard with both his hands.

Turning to Tamara, Y uan commanded, “Notify Viking Two and Three to proceed to Ceres
immediatdly.”



She arched an eyebrow. “Y ou don’t want them to go with us?’

“No,” hesad. “Do you?’

Shethought it over for al of two seconds. “No, you'reright. We do thisby oursalves.”

Elverda, ill standing next to the captain’s chair, asked, “What about our ship, the Hunter?”

“Wedon't need it now. Let it drift.”

* k k %

Vaker whistled softly asheread Victor Zacharias s dossier from the computer screen built into the
bulkhead at thefoot of hisbunk.

He was sitting up with the pillows bunched behind his back. His quarters were small but as sumptuous as
he could make them, crammed with furniture and fixtures scavenged from salvaged vessals amassve
desk of actud tesk filled one corner of the compartment, elephants and monkeys carved into itsflanks
and front; colorful draperies hung from the overhead; the entire lavatory had been ripped out of a
luxurious corporate torch ship and shoehorned into place, gold faucets and dl; therich dark faux lesther
recliner that had been rammed into the other corner of the compartment had been taken from a
prospector’ s ship, the one luxury its late owner had possessed.

Vaker took al that for granted, including the fact that he had to maneuver carefully around his pilfered
treasures to get across the jam-packed compartment. His attention was fully focused on Zacharias's
dossier. The man had afamily—wife and two teenagers —but they’ d been lost after being attacked by
the same monster who' d wiped out the origina Chrysalis habitat.

So what’ she doing in astolen ship thisdegp in the Belt? Vaker asked himsalf. Searching for hisfamily?
Valker shook hishead. Can't be. It' sthree years and more since hisfamily disappeared. They’re dead
by now. Haveto be. Only afool or amadman would still be searching for them. Only an idiot would
gted aship, make himself an outlaw with the rock rats, to go searching through thiswildernessfor his
wifeandkids.



“Only afool or amadman,” Vaker repeated aloud, softly.

Why track after amadman? Even if you find him you'll haveto kill him; hewon't give up that ship without
afight. And even if we do take the ship, once we bring it back to Ceresitsrightful owner will clamiit.
WEe |l get thereward, but that’ s peanuts compared to the price the ship would bring.

Why bother? Let him go searching for hisfamily. Let him die out there. Sooner or later we'll run across
hisship and takeit.

The message light beneath the display screen began to blink.

“Answer,” Vaker cdled out.

Hisfirst mate' s bearded face filled the screen. “ Contact, captain. Looks like aderdict. Seemsintact, but
there' s no beacon, no answer to our calls.”

“|dentification?”

“Computer saysitsradar profile matches one of the shipsinitsfiles Hunter. Somewoman’slisted asthe
owner, Elverda Apacheta. Sounds like some Latinato me.”

Vaker nodded and swung hislegs off the bunk, careful not to bang his shinsagaingt the big recliner.

“I’'m coming to the bridge,” he said.

A derdlict, Vaker thought as he tugged on his softboots. If she' sredly intact she' |l bring top dollar back
a Ceres.

He hurried to the bridge.

* k% k %



ATTACK SHIP VIKING:
ONE MONTH LATER

B

y god, thereitis,” said Kao Yuan in ahushed, aimost awed voice.

From the navigation console, Koop wondered aoud, “ Are you sure?’

Y uan pointed to the main screen. “How many rocks out here have five—no, six ships patrolling around
them?’

“APPROACHING VESSEL, IDENTIFY YOURSELF.” The voice coming through the comm speaker
sounded like acomputerized synthesizer.

It had taken amonth for Y uan to track down asteroid 67-046. It hadn’t been at the coordinates Dorn
had given. Sure enough, Humphries had moved the rock to adifferent orbit that swooped far below and
then high above the ecliptic, out of the plane of the usua traffic through the Belt. For an entire month
Viking followed trgectories that the navigation computer worked out, guesses based on the asteroid's
origind orbit and the amount of energy it would take to move arock of its mass.

During those frustrating weeks of searching the dark emptiness, Y uan asked Tamaraagain and again,
“But what do we do when we find the ‘roid? It s bound to be protected. Humphrieswon't let it just Sit
there without guarding it.”

Again and again Tamarawould smile knowingly and say, “Leavethat to me. I’ll get us past the guards.”

“You'll get uskilled,” Y uan groused.

He did not deep with her anymore. He wanted to, but the redlization that she’ d been using him angered
him too deeply. Instead he crooked hisfinger at one of the other crew members, aweapons specidis,



young and dightly plump, but with silky dark hair and awilling smile. It'sgood to be the captain, Y uan
told himsdlf. But he was certain that Tamarawas deeping with Koop now.

“APPROACHING VESSEL, IDENTIFY YOURSELF, THISAREA ISPROPRIETARY TO
HUMPHRIES SPACE SYSTEMS, INCORPORATED. NO UNAUTHORIZED VESSELS ARE
PERMITTED HERE.”

Y uan looked at Tamara, who pressed the transmit key on her console and said crisply, “ThisisHSS
vesd Viking. Authorization code deltafour Six nine.”

“ONE MOMENT. VERIFYING AUTHORIZATION CODE.”

Tamaraglanced over her shoulder at Y uan, asdf-satisfied smile curving her lips.

The main screen abruptly showed a square-jawed man with iron gray hair cropped closeto hisskull. He
wore a pae blue tunic with ahigh choker collar.

“| am Commander Hugh Bolestos,” he said in agravelly voice. “ Y our authorization codeis out of date.”

“WEe ve been on special duty inthe Belt,” Tamara answered smoothly. “We haven't updated our comm
codes for severd months.”

Commander Bolestos s stern expression did not change by amillimeter. “1’ ve had no word from
headquarters to expect you.”

“Asl told you, we're on specia duty. My nameis TamaraVishinsky. Check your personnel files.”

Bolestos' s eyes shifted away for amoment, widened noticeably, then returned to his main screen.

“Says here you report persondly to Mr. Humphries himsalf.”

“Yes, | do,” said Tamara. “May | come aboard your vessdl, please, commander?’



“Certainly, Ms. Vishinsky! Of course!”

* k k %

Valker gpproached Hunter cautioudy. The vessd certainly looked abandoned. No tracking beacon, no
telemetry signals, no reply to hisrepeated cals.

Elverda Apacheta, he had discovered from a computer search, was afamous scul ptress. But very old.
She had bought Hunter on awhim, apparently, and disappeared into the depths of the Asteroid Belt
severd yearsearlier.

A dotty old lady, Vaker concluded. Maybe she came out here to carve more Statues out of asteroids.

“Vectorsmatched,” his navigation officer announced. “ Close enough to board her.”

Vaker nodded. “I'll go aboard.”

“Alone?”

“Yes.” He pointed to two of the crewmen who had crowded into the bridge. “Nicco and Kirk, stand by
to come aboard when | givethesignd.”

The two crewmen went to the airlock with Vaker, wherethey al pulled on nanofabric space suits that
had been taken from the same luxury yacht that the captain’ s oversized desk had come from.

“Wait here, If there strouble, I'll holler.”

“Right,” they said in unison.

And if thereisn’t trouble, Vaker thought as he stepped into the airlock chamber, | want to look through



that ship and seeif there' sanything worth taking for mysdlf.

* k% k %

Y uan was shocked at the ease with which Tamara disposed of the guards protecting the artifact’s
ageroid.

She, Koop, and four crew members transferred to Commander Bolestos s vessdl. Less than an hour
later her image appeared on Viking's main screen, smiling smugly. “Y ou can come aboard now. No
need for weapons.”

Fedling puzzled, uneasy, Y uan went to the airlock and floated through the spongy plastic tunndl that
connected Viking's airlock with that of the security guards' orbiting vessd.

On the bridge he found Koop sitting in the command chair with Tamara bending over him, spraying a
bandage on his upper arm. A laser beam had burned through Koop' s deeve and seared hisflesh. Then
Y uan saw Commander Bolestos and his guts heaved: the older man lay crumpled likearag doll ina
corner, his chest soaked with blood, his wide-eyed face looking very surprised.

“Youkilled him?’ Y uan gasped.

“Change of command,” said Tamara. She pointed to the control pandl that spanned one side of the
bridge. “Now I'vegot dl his authorization codes. I'm in charge of security for the artifact now. The
grunts on the other ships are taking my orders, like good little corporate robots.”

Y uan understood her tone clearly. I’ m under her command now, too.

“Bring the woman and the freak here,” Tamarasaid. “1 want them to lead us down to the artifact.”

Y uan couldn’t take his eyes off the corpse. He' d never seen adead body before. All hiskills had been at
adistance, clean, impersonal.

“Youdidn't haveagunwithyou. How didyou . . .?”



Tamaraflicked her right wrist and awire-thin blade did into her hand. “With this” she said. “Close up
and persond.”

Then she added, “ There are four other crew members down in the galley. And one of our people. The
crew tried to make afight of it.”

“They'redl dead?’ Y uan asked, hisvoice squesking, hisinsdes quaking.

With aquick nod Tamarareplied, “ Can’'t make an omelet without breaking eggs.”

Y uan wanted to throw up.

“Now get the woman and her cyborg friend over here. We re going down to the asteroid.”

* k k %

THE ARTIFACT

Y

ou're making amistake,” Dorn warned.

Thefour of them—Tamara, Y uan, Elverda and Dorn— were waking down the doping tunnd insde the
asteroid that led to the chamber where the artifact was housed. Tamara had placed Koop and a
crewman at the tunnel’ s opening, up on the surface, insde the glassted dome that protected the hatch.

“Don’'t be stupid,” Tamara shot back, waking beside Dorn. “Y ou can’t change my mind.”

“The artifact won't give you control over Humphries,” Dorninssted. “Y ou have no idea—"



“Shut up!” she snapped.

Hewalked in silence for several paces, then turned to Elverda and asked in alower voice, “Do you want
to seeit agan?’

“Yes” shesad, with only alittle trepidation. “ And you?’

“| seeit every night in my dreams.”

Bringing up the rear of thelittle group, Y uan felt amix of anticipation and dread. This asteroid waswelird:
it was one of the rocky type, but it seemed to be honeycombed with burrows that were apparently
natural. Lessthan akilometer in length, ill the gravity hereinsde thistunnel was et least hdf an Earthly g:
definitdy not natura. And it was warm down in this tunndl, too; something, someplace was hegting the
area. Overhesating, Y uan thought, fedling dightly uncomfortable.

What if thisdien contraption actually does give us power over Humphries? Y uan wondered. The cyborg
saysit won't but what if it does? We' |l bein control of the richest, most powerful man in the solar
system! But then he thought, Humphriesisn't aman to be fooled with. If he finds out what we' re doing
he'll have usdl killed. If we can't control him, what we re doing hereiswriting our own death warrants.

I’ve played plenty of computer games, he said to himself, but nothing like this. Tamaral sared gambler.
She'swilling torisk al of our livesfor this. Histhroat felt dry, hisingdesfluttery.

Stll, hefollowed Tamaradong the downward doping tunnel. The rock walls narrowed; the ceiling got so
low that Y uan began to stoop dightly. The old woman had dowed down so that she now waked beside
him, her eyes bright and eager in her aged, withered face. Up ahead, the cyborg matched Tamara stride
for gtride.

Tamara Shekilled Bolestos, he reminded himself. She stood right next to the man and stabbed himin the
heart. She' samurderer, acold-blooded killer. Y uan redlized that she'd been in charge of thismisson dl
aong. | only thought | was the captain; she pulled my strings and reported my every move back to
Humphries himsdlf. Now she' srebdlling, gambling for the chanceto seize al of Humphries s power. And
I’'m being towed aong; she hasn’t even asked mewhat | want to do. She’ sin charge and there’ s nothing

| can do about it.



The tunnel ended abruptly at ablank stainless sted wall.

“Openit,” Tamarasaid to Dorn.

“It dides open by itself,” Dorn told them.

“When?’

“On its own schedule. When the artifact wasfirst discovered | wasin command of the security detall
Humphries sent here. | knew the gate’ stiming down to the second. But I’ ve been away so long that its
schedule may have changed.”

“We |l haveto wait, then,” said Elverda

“It might take days,” Dorn said.

“We could blast the door down,” Tamarasaid.

“No,” said Dorn. “You can't.”

“Why not?

“The gateis protected by some sort of energy field,” hereplied. “Besides, an exploson might damage the
artifact, if it was powerful enough to blast the gate open.”

“All right,” Tamaradecided. “We Il wait.”

Elverdatook the colorful shawl from her shoulders, folded it into a makeshift pad, and sat on the stone
floor. Dorn stood beside her like a protective guard.

Tamaraturned to Y uan, her face shining with anticipation.



“We could still turn back,” he said. “It’ s not too late to forget this whole scheme.”

“Never!” she snapped. “ Thisisthe biggest opportunity of them al and I'm playing it out, dl theway.”

Y uan nodded. He knew she’ d say something like that. Still, he wished he were atrillion kilometers away
from here.

“Whatever happened,” Elverda asked no onein particular, “to the scientists who were studying the
atifact?’

“Humphries never alowed the universitiesto send scientistshere,” Tamarareplied. “The |lAA was
furious, but Humphries had alegd claim to utilization of the asteroid’ s resources, and that gave him the
right to restrict vistors. He moved the ‘roid out of itsorigind orbit just to make it more difficult for
anyonetoreachit.”

Dorn said, “1 would have thought he would destroy it.”

“Hewanted to,” Tamarasad. “He dill might, if we give him the chance.”

“That’ stoo much power for one man to have,” Elverdasaid.

Tamarasmirked at her. Y uan could read the expression on her face: soon onewoman will have al that
power.

* * * %

At the other end of the tunnel, inside the glassted dome built on the asteroid’ s surface, Koop's
communicator buzzed. Heflicked it open and saw the face of a security guard in one of the ships orbiting
the asteroid. The woman looked upset, apprehensive.

“We just received a message from headquarters. They want to know what your ship, Viking, isdoing at
thislocation.”



K oop frowned back at the guard. “How’ s headquarters know Viking's out here? Who told ‘em?”’

“Ther€ s an automated identification system planted on the ‘roid’ s surface. It reports any vessel that
comeswithin our perimeter back to headquarters.”

Koop grunted. Headquarters was on the Moon, he knew, which meant that messages took half an hour
or moreto go oneway.

“I'll relay the message to Commander Vishinsky,” he said. “ She' sinsde the rock right now, out of range
of my handheld.”

“Headquarters sounded pretty antsy,” the comm officer said. “ And they also want to know who put
Vishinsky in command,”

“Whatchatell them?’

“Same thing she told me: Commander Bolestos died and she took over for him.”

Koop thought it over for a second or two. “Good enough,” he said. “For now.

* * * %

“It'sopening!” Tamarabregthed.

Noiselessy, the metal gate was diding upward.

Elverda began to clamber to her feet. Dorn lent her a supporting hand.

Y uan felt perspiration beading hislip. Once Tamaratakes a step past the gateway we'redl in thisfor
keeps, oneway or another.



“Youfirs,” hesaidto Tamara

She hesitated. “No.” Turning to Elverda, “ Y ou go firg.”

“Me?’

“You' ve seenit before. | want you to seeiif it sthe same asit was then.”

Y uan thought, Or if it causes the old woman harm.

Elverdanodded, looking dightly anxious. “Very well,” she said.

She handed her folded shawl to Dorn, then stepped firmly past the thin groovein the dusty floor that
marked where the gate had rested.

Y uan saw adiffuselight coming from beyond the gateway. Elverdawaked toward it, her frail figure
erect, unbent. Then she turned acorner and disappeared from hisview.

Dorn stood like agtolid figure carved from ironwood. Tamarawas on tiptoes, her arms extended asiif
she were about to take flight. Y uan heard his pulse thumping in hisears.

No one spoke aword. The tunnd was absolutely silent.

Elverda stepped toward the light, her own pulseracing. The only other time she had seen the artifact it
showed her avision of her own life, of the mother who bore her and loved her, of the baby she had never
had. It transformed her from abitter old woman ready for degth into a companion for the man-machine
Dorn, willing to ply the cold emptiness of the Asteroid Belt to help him find his atonement.

Now she ducked into the grotto where the light glowed coolly. She stopped and stared into the radiance.
Its brightness softened, and she saw vague shapes forming and dissolving over and over again, like waves
lapping up on abeach, like clouds wafting through the summer sky. She wanted to see her mother again,
wanted to hold her and tell her what she' d never been ableto say inred life, that she'd dwaysloved her.



But when the shapes coa esced it was not her mother who faced her: it was Dorn, haf human, half
machine, reaching toward her with both hisarms. Like ahelpless baby. Like aboy reaching toward his
mother. Like aman who felt lost and despairing, desperate for a hel ping hand. And she knew that she
had to scul pt this semi-human, make his heroic satue for al the world to see, makeit out of metal and
gtone, etch every finetracery on hismetdl side, make the stone glow like the living flesh of his other half.
That was her task, her duty, her god, to immortdize this man and make hisfind atonement amemoria to
human conscience.

The figure faded, the light dimmed down to a soft pastel radiance. Elverdaknew she wasfinished here.
The artifact had opened her mind again and made her understand the path she must take.

With aheavy sigh that was part thanksgiving, part regret, she turned and walked back to the three who
werewaiting for her.

“Wel?" Tamaraasked, even before Elverda stepped over the line that the gate had made. “Isit the
same?’

Elverda amiled at thewoman. “ Y es, the same. And different.”

“What does that mean?”’

Gesturing toward the grotto, Elverdasaid, “ See for yoursdlf.”

Tamaralicked her lips. Dorn remained unmoving. Y uan wondered what he would see—if he worked up
the nerveto face the artifact. Better to let Tamarago in, see how it effects her first.

“All right,” Tamarasad. “1 will.”

She took adeep breath, like afighter facing an unknown opponent, and strode past the open gateway.

And the gate began to dide shut behind her.



“Wait!” Yuan ydled, lurching toward the metdl gate. Hetried to hold it, but the impassive sted dipped
past the pams of his hands and settled firmly on the sonefloor.

“It' snever donethat before,” Dorn said, his degp voice sounding puzzled.

“How long will it stay closed?” Y uan asked.

“I don’'t know,” replied Dorn.

“She' strapped inddethere,” Elverdasaid, “with the artifact.”

Tamara heard the soft whisper of the gate diding shut, heard Y uan’ s Sartled, “Wait!”

Whirling about, she saw the gate coming down dowly, inexorably. It settled on the stone flooring, cutting
her off from the others. For the flash of an ingtant she balled her fiststo pound on the impassive meta, but
sheredized it would befutile.

Looking around, she saw that she wasin awomblike grotto, anatura hollow in the rocky body of the
agteroid. Or wasit deliberately carved out by whoever created the artifact? she asked hersdif.

The artifact. Tamara saw a soft glow coming from around abend in the grotto. It must bein there. She
glanced back at the gate again, felt apang of alarm that it had closed her in. But there' sair to breathe,
sheredlized. It swarm and snug in here. It'[| open again. The cyborg saysit operates on itsown
schedule. | just happened to be on the insde when it automatically shut. It'Il open again. It hasn't
deliberately trapped mein here.

Summoning up her courage, she stepped softly, hesitantly, toward the light. 1t seemed to glare brighter as
she gpproached it, pulsing like aliving heart, blazing so intensdly that she closed her eyesto mere ditsand
yet they till watered painfully. Tamarathrew an arm over her brow. It was like staring into the Sun.

But there were shapesin the brilliance. Shifting, undulating shadows that seemed to beckon her closer,
closer.

She saw aten-year-old girl in leotards practicing at a barre before a ceiling-high mirror. Hersdlf, at



school in Novosibirsk. Theday . . . that day. Tamarafelt the strength ebb out of her legs. She wanted to
sink to the floor. She wanted to cry. But she could do neither; she was frozen where she stood. Yes,
there was the sour-faced school nurse coming to tell her. Y our mother, Tamara Vishinsky. Y our mother
isdead. Car accident on theicy road.

Ten-year-old Tamaradid not cry. She walked stiffly to her locker to change into her school uniform. But
Tamara saw the expression on her own young face: the world had come to an end for her. She never
danced again.

Her father. Drunk, dmost always. Petting her when he wasn't beating her. Tamaralearned that it was
better to be petted. Shelearned how to soothe her father’ s drunken rages, how to warm his bed and
take her mother’ srolein hislife. Daddy. She saw him in his coffin with the snow sfting down like frozen
tears.

And he gtirred to life and became Martin Humphries. Humphries, who bedded her thefirst day he saw
her. Humphries, who commanded her. Humphries, whose half-insane anger reached acrossthe solar
system to bring death to those he feared.

And she understood how to soothe him, how to control him, how to turn his own wrath into awespon to
useagang him.

Of course! 1’ sso ssimple! Tamaralaughed despite the pain. She had known it al dong: how to control a
man, how to keep him from hurting you. But now she understood far more. How to use her innate power
not merely to protect hersdlf, but to control aman, to make him do what she wanted, to be in command
of him. So smple. So primitive. So powerful.

Two desths, perhaps three, and Martin Humphries would welcome her back to his bed. From there she
could control the most powerful man in the solar system. From there she would wield the power.
Humphrieswould do her bidding. Gladly.

But the pain. The searing, merciless pain that cut through her like ared-hot knife. The pain persisted. It
would never go away.

* k k %

ASTEROID 67-046



K

oop stood uneasily at thelip of the hatch that led down to the artifact. He and the armed crewman with
him were both in nanofabric space suits, despite being insde the pressurized and heated glassteel dome
that Humphries Space Systems engineers had built on the surface of the asteroid.

Outsde the dome' sairlock sat the squat, spindly shuttle-craft they had used to fly from Viking to the
asteroid’ ssurface. A segmented access passageway connected the shuttle' s airlock to that of the dome.
To Koop it looked like a giant earthworm.

“How long' ve they been down there?” the crewman asked, echoing Koop's own nervousness.

Without bothering to look at hiswrist, Koop answered, “Damn near three hours now.”

“Maybe | oughtta go down and seeif they’re okay.”

“Naw,” said Koop. “If the captain wants us he' Il holler for us.”

The crewman nodded haf-heartedly. Then he asked, “Ishe till in charge?’

“Who? The captain?’

“Yeah. | mean, Vishinsky seemsto be giving the orders now.”

“He sl the captain.”

“You think 307’

“I'll tell youwhen | don't.”



“What'sshelikein bed?’

Koop drew in abreath. He'd known it would come to this, sooner or later.

“None of your damn business” he growled.

The crewman grinned a him.

Y uan’ s voice came through the speaker set into Koop' s bubble helmet. “We' re coming up.”

“Okay,” said Koop, adding silently, Good.

Koop peered at them carefully asthey climbed up through the hatch set into the dome' sfloor. The four
of them seemed unchanged by their experience with the artifact.

The cyborg was gtill as stolid and menacing as ever. The old woman was the same. Tamarawas smiling,
but there wasn't any joy init. Her smile waslike acobra’s. The captain—well, maybe he did look alittle
different. More serious. Quieter. Like he had alot on hismind, alot to think abouit.

“Isokuru,” said Y uan to the crewman, “go power up the shuttle.”

“Hai!” The crewman made a perfunctory bow and started through the airlock.

K oop edged over to the captain’sside. “Did you seeit?’ he asked in anear-whisper.

Y uan pressed hislipsinto athin line and nodded. “I saw it.”

“What wasit like?’



He shook hishead dowly. “1 don't think | can describeit, Koop. | don’t have the wordsfor it.”

Koop glanced at Tamara, then asked, “Do you think | —

“It' sshut down now,” Yuan said. “Wedon't know how long it’ll stay shut. It kept Tamarain there for
more than an hour.”

Before Koop could say anything more, Tamaratapped Y uan on the shoulder.

When he turned toward her she gestured to Elverdaand Dorn. “WEe re not bringing these two back with
lJSI”

Y uan fdt his brows hike. “We re not?’

“No. Kill them now. Let thisbetheir fina resting place.”

Perspiration trickled down Y uan’sribs. “Why don’'t we just leave them here? They wouldn't last long.”

“Kill them. I want to bring absolute proof back to Martin that they’ re both dead.”

“Oh, s0 he' snot Mr. Humphries anymore.”

Tamaragave him apitying, dmost disgusted look. “Kill them both. Now.”

Y uan’shand did to the sdearm at his hip. His hand was trembling, he redized. Elverdalifted her chin and
stood before him at her full height like an Incan queen facing her doom regally. Dom stood beside her,
impassve asameachine.

“I told you to kill them,” Tamaraingsted.

Thisisn't acomputer game, Y uan was saying to himself. These arereal people, redl living human beings.



Evenif the cyborg ishdf machine, he' s<till aman. In hismind' s eye he saw the blood splashed across
the old commander’ s chest, the sartled look in his Sightless eyes. It must have hurt when the blade went
in, Y uan thought. It must have hurt like hell.

“Kao Yuan, you're not fit to be captain of your ship,” Tamarasnarled. “I’ m taking over. Y ou' re nothing
but a gutless coward.”

Coward? Y uan’ sinner voice echoed. Coward? Y uan saw again what the artifact had showed him. He
saw himsdf at the end of hislife, respected by everyone, surrounded by his devoted children and
grandchildren and great-grandchildren. He saw warmth and safety and admiration. He saw love.

“Koop!” Tamard s voice cut through the vision like a diamond-bladed saw. “Kill them both and leave
this pathetic coward with their bodies”

“Me?” Koop squeaked.

Y uan’ smind wasracing. I’ m not acoward, he said to himself. I’'m on the wrong path and if | murder
thesetwo I’ll never be able to get off that track, never be able to reach the path that the artifact showed
me.

“Stand down, Koop,” he said to the Hawaiian. “That’san order.”

Koop looked relieved, Tamarafurious.

“When Humphries hears about this— *

“Hears about what?” Y uan replied softly. “That | refused to murder two unarmed prisoners?’

“That you' ve disobeyed his orders,” she snapped. “He ll kill you. HE'll have you roasted on a spit.”

Y uan laughed at her. “No, hewon't. | understand what my path hasto be, Tamara. I’ ve seen the end of
my life. Humphriesisn't going to kill me. I’m going to live along, long time—and raise abig family.”



“You'recrazy! Theartifact’s unhinged your mind.”

“No. The artifact’ s shown me how to live”

Tamarauttered aguttura growl and flicked her right hand. The stiletto-dim blade snagpped into her hand.

“No!” Y uan shouted, reaching toward her. She dashed hisarm. Blood spurted. Koop remained rooted
where he stood, eyes popping, mouth open but no sound coming fromit. Y uan clapped his other hand
over the dicing wound that pumped blood through his grasping fingers.

Tamarawhirled and sank the bloody blade into Dorn’s human side. Shefelt it scrape aong arib, then
sink deep into his chest. The cyborg grunted and tottered backward a step.

Y anking the blade free, Tamaraturned to face Elverda. The old woman put out her arms defensively, but
shewasfrail, her arms bonethin, no barrier at dl to the knife.

Then Dorn’s mechanical arm flashed out. Hismetal hand closed on Tamara sfingers. Bones snapped
and she screamed in sudden agony. The blade dropped clattering to the floor as Tamara sank to her
knees, her face white with pain and shock.

Dorn released her, then collapsed himself, his tunic darkening with blood. Y uan and Koop both rushed to
him, leaving Tamaragasping and staring wild-eyed a her mangled right hand.

Elverdaknelt beside her just before she fainted from the pain.

* * * %

SALVAGE SHIP VOGELTOD:
TWO MONTHSLATER



L
et me get thisstraight,” Vaker said to Kao Yuan. *Y ou want meto hand Hunter over to you?’

“Toitsrightful owner,” said Kao Y uan, nodding toward Elverda Apacheta, sitting on the front few
centimeters of the big recliner in the middle of Vaker’s compartment.

It had taken two months for Y uan to track down Hunter, which he had released after taking Dorn and
Elverda aboard hisown Viking. After seeing the artifact, Y uan realized that he had to return the
sculptress and her cyborg companion to their own ship and let them find their own destinies among the
aderoids.

Y uan gtill bore ascar from Tamara sknifing; he refused to alow nanotherapy to remove the scar.
Something to show my grandchildren, he thought. A reminder of the wrong path | was on.

Dorn recovered, adbeit dowly, from his chest wound, thanksto stem cell therapy. Tamara s crushed
fingers had healed completely. Y uan made it clear to the crew that she was a prisoner; she had freerein
of the ship, except for the bridge. She was not permitted to communicate with headquarters.

“When Humphries finds out what you' ve done,” she warned, time and again.

Y uan would smply shake his head, grinning. It doesn’'t matter what Humphries threatens, he told himself.
I’ve seen where my lifeleads. Il get through this, one way or another.

At last Y uan found Elverda s ship under tow by Vogeltod, heading for Ceres. Vogeltod' s skipper,
Vaker, had gracioudy welcomed them aboard his vessal and brought them to his own quartersto
discussthe Stuation.

Vaker sat behind his oversized desk, smiling handsomely at histwo vistors. Elverdasmiled back, alittle
uncertainly, from her perch on therecliner. Y uan, wearing acrisply clean uniform with captain’ s stripes
on its cuffs, was sitting on the edge of Vaker’ s bunk, the only other available seat in the jam-packed
compartment.

“You're Elverda Apacheta,” Vaker said, more of a statement than aquestion.



“Yes. | am the owner of the Hunter.”

“You'reavery famouswoman,” Vaker said, his smile going even brighter. “1 looked you up. I’ ve never
met a sculptress before. I'm honored to have you aboard my ship.”

She smiled back at him. *Y ou are very gracious.”

“No, not at dl.” Vaker' ssmile turned amost shy. Then he suggested, “Why don’t we have some
refreshments whilewe retaking? It sdmogt dinner time.”

“I'd like to get this settled as quickly aswe can,” Y uan said.

“We have an injured man aboard Captain Y uan’ sship,” Elverdasaid. “1 don’t want to leave him for very
|(],,g.”

“I see,” said Vaker. “Okay. Let’ stak business. When we found Hunter shewasdrifting and
abandoned. That makes her aderdlict, according to IAA regulations. Wetook claim of her and we're
bringing her back to Ceres.”

Elverda objected, “ But she' s not sdlvage—"

“No, she'snot,” Valker agreed, sopping her with an upraised hand. “But she was aderdlict and we
have alegd right to sdll her for the best price we can get.”

“ am her owner,” Elverdasad.

“Y ou were her owner, dear lady. Now she’ smy property. Mine, and my crew’s.”

Yuan said, “I’m not sure the courts at Cereswould agree with you.”

With alaugh, Vaker replied, “ That’ swhat makes horse races. And why we have lawyers.”



“But | don't want to travel al the way back to Ceres,” Elverda objected.

Vaker sad, “ Then make me an offer.”

“Anoffer?’

“Right here and now. How much are you willing to pay for the ship?’

Elverdaglanced a Y uan, then said, “But | have no money.”

“She sworth at least haf abill,” said Vaker.

“I have no money,” Elverda repested.

Vaker sghed. “Then | guesswe |l haveto go to Ceres.”

Y uan gripped the edge of the bunk’ s mattress, thinking hard. | could accept his decision and go back to
Viking with Elverda. Or | could return to my ship and then blast this scavenger into acloud of hot plasma
and retake Hunter for her. | could. It would be easy. But what would the consequences be? Y ou

aready have to dea with Tamaraand probably Humphries. Y ou' re dready in deep trouble. How can
you reach your proper path inlifeif you continueto live by violence?

The artifact had changed Y uan, profoundly atered his outlook on life by showing him agoal, apath, a
tao that he yearned deeply to achieve. He thought about consequences now. He looked farther ahead in
time than he had ever done before, and realized that until he had seen the artifact he had been merely
zigzagging through life, bouncing from one event to the next, jittering like adust mote being pushed and
jostled by the forces around it, with neither control nor care about what happened next. Now he looked
ahead, asfar into the future as he could. He knew hislifewould end happily. But how to get to that
destiny? That was his problem.

Vaker saw thelook on Y uan’sface. He had seen it before and knew what it meant: trouble, big time.
The man was determined to help this old lady, and he had afully armed attack ship at his command.



“Isn't there someway . . .” Elverdabegan, but her plaintive question died in her throat before she could
finishit.

“What were you using the ship for?” Vaker asked. He had seen from the |AA registry that there was no
crew listed, only one other person aboard the vessel, somebody named Dorn. A priest, according to the
records. But there was no dossier on the man. His history was a complete blank.

“It' sapersonal misson,” said Elverda, suddenly looking uncomfortable.

“Persond?’ Vaker's smileturned doubtful. *'Y ou mean you don't want to talk about it?’

Elverda seemed to struggle within hersdlf for afew heartbeats. Then shesaid, “1 am assisting Dorn.”

“Thepries.”

“Yes. Hisobjectiveisto find the bodies of those who were killed in the wars and |eft to drift through the
Bdt”

Vaker blinked at her. “ Sdvage dead bodies?’

“To givethem proper funerd rites,” said Elverda. “1 know it seems outlandish, but—"

Leaning back in hisbig desk chair, Valker said, “Not at dl outlandish. | understand salvage. Families
must be willing to pay handsomely to have the bodies of their dead returned to them.”

“It'snot for money,” Elverdasaid. “We never even thought of that. We smply give them find rites, as
they deserve.”

With alow whistle, Vaker steepled hisfingersin front of hisface, thinking hard. They’ re two nutcases,
this old woman and her priest. Wandering around the Belt picking up bodies. To give them funerd rites?
That’ sweird. She could be lying, of course. There could be something dseinthis.



“l see,” hesaid at last. Leaning forward, he placed both his big hands on the desktop. “Okay. You're
involved in something that's. . . it'sreligious, isn't it?’

Elverdanodded dowly.

“Okay. | won't stand in your way. Y ou can have your ship.”

Elverdagasped. “1 can?’

Y uan asked, “ For how much?’

“Nothing. For free. A gift from Captain Vaker and hiscrew.”

“Doyoumeanit?’ Elverdaseemed on the verge of tears.

“Of coursel meanit,” Valker said, getting to hisfeet and coming around the massive desk. “ Hunter isdl
yours. And maybe you can get your priest to say aprayer for me and my crew. Might do us some
good.”

“Certainly! Of course!” Elverdarose, clasping her hands together in gratitude. “Blessyou, Captain
Vdker.”

Y uan stood up too, his face showing more suspicion than gppreciation.

Vaker walked them from his compartment to the airlock, where Viking and Vogeltod were mated
together. Elverda kept thanking him and he acted asif dmost embarrassed by her gratitude. As he saw
them through the airlock, Vaker thought that it would be smpleto hand over Hunter to them and then
have al three ships go their separate ways. Once he was sure that Y uan’s Viking was safely out of the
picture he could dwaystrack down Hunter and retake it. Without faling under the gunsof Viking. The
old woman and the priest were the only crew aboard Hunter. Kill them, Vaker said to himself, and then
their shipisyoursagain, free and clear.

Helaughed as Elverda kissed him on both cheeks before leaving Vogeltod.



* * % %

Tamarawas lying on the bunk in her compartment, watching thewall screen. It showed Hunter
disengaging from the little salvage vessdl. Smdl puffs of cold gasjets pushed Hunter away from the
smdler ship for aquarter of an hour. She listened to the radio chatter between the cyborg, who was
goparently piloting Hunter, and Y uan, on Viking's bridge.

“WEe reready to light the main engine,” came Dorn' s deep, methodical voice.

A moment’ s pause, then Yuan said, “ Y ou're clear for ignition.”

Tamarasaw aflash of blue-hot ionized gas and Hunter seemed to legp out of her vision, hurtling deeper
into the Belt.

She counted the seconds. It took Y uan only thirty-four of them to get to her compartment’ s accordion
door and rap onitsframe.

“Comein,” shecdled.

He did the door open and ducked one single step into her quarters. “I thought you’ d want to know that
we're heading in now.”

“To Ceres,” shereplied.

Hegrinned a her. “No. To Sdene. Headquarters. Humphries wants to see us. Both of us.”

* * * %



BOOK 11
SIX MONTHSLATER

Nor blame | Death, because he bare
Theuse of virtue out of earth:
I know transplanted human worth

Will bloom to profit, otherwhere.

* k k %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
BACKUP COMMAND POD

T

he pod was more of ahome to Theo than his own quarters. He spent most of hisfreetimeinit, watching
over Syracuse’s dowly failing systems, nursing the old bucket along day by excruciating day.



Hewaswell past eighteen now, taller than his mother. Hisbody had filled out some; he was growing into
manhood.

Lessthan six months remaining, he said to himsdlf as he checked the navigation display. We' re on our
way back to Ceres. Will we makeit?

He remembered seeing an old novel about aman who triesto go around the world —Earth, of course
—in ninety days. Or wasit eighty? The story was set a couple of centuries ago, and at one point the
character is sailing across the Atlantic Ocean in a steam-powered ship. But they run out of cod for the
steam bailer. So he hasthe crew cannibdize the ship’ swooden structure, tearing the planks apart until
there’ s nothing left above water but the ship’s sted skeleton, its boiler, engine and paddle whesd!.

That' swhat we re doing, Theo told himsdlf. Cannibaizing old Syracuse aswe limp back to port. It'sa
race to seeif we can get to Ceres before the old bucket falls gpart.

One hundred and sixty-seven days, he read off the ship’s navigation computer screen. If my calculations
areright. If | haven’'t messed up somewhere. One hundred and sixty-seven daysto go.

Theo had taught himsdf afair amount of astronomy over the past three-plusyears. With dl the ship’s
antennas out, he could not receive guidance signasfrom Ceres or anywhere else. Nor could he probe
ahead with radar. It was impossible to determine where the ship was, or even its heading, through the
ordinary electronic systems. So Theo learned the stars from the ship’ slibrary and learned to navigate by
them. Using the stars, he kept Syracuse on its course back to Ceres.

He hoped.

At the moment, his attention was focused on their dwindling water supply. He had drictly rationed the
water he, hissster and mother used. Angela had accused him of being atyrant more than once. But
Mother had merely smiled and accepted his estimates of how much water they could afford to use for
drinking, for cooking, for bathing.

Therecyclersaren't perfect, hetold hissister time and again. We'relosing water every day.

And without water for the fusion reactor their electrical power would fail. No dectricity meant death: no
power for theair recycler, no lights, no heat. They would freeze in the dark. Or suffocate.



So Theo shut down the sections of the ship they weren’t using. Only this backup command pod and their
living quartersreceived dectrica power and breathable air. And the tube-tunnel's connecting them. The
rest of the ship wasdark and airless.

The water recycler. It was Theo' sdaily burden. Every day he climbed clown the tunnel to the equipment
bay where the fuson reactor sat Sde by sde with the recyclers and the now dormant main propulsion
engine. Every day he nursed the cranky collection of pipes and filters, cleaning its grids tenderly, patching
leaksin the connection sedl's, stedling sections of pipe from other parts of the ship and cannibalizing parts
for therecycler’ selectrica motors.

He dreamed at night that he was trapped in the maze of piping, doshing in water that was spurting from
the recycler, going to waste, gushing across the deck and out into empty space. Once he dreamt that the
water’ sinexorable current carried him outside the ship, too. He woke in a cold swest, shivering. And
berated himsdlf for wasting the water of his perspiration.

Angela stepped through the hatch of the command pod.

“Reporting for duty,” she said, with acrigp sdlute and achallenging grin.

Theo glanced at the digital clock. “Y ou' rethree and ahalf minutes early, Angie”

“Early bird getstheworm,” she said.

“But who wants worms?”

They both laughed. Theo got up from the command chair and Angeladid into it lightly. They had dl lost
weight on their enforced diet, but Angie had dimmed down best of al. Shelooked fineto Theo, ared

beauty now.

“Any problems?’ she asked, her eyes scanning the control board. Most of the teltae lights were dark
now; only the systems they absol utely needed for surviva were il functioning.

“Everything' s percolating dong,” Theo replied.



“Mom’ sgot a problem with the microwave again,” Angie said. “ She thinks she can fix it, but you ought to
give her ahand.”

“Gotcha,” said Theo. “After | check the beast.”

Angielooked up a him. “Trouble again?’

“No, but if I don’t look in on that glorified clanker every spitting day it springs leaksjust to devil me.”

“Maybeit misses you. Maybe the recycler loves your company.”

“Sure. And maybe water falls out of the sky. But not here.”

* * % %

Aboard Vogeltod Vaker wasfacing agrumbling crew.

“You never shouldalet them gointhefirst place” said Nicco. He was ashort, swarthy man with athick
mop of curly black hair and the faint trace of ascar running from the corner of his mouth across his
cheek.

Vaker'susua smilefaded. If Nicco's pissed a me, he thought, the rest of ‘em must be ready for mutiny.

Behind him, the others of the crewv—all eight of them— nodded and muttered agreement. They had dl
jammed into the gdley for this showdown, leaving Vogeltod cruising on automatic. The compartment felt
steamy from the press of their bodies. Vaker smelled sweat—and anger.

“It’ sbeen sx goddamn months,” Kirk said, his voice aimost breaking with pent-up resentment. “Six
monthswith nothing in our pocket. Nothing!”



Vaker put on his brightest smilefor them. “Come on, guys, we ve had dry spells before—"

“We had them and their shipin our hands,” Kirk inssted, pounding the pam of one hand with his other
fist. “The captain of the Viking, too.”

“And you let them go!”

Sitting at the head of the galey’ s narrow table, Vaker leaned back, seemingly completely at ease.

“Now look,” hesaid. “That Viking was an attack ship. Do we want to tangle with aship that can blow
usaway like that?” He snapped hisfingers.

Nicco and severd of the others shook their heads.

“Beddes,” Vdker went on, “it was a Humphries Space Systems ship. Even if we could’ ve knocked it off
we' d have HSS after us. Y ou want that?’

“No..." Nicco said hestantly.

“But what about the other one?’ Kirk demanded. “ Hunter? It wasn't armed. Nobody aboard her but
that old woman and the cyborg.”

“A whole ship, intact.”

“And you let them go.”

“That' swhat we' re after,” Vaker said. “ That' s the one we' relooking for.”

“For 9x goddamn months.”

Spreading hisarms, Valker said, “1t' sbeen alean sx months, | know. If we' d run across something else



we would vetakenit. You know that. But thisregion’s been pretty damned empty.”

“Then we oughtta move to an areawhere there' s better pickin’'s.”

“You'reright,” Vaker said smoothly. “That’ sjust what | intend to do. | hate to give up on Hunter,
though. She could have fetched a pretty penny for usat Ceres.”

“Six monthsislong enough.”

“Toolong.”

“Okay. | hear you,” Vaker said to them. “ Just give me another few days. If we don’t find Hunter by
then, we' Il move to another sector.”

“Notinafew days,” Kirk said, baring histeeth. “Now.”

Vaker broadened hissmile. “Y ou' re not giving the orders on this ship, Kirk. | am.”

“Wédl maybe we oughtta change that.”

Sowly Vaker got to hisfeet. He stood agood six centimeterstaller than Kirk. “If you want to — *

“CONTACT,” boomed the computer’ s synthesized voice over the intercom speskersinthegdley’s
overhead, “CONTACT WITH AN UNIDENTIFIED SHIP.”

Vaker held up aclenched first. “ There you are, guysl We vefound her!”

* * % %

CARGO SHIP PLEIADES:



SOLAR STORM

A

Ithough Victor Zacharias cruised through the Asteroid Belt in Sllence, emitting no Sgnals that another ship
could detect except an occasional microsecond pulse of search radar, he ill listened to whatever
chatter Pleiades' s antennas could pick up. Sometimes he thought the only thing that kept him from
outright madness as he sailed a one through the empty months was the inane entertainment broadcasts
from Earth and the Moon.

Hewas leaner now, harder. His years of enforced labor on Chrysalis|| had toughened not only his
outlook but hisbody aswell. Hisarmswere hard ropes of muscle, hismidsection flat and firm. The
midnight black beard he had grown made him look satisfyingly menacing, he thought. I'll shaveit off
when | find Pauline and the kids, he told himself.

He sat donein the galley, his soffbooted feet propped up on one of the swivel chairs, and watched an
educationd vid from Sdene. An earnest young scientist was walking the viewer through the new liquid
mercury optical telescope a the Farsde Observatory. With apang of memory, Victor saw the origina
Farsdefacility that he had helped to design: the ten-kilometer-square spread of dipole antennas that
made up the main radio telescope, the old twenty-meter reflector spun from lunar glass, the labs and
workshops and dormitory facility for the Farsde staff.

But the scientist-narrator was pretty much of abore, Victor thought, droning on about details of the new
telescope. He switched to an entertainment channel from Earth.

“And what did these Godless scientists bring us?’ thundered aflorid-faced man in awhite suit. “FHoods!

Drought! Stormsthat drowned whole cities! Those were the fruits of the secularists who brought on the

greenhouse warming and the biowars and al the other horrors of our age! They brought down the wrath
of God upon ug!”

The preacher marched back and forth across his stage as he went on, “1t was only when the Faithful
returned to their God, only when the people of this great nation accepted the Lord astheir salvation, that
some measure of peace and stability returned to the land.”

Victor flicked through a dozen more channels before stopping at an erotic film. Two women, three men,
clad in nothing but glistening perspiration. | wonder where thisis broadcast from? Victor asked himself.



Certainly nowherein the United States, not with the New Morality in control of the media

The scene shifted to adimly lit Asian temple. Four, no five naked women were making love together.
Victor leaned back in hisgalley chair and thought about moving to the bunk in his compartment. But then
| might miss something, he rationalized. Suddenly a squad of barbarian warriors burst into the temple.
The women squeded daintily as the men cast off their furs and wegpons and delved into them.

“WARNING,” the ship’ sintercom blared emotionlesdy. “THISISA WARNING FROM THE
INTERNATIONAL ASTRONAUTICAL AUTHORITY’S SOLARWATCH. A FORCE-FIVE
SOLAR FLARE HASERUPTED IN THE LOWER LEFT QUADRANT OF THE
CHROMOSPHERE. RADIATION FROM THISEVENT WILL REACH LETHAL LEVELSFOR
ALL UNPROTECTED PERSONS AND EQUIPMENT. FURTHER BULLETINSWILL BE
BROADCAST ASTHE SOLAR STORM DEVELOPS. TAKE ALL NECESSARY
PRECAUTIONS AND STAY TUNED FOR NEW INFORMATION ASIT DEVELOPS.”

Switching to the IAA’ s dedicated information channdl, Victor saw that the deadly radiation cloud from
the flare would miss Mercury, but envelop Venus and Earth within afew hours.

No word yet on how intenseit’ || be when it reaches the Belt, he saw. The cloud of hard radiation

bel ched out by a solar flare was guided through the solar system by the twists and kinks of the
interplanetary magnetic fied. A cloud that wreaks havoc on Earth’ s teecommunications might not come
within ahundred million klicks of Mars even when the two planets were at their closest.

Plenty of timeto get into the storm cdllar, Victor thought as he switched back to the pornography. | just
hope the storm does't foul up the Signd from Earth.

* * * %

Without any working antennas Syracuse was cut off from the scorm warning. But the ship’ sradiation
sensors pinged while the family was eating its meager breskfast. They were down to two meals per day:
abreakfast of juices and protein bars, and adinner that Pauline tried to make attractive and nourishing.

“Radiation darm,” Theo said, hismouth haf filled with the last of hismorning’ s protein bar.

“Solar gorm?” Angelaasked.



Theo nodded. “Prob’ly. Might be the precursor wave of high-energy protons and heavier stuff.”

Pauline said, “We d better get to the storm cellar, then.”

“Right,” said Theo. “I’ll go up to the control pod, see what the instruments show, and check out
everything. We might have to fly-on remote for afew days.”

Looking & Angdla, Pauline said, “Y ou help Theo into hissuit.”

“I won’t need asuit,” Theo protested.

“It' sextra protection and you’ d be foolish not to take advantage of it,” Pauline said firmly. “I’ll check the
food storesin the ssorm cdllar. If | recal from the last one we were amost out of juicesthere.”

“I restocked thejuices,” Angelasaid, getting up from the galey table.

1] Gm.”

Theo got to hisfeet and followed Angelaout to the airlock area, where the space suits were stored.

“I redly don’'t need this” he grumbled to his Sster once they were out of Pauling' s hearing. “Mom’s
being atight-ass.”

“Don't let her hear you say that.”

“Tight-butt. Okay?’

Angelagrinned as Theo sat on the bench in front of the lockers and began tugging on his suit’sleggings.

“The suit givesyou an extralayer of protection againg radiation,” Angelarecited from memory. “It could
be the difference between life and death.”



“If we get so much radiation that the spittin’ suit savesmy life, haf the equipment till running onthis
bucket will barf out,” Theo said sharply.

“Y ou're dways such an optimist, Thee.”

* * * %

It' [l betwo days before the storm hits, Victor saw on thewall screen’ sdisplay. He was exercising on the
treedmill in Plelades' s gym, asmall, dmost claustrophobic meta-walled chamber jammed with
equipment that Victor thought of asimplements of torture. Necessary torture, though. It would be al too
easy to bloat into a bonel ess dug aboard ship. Exercise was necessary, vitaly so.

Two days before the cloud of high-energy protons and electrons smothersthisregion of space. There's
lots of heavier ionsin the cloud, too, he saw as he studied the latest IAA bulletin. The ship’s magnetic
field will deflect most of the crud, but rad levelswill till go up in here. I'll have to spend a couple of days
inthesorm cellar.

Communications from Earth had fizzled out once the storm cloud reached the Earth/Moon region. For
entertainment, Theo had to fall back on the chipsthat Cheena Madagascar had stocked in the captain’s
compartment. Thewoman had interesting tastes, Victor discovered. He knew from his own experience
that Cheena was avigorous heterosexua, but her assortment of entertainment vids was much, much
broader.

I"d better bring some of the better onesto the storm cdllar with me, he told himsalf. Not much elseto do
intherewhile !’ m riding out the sorm.

Then he remembered that Pauline and the kids would probably be hit by the same cloud of deadly
radiaion. Syracuse hasastorm cdlar, he thought. Pauline will make sure they’re safe.

But how many storms has battered old Syracuse gone through? How many more can the ship take
beforeitsvital systems break down?

* * * %



Like most deep-space ships, Syracuse’ s sorm cdlar was atight little compartment lined with thick metdl
wallsthat held aheavy liquid mixture that absorbed incoming subatomic particles. After a, sorm, onceit
was safeto leave the cdllar, the liquid was flushed into the propellant tank for the fusion torch engine;
eventudly the absorbed particles werefired out the engine sthruster.

Theo stared worriedly at the wall screen as he sat on the padded bench that ran dong the cellar’ sova
interior. The screen showed the level of absorbent remaining in the supply tank.

“How doesit look?’ his mother asked. She was sitting beside him. Angela sat acrossthe
minicompartment, where the food locker stood.

Theo thought for amoment before answering, “ Depends on how intense the ormis, Mom, and how
long it lasts” Hedidn't voicethe rest of it: we might get through this storm, but we' Il be out of luck if
another one hitsus.

Angelalooked concerned, dmost frightened. “We' Il be dl right, won't we, Thee?’

He made himsdf smile at her. “ Sure, Angie. W€ Il be okay.” He wished he actudly felt that way.

* * % %

Vaker worked hard to keep smiling. Cooped up with the rest of the crew in Vogedtod' s minuscule storm
cdlar wasadtrain, by any measure.

And just before the storm’ s radiation blanked out the ship’s communications there had been that
tantalizing blip on the radar screen. A ship, Vaker was convinced. It had to be a ship, not arock. No
agteroid givesaprofilelike that.

It wasn't Hunter, the ship they’ d been seeking all these past months. But it was aship. Vaker was
certain of it. It was running silent for some reason. No tracking beacon, no telemetry coming out of her.
All the better. A derdlict, most likely. But shewasintact, asfar asthe radar profile could show. All in one
piece, not busted up. It s a ship that we can take and sell back at Ceresfor apretty dollar.

Vaker couldn’t wait for the storm to subside. The smdll of the other men crowded into the cellar gave
him even more incentive to get out and take that ship, no matter who it belonged to or who might be



aboard her.

* k% k %

SELENE: HUMPHRIES SPACE
SYSTEMSHEADQUARTERS

A

stheflunky in the conservatively dark suit led them through the warren of cubiclesfilled with quietly busy
HSS employees, Y uan thought that Tamara seemed strangely cool, confident. Shelooked quite calm,
amog serene, asif shewere looking forward to this meeting with Martin Humphries. Y uan tried to
picture how Humphries would react when he admitted that he had let Dorik Harbin and the old woman
go free. Humphries does't like to be disobeyed. Thisis't going to be easy, hetold himself.

Y et Tamara seemed unconcerned, amost at ease. He wondered if she redlly was that relaxed or whether
itwasal an act, afront of bravurathat sheredly didn’t fed.

There s nothing for me to worry about, Y uan told himself. He thought back to the vison that the artifact
hed shown him. Y ou’ re going to live along and fruitful life, he repeated in hismind over and again. Y eah,
he replied silently. Maybe. But the ingtant they had presented themselves at the corporate headquarters
reception desk, the bountiful young redheaded receptionist’ s smile had evaporated.

“Mr. Humphrieswantsto see you both,” she'd said ominoudy. “Himsdf.”

Himsdf. Martin Humphries himsalf wantsto see us, Y uan thought as the flunky in the dark tunic and
dacksled them through the maze of cubicles. Report to him persondly. Tl the most powerful maninthe
solar system that you not only failed to carry out his orders, you turned hisintended victimsloose, sent
them on their way to wander through the Bdlt, free and unharmed. He' s not going to like that.

Humphries Space Systems headquarters occupied one entire tower of the two that supported Selene's
Main Plaza. Fifteen stories of offices and god knowswhat else. Y uan had heard that Martin Humphries
once lived in agrandiose mansion built a the lowermost level of Selene, as deep as he could get, safe

from the radiation and meteoroids that peppered the Moon’ sairless surface. But that mansion had been



burned to ashes by Lars Fuchs, and Humphries nearly killed. Now the man lived over in Hell Crater,
surrounded by the casinos and shopping arcades, the hotels and brothels of that resort facility.

But he’ sherein his office today, Y uan thought. To see us. And deal with us.

Y uan told himself there was nothing to fear. He tried to concentrate on the vison he' d seen at the artifact.
I’m going to liveto be an old, old man. I’'m going to enjoy my grandchildren and great-grandchildren. A
distant voicein hismind tried to warn him that he could experience much pain and sorrow during such a
long life, but Y uan tried to dismissthat from his thoughts. Nothing Humphries can do will prevent the
outcome the artifact showed me, heinssted to himsdlf.

Down along corridor flanked with closed doors on either Sde. Discreet little brass nameplates on each
door. Yuan could see atrickle of perspiration diding down the side of Tamara sface. She' s not as cool
as she' s pretending to be, he redlized. She was wearing a deek pearl-gray jumpsuit that clung to her
coltish figurelike plastic wrap. Trying to look her best for Martin Humphries. | wonder if that will help
her?

“In here, please,” said the flunky as he opened an unmarked door at the end of the corridor.

They stepped through and the flunky closed the door behind them. The room was the size of a spaceport
departure gate, thickly carpeted, itswalls covered with smart screensthat displayed art treasures. Y uan
recognized the Mona Lisa, apainting of roya children by Velazquez, some others. His eye was caught
by apainting of afdlen banyan tree, its magnificently intertwined trunk ripped out of the ground by some
overpowering force.

“Captain Y uan and Ms. Vishinsky,” said the young woman sitting behind the desk at the far end of the
anteroom, her voiceflat, tondess. “Mr. Humphrieswill seeyou immediatdly.”

She pressed akey of her desk pad and another unmarked door swung open.

Y uan found himself smiling. He bowed dightly to Tamara and whispered, “ After you.”

She gave him a swift glance, fiddled nervoudy with the buttons on the bodice of her coverdls, and strode
to the open doorway. Y uan followed closdly behind her, thinking, She' s scared now. Her confidenceis
meting avay.



The office was smdler than the anteroom, but till big enough to land a shuttlecraft. A man got up from
behind abroad, immaculately clear desk and stonily gestured toward the two low-dung sculptured chairs
infront of hisdesk.

Tamarasad, “You're not Martin Humphries.”

“No,” the young man replied curtly. “I’m hisson, Alex.”

Alex Humphries resembled the holos of hisfather so closely that Y uan wondered if hewasaclone. His
hair was dark, hisface firm, dightly round, but with astrong jaw. He wastdler than Y uan had expected,
and wearing a casua open-necked roya blue shirt over tan denim jeans. His eyes were hard and gray as
lunar rock.

“I thought we were to see Martin Humphries,” Y uan said as he lowered himsdlf into the dingback chair.

“My father seldom leaves hishome over in Hell Crater,” said Alex Humphries,

Tamaraasked, “ Then you' re running the corporation?’

Alex smiled coldly. “That depends on who you ask. My father thinks he still runsit, but | havethe
day-to-day respongbility. | do hisdirty work and he stays over at Hell Crater and amuses himself.”

“It never even occurred to me that Mr. Humphries had ason,” Y uan said.

“He hastwo of them. My baby brother Van lives on Earth.”

“I see” Y uan nodded.

“| dso thought we' d been summoned here by your father,” said Tamara.

Alex leaned back in hisswivel chair. “My father is very disgppointed in you. Angry, you know. So
furiousthat he amost came over heretoday to ded with you persondly.”



“But you're going to deal with us, instead,” Tamarareplied.

“He expected you to carry out hisorders.”

“He expected us,” Y uan said, “to murder an old woman and a cyborg who fancies himself apriest on
some sort of aholy misson.”

“Butyoudidn'tdoit.”

“No, wedidn't,” Yuan said. Then, glancing a Tamara, he added, “ To be specific, | didn't doiit. | wasin
command, it was my responsibility, my decison, not hers”

“What happened?’ Alex Humphries asked, hisvoice suddenly cold, his eyes hard, demanding.

Tamarawas garing a Alex, Y uan saw. Trying to figure him out, he thought; trying to gauge whet lay
behind those stedl gray eyes.

Y uan began to explain, “ The cyborg and the old woman are no threet to your father— “

“That' s not your decision to make.”

“They’ll never return to the EarthYM oon sector. They’ll die out there in the Bdlt, searching for the bodies
of thedead.”

Alex’ sbrowsrose. “Isthat redly what they’ re doing?’

“Searching for bodies?’



“Mercenarieskilled in the wars and left to drift in space.”

“But why?

“The cyborg was amercenary. He' sthe one who wiped out the Chrysalis habitat.”

“Dorik Harbin.”

“Hecdlshimsdf Dorn now,” Tamarainterjected. “He clamsthat the dien artifact changed him, turned
himinto apries.”

“Theartifact,” Alex said, edging forward in his chair. “That’ swhat | want to ask you about. My father
had a bad experience with it.”

Tamararelaxed vigbly. She even amiled at Alex Humphries.

Looking a Y uan, though, Alex asked, “Harbin clamsthe artifact changed him?’

Y uan nodded.

“ And the woman? Elverda Apacheta? It changed her, too?’

With adight shrug, Y uan answered, “It must have. She swilling to spend what' s left of her life roaming
through the Belt with Harbin to find the corpses from the war.”

Alex appeared to relax dightly. “Y ou' ve both seen the artifact?”’

“Yes” sad Tamara.

“My father’ sforbidden meto go to it. He doesn’'t want anyoneto seeit.



“But you want to seeit, don’'t you?’” Tamara asked.

“Of course! An dien artifact. Who wouldn’t want to seeit? Why do you think my father had that asteroid
moved out of itsorigind orbit? Why do you think he' s placed guards around it?”

“It sapowerful experience,” Yuan sad. “Truly life-changing.”

“What did you see?’ Alex asked eagerly. “How did the artifact affect you?’

Y uan heditated. How to talk about it without sounding foolish? he wondered.

Misunderstanding their silence, Alex explained, “Y ou see, | want to understand that artifact. It couldn’t
have been made by human beings; it’s got to be an dien credtion. Intelligent extraterrestrial s left it there
for usto find. Why? When? How doesit work?’

“1 don't know if human mindswill ever be ableto undersand it,” Y uan admitted.

“I can't believethat,” Alex Humphries said, with some hest. “1 won't believe that.”

“You haven't seenit,” said Y uan.

“How did it affect you?” Humphries asked again. “How did it change you?’

Haltingly, amost embarrassed by his experience, Y uan described his encounter with the artifact as
accurately as he could remember it. Alex listened and nodded, his hands resting on the desktop,
fingertipsto fingertips.

When Y uan wasfinished, Alex turned to Tamara. “ And you?’

“Nothing so dramatic,” shelied. “I sort of relived my childhood, that’ sal.”



“Youdon't fed different? Changed?’

“Not redly.”

“Strange,” Alex muttered.

For long moments he was silent, while Y uan wondered what was going on in his head. Whatever it is,
Y uan told himsdlf, remember that you' re dealing with one of the most powerful men in the solar system
here. He could snuff you out like clicking off alight switch. He wants to run Humphries Space Systems
and keep hisfather off the throne.

“Here swhat | think,” Alex said at lagt. “ That artifact somehow influences the pattern of your thoughts.
Y ou know, we have brain scanning devices that can show the neuronsin your brain flashing on and off.
Our own neuroscientists can map out a person’s patterns of thinking. Right?’

Y uan bobbed his head up and down. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Tamaraleaning forward
temptingly. She had undone severa buttons of her bodice.

“Wadll, thisartifact goes a step or two farther,” Humphries continued. “1t alows your deep unconscious
thoughts to come up to the surface, where you can see them clearly. It alows you to see who you really
are, who you redly want to be.”

“Likeamirror,” Tamara breathed.

“Right! Likeamirror of your own soul.”

Y uan considered for amoment, then said, “ Then it’ s not showing you what will be. It's showing what
could be”

“Like the Ghost of ChrigmasY et to Come,” said Alex.

Y uan felt disappointed. Nothing is certain, heredized. That beautiful vison . .. Then heredized the truth



of it. That beautiful vison issomething to am for, agoa to guide my life, agtar to steer by.

“It can be atremendoudy powerful force, that artifact. I’ ve got to find out how to contral it, how to use
it.” Humphries shands clenched into figts.

Heturned to Tamara. She seemed completely relaxed now, in charge of hersdlf.

“It could be enormoudy powerful, couldn’'t it?’ she suggested.

“Enormoudy,” said Alex Humphries. “Whoever understands how to useit has atremendous edge over
everyonedse.”

Y uan saw vast dreams glittering in those steel gray eyes.

“In the meantime, what do you intend to do with us?’ Tamara asked, her voice low, smoky. Y uan had
heard that tone from her before.

Alex blinked, the spell of hisfascination with the artifact’ s power broken. Sitting up straight in the desk
char again he said, “Wdl, my father wants you both skinned dive, you know.”

“Isthat what you want?’ Tamarapurred.

Hisface went utterly serious. “That depends.”

Y uan started to speak, but Tamaraleaned even closer to the desk and said meltingly, “I’ d be glad to do
whatever is necessary to help you understand the artifact.”

“What do you want usto do?’ Y uan asked.

“Y ou two go build new livesfor yoursalves. Asfar as HSSis concerned, you' re both fired. I'll provide
you with ahealthy separation payment, then you' re on your own.”



Tamaralooked disgppointed. “On my own? With your father wanting me dead? He |l hunt us down—"

“Y ou won't have to worry about that,” Alex said. “I’ll seeto it that he doesn’t bother you.”

“How can you do that?’ Y uan asked.

Alex took in abreath before answering. “Fair enough question.” He hesitated amoment. Then, “Y es, my
father wantsto prevent anyone from learning that he collapsed when he saw the artifact. He was perfectly
willing to order murders.”

Tamarashrank back from him alittle.

“But I've had auniversty-full of medics and psychologiststrying to put his ego back together. I’ ve
convinced him that the best thing to do isalow you two to go your own ways—providing you never
mention you ever heard of the artifact.” Alex’svoice grew iron hard. “Not to anyone. Ever.”

Y uan agreed. “That’ sfinewith me.”

“It' Il bring down the wrath of god on you if you speak aword about it,” Alex warned. “1t would be your
desth warrant.”

Tamaranodded reluctantly, then asked, “What about Harbin and the old woman? They actudly saw him
at the artifact.”

“I'll protect them,” said Alex. “1 won't let my father harm them.”

“You can do that?' Y uan asked.

Alex amiled grimly. “I cantry.”



And Y uan realized what was going on. He s playing a power game againg hisfather. And we re pawns
in hisgame. Aslong as hisfather knows there are people dive who can tell about his collapse, Alex has
the upper hand.

Y uan turned toward Tamara, but her eyes were il fastened on Alex Humphries.

If he noticed her focus on him, Alex gave no outward sign of it. He asked, “ All right, then. You'll come
withme”

“With you?” Tamaraasked. “To where?’

“The artifact, of course. We re going to study it. | want to find out how it works, who put it there, why
they put it there”

Somehow, Y uan wasn't surprised. But he heard himself ask, “We re going back to it?”

“Of course. Right away.”

* k% k %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
BACKUP CONTROL POD

T

hejolt nearly knocked Theo out of hiscommand chair. Angela, standing behind him, was thrown to the
floor.

“COLLISION,” blared the ship’s computer, “PROPELLANT TANK SIX RUPTURED.”



Theo got out of hischair, helped Angelato her feet.

“Propellant tank X7’ she muttered, dightly dazed.

“It’ sbeen empty for years,” Theo said. “No loss”

With both of them on their feet, Theo said, “ Check with Mom, seeif she' sokay.”

Ashissster bent over the intercom panel, Theo scanned hisworking controls. Cripes! he thought. First a
solar storm and now a collision. How much more can we take? Spin rat€' sincreased, he saw. A whole
section of the rim’ s been ripped open. Must’ ve been a sizable rock that hit us, maybe ameter across or
more.

He pecked at the control keyboard. Got to fire the spin jets, dow us back to normal. Otherwisethe
increased angular momentum will start to shake us apart.

But when he called up the spin jet display, haf the lightswerein thered.

“Damn!” he spat.

“What' sthe matter?’ asked Angea, looking frightened.

Tracing the schematic display with aforefinger, Theo answered, “ The collison cut the circuitry to the spin
jetson that side of the hull. The system won't fire with one set of thejets out.”

“Canyou override?’

“No, dammit. I’'ll haveto go outside and repair the circuit manualy.

Immediately Angdasaid, “I'll back you up.”



“Okay,” said Theo. “We Il both get into suits but you come back here and take the command chair while
I’'m outside. If | get into trouble, you' |l be ready to come out and help.”

“Right,” Angelasaid. No argument.

Asthey clambered up the tube tunnd toward the living quarters and the main airlock, Theo felt the ship
vibrating, adight tremor that would only get worse, he knew, unless he could get the cold-gasjetsto
dow their spin back to normal.

“How’sMom?’ he shouted to Angela, afew rungs of the ladder above him.

“ She sounded okay. She said she wasworking on the air filters when the collision hit.”

“Shewasn't hurt, was she?’

“Y ou know Mom. She'd haveto lose an arm or aleg before she' d admit she got hurt.”

Pauline was waiting for them at the hatch to the airlock. “I"ve pulled out your suits and checked their air
tanks. Both suits are ready for use”

“Thanks, Mom,” Theo said.

Pauline hel ped them into their suits, checked the sedl's, then sent Angelaback toward the control pod.
Once she reported on the intercom that she was safely at her post, Pauline started to pull her own suit out
of itslocker.

“What're you doing, Mom?’ Theo asked.

“I'll be your backup. Help meinto my suit, please.”

“But Angie-”



“Angi€ sinthepod. If you get into trouble, I can be outside with you in three minutes, thetime it takesto
cyclethearlock. Angi€ sfifteen minutes away.”

Theo recognized the tone of his mother’ svoice. All that arguing would do was delay therepairshe
needed to make. It would never change his mother’ smind, or blunt her determination.

“Okay,” he said, with adefeated sigh. Y et inwardly he knew his mother was right, and he appreciated
her wisdom.

Once outsde, Theo used his suit’'s maneuvering jetsto skim hafway around the ship’srim.

“How doesit look?’ Pauline s voice sounded calm enough, but he thought he detected just atrace of
awxidy init.

Shaking his head insde the suit' s glassted helmet, Theo replied, “Like some giant robot ripped thewhole
section gpart.”

“That bad?’

“Could ve been alot worse. Therock must’ve comein at aflat angle. It grazed the hull, just plowed
aong this one section and then went onitsway.”

Angeda svoicecut in. “Can you fix the circuitry?’

“Yegh, sure. But it'sgoing to take time.”

And air. Theo knew hismother had filled his suit’ stanks, but every breath he took sucked up precious
oxygen. Then there’ sthe maneuvering jet propellant. Cold nitrogen, same asthe ship’srim jets use. How
much more do we have in store? We can take nitrogen out of the air we breathe, but that ups the oxy
percentage, which can start its own cascade of problems.

He shook his head again, thistimeto clear away al the disturbing thoughts. No timefor thet, hetold



himsdlf. Fix the problem at hand.

Hedidn't redize how long he' d been at histask until Angelacdled. “Y ou’' ve got one hour of air left,
Thee”

Looking up from the welding job he' d been doing, he floated out to the limit of his safety tether with the
welding laser in hisgloved hand.

“Almost finished,” he said. He wished he could reach inside the helmet and scratch hisnose. The
headband he wore kept the swest out of his eyes, but he could fed it trickling uncomfortably down his
cheeks and soaking the collar of hisshirt. No timefor complaining, hetold himself sternly. Get the job
done.

At last he called to Angela, “ Check the circuit schematic, Angie. It should be dl green now.”

“It'samb. .. no, it'sgoneto green!” Her voice sounded jubilant.

“Okay. Firethejets. One-second burst. Just seeif they actudly work.”

“Hring.”

Theo saw apuff glitter from the nearest jet: cold nitrogen gasimmediately disspating into the vacuum of
space.

“Worksfinel” Angelasang out.

“Okay,” said Theo. “Check the spin program and dave the jet controlsto it. I'm heading in.”

Two years ago, even one year ago, he wouldn't have trusted Angelato get it right. But she’ sgrown alot,
Theo thought. Then he grinned to himsdf. So havel, | guess.

He got asfar as the open outer hatch of the airlock. Then his earphones crackled:



“Unidentified vessd, thisis Vogeltod. Do you need assi stance?”’

* k k %

At firgt Vaker was disappointed that the ship on hismain screen wasn't hisquarry, Hunter. Butit wasa
ship, running silent, no signals coming out of it, either before the solar scorm or now, after it.

“Issheaderdict?’ Vaker wondered aloud.

Nicco, dtting a the communications console, said, “I can hal her.”

Vaker thought it over for about a second, then replied, “Do that. Politely. According to the rules.”

Nicco grinned as he pressed histransmission key. “ Unidentified vessd,” he called, hisvoice light and
sweet. “Thisis Vogeltod. Do you need assistance?”’

No answer. Only the crackle of interference from the natural background emissions of the Sun and tars.
Then:

“Thisisoreship Syracuse!” ayoung voice shouted eagerly. “ Y esl We ve been damaged and we
urgently need hdp!”

“Put them on screen,” Vaker commanded.

Nicco made an elaborate shrug. “No visud. Only voice. And it’skindawesak, likeit’ sasuit radio, not
the ship’scomm system.”

Vaker leaned on the comm key built into hiscommand chair’ sarmrest. “ Syracuse, we hear you. You're
damaged, you say?’



“Yessr. We ve been on apowerless trgjectory for almost four years now, ever since we were attacked.”

“ Attacked? By who?’

“Wedon't know. The attacker dagged our antennas so we couldn’t call for help. I'm talking to you
through asuit radio.”

Nicco haf stood at his console and took alittle bow. The other creavmen razzed him.

“WEll rendezvouswith you,” said Vaker, waving to the crew to be quiet. “How many aboard your
vesH?’

“Rendezvous will betricky, sir. Our radar’ s out. We' re blind aswell as deaf and dumb.”

“That'sdl right. We | match vectors and board you. How many inyour crew?’

“There sjust my mother, my sster and me.”

Vaker's smile showed dmogt dl histesth.

“Hold tight. I'll come aboard mysdlf.”

“That' sgreat! That’swonderful!”

Vaker cut the connection and his crew whooped with glee.

“Two women!”

“And only one man to protect them!”



“Hesoundslike akid.”

“Keep your pantson, you apes,” Vaker said, raising one hand to silence them. “Nicco, check the IAA
regigration for Syracuse. Kirk, match our vector with theirs, get us close enough for me to jump across
inasuit.”

“You? By yoursdf?’

“That’ sright. | don’t want you baboons scaring the ladies.” Before they could complain he added, “Or
making the lad suspicious. Easy doesit. They’ re not going anywhere without us.”

* * % %

Theo was s0 excited it took him three triesto punch out the code on the wall pad that controlled the
arlock. He stood fidgeting inside his space suit asthe ‘lock cycled from vacuum to normal air pressure,
al fatigue forgotten, al the worries and fears that he had carried insgde him like agnawing tumor for more
than three years, gone, disappeared.

We're saved, he kept telling himself. We' re saved. We're saved.

In his hemet earphones he heard his mother and sister bubbling.

“It samiraclel” Angiesad, her voice brimming with joy.

“I never thought it could happen,” Pauline said, just asdated. “In dl thisemptiness, to run into another
ship...”

Theo heard his mother’ s voice catch, sensed her struggling to hold back tears.

When hefindly clomped out of the airlock, Angelaand Pauline were both haf out of their space suits,
down to nothing but their leggings. As soon as he pulled the helmet off his head they both wrapped their
arms around his neck and broke into wet, blubbering sobs. Theo wanted to dance ajig, but they were
pressing too close to him and hewas afraid of tramping on their feet.



“WEe re saved, Theo, we' re saved,” hismother said. “Y ou’ ve brought usthrough it.”

“Wedid it together, Mom. Y ou, Angie and me.”

Angiesaid, “Let’ s get these leggings off and put on some clean clothes. | want to look presentable. Y ou
too, Mom.”

Pauline laughed through her tears. “ Y es, yes, of course. We want to ook our best.”

* k x %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
LIVING QUARTERS

\Y

aker beamed abrilliant smile ashe sat in the cushioned armchair that Theo had avoided using since his
father had left them. It had been hisfather’ s chair, but now Vaker sat init, perfectly at ease, a
big-shouldered, handsome smiling stranger in a hodgepodge of auniform that seemed to be made up of
odd bitsand pieces from half a dozen other outfits.

“Very comfortable quarters you have here,” said Vaker smoothly.

Pauline had put on aclean set of pale blue coverallsthat complemented her sandy hair nicely. Angelawas
wearing an actual dress, something she hadn’t done since they’ d left Ceres. Theo was shocked to see
how redly good-looking his sster was, and how Vaker stared admiringly at her. Angie had pinned up
her hair and put on lip gloss. She had aso lft the top three buttons of her dress open; Vaker seemed
especidly impressed with her breathing.

Pauline sat on the sofa, her daughter beside her. “1’'m afraid we don’t have much food left,” she said.
“WEe ve been rationing it out all these months, to make it last long enough for usto get back to Ceres.”



“I undergtand,” Vaker said, hiseyes never leaving Angie.

Sitting nervoudy on the edge of the smaler armchair, on the other end of the coffee table from Valker,
Theo said, “It'sagood thing we were in our suitswhen you hailed us. Otherwise we wouldn't have
known you were nearby.”

“Oh, we would' ve boarded you anyway,” said Vaker. “We rein the sdvage business. At first we
thought your vessel had been abandoned, like so many othersin the Belt.”

“Sdvage busness?’ Pauline asked.

“It'snot much, but it saliving for me and my poor excuse of acrew.”

“How many inyour crew?’ Theo asked.

“There snineof us, plusme. I'm the kipper.”

“How many women?’ asked Pauline.

Vaker shook his head. “None. Women cause trouble on long missions. They don’t mean to, but men
just naturdly start to compete over them.”

Theo understood. “1 guessthat’snormal, unlessyou' re family.”

“Youbetitis”

Angdaspoke up. “ Are your men homosexuas?’

Pauline glared at her daughter.



Vaker threw his head back and hooted laughter. “My crew? No. Not at all. Quite the opposite.” Still
chuckling, he added, “ Although, after they’ ve been out on amission long enough, they’ |l take whatever
they can get.”

Angelaflushed, but said, “Y ou wouldn’t do that, would you?’

“| haven'thad to ... so far.”

Theo wanted to make Angie disgppear. She' sgiving this stranger al the wrong impression, he thought.

Pauline changed the subject. “1f you could give us some prope lant for our fusion drive we could get back
to Cereswithin afew weeksor less.”

“Certainly,” said Vaker. “No problem. We'll repair your antennas, too, So you can communicate again.”

“No need for that,” Theo said.

“You'rewrong, lad. Y ou can't go barreling into the Ceres sector deaf, dumb and blind. There' stoo
much traffic in the region. It’ d be dangerousfor you and dl the others.”

Theo glanced at his mother and saw that she didn’t want Vaker’s men coming aboard Syracuse either.

“We appreciate your willingnessto help,” Pauline began. Theo interrupted. “1 can go back to your ship
with you. If you'll give me aspare antennafrom your stores | can bring it back here and st it up, no
SN%.”

But Vaker shook his head once more. “It’ snot that easy, son. We don’t have spare antennas. Our
antennas are built into the ship’shull, just like yours. But we have the materidsto lay down anew set of
antennasfor you. Materials and men to do the job.”

“I can do thejob mysdf if you just give methe materids,” Theo said.



Vaker looked a him, smiling toothily. “I understand? Y ou’ re scared to let my men aboard your vessd.
Two beautiful women and nine hungry men. Right?’

“Ten men,” Theo corrected. “Including you.”

“Including me, that’ sright,” Vaker acknowledged, laughing. “But you don't have anything to worry
about, son. | guarantee that my men won't bother your mother or ster. That’sapromise.”

And he hdd out hisright hand. Theo glanced at his mother, thinking, I’ ve got no choice. Reluctantly, he
took Vaker'shand in hisown.

* * % %

The three of them went with Vaker to the airlock. Theo couldn’t help but be envious as he watched the
man pull on his nanofabric space suit.

“I'll be back with two men to help you ingtall anew set of antennas,” Vaker promised as he pulled the
auit’s cowling over his head and inflated it into a clear bubble. “ Once that’ s done we Il transfer enough
hydrogen to get you back to Ceres.”

“That will bewonderful,” Pauline said.

Vaker grinned a her. “ Always happy to help alovely lady in distress”

He waved and stepped into the airlock. Theo punched out the code that sedled the hatch and started the
arlock cydling.

Once the hatch shut and the pand lightsindicated the ‘1ock was pumping down to vacuum, Pauline
swung around and dapped her daughter on the face, hard.

Angdawastoo stunned to cry. Theo saw the stinging marks of his mother’ sfingers on Angi€ sface,
white against her reddened cheek.



“Taking about sex!” Pauline hissed. “ Are you crazy? Ten sex-starved men and you make them think . .
. Her voicefatered.

“I didn't mean . ..” Angdasaid, her voice quavering.

Theo tried to get hismother’ sattention. 1 couldn’t refuse his help. They’ d just come aboard anyway.”

Pauline said, “Thee, get your sister out of sight. Find a placeto hide her. | don’t want those mento get a
glimpse of her whilethey’ re on board our ship.”

“What about you, Mom?’

“I can take care of mysdf,” Paulinesaid. “It's Angie I’ m worried about.”

Theo started to object. Before he could, though, Pauline said in a softer tone, “1’m an old lady, Thee.
Y ou saw the way that man was staring a Angie. He had no interest in me.”

“I"'m not so sure, Mom. He—"

“Thee, we don't have time to debate the issue. Get Angieto a safe hideaway, quickly. Before they dl
come aboard.”

* * * %

Back in Vogeltod, Vaker’'s crew crowded around him as soon as he stepped through the airlock hatch.

“What' s the word, skipper?’

“What'sgoin’ on over there?’

“How big acrew?’



“What about the women?’

Vaker slenced them with a gesture, then broke into hiswidest grin. “Just like he said over the radio. One
crewman, ateenaged kid. And two women, amother and her daughter. Both good-looking. The
daughter’ s hot to trot, too.”

They dl laughed.

Nicco asked, “What about the mother?’

“Good-looking, likel said. Elegant. Triesto be cooal, but it' | be fun melting her down.”

* * % %

SELENE:
HOTEL LUNA

A

lex Humphries persondly escorted Y uan and Tamara Vishinsky to the Hotel Luna. Although the hotel’s
forma entrance was up in the Main Plaza, awide powered stairway led down to the lobby, past sheets
of genuineliquid water that did glistening down tilted dabs of granite quarried from the lunar highlands.

“Thewater’ srecycled, of course,” Alex said asthey glided down the stairway. “ It looks pretty
impressive, though, here on the Moon.”

Y uan nodded appreciatively and noticed that Tamara was standing as close to Humphries as she could
without climbing into his cothes.



Therewere pools of limpidly clear water on either Side a the bottom of the stairway, with fish swvimming
inthem.

“Aquaculture,” Humphries commented. “ Selene gets more protein per unit of energy input from fish than
from meet animas.”

“Y ou mean people eat those fish?” Tamara asked, her eyeswide and fixed on Humphries.

He nodded. “Y ou can pick one out for your dinner.”

Shelaughed appreciatively.

The hotel lobby was bigger than any Y uan had ever seen, lavishly carpeted and decorated with oriental
tables and comfortable leather-covered easy chairs. Ornate displays of artificid flowers sprouted from
imitation Ming vases.

Humphries walked them to the reception desk, where abowing ass stant manager led them to adjoining
roomstwo levels below the lobby.

“Thisisour bottom floor,” the dightly pudgy man said in asdlf-effacing whisper. “Our very best.”

He opened adoor and motioned Y uan insde. Impressive, Y uan thought. Roomy without being too big.
Nice decorations. One entire wal was a smart screen that showed, at the moment, asatdlite view of the
Grand Canyon on Mars.

“Thanks” he said to Humphries.

“Y ou're comped for everything,” Alex told him. “For three days. Then we leavefor the Belt.”

“May | add,” murmured the assistant manager, “that our shops up on the lobby level offer the very latest
designer fashions and a complete line of accessories.”



Y uan realized the man wastdlling him that he needed some new clothes. He nodded wordlessly and
closed hisdoor.

“And your roomishere,” the assstant manager said, opening the next door.

Tamaralooked ingde. “Very luxurious,” she said to Humphries.

The assistant manager handed her the key chip, glanced at Humphries, then bowed and scurried down
the corridor.

“I think you'll be comfortable,” Humphries said.

Tamararealized he was severd centimeterstaler than hisfather, clone or no clone. Looking up a him,
she asked, “Would you liketo come in?’

Heamiled. “1 don't think that would bewise”

“Redly?’ she breathed.

“Look,” hesaid, “I’ve pulled you out of acesspoal full of trouble. My father isn't happy with you —

“It wasn't me who let Harbin and the old woman go,” Tamarasaid. “ Y uan did that.”

“But you killed Commander Bolestos, didn’t you? He didn't just conveniently drop dead. Y ou stuck a
knifein hisribs”

Humphries could see sudden anger flarein her eyes. But she controlled it immediately.

“It waswrong, | know,” she said contritely. “But he wouldn't have alowed usto seethe artifact.”

“That’ sno reason to kill aman.”



“You'reright,” she murmured, her head drooping. Shelooked up at him through lowered lashes and
added, “| realizethat now . . . Sncethe artifact.”

“There sbeen enough killing,” Alex Humphries said. “Too much. Now we re going out to the artifact and
try to understand it, learn fromiit.”

“If that’ swhat you want.”

“That' swhat | want,” he said fervently. “My father doesn’'t want the IAA or the universities near it, and |
think he’ sright about that. But he can’t ssop me.”

“Of coursehecan't.”

“I'll need your help. Yoursand Yuan's.”

“I'll do whatever you want meto,” Tamarasaid, her head il lowered.

Alex tucked afinger under her chin and lifted her face. “Y ou will?’

“Anything,” shewhispered.

He stepped into the hotel room with her and pushed the door shut. She redized that this man was his
father’ sclone, after all.

* * % %

CARGO SHIP PLEIADES:
BRIDGE



Y

ou'retaking to yoursdlf,” Victor Zacharias muttered. “ That’ s not agood sign.”

Sowho esedo | haveto talk to? he asked silently. I'm awanted thief in Ceres, | can’t chat with anyone
there.

He got up from the command chair and strode the four pacesit took to go from one end of the bridgeto
the other. Then back again. Maybe | should go to the gym, work up a swedt. Instead he returned to the
command chair and turned on the comm console.

He scanned the news channel's constantly, desperately hoping for some word about Syracuse. For
months he had plotted possible trgectories for his ship, paths through the Belt that were based on little
more than guesswork. | don't have afirm fix on what her position waswhen | left the ship, and | have no
ideaof what Pauline might have done with the propulsion fuel we had left in the tanks. Or how much fuel
was eft. Or how she might try to swing into atrgectory that’ Il bring them back toward Ceres.

It was madness to attempt to cal culate where Syracuse might be, but it was amadnessthat kept Victor
sane. Otherwise he would be cruising blindly through the Belt, asingle ship trying to find another speck of
aship in the enormous vast emptiness.

His dreams were racked with nightmares. He saw one disaster after another: The ship struck by an
agteroid that ripped her apart, Pauline and the kids flung into the vacuum, their eyes bursting from their
heads, their screams piercing hisskull. Or drifting out to Jupiter, the ship’s systemsfailing one by one,
dying of hunger, of thirst, suffocating asthe air recyclersfailed and they dl choked to desth, emaciated
and hdpless.

The broadcasts from Cereswere gtrictly utilitarian, traffic reports for the most part. No word of alost
ship found, no word of hiswife and children saved.

Still helistened. And watched the broadcasts from Earth and the Moon. And checked the frequency that
Syracuse would use to beam out its beacon and telemetry data.

“Maybe Theo' sfixed the antennas,” he hoped doud. “Maybe they' re sgnding for help.”



Nothing. Only the crackle of interference from the depths of space. No word from hislost family.

* k% k %

“I’mgoing to haveto stay in the torm cdllar?” Angelacomplained.

She had changed into grictly utilitarian coverdls, but still Theo noticed how well hissister’ sbody filled
the gray jJumpsuit. As he pulled the heavy hatch open, Theo said, “ Sedl thishatch once you'reinside.
Don't openit for anybody, understand?’

“Just because Mom's afraid—"

“Stuff it!” Theo snapped. “Mom’ sgot aright to be afraid and if you had any sense you' d be scared out
of your skull.”

Angdafdl slent.

“Ten men who haven't seen awoman in who knows how long,” Theo went on. “Y ou want to be

gang-raped?’

1] Tl,.m! ”

“That’ swhat they’ll do, Angie.”

“That nice Captain Vaker wouldn't let them hurt me.” But she stepped inside the cramped radiation
shdlter.

“Vaker would befirginline”

“That'scrazy, Thee”



“Lisento me,” hesaid. “There sfood and water in here. Y ou can stay here for aweek if you haveto.
Sedl the hatch and don’t open it for anybody. Not until | knock oniit likethis” And he rapped his
knuckles on the hatch’ s metal face three timesin rapid succession, then a second’ s pause, then three
more quick raps.

“Got it? One-two-three, wait, one-two-three.”

“Likeawdtz,” Angdasad.

“A watz?Yeah, | guessmaybeitis” Theo ducked down abit to survey the interior of the metal-walled
shelter. Cabinets stocked with supplies, food freezer and microwave, water tank half full.

“That'sit, then,” hesaid at last. “You'll be okay in here until we get rid of Vaker and hiscrew.” Slently
he added, | hope.

* * % %

Pauline was in the command pod, fretting about the irony of the Stuation. We re found by agang of
scavengers, she said to hersdlf. | supposethat’s only to be expected. Who else would find a damaged
ship drifting through the Bdlt?

But the way that man stared at Angela. And she enjoyed his attention! She'sletting her hormones do her
thinking for her. I’ ve got to protect her. And Theo too. They’ [l murder Theeif they think he' sgetting in
their way.

How can | pull usthrough this? How can | get them to repair the ship without hurting us? Without killing
us? Vaker said they' re salvage operators, that means they want our ship. But to get it. . .

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to blot out the vision that she foresaw. They’ll kill usall. But only after
they’ ve had their fun with Angie and me. Maybe even with Thee. Then they’ Il take Syracuse back to
Ceresand sdll her for salvage. Or scrap, more likely.

One teenaged boy and two women againgt ten scavengers. Angi€ sout of their sight but they can find her
easily enough if they want to. And poor Thee, they’ Il kill him right off if hetriesto fight them.



What can | do? Pauline asked hersdf again and again. How can | stop them?

Vaker, shethought. HE stheir captain, their leader. He can control them, maybe. If | can control him.

* * * %

SALVAGE SHIP VOGELTOD:
AIRLOCK

don't get it,” said Kirk, amost in asnarl. “Why don't we just go over there and take that ship? Push the
kid out an airlock and screw the two women until our cocksfdl off.”

Nicco, standing beside Kirk, laughed and agreed. “Y eah, why not?’

Vaker amiled benignly at histwo crewmen. “Because | say we're not going to do it that way, that’s
why.”

“If we put it to avote the crew would go my way,” Kirk retorted.

“Now ligten,” said Vdker, planting hisfistson hiships. “I don’t pull rank often, but | am the captain of
this woebegone crew and you'll follow my orders”

“Why should we?’

“Because | say 0. That ore bucket will fetch us a decent price back at Ceres, but once we show up with
her in tow what’ sthefirgt thing the rock rats inspectorswill ask?’



Before either Kirk or Nicco could reply, Vaker answered his own question. “What happened to the
owners?’

Kirk shrugged. “How should we know? We found the vessal abandoned and adrift.” Turning to Nicco,
“Right?’

“Right"”

“It'snot that ample,” Vadker insgted. “It never is”

Scratching intently at the scar along his cheek, Nicco said, “1 don’t know what’ swrong with just taking
their ship and the two women, bang! Likethat.”

“WEe re going to do it my way, share and share dike.”

“That' swhat I’ ve been saying,” Kirk argued, with asmirk.

“Jud likeinthearmy,” said Vaker. “ The officers and the enlisted men share everything fifty-fifty.”

“Only there' sahundred enlisted men for every officer,” Nicco grumbled.

“That’ sright. And there’ snine of you apes and only one of me. But we |l share everything fifty-fifty.

“Yeah? Kirk asked, suspicious.

“Two women. The nine of you mugsin the crew get one and the captain gets one. Fair enough, en?’

“Thehdl itig”

“All right,” Vaker said, laughing. “ Suppose | appoint you two to be officers? My first and second
metes.”



“Then the other saven —*

“They get one of the women and the three of us get the other one.”

“And thekid?’

“We push him out an airlock—after he rebuildsthe ship’s antennas. I'm not towing avessd into the
Ceres sector that' s deaf, dumb and blind.”

Kirk looked a Nicco, who made an affirmative shrug.

“Fair enough?’ Vaker asked them.

“Fair enough,” said Kirk, grudgingly. Then he added, “Uh, which of the women do we get? Or do we
take turnswith thetwo of ‘em?’

* * * %

With Valker directing them, Kirk and Nicco set up aflexible access tube that connected Vogeltod' s
main airlock with the zero-g hub of the whed-shaped Syracuse. Now they didn’t need space suitsto
transfer from one ship to the other. Vaker wasthe firg to glide through the spongy tube and enter
Syracuse, with histwo crewmen close behind him.

Without much enthusiasm Theo greeted them as they floated through the inner hatch of Syracuse’s
airlock. Speaking hardly aword he led them aong the tube tunnel to the lockers that fronted the main
arlock, where Pauline was waiting for them.

“We come aboard, gentlemen,” she said, forcingaminima smile.

“Where syour lovely daughter?’ Vaker asked, histeeth showing.



“She' sbeen takenill,” said Pauline. “ Some sort of afever. I ve confined her to her quarters.”

Vaker'sgrindidn’t diminish by amillimeter. “ That’ stoo bad. Awful sudden, wasn't it?’

Looking more serious than ever, Pauline said, “I don’'t know what it could be. I'm hoping it’ s not
contagious. Once you get an antennaworking | can query the medical people at Ceres about her.”

Vaker nodded understandingly. Turning to histwo crewmen, he ordered, “ All right, you heard what the
lady said. Let’s get the materid s aboard and start building anew set of antennas.”

Neither man moved.

Then hesaid to Theo, “Y ou’ d better get into your suit, son. We have alot of work ahead of us, outside.”

“Right,” said Theo. He turned to the row of lockers and began pulling out his own hard-shell space suit.

“Still usng those?” Vaker asked.

Paulinereplied, “WEe re not rich enough to afford the nanosuits, I'm afraid.”

“Too bad. If | had an extraonel’dloan it to thelad.”

Theo sat on the bench and began tugging on hisleggings.

“Nicco, give the boy ahand. Kirk, you get back to our ship and start transferring the antenna materials.”

Kirk started to say something, but aglance at VVaker made him shut up and head back to VVogeltod.

Theo obvioudy did not appreciate being called a“boy” or a“lad,” but he said nothing as he reached for
his thick-soled boots.



“I usstawork inasuit likethis,” Nicco said, tapping his knuckles on the torso of Theo' s suit, still hanging
inthelocker. “The nanosuits are alot better.”

“| supposethey are,” Theo said guardedly.

Vaker said to Pauling, “I can get adiagnostic handset from our infirmary, maybe find out what' sailing
your daughter.”

“I think not,” said Pauline. “If she has something contagious | don’t want you and your crew coming
downwithit.”

“I understand,” Vaker said, thinking, Y ou don’t want meto seethe girl in bed, eh?

Nicco held the space auit torso high enough for Theo, crouching, to get hishead and amsinto it.

“Y ou take care of him,” Valker told his crewman, “then go back to Vogeltod and help Kirk bring up
those supplies”

With ady grin, Nicco touched one finger to his brow and said crisply, “Aye, skipper.”

To Pauling, Vaker said, “I'll have to see your communications setup if we' re going to rebuild your
antennas.”

“That' s up in the command pod,” shereplied.

“You' d better lead methere.”

Pauline shot aglance a Theo, who was pulling his glassted bubble helmet over his head.

“I'll bedl right, Mom,” Theo said.



“Nicco will take good care of him, don’t worry,” Vaker assured Pauline.

Without another word, Pauline went through the hatch that led into the family’ sliving quarters and,
beyond that, to the tube tunndl that connected with the command pod. VVaker followed behind her, close
enough for her to fed hisbreath on the back of her neck.

* k k %

SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
GALLEY

E

Iverdaheld both her gaunt, bony hands around the mug of hot teg, feding the warmth seep into her
palms. She stared at her hands: al bones and tendons, like abird's claws, their skin mottled with age
spots. Once, these hands carved monumenta sculptures, she said to herself. Now they can bardly lift a
cup of tea.

Rejuvenation thergpies have their limits, she thought. So do old women who' ve outlived their usefulness.
Then sherecdled the vision the artifact had reveded to her. Onelast sculpture, shetold hersdf. A fina
tribute to him. Can | hang on long enough to do it? How much longer can | go on? And once I’ m deed,
what will happen to Dorn?

Asif on cue, the cyborg stepped through the hatch and sat heavily in the chair at the head of thetable. He
dretched out his prosthetic leg and flexed it severd times, dowly.

“Areyou dl right?’ Elverda asked.

“Theleg fed s iiff. The bearings need lubrication.”

She darted to get up from her chair. “I’ll find —*



“No need,” Dorn said, sopping her with one upraised hand. His hand of flesh. “I can handleit later.”

Elverda settled back in the gdley chair. “Y ou're certain?’

“Yes. Thank you anyway.”

“Denada,” she said. She picked up the mug of teaagain, then asked, “Did your radar sweep turn up
anything?’

“Nothing.”

“No bodies?’

“Not even any debris.”

“Areyou surewe re a theright location?’

He nodded ponderoudly. “I checked with Ceres. The battle took place here. | wasn'tiniit, but | was
given to understand that at least a dozen mercenaries were killed.”

“Which corporation did they serve? Astro or Humphries?’

The human haf of Dorn’sface frowned dightly. “Whet difference does it make?’

“We could check their corporate headquarters. Perhaps they’ ve dready picked up the bodies.”

“No,” he sad, flexing the leg again. “ The corporations never picked up their dead. They smply wrote
them off their accounting ledgers.”



“Inhuman,” Elverdamurmured.

“Humans often perform inhuman acts. | mysdf am the foremost example of that sorry fact.”

“That wasn't you,” Elverda said quickly. “ That was someone else. Another person. Not you, not who
you are now.”

“Stll. . .” He bowed his head briefly, asif uttering a swift prayer. Then, “ The fact remainsthat there are
no bodiesto be found at thislocation.”

“Which means?’

“Which meansthat they have drifted much farther than | anticipated.”

“Or they were destroyed in the battle.”

Dorn seemed to consider that for amoment. “We'll do aspira search pattern.”

“For how long?’

“A few days, at least. If we don't find anything we' Il move on to the next battle Site.”

“That would be the last one, wouldn’t it?”

“Thelast onethat | know of. I'm certain there are others.”

Elverda hestated, then plunged ahead. “Wheat if there aren’t any others? What if we' vefound dl the
bodiesthat there are to find? What then?’

He stared at her, one eye an unblinking red cameralens, the other al too human.



“Then my missonisfinished,” hesad.

“And what do you do then?’

Hedidn’t answer. He can't, Elverdasaid to hersdf. He sbuilt hislife around thismission and onceit’s
over hislifewill have no purpose, no meaning.

Then sheredized, Nor will mine, oncel finish his sculpture.

* k x %

With Nicco beside him in his nanosuit, Theo hung at the end of his safety tether and surveyed the gashed
length of hull where Syracuse' s antennas used to be. He could see the ship’ sinnards through the long rip,
the torn and empty fud tanksthat had once held hydrogen propd lant for the fuson drive.

“Hafta patch that up,” Nicco said over the suit-to-suit radio link, “before we transfer any fuel toya”

“We have other fud tanks,” said Theo. “Undamaged. On the other side of the whed.”

“Oh. Okay, good. But the antennas comefirgt,” Nicco said. “ Skipper wants them antennas workin’
before we do anything e'se”

Nodding ingde his bubble helmet, Theo said, “Fine with me. But we can’t put them here, the skin'stoo
tornup.”

“Where, then?’

Pointing with an extended arm, Theo said, “ Over on that section, by the command pod. That way gives
usthe shortest path for the circuitry.”



“Show me,” said Nicco.

Theo fet distinctly nervous about disconnecting his safety tether. The suit’ s propulsion pack can jet you
around the ship for hours, he told himsdlf. Y ou can dways jet back to an airlock, the tethersare just an
extrasafety precaution. He knew it, but he till felt edgy about being outside the ship with this scavenger.

And Mom’sin the pod with their skipper, he redlized.

“I’'m coming out,” said Kirk’ svoicein Theo's helmet earphones.

“Wait,” hereplied. “We re moving to the next section of the hull. Bring the suppliesthere”

“What the hell am | supposed to be, adonkey or something?’ Kirk complained. “How come | haveto
cary dl thisjunk?’

“Too heavy for you?’ Nicco jeered.

“Just ‘ causeit’' sweightless don’t mean it’ s easy to handle, wiseass,” Kirk shot back. “Come on down
here and give me ahand.”

“Okay, okay,” said Nicco. Theo could see histeeth grinning.

“I'll be over at the next section, by the pod,” Theo said, pointing. “I’ll see you both there.”

“Yeah.” Nicco pulled himself hand over hand along histether, heading for the open airlock hatch where
Kirk waited with the materials to paint a new antenna set onto the undamaged section of the hull.

Theo unclipped histether and squeezed the control stud at hiswaist. The et pack surged against his back
and he lunged across the dashed section of hull, heading toward the backup control pod.

Once there he clipped the tether to acleat and looked inside the pod. His mother and Vaker seemed to
bein earnest conversation. Wish | could hear what they’ re saying, Theo thought. If he tries anything with



Mom I'll. ..

You'll what? he asked himsdlf. What can you do? Bitterly, he thought that it would have been better if
they’ d never seen Vaker and his crew of scavengers. If | hadn’t been in this suit when they hailed us. . .

Suddenly an idea popped into his head. The suit radios don’t have much range, but we're closer to
Ceres now. If these scavengers found us there might be other ships close enough to hear me!

But so would Vaker's crew. So what? Theo asked himsdlf. We can’t bein more trouble than we are
NOow.

Redlizing that he had to act fast or not at al, Theo raised his gloved hands before hisface so he could see
the keypad built into his suit’ sleft wrist. He punched up a different frequency from the suit-to-suit freak
he' d been using with Nicco and Kirk.

Helicked hislips, then said, “Thisisore ship Syracuse. We are damaged and need assistance. Three
people aboard. Propulsion system down. We are adrift and need assistance urgently.”

He saw Nicco and Kirk sailing toward him, towing amesh net bulging with cans and tubes: the materids
to spray new antennas onto the hull.

Kirk came up close enough dmost to touch hemetswith him. “ That wasn’t smart, kid,” he snarled.

* * * %

Back on Hunter’ s bridge, Dorn sat heavily in the command chair. Elverdatook the smaller seat beside
him.

“I"ve been thinking about your question,” he said dowly. “ About what to do once we' ve recovered the
last of the bodies.”

Elverdalooked at him questioningly. “What will you do?’ she asked.



The human side of hisface almost smiled. 1 supposewhat | will doistry to find away to die”

“No!” she snapped. “Y ou mustn't!”

“What point—"

The comm computer’ s message light began blinking. Elverdatouched the receive key.

“Thisisoreship Syracuse,” cameawesk voice, barely audible over the crackling hiss of interference.
“We are damaged and need assistance. Three people aboard. Propulsion system down. We are adrift
and need assistance urgently.”

“ Syracuse?” Dorn gasped.

“Y ou know the ship?’ asked Elverda.

It was several moments before he replied, “ Dorik Harbin tried to destroy it.”

* * * %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
FAMILY QUARTERS

H

ewas using the dternate frequency on his suit radio to call for hep,” Kirk said, hisface setin an angry
grimace.

Theo stood between Kirk and Nicco like a prisoner under guard. Vaker lounged, completely at ease, in
the big armchair that had been hisfather’s. Pauline was on the sofa, Sitting tensdly, her fists on her knees,



her eyes on her son.

“| do that whenever I’'min the suit,” Theo improvised. “It'smy normd routine.”

“Isit now?” Vaker asked, one eyebrow cocked dubioudy. “We didn't hear any distress call from you
when we found you,” Nicco said.

“I was just about to send out acall when | heard your message,” Theo said.

“Why call for help when we' re dready here?’ Kirk demanded.

Valker answered before Theo could reply. “Because he' s scared of us, that’ swhy. Isn’t it, son? Y ou see
agang of roughneck scavengers and you' re worried about your mother and sister. Right?’

Theo hesitated, then admitted, “ That' s part of it, | suppose.”

“Can't say | blameyou,” said Vaker. “Mighty courageous of you, redly, trying to protect your mother
and sger.”

Nicco piped up, “Whatsamatter, kid, don’t you trust us?’

Getting to hisfeet, Vaker said, “I wouldn’t trust us, Nicco. Not if | was ayoung lad facing a shipload of
desperadoslike us.”

He placed astrong hand on Theo' s shoulder. “But you see, son, there’' samatter of salvage rights here.
Wefound you, and it would complicate the Situation if somebody e se showed up.”

“We'renot sdvage,” Theo snapped. “We re not abandoned or adrift. This ship isoccupied by itsrightful
owners and we' re on acourse that' 1l take us back to Ceresin afew months.”

“Areyou now?’



“Yes” sad Pauline. “We are”

“We d only be salvage,” Theo sad, “if the ship was abandoned.”

“That can bearranged,” Kirk said, with asmirk.

“None of that, now,” said Vaker. “Theboy’sright. Thisisn't asalvage operation. We're hereto help
these people.”

Kirk started to reply, but caught the look in Vaker’s eye and snapped his mouth shuit.

To Theo, Vaker said, “Y ou don't haveto be afraid of us, son.”

“I'm not your son.”

“Now ligten,” Vaker said, alittlemoreironin hisvoice, “I’'m not your enemy. We can help you, but
you'vegot to trust us, a least alittle. We refixing your antenna problem, aren’t we? \We're going to
transfer some of our fuel to you. What more do you want?’

Theo had no answer for him. He smply glowered at Vaker, sullenly.

Pauline got to her feet. “Theo, you' retired. Why don’t you go to the galley, make yourself some dinner,
and then go to deep.”

Helooked into his mother’ s eyes and saw that her suggestion was really acommand.

Nodding, Theo said, “Okay, Mom.”

“And take these gentlemen with you,” Pauline said, gesturing to Kirk and Nicco. “ They must be hungry,
too.”



Tight-lipped, Theo repeated, “ Okay, Mom.”

Heleft the family room, Nicco and Kirk marching behind him like apair of guards.

Vaker turned back to Pauline. “Alone at last,” he said, grinning.

“I don't want them to hurt my son,” Pauline said.

“Now why would they do that?’

“Y ou know perfectly well. If you kill the three of usyou can bring this ship back to Ceresand sl it as
sdvage”

Vaker nodded. “ True enough. Or we could put you into the command pod and send you off. No blood
spilled that way.”

“But you' d be murdering usjust the same.”

“That’ swhat they want to do.” Vaker jerked athumb toward the hatch that Kirk and Nicco had just
gonethrough.

Pauline s chin rose anotch. “ And what do you want to do?’

“Me? Vdker'sgrinfaded alittle. “I'm not akiller. I'm more of alover.”

Pauline said to hersdlf, So thereit is. Out in the open. He s offering me our lives. But for how long?

“Can you keep your crew under control?’” she asked.



He nodded wordlessly.

“I don’t want any of them touching my daughter.”

Vaker puffed out abreath. “ That will be apretty tough assgnment.”

“Or hurting my son.”

“Hell, we can let him join our crew. The boy’sgot nerve; | likehim.”

“But my daughter’ sgot to be safe. From al of them, including you.”

Spreading hisarmsin agesture of complete agreement, Vaker replied, “If you' rewilling to let me share
your bed, why would | beinterested in your daughter?’

She looked into his eyes. greenish blue, hazel eyes, the kind that changes color, the kind that can’t be
trusted. But what else can | do? Pauline asked hersdlf. What else can | do to keep Angelaand Theo
safe?

* * % %

Aboard Hunter, Dorn stared at the communications screen asif he could makeit light up by sheer
willpower.

“The message isn't being repested,” Elverdasaid.

“No,” said Dorn. “And it was very weak, dmost asif it was made from a space suit radio rather than a
ship’scomm system.

“Novisud.”



“I haveafix onit, through,” Dorn said, tapping on the comm keyboard with his mechanica hand.

“Y ou attacked their ship?’

“Dorik Harbin did.”

“When?How long ago?’

“Just after Chrysalis,” Dorn sad, hisvoice bardly audible. “Nearly four years ago.”

“We must go to their assstance.”

He nodded dowly as he opened acomm channel and said, “ Attention Syracuse, thisis Hunter. We've
heard your message and are coming to your assstance.” Glancing at the navigation display, Dorn added,
“Edtimated time of arrival at your position, thirty hours. Please confirm.”

No response. Nothing but the hiss from the Sun and stars.

Dorn looked at Elverda. “They don't reply.”

“If their message camefromasuitradio. . .”

“Perhapsthey didn’t get our message.”

“Perhapsthey can't reply,” she suggested.

“Y ou take over the comm console,” Dorn said. “Tell the computer to repesat our message, with updated
ETAs.” Heturned to the navigation console. “1’ ve got to plot a course to their position.”

* k k %



Strangdly, Pauline felt neither gpprehension nor excitement as she led Vaker to her degping
compartment. Shefelt numb. I’'m doing what | have to do to protect the children, shetold hersdf. I'm
doing what | haveto do.

As she darted to dide the compartment door open, Vaker’s pocket communicator chimed.

“Damn!” he muttered, fumbling it out of histunic pocket.

Pauline could hear Kirk’ s voice from thetiny spesker. “ Somebody’ s answering the kid' sdistress call.
It sthe Hunter! They’ll be herein thirty hours”

“Hunter? Check it out with Ceres and—"

“Already did. It' sthe same Hunter. Two people aboard, one of them awoman. No weapons
registered.”

Vaker brokeinto awolfish grin. “Good! Let ‘em come! Likefliesto honey.”

He clicked the communicator shut and jammed it back into his pocket. “Y our boy’ s bringing fresh meat
to the table, Pauline.”

She knew what he meant, but she asked anyway, “ Y ou' re going to take that ship?’

“Why not? Only two people aboard her. They can disappear and we can bring her in for salvage. Get a
good pricefor her, I'm betting.”

“No buts,” Vaker said, slencing her with afinger on her lips. “ Thisisbusness”



He did the compartment’ s door al the way open, saw her oversized bed neatly made against the far
bulkhead of the compartment. “But pleasure before business,” Vaker said, ushering Paulinein to her
own compartment. “We have thirty hours. Plenty of time to get to know each other.”

* * * %

CARGO SHIP PLEIADES:
BRIDGE

T

he message ectrified Victor.

“Attention Syracuse, thisis Hunter. We ve heard your message and are coming to your assistance.
Edtimated time of arriva at your position, thirty hours. Please confirm.”

“Syracuse!” he shouted. “They'retalking to Syracuse! My ship! Pauline and the children!”

He banged hiscomm key. “ Hunter, thisis Pleiades. Can you give me anavigationd fix for Syracuse?
My wife and children are aboard her.”

Several minutes dragged by. At last his comm screen lit up to show the bizarre image of aman whose
face was hdf flesh, haf finely etched metd. A gaunt, aged woman sat beside him.

The cyborg spokein adeep, dow baritone, “ Pleiades, you are listed as a stolen ship. Areyou Victor
Zacharias?’

“Yes, yes” heanswered impatiently. “I took this ship to search for my family. Please give me anav fix so
| can gotothem.”

Neither the cyborg nor the old woman responded. They merely sat there like mute sculptures, staring at



him.

* k% k %

Dorn froze theimage of Victor Zacharias sfiercely bearded face on the comm screen and turned to
Elverda “What should we do?’" he asked.

“He says he took the ship to search for hisfamily. If they're aboard Syracuse.. . .” Sheredized that she
wasn't certain which course of action they should take.

“I could call Ceresto verify hisstory,” Dorn suggested.

Elverda shook her head. Pointing to the registration datafor Pleiades that had automatically come up on
their comm screen once the computer recognized the caler’ sname, she said, “ Cereswill give usthe
same information that the computer fileshave.”

Themessage light was blinking franticaly.

“He stryingtotak to us,” Elverdasaid.

Dorn tapped the comm keyboard.

Victor Zacharias s bearded face suddenly became animated. “ Hunter!” he said urgently. “I’mtrying to
find my family! My wife and two children.”

Reuctantly, Dorn responded, “I’'m afraid you're listed as an outlaw. Ceresclams— *

“That | golethisship,” Victor interrupted impatiently. “1t'strue. | did sted it. To find my family!”

Elverda punched up the computer’ sfile on Syracuse and touched Dorn’ s shoulder to get him to glance at
the secondary screen: Missing since the Chrysalis daughter. Four people aboard, al members of the
Zachaiasfamily.



“He steling thetruth,” Elverdasaid. Then, to Victor’ simage on the main screen, “Mr. Zacharias, we
don’t want to bein the position of abetting acrimind. Let usgo to Syracuse while you go back to Ceres
and turn yoursdf in.”

* * % %

Turn mysdf in?Victor echoed slently.

“No!” heroared. “1 want to get to my wife, my children!”

It wasimpossible to read an expression on the half-metal face of the cyborg, but the woman looked
troubled, concerned.

“Ligen,” Victor said, toning down hisfervor alittle. “1’ll go back to Ceres and turn mysdlf in after | see
my family. | want to know thet they'redl right.”

“Their message said they need assistance,” the woman said.

“They’ ve been drifting through the Belt for more than three years,” Victor pleaded. “ Of course they need
assigtance! We' ve got to help them!”

The cyborg started to say, “ The lawful thing to do—"

“Don't talk to me about legdities” Victor indsted. “My family needs help! They could be dying while
we're herearguing!”

As unperturbed asamountain of granite, the cyborg continued, “ The lawful thing to do isfor you to
return to the authorities at Ceres while we go to your family’ s rescue.”

“No!” Victor shouted. “No! I’ ve got to go to them! I’ ve got to!”



“WE |l take care of them,” the cyborg said, implacable. *Y ou’ Il see them when we bring them back to
Ceres”

“No!” Victor bellowed again. But his screen went blank.

“The bastard’ s cut me off,” Victor groaned. He wanted to batter the screen with his bare fists, smash it
into amillion shards. Instead, he buried hisfacein his hands and wept like aman who'slost hislast
chance for redemption.

* * * %

Elverda stared at the suddenly blank screen. “That. . . that was. . . cruel.”

Dorn nodded minimally. “ Perhapsit was.”

“He strying to find hisfamily.”

“If he' stelling the truth. Perhaps he' sredly athief and he wantsto take our ship. Or Syracuse. Or both.”

“That' sfar-fetched.”

“Isit? Do you have any idea of how many people he has aboard his ship? Thieves. Pirates.”

“The datafrom Ceres said he was done.”

Dornamost smiled. “I'm surethat if he's spent the past several months recruiting cutthroats to serve
under him hewouldn’t send updatesto Ceres about it.”

Elverdahad to admit that Dorn was right, but she said nothing to him. Then sheredized that Dorn did not
want to be confronted with the man whose ship Dorik Harbin had crippled.



“Remember that other ship? Vogeltod?” Dorn said. “ They claimed they werein the salvage business”

“‘But...”

“It would be quite profitable to find a ship, get rid of its occupants, and sl it back at Ceres.”

“And you think that’ swhat thisman Zachariasis doing?’

“I’'m not willing to take that chance,” Dorn replied. “ There are only the two of us here. I’ ve got to protect
yw.”

“I don't think we need protection from aman who' strying to save hisfamily.”

“If that’ swhat he' struly doing,” Dorn said, looking up at the empty screen. Turning to the screen that
showed thefileon Syracuse, he noted, “ There are four people in the Zacharias family. He claimsto be
one of them. How did he get aboard Pleiades?’

Elverdanodded grudgingly. “Y ou think he' slying, then.”

Dorn ran his human hand across the etched meta of hischin. “If he' stelling thetruth, if heredly iswho
he says heisand istrying to rescue hisfamily, he'll find away to track usand let uslead him to
Syracuse. A man desperate to save hiswife and children will go to any lengths. A scavenging pirate will
look for easier prey.”

Elverdahoped he wasright.

* * * %

SALVAGE SHIP VOGELTOD:
BRIDGE



T

he bridge was crowded, hot and sweaty with Vogeltod' s entire crew jammed into the compartment.
Vaker had called them dl in to plan how to handle the ship that was nearing them.

“TheHunter,” hesadjovidly. “Wehaven't lost her after dl.”

“Only two people aboard her?’ one of the crewmen asked.

The man on duty at the communications console looked up from the data displayed on his screen. “Two
people,” he confirmed. “One slisted as apriest and the other’ sawoman.”

“A woman?’

“She' sover ahundred, for chrissakes. Some famous artist named Elverda Apacheta.”

Hunching forward dightly in hiscommand chair, Vaker remembered, “1 met her, back when that
Humphries captain forced usto give the ship back to her.”

“That' sthe same ship that we ve been looking for!”

“That' swhat | said: the Hunter.”

“Theshipwelet go,” Kirk said, throwing an accusing glare Vaker' sway.

With awidening smile, Vaker said, “ And now she' s coming back to us, nice and sweet.”

“So whattawe do?” Nicco asked, standing to one side of Vaker.



“We take her, boys. They’re coming to help Syracuse but they’ rewalking right into our hands. A priest
andanold lady.”

“Onanice, fat, shiny ship,” said one of the crewmen.

“Shelll bring agood price at Ceres. Better than this cresking old tub Syracuse.” Valker laughed. It was
al working out beautifully, he thought. Maybe we can leave Syracuse, let her drift. | can bring Pauline
and her daughter here aboard Vogeltod. The crew’ll be happy with the daughter and | can keep Pauline
for myself—if | can keep Kirk and Nicco away from her.

“Yes, dr,” hesaid doud. “We ought to thank that kid for sending out his distress call. He sluring agood
ship straight to us. What could be better?’

“Y ou can havethe old lady, skipper,” Kirk said, grinning. “We Il take the two tartsfrom Syracuse.”

“Yeah,” one of the crewmen chimed in. | bet the daughter’ s till avirgin.”

“Not for long!”

They dl laughed.

Holding up ahand, Vaker said, “First thingsfirgt, boys. First thingsfirst. | hope none of you hasrdigious
qualms about ditting apriest’ sthroat.”

* k x %

After posting his men for seizing the gpproaching Hunter, VVaker got up from his chair, ducked through
the hatch, and started down the passageway thet led to his quarters. He didn’t have to look behind him
to know that Kirk and Nicco weretrailing him.

“Comeonin, fdlas” he said amiably, diding open the door to his compartment. “Have adrink on me.”



They stepped in, Nicco carefully shutting the door behind him as Valker went to the cabinet where he
kept hisliquor. Not much |€eft, he saw. Most of the bottles were periloudy close to empty. He pulled out
the fullest, brandy from one of the L-4 habitats between the Earth and Moon, and opened it with a
satisfactory pop of its plastic cork.

“Good times coming,” Vaker said, pouring three meager drinks.

As he accepted hisglassfrom Vaker’ s hand, Kirk said, “Y ou banged the mother, didn’'t you?’

Vaker grinned at him. “That | did, Kirk. That | did.”

“How was she?’ asked Nicco.

“Not half bad. Kindatense at first, but | soothed her well enough.”

Kirk swallowed more than haf his drink with one gulp, then asked, “When's our turn?’

“In duetime. We ve got to grab Hunter firs.”

“That shouldn’t be much of aproblem,” said Nicco. “An old woman and apriest.”

“What's a priest doing out here?’ Kirk wondered.

“Isn’'t he the one who' s supposed to be finding the dead bodies?” Nicco said.

“Yes, that' shim,” said Vaker. “Some sort of religiousfanatic.”

“Wadl, he'll beadead body himself in afew more hours” Kirk said. Then hefinished hisdrink with
ancther swift gulp.

“Speaking of dead bodies,” Vaker said, without offering to refill the drink, “we ve got that boy to take



careof.”

“We shoulda donethat already,” Nicco grumbled.

“Naw,” sad Kirk. “Let the kid finish swabbing the antennas. Let him do the work. Then we' ll finish him.”

Vaker took agented sip of his brandy, then mused aoud, “Maybe we ought to take care of thekid
before Hunter gets here. No sense having him around when we take the ship. Get rid of him now.”

Kirk glanced at Nicco, then shrugged. “Wouldn't take much. We go out with him, finish the antenna job,
then we yank out hisair line and send him jetting into deep space.”

Nicco giggled. “He might be the first guy to reach Alpha Centauri.”

Vaker saw that Nicco' s glass was empty, too. Taking both glasses and putting them down on the
cabinet, Valker turned and laid ahand on each of their shoulders.

“Good thinking, lads.” Gently he nudged them toward the door. “Now you go out there and take care of
the boy. | want him out of our hair by thetime Hunter getshere”

* k x %

Victor Zacharias unconscioudy scratched at histhick beard as he scowled at his communications screen.
The system displayed a graph showing the direction from which Hunter’ s message had come, but not the
ship’ sdigance from him.

That damned half-robot, he growled inwardly. Teling meto turn mysdlf in to the authorities. Victor
refigured the keyboard beneath hisfingersto call up the propulsion contrals, then lit Pleiades' s fuson
torch engineto full thrust, heading aong the vector of Hunter’s message.

They’ll be gone by thetime | get there, herealized. But maybe | can pick up their iontrall. If it hasn't
diffused too much. Maybe | can track them and let them lead me to Pauline and the kids.



Maybe.

* k% k %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
PAULINE'SQUARTERS

S

he stayed in the shower until the ship’slife support computer shut off the hot water. As shetoweled dry,
Pauline said to hersdlf for the ten thousandth time, Y ou did it to protect Angelaand Thee. It'sdl right.
Y ou did what you had to do. Y ou didn’t have any choice, redlly.

Stll shefdt grimy.

As she dressed she thought that it could have been worse. Much worse. Pauline had wondered, as she
watched him strip and climb into bed with her, grinning like awolf, if she could actudly alow another
man to make loveto her. She closed her eyes, picturing Victor in her mind. I'll fakeit, shetold hersdlf.
I’ll please him asmuch as | can. It doesn’t matter what he doesto me. I’ ve got to protect Angela.

To her surprise, Vaker was agentle lover, even thoughtful. All his swaggering, smirking attitude
dissolved as he genuindly sought to bring pleasure to her. With some surprise, Pauline remembered what
she had learned dl those years ago, before she' d met Victor: you never know what amanistruly like
until you' rein bed with him.

Once dressed she walked absently into the family room. Everything was dtill the same. All the chairsin
their places; the sofa, the lamps and wall screens. But I'm not the same, shetold hersdlf. I’ ve been
unfaithful to my husband. | alowed that grinning hyenato use me. Then the truth dapped her in theface: |
enjoyed it! | enjoyed having sex dfter dl these years. My body overpowered my mind.

She sank into the nearest chair, guilt flooding through her like atidal wave, and burst into racking sobs.

A noisefrom the gdley startled her.



Stanching her tears, she went to the hatch and saw Theo gitting at the table, his back to her, scraping the
remansof amed from hisplate.

Pauline hurriedly wiped her face, rubbed her eyes. She had to swallow hard before she could get any
wordsout. “Thee?’

Heturned and smiled at her. “Hi, Mom. Where ve you been?’

Ignoring his question, “How long have you been here? Inthe galey?’

Hisyouthful face wrinkled dightly with thought. “Oh, ten, maybe fifteen minutes. | thought | heard the
shower running.”

“Yes,” shesad, Stting beside him, hoping he wouldn’t notice her reddened eyes.

“I"ve got to go out again, finish thework on the new antennas.”

“Have you checked on Angela?’

“No, didn’t get achanceto do that. Those two apeswere with medl thetime | wasout. | just got rid of
them no more than a half-hour ago.”

“I don't think anyone' s aboard right now.”

“Y eah, but they’ Il be herein afew minutesto finish the antennawork. Maybe you can cal Angie on the
intercom while| start to suit up.”

Pauline nodded. “I’ll do that.” Silently she added, If the intercom isworking today.

* * % %



Angelawas artled by theintercom’ s sudden chime. She’ d been pacing around the circular interior of
the slorm cdllar, counting her steps: two hundred and fifty-three, two hundred and fifty-four. . . Nothing
better to do, locked in the pod adone. Then the intercom chimed.

She touched the keypad and her mother’ s face appeared on the tiny wall screen.

“Areyou dl right?’ they asked smultaneoudly.

Pauline brokeinto atight smile. “I'm fine, Angdla What about you?

“I'm bored out of my skull. There' snothing to do in herel”

“Good. Just stay there. It’ sthe safest place in the ship for you.”

1] Bljt—”

“No buts, Angela. Stay in there. Stay whereit's safe.”

The screen went blank.

Angelagared at it for long moments, thinking, If it' ssafein here, that meansit’ s not safe outside, where
Mom and Theo are.

* * * %

Despite his headband, swest trickled into Theo' s eyes, stinging, forcing him to blink. But through the
glassted of his hdmet he looked with some pride at the finished antenna set that he and the two men
from Vogeltod had painted long Syracuse' s curving hull.

He hung at the end of his safety tether, Nicco and Kirk on either sde of him. Battered old Syracuse



swvung dowly through the dark emptiness, Vogeltod Hill attached like some mechanica parasite. The
seadfast stars looked down on Theo, unblinking, solemn, terribly far away.

“Try transmitting now, Mom,” he said into his helmet microphone.

In his earphones he heard his mother’ s calm, steedy voice, “ Thisis Syracuse, testing itscommunications
system. Testing, testing, one, two, three.”

Turning to Kirk, hovering in his nanosuit aongside him, Theo switched to the suit-to-suit frequency and
asked, “Did it work?’

Kirk grinned and made a circle with histhumb and forefinger. “ They heard her on Vogeltod loud and
clear.”

Switching back to the ship’ s frequency, Theo said, “ Sweep through the comm channdl's, Mom. See what
you can pick up.”

For several moments he heard no reply. Then, “Thee! I’'m getting Ceres! And video from Selene! And
Earth! It works, Thee! 1t works!”

Theo thought he should fed wonderful. Ecgtatic. Triumphant. Instead he merely felt tired.

“Turn on thetracking beacon,” he said. “ And the telemetry transmitter.”

“Yes” Paulinereplied. “Green lights! They’ reworking. At lagt, they’ reworking.”

“Good,” he sad, feding flat and somehow disappointed. “We |l comein now.”

“Youdidit, Thee” said hismother, her voicetrembling dightly. “You did it.”

“I had help,” hereplied, eying Kirk and Nicco, who were drifting closer to him.



He clicked back to the suit-to-suit frequency. “ Okay, we can go back inside now.”

Nicco was close enough to see histoothy grin and crooked scar. Kirk had did around behind him.

“Weregoin’ in, kid,” Kirk sad. “You'renot.”

* * * %

Aboard Pleiades, Victor cursed long and loud as he desperately tried to pick up theion trail from the
exhaust of Hunter’ s fuson drive. | must have migudged their distance, he said to himsalf between bouts
of swearing.

“Maybe you got the motherhumping vector wrong,” he muttered to himsdif.

He sat up the communications keyboard and checked the transmission he’ d heard. No, the vector’s
correct, he saw. They must have been farther away than | estimated.

The comm screen’ sydlow message light was blinking. Automatically, Victor tapped the keypad to play it
back.

“Thisis Syracuse, testing its communications system. Testing, testing, one, two, three.”

Pauling svoicel

Suddenly Victor’s hands were shaking so badly he could hardly manage to work the keyboard. They’ve
fixed the antennas! He thought. Theo did it. Or Pauline. They’'redivel She'sdive!

Sure enough, the strong steedy signd of atracking beacon came through on its normal channdl. With
tearsin hiseyes Victor read off the name and registration that appeared on his comm screen: Syracuse.



* * * %

ORE SHIP: SYRACUSE
OUTSIDE

E
ven though he haf expected it, it happened so fast that Theo didn’t know what to do. At first.

Nicco suddenly wrapped him in abear hug, pinning Theo'sarmsto hissides. Behind him, hefdt Kirk
click open histether and then start banging and yanking on hislife support backpack.

Hedidn't have to ask what they were doing. They’ re going to kill me, he thought. And then they’ll go
back into the ship and rape Mom. And Angie.

Theo struggled but Nicco was surprisingly strong and held hisarms pinned. The scavenger was grimacing
with the effort, though, hisinflated hemet pressng againgt Theo' s glassted bubble. Theo was bigger than
he and flooded with adrendine. The two of them grunted and strained. Theo could see sweset breaking
out on Nicco' sface, seehislips pulling back over his mottled teeth in an angry snarl.

“C’'mon,” Nicco grunted to Kirk. “Whatchadoin' back there?’

“Got hisradio. But the goddamn air hoses are inside the pack,” Kirk growled. “1 gotta pull off the whole
fuckin' tank.”

“Punch aholeinit!” Nicco shouted.

“Yegh...yesh...”

Theo fet Kirk hammering on hisair tank. They’ll kill me! roared avoicein hishead. They'll kill me!



Thethree of them were floating weightlessdy away from the ship, twisting and spinning as they struggled.
Theo rammed aknee into Nicco's groin and heard a satisfying screech of pain. He pulled hisarms free
and punched Nicco in the face as hard as he could. His gloved fist bounced off the inflated helmet but
Nicco sailed backward, away from him, as Theo recoiled in the other direction with Kirk still hanging on
his back.

My suit’slike armor, Theo thought gratefully. Kirk was swearing at the top of hislungs, still banging away
at the air tank behind him. Theo tried to twist around and get Kirk off hisback, but the scavenger had
locked hislegs around Theo's middle. Fumbling for the kit buckled to hiswaist, Theo pulled out thefirst
tool hisfingers clutched, asmalish wrench. With dl hismight he pounded it againgt Kirk’ sknee.

“Sonofabitch!” Kirk yowled. Theo redized that the nanosuits were too soft to offer much protection
againg such blows.

Kirk unwrapped hislegsfrom Theo. “Y ou shitfaced little bastard! I’ ve got you now, asshole!”

Theo felt something click in his backpack and suddenly he was whooshing away from the two other men,
Jetting madly away from Syracuse, spinning wildly out into dead empty space. He saw the ship whirling
insandy with thefigures of the two nanosuited scavengers hovering neer it.

“I"'m gonnafuck your mother!” Kirk’ s voice taunted in his helmet earphones. “ And then your sister!”

“Metoo!” Nicco added gleefully.

Theo knew he was going to die. The oxygen was spurting out of hislife support tank and Kirk had
disabled hisradio. But al he could think was, I’ vefailed. I’ vefailed to protect Mom and Angie. I’ ve
failed them. I’ vefaled them.

* * * %

Vaker wasat Syracuse’s airlock, waiting for them with hisfists on his hips and adisgusted sneer on his
face.



“Y ou two sure blew that one,” he grumbled as Kirk and Nicco began to ped off their nanosuits.

“Wegot rid of thekid, didn't we?’ Kirk snapped.

“Onekid, and he damn near beat you. And you shot off your stupid mouths good and loud. Now the
mother’ slocked hersdlf into the command pod and the daughter’ s hiding somewhere.”

Nicco shrugged e aborately. “We ll find ‘em. Theship ain't that big.”

“What you're going to do,” Vaker said, with stedl in hisvoice, “is get back to Vogeltod and help the
crew when the Hunter getshere”

“And what’ reyou gonnado?’ Kirk asked, his voice heavy with suspicion.

“I’m going to try to sweet-talk the mother into coming out of the pod.”

“Y ou could blast her out.”

Vaker shook his head. “Two numbskulls. We want this ship asintact as possible when we sdll her at
Ceres. Don't you think therock rats' inspectors might wonder why the control pod hatch has been
blasted open? And where the ship’ s original owners might be?’

“Yeah, well. ..

“I keep tdlling you dim bulbs: you catich moreflieswith sugar than with vinegar.”

Nicco made an obscene gesture.

“She knows you killed her son. Y ou made that clear enough for anybody this Sde of Ceresto figureit
out. Now I’ ve got to sugar that woman until she unlocks the pod hatch.”



“Comeon,” Kirk growled to Nicco. “Let’ s go find the daughter.”

“Get back to our ship,” Vaker insgsted, “and get ready to take Hunter. The girl will il be here after
we' vetakenit.”

Nicco nodded reluctantly. “ Okay. Y ou' re the skipper.”

Kirk grinned nagtily and said to Vaker, “Wdll, after you' ve sweet-talked the mother out of the pod,” he
snickered, “save somefor us.”

* * * %

BOOK IV
ATONEMENT AND REDEMPTION

For this aone on Death | wreak
Thewrath that garnersin my heart;
He put our lives so far apart

We cannot hear each other speak.

In Memoriam A.H.H.,

Alfred, Lord Tennyson



* * * %

SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
BRIDGE

T

here’ s something strange here,” Elverdacdled as she sat in Hunters command chair, eyesriveted on the
main screen.

Dorn replied over the intercom, “ Strange? In what way?’

“I’'m getting aradar image of Syracuse” shereplied. “It’ srather fuzzy at thisrange, but it doesn't look
right.”

“I'll cometo the bridge.”

Hewasin the workshop again, she knew. Elverdaworried about him; his mechanical systems needed
maintenance, a thorough overhaul, much more detailed than the two of them could provide aboard the
ship.

Dorn stepped through the hatch and stood behind her.

“It lookslike adoubleimage,” Elverdasaid. “Could there be something wrong with theradar’ s



reolution?”’

He glanced at the console settings, then said, “ Perhaps there’ s another ship mated to Syracuse.”

“Another ship? But they didn't ssy—"

Theradio spesker cameto life. “Thisis Syracuse, testing its communications system. Testing, testing,
one, two, three.”

“Nothing about another ship,” Elverdasaid.

“Why would they be testing their comm system?’ Dorn mused. Pointing to the radar image on the screen,
“Look. They're emitting atracking beacon and telemetry now.”

“Maybe their comm system was down?’

“That isasecond ship mated to them, but it’s not emitting any sgnals.”

“Curious”

Dorn turned Elverda s chair so he could see her face. “ It might be dangerous,” he said.

“Dangerous? How?’

“Remember that scavenger ship, Vogeltod, and its cgptain?’

“Vdker,” Elverdamurmured.

“ Suppose someone likethem isusing Syracuse as bait for atrap, to lure usto them. Then they could
seizethisshipand. . ”



“Andkill us,” Elverdafinished for him.

Dorn nodded solemnly, but then his eye caught asmall blip on the radar screen hurtling away from the
image of the doubled ship.

“That’sabody!” Dorn said, with absolute certainty.

* k% k %

Valker wasat Syracuse' s backup command pod, frowning unhappily as he talked to Pauline through the
locked hatch.

“It wasn't my doing,” he said earnestly. “ They did it on their own.”

“Y ou murdered my son,” Pauline said. Her voice was muffled by the hatch, but he could hear the anger
and hatred in her voice.

“ They murdered your son. Not me.”

“They’re part of your crew.”

Vaker bit back anasty reply, took adeep breath. “All right,” he said. “All right. They boy’s gone and
there’ snothing that either one of us can do about that.”

“Go away. Leaveusaone.”

“| can't do that, Pauline. And you’ ve got your daughter to think about now.”

No response from beyond the blank hatch.



“They know she' saboard the ship. They’ll turn your ship upside down searching for her. And when they
find her. . .” Helet the thought dangle.

After afew heartbeats, Pauline said, “ Y ou can’t let them hurt her.”

“I might not be able to stop them,” Volker said.

“WE ve got to protect Angela.”

“I cantry,” hesad, “if you'll cooperate with me.”

“Cooperate.” Pauline pronounced the word asif it were adeath sentence.

A smile easing across his attractive features, Volker coaxed, “Look, my crew of lowlifesaredl back in
Vogeltod, getting ready for Hunter’s arrival. Y ou and me and Angelaare the only ones here aboard
Syracuse. If we' re quick enough we can get Angelaout of wherever she' s hiding and bring her to you,
here a the command pod.”

“Thenwhat?’ Pauline asked.

“Thenwhile my crew’ staking over Hunter, you can disengage from my ship and take off for Ceres. You
and Angela. You'll be safe there.”

Another silence, longer. Vaker counted off the seconds. She'sno fool, he told himsdlf, but she might be
desperate enough to go for it. After dl, what other choice does she have?

“You'll let usgo to Ceres?’

“Sure! It'snot that far, you' Il be ableto makeit therein afew weeks. My guys Il be busy taking over
Hunter. It'safine ship, intact. It'll bring agood price when we take her into Ceres. They’ll forget about
you and your daughter. Once we get to Cereswith Hunter to auction off, they’ll have their pick of the
women there”



Vaker nodded, pleased with hislogic. It amost made sense to him. Aslong as she does't remember
that she’ sgot no propulsion fud.

“But wedon't have any timeto waste,” he added sternly. “We ve got to get your daughter out of hiding
and set up your command console so you' |l be able to disengage from my ship at the touch of akeypad.”

* k% k %

Pauline was shaking like a palsied woman as she sat in the command chair, listening to Vaker’ s honeyed
words, frantically trying to decide what she should do. She heard VVaker’ svoice, muffled by the locked
hatch, heard the earnestnessin histone, the urgency in hislast few words.

Why would he let us go? she asked hersdlf. His men killed Theo. He knows I'll report that once we get
to Ceres. Why is he so willing to help Angie and me?

The memory of his naked body pressing againgt hers sprang into her mind. Don't be anidiot! she warned
hersdlf. HE' snot in love with you. HE s not even infatuated with you. HE s nothing but a smooth-talking
murderer who'll end up killing you and Angie both. After he and his crew have had their fun with us.

Shetried to think of some other option, some dternative that she could turn to. There was nothing.
Except. . .

With an effort of iron will she suppressed her trembling. She roseto her feet and went to the hatch. She
touched the keypad on the bulkhead and the hatch dlid open.

Vaker stood there, an expectant smile on his face. Handsome face, she thought. Dangerous face.

“I'll reconfigure the control console,” she said, without preamble. “Y ou return to Vogeltod and ded with
this gpproaching ship. I'll bring Angelato me once you' re off thisvessd.”

Hisbrowsrose dightly. “You don't trust me?’

“Not entirdly.”



Vaker shrugged good-naturedly. “Can’'t say | blame you.”

He stepped into the pod and went straight to the command chair.

“What are you doing?’ Pauline demanded.

“Punching in the command code to disconnect the access tunndl. That’ swhat you want, isn't it?”

“Yes” shesad,

“Ther€ saprice, you know,” he said, without looking up at her.

“I expected there would be.”

Vaker straightened up and turned toward Pauline. “When we dl get back to Ceres|’m going to quit this
crazy scavenging business. It's coming to an end anyway; the rock rats are seeing to that.”

“Andwhat will you do?’ Pauline asked mechanicdly.

“With my share of what we make from sdlling off Hunter 1 can set myself up in business. Nothing grand.
Maybe sdlling jewelry or other luxury itemsimported from Earth.”

“And alittle smuggling on the Sde?’

Vaker laughed. “No, I’d be gtrictly legitimate. But I’ d want you with me, a my side. We'd make agood
team, together.”

Thisishispricefor Angi€ s safety, sheredized. Aloud, shereplied, “I'll. . . I'll haveto think about it.”



“I want your promise, Pauline. Now.”

“| ill have ahusbhand,” sheinssted.

“He sdead and we both know it.” He looked at her intently, hisface totally serious. “1 want you, Pauline.
For keeps.”

“ | Ca,]l t_n

“I'll protect your daughter. I'll protect you both. But | want your promise, right here and now.”

Pauline closed her eyes and heard hersalf murmur, “Very well, | promise. Aslong asyou protect my
daughter.”

* k% k %

Victor paced restlessy about Pleiades's bridge, debating inwardly about whether he should send out a
cal to Pauline or not.

She' sout there, hetold himsdlf. I’ ve got agood fix on her tracking beacon and I'm homing inonit. I'll be
with her intwo days, max.

| should call her, tdl her I'm coming.

Y et something made him hesitate. He remembered his brief encounter with that scavenger ship,
Vogeltod. What if he' s out there with Pauline and the kids? Theo couldn’t repair the antennas without
help, we didn’t have the stores on board to do the job. If he had, he would’ ve done it years ago, right
after we werefirdt attacked, right after | left them.

No, Victor said to himsdf. Theo had to have help from somebody, and whoever that somebody ishe's
not emitting atracking beacon. He' srunning silent. Why?



Histrain of logic frightened him. Because he' s holding Pauline and the kids prisoners, using themto lure
other shipsto him so he can capture them and sdll them as salvage.

But what' s he doing with Pauline and the children? Victor’ s blood ran cold as he imagined the possible
scenarios. He replayed Pauling' s short test broadcast. She sounded all right, he told himself: calm, under
control.

But what if. . . what if. . .

When hefindly siretched out on hisbunk and closed hiseyesto deep, the“what ifs’ filled hismind.

* * % %

ALONE

T

heo knew he had less than an hour left to live. Pinwheding through space, hetried to ignore the stars
swirling dizzyingly around him and concentrate on the condition of hissuit. The diagnogtics displays
gplashed on the inner surface of hishelmet confirmed hisworst fears. Kirk had punctured his main oxy
tank; the oxygen jetting from the puncture had acted as aminiature rocket, thrusting him away from
Syracuse, away from Mom and Angie, avay from any possibility of help.

Hisradio was gone; there was no way he could call for help. Big spitting dedl, he thought: the nearest
helpisout a Jupiter.

The suit’ sauxiliary oxygen tank held a half-hour supply. In haf an hour I'll die, Theo knew. No, he
corrected himsdlf, lesstimethan that. A lot less.

Hetried to look back toward Syracuse but the ship was dready too far away from him to see. Besides,
his spinning motion made it dmaost impaossible to focus on anything for more than afew seconds. It made
his ssomach queasy to watch the universe whirling around him.



They’ve got Mom and Angie, heredlized. Vaker and his bastard crew have Mom and Angie and there's
no way | can do athing about it.

Squeezing his eyes shut, he muttered to himself, “Y ou might aswell die. Y ou' re not good for anything
dse”

* k% k %

Dorn sat in Hunter’s command chair astensaly asabird dog that’ s spotted a partridge.

“That'sabody,” he repeated.

Elverda strained her eyes, but saw only afeatureless blip on the radar screen. “How can you be certain .
. .?”

But Dorn was dready tapping on the navigation keyboard, maneuvering Hunter toward the radar
contact. Elverdafelt the soft nudge of the maneuvering jets. Minutes passed and the radar blip grew
larger, sharper, better defined. Sure enough, Elverda could make out arms and legs.

“Matching velocity vectors,” Dorn muttered, bent over the keyboard as he called up the propulsion
program. “ Setting up arendezvous trgectory.”

Hunter glided after the figure. Elverda could seethat it was tumbling, spinning dowly asit coasted
through space. She thought she saw the arms moving but knew it must be her imagination.

“Was there a battle here?’ she asked Dorn.

“Nonethat | know of.”

“Then what'sabody doing out here?’

He shook his head dowly. “Maybe we' Il find some evidence on the corpse to tell uswhat happened to



“Can we get close enough?’ she asked.

Dorn got up from the command chair. “I’ll get into asuit and go outside for him. Y ou take the con.”

She nodded as she did into the chair, warm from his body. “ Couldn’t we use the grapples? Then you
wouldn’'t haveto go outside.”

“That would betricky,” Dorn replied. “I cantry, but I'd still better be suited up, so | can go out if | have
to.”

Elverda understood that standard safety procedures called for her to suit up, too, so she could serveasa
backup, if necessary. But she knew she' d be no good t it: too old, too dow, too tired to be of any use.
Dorn didn’t mention the subject and neither did she.

* * % %

Pauline went with Vaker down the tube tunnel to the ship’s zero-g hub, where the scavengers had set up
the flexible connector to link Syracuse with Vogeltod.

“I mean it about Ceres,” Vaker said, hisface utterly serious. “1 want to start anew life with you.”

She nodded. “Aslong asyou protect my daughter.”

“Of course,” he said. Then he grasped her by the shoulders and kissed her, hard.

Taken by surprise, Pauline closed her eyes as he pressed againgt her lips. Then helet her go, grinned,
and headed lightly along the spongy tube. At the hatch on the Vogeltod end he turned and waved,
beaming a bright smile. Pauline made herself amile back at him.

As soon asthe hatch at the far end of the tube closed behind Vaker, Pauline dammed shut the hatch on



Syracuse and punched the intercom console on the bulkhead dongsideiit.

“Angea” shesad shaply. “Angda”

1] M dn?’

Paulinefet agrateful sgh gust out of her. For once the intercom was working.

“Get out of there and meet me at the hub. Right away. It'surgent.”

“But Theo said—"

“Never mind what Theo said! Get here a once, do you hear me?’

“Yes I'mcoming.”

“Quickly!”

* k% k %

Elverdawished she were a better pilot. Dorn had set up arendezvous plot on the navigation program,
but aredly sharp pilot would be able to edge Hunter much closer to the body that was spinning out
there.

They were close enough to use the cameras now, in addition to the radar. The image on her main screen
was clear and sharp: ahuman body encased in one of the old-fashioned hard-shell space suits.

Best not to touch anything, shetold herself as she scanned the control board. We won't get close enough
to usethe grapples; he'll haveto go out and retrieve the corpse. He' sdone it before, hundreds of times.
He knowswhat he' s doing.



Still, she wished she could help, wished he didn’t have to leave the ship.

Then she sat up straight in the command chair. “1t moved!” Elverda said doud. It moved both itsarms!

“Dorn!” shecdled into theintercom. “I think it' sdive.”

For amoment he didn't answer. Then, “Alive? How can that be?’

“It moved itsarms.”

“l don't bdieve—"

“There! Thearmsmoved again!” She pointed to the image on the main screen.

“That' simpossible” sad Dorn.

“It'snot adead body,” Elverdainsisted. “At leadt, it' s not dead yet.”

* k% k %

At first Theo thought he was hallucinating. Oxygen deprivation, hetold himsdf. The bran’ sgarting to
break down. He seemed to see a ship spiraing out there, abig wheel-shaped vessdl. And it was drawing
closer to him. He squeezed his eyes shut for amoment, took a deep breath of what precious little was | eft
of his oxygen. When he opened his eyes again the ship was ill there, swinging around against the
background of stars as he pinwhedled. Could it be rea?

“Hey!” heydled. “I’'m here! Come and get me!” Then he redlized how foolish it was. Kirk had ripped
the radio out of his backpack. Theo began to wave at the oncoming ship, swinging both hisarms
franticaly.

* k% k %



Pauline hovered in the zero-g hub of Syracuse, dongside the closed hatch of the connector tube. Valker
could come back through that hatch at any second, she knew. Whereis Angie? Why is she taking so
longto—

“Mom! Herel come!”

Angi€ svoice! Pauline pushed hersdf to the opening of the tube tunne that led from the ssorm cellar and
saw Angiediving toward her headfirst, armsflat by her sides, hurtling like a deek dark-haired torpedo.

“Look out, Mom!” Angieydled, reaching out to the ladder rungs et into the tube' s sides.

Pauline watched aghast as Angela neatly dowed her rush, tucked into acompact ball, and landed lightly
on her softbooted feet at her side.

“Y ou told meto be quick,” she said before Pauline could open her mouth to speak.

“You. .. you could have broken every bonein your body,” Pauline said, once she found her voice.

Angie laughed lightly. “Tunnd diving. Theo showed me how to do it. It's easy when you're going
upwards, weightless. Getstrickier when you' re going downhill, down to therim.”

Pauline nudged her daughter toward the tube that led to the backup command pod. “ Come aong, we
don’t have any timeto lose.”

Grabbing one of the tunnel’ s projecting rungs, Angie pulled herself lightly along. “Where sthat Captain
Vaker? And the other men? Where' s Theo?’

Following behind her daughter, Pauline said, “ Theo' sdead. Vaker’ smen killed him.”

“Dead?” Angi€ swail echoed off the tubewalls. “Theo's dead?”’



Pauline swatted her daughter’ s behind lightly. “Keep moving. We' Il be dead too if we don't get to the
pod before those murderers get back here.”

“But what happened?’ Angie asked as she resumed clambering dong the rungs. “What’ s going on?’

“WEe re going to do just what your father did,” Pauline said grimly. “We re going into the pod and blast
oursalves out of here before Vaker and his crew can get their hands on us.”

* k x %

CAPTURE

S

he' s veered off,” said Nicco, scowling at the main screen on Vogeltod' s bridge.

“I can seethat,” Vaker sngpped from the command chair.

“Something’ s spooked her,” said the scavenger Sitting at the navigation console.

“Maybe,” Vaker conceded. “Or maybe they’ rejust being careful.”

“Should we hail them?” Nicco asked.

Vaker thought it over for amoment. “No. | don’t want them to know we' re here. Let them think
Syracuse isdone and needstheir help.”

“But they’ Il see uswhen they get closer.”



“If they get closer,” Kirk growled. “They’ re moving away from us now.”

“But they’ re dowing down,” Vaker pointed out. “ Strange behavior.”

“What the hdll arethey up to?’

“Wait and see” said Valker. “Wait and—"

The communications screen it up to show an image of Elverda Apacheta s arid, withered face. Nicco
immediately put it on the main screen.

“Attention Syracuse,” the old woman said. “Thisis Hunter. We have been diverted temporarily. We
edimate rendezvous with you in approximatdy five hours.”

“Diverted?’

“By what?’

Vaker fought down an impulse to reply and ask the woman why they changed course. Instead, he made
asoothing motion with both hands and said, “ Calm down, boys, cam down. She' Il be herein five hours.”

1] Yaﬁl’ but_u

“Kirk, go to the boys at the airlock and tell them they can stand easy for another four hours and more.
Wewon't be boarding Hunter until then.”

He got out of the big padded chair, stretched his arms up to brush the overhead, then started for the
hetch.

“And where' reyou going?’ Kirk demanded.



Vaker grinned. “Back to Syracuse, to keep the ladies happy.”

“How about taking uswith you?” Nicco said.

“Not yet. Y ou maniacs would scare that woman out of her skull. | need her to produce the daughter first.
Thenwe |l have them both.”

“We can find the daughter without the mother’ shdlp.”

“Y ou stay right here and keep an eye on Hunter. That’ sour prize. The two women arejust icing on our
cake.”

“Yeah,” Kirk sneered. “Looks like you' re going over thereto lick theicing.”

“You'll get yours soon enough,” Vaker said, grinning. Then he ducked through the hatch while the other
crewmen snickered behind his back.

* * * %

Theo was coughing so hard his eyes watered. Not much oxy |eft to breathe, he knew. But the ship was
edging closer, close enough for him to make out the glassted windowed bulge of what must be her
bridge, and ports and other pods aong her curving flanks. Airlock hatches, too. Through histear-filled
eyes Theo saw severa of them as the ship rotated ponderoudly, drawing ever closer.

“Comeon,” he muttered, but the effort started anew fit of coughing. I’ m breathing my own fumes, he
redlized. It'sonly amatter of minutesuntil | choke to desth.

Hisvision was blurring badly, but he thought he saw one of the airlock hatches dide open. He could see
thefigure of aman standing at the lip of the hatch, outlined againgt the dim red lights of the hatch’s
interior.

He knew he couldn’t call to them; his suit’ sradio was gone. But he waved both hisarmsfranticaly. He
felt hot, beads of sweat trickling down hisface, dong hisribs. Coughing again. Can't catch my bregath!



It al went gray, foggy. Don't pass out! Theo commanded himself. Stay awake!

But you need oxygen to stay awake, he said to himsdlf. * Sfunny, he' s so close, he can dmost reach out
hisarm and grab me, but I’'m gonna be dead by the time he gets his hands on me.

Everything did into blackness.

* k% k %

Sheathed in ananofabric suit, Dorn stood at the lip of the open airlock hatch, his eyesriveted on the
gpace-suited body spiraling out there in the emptiness. Its arms had been pumping until afew heartbests
ago, proving that the person insde the suit was till dive. But now the arms had stopped, dumped,
extended motionless from the figure' s shouldersin aweightless crouch, like adrowned man floating
facedown in the weter.

Dorn checked the control pad of the propulsion pack on hisback. “I’m going out after him,” hetold
Elverda

“Areyou tethered?’ she asked.

“He stoo far for atether to reach,” Dorn said, stepping off the hatch’srim and into nothingness. “ Thisis
afreeflight misson.”

She said nothing, but Dorn could sense her apprehension. Squeezing the control rod, he felt asudden
thrust push at the small of his back. He jetted the few hundred metersto the inert body, wrapped his
prosthetic arm around it, and looked into the trangparent bubble helmet.

“It saman,” he caled to Elverda “Very young. He seems unconscious.”

“Or dead?’

“Well see”” With his human arm Dorn fumbled with the oxygen hose from his own life support pack. He



found the emergency port on the unconscious man's suit and pumped fresh oxygen intoit.

The youngster coughed, shuddered spasmodicaly, banged his nose against the glassted bubble of his
hemet.

But hiseyes opened. “Wha.. . . who areyou?’ Thelad'svoice was rasping, painfully dry.

“You'redl right now,” Dorn said. “I’ll bring you aboard our ship.”

“My mother! My sis—" Coughing overtook him.

Dornsaid, “I’mtaking you to our ship. Don't try to talk.”

Jetting back to the airlock, Dorn stood the youngster on his booted feet and turned to close the hatch.
But his prosthetic arm would not move. It was frozen.

* k x %

Vaker floated into the zero-g hub of Syracuse and started “downhill” dong the tube tunnel that led to the
backup control pod, where he d eft Pauline. The going was easy at first: he merely had to flick hisfingers
againg the rungs built into the tube' s curving Sde. But asthe feding of weight grew he grabbed onto a
rung, turned himself around, and started clambering down the rungs with the lithe agility of acircus
acrobat.

Voices Vaker sopped for amoment, listening. Y es, there were voices echoing up the tube. Two
women. Pauline and her pretty young daughter. Valker licked hislips and began descending the rungs
even fagter than before. But silently.

* k x %

“| wasafraid of this” Dorn said sorrowfully as he eased himself into one of the gdlley chairs. His
prosthetic arm was still jutting out from the shoulder, bent at the elbow, asif a cast had been wrapped
around it.



Theo couldn’t help staring at the cyborg. The old woman had introduced herself as Elverda Apacheta;
the name meant nothing to Theo. But this half-man with one Sde of hisface formed by etched metd, one
eye an unblinking camera, one arm and oneleg built of aloysand plastics and filled with bioglectronic
circuitry—Theo couldn’t take his eyes off Dorn.

“Y ou need mgor maintenance,” Elverdasaid as she sank wearily into the chair on the opposite sde of
the gdley table.

Dorn puffed out agrunt. “ Thet isan understatement.”

Theo took the chair at the end of the narrow table. “1 need to get back to Syracuse,” hesad. “My
mother and Sster arein danger there.”

“Danger?’ Elverdaturned toward him.

“A gang of scavengers has attached themsalvesto my ship,” Theo explained. “I hate to think of what
they’ll do to my mother and sgter if we don't get therefast.”

Dorn’s human eye closed briefly. Then he said, “Their ship isnamed Vogeltod?”

“Y ou know them?’

“We know them. They’ re undoubtedly waiting for us to rendezvous with your ship so that they can board
usand take over thisvessd.”

“We should get away,” Elverdasaid, “asquickly as possble.”

“But my mother!” Theo protested. “My sigter!”

“What good could we do?’ Elverda asked.



“We can't just leave them in the hands of those bastards!”

Dorn sad, “He sright. We must to do what we can.”

“With one hand?’ Elverda scoffed.

“I can help you repair thearm,” Theo offered. “While we re on our way to Syracuse.”

Dorn contemplated him for asilent moment. Then, “What do you know about biod ectronic circuitry?
Micromechanica systems?’

“Some,” Theo replied. “Not much, | admit. But if you' ve got manuals, ingtruction vids, | can learn while
we're on our way back to my ship. At lesst. . .” He stopped himself from going on.

Dorn amost smiled. “ At least you have two working hands. | understand.”

* k x %

Pacing the narrow confines of Pleiades's bridge Victor saw that Hunter was heading for Syracuse.
Good, he said to himself. Then he recalled that the half-machine creature on Hunter had wanted him to
head back to Ceres and turn himself in. Screw that, he thought.

They heard Pauline ssignad, Victor knew. They’ll get to her before | do. He nodded to himsalf. Good.
Fine. The sooner Pauline gets help the better.

Then his comm screen showed the seamed, aged face of the old woman. “ Attention Syracuse,” shesaid.
“Thisis Hunter. We have been diverted temporarily. We estimate rendezvous with you in gpproximately
five hours”

Five hours, Victor thought. He returned to the command chair and pecked out his navigation program. At
theratel’m moving I'll betherein alittle more than six hours.



For thefirs timein months, Victor smiled.

* k% k %

ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
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aker sopped his descent and, clinging to the rungsin the shadows of the dimly lit tube tunnel, he listened
to Pauline and her daughter. He could clearly hear their voices echoing up the tube, even though the two
women were speaking in hushed whispers.

“Fire off the pod?’ the daughter asked. “ But—"

“WEe ve got to get away from those men,” Pauline said urgently. “We can escape in the pod and let the
peoplein Hunter pick usup.”

“But what good would that do?’ the daughter demanded. “They’ll just come after us, whether we'rein
Hunter or here”

Impatiently, Pauline answered, “We re alone here. Alone against ten of them. At least aboard Hunter
we |l have a better chance.”

Vaker could make them out, down at the end of the tube. Pauline was working the bulkhead-mounted
pad that controlled the hatch into the command pod.

“That Captain Vaker isn't so bad,” the daughter was saying. “He wouldn’t let them hurt us.”

“Angela, for god's sake!” Pauline snapped. “Don’'t be afoal.”



“ Bl,lt'”

“Wecan't trust him.”

Vaker sghed philosophicaly. The woman’ sright. Evenif | want to protect her and her daughter, the
roughnecks behind me won'’t leave them aone. Too bad. | might have changed my wholelifewith a
woman like Pauline at my side. Too bad.

As soon asthe hatch did open Vaker caled to them. “Hello ladies! Good to see you' ve recovered,
Angela”

Staring up at him, they looked up like apair of guilty waifs suddenly caught in a police spotlight.

Pauline pushed her daughter through the hatch and started into the command pod herself. Vaker
clambered down the rungs as swiftly as amonkey, then dropped the find few metersand dammed his
palm againg the hatch’ s control pand, stopping Pauline from shutting it.

“You weren't thinking of leaving, wereyou?’ he asked, stepping into the cramped little pod.

Pauline backed away from him until her hip bumped againsgt the control board. Angelastood off to one
Sde, hdf amiling a him.

“Pleasedon’'t go,” Vadker said, with exaggerated courtliness. “ The funisjust beginning.”

* * * %

“Thisisweird,” Theo muttered as he lifted Dorn’s prosthetic arm out of its shoulder socket.

The cyborg was sitting stolidly on astool by the workbench. An interactive maintenance vid was running
on thewall screen of the workshop. Thearm felt heavy in Theo' s hands; he put it down carefully on the
workbench'stop, littered with tools.



“Canyou fed any of this?” Theo asked.

Dorn nodded dightly. “It isn't pain, but the sensation is't pleasant, either.”

Jabbing athumb toward the wall screen, Theo said, “ According to the vid, this shoulder joint should be
sdf-lubricating.”

“Pressurized air lubrication, | know,” said Dorn. “But the shoulder seizes up. The lubrication fails”

Theo asked the voice-activated program for alist of possible faillure modes.

“Air leekage,” he sad, studying thelist. “ That must beit.”

“Or erosion of the bearings.”

“| can test the bearings,” Theo said. Pointing, he asked, “ That’ s an €lectron microscope, isn't it?’

“The maintenance program should have asubroutine for testing the bearings.”

“Right.”

Half an hour later, as he was replacing the bearingsin the shoulder ring of Dom’sarm, Theo said, “The
bearingsare dl wdl within specification.”

“Then it must be apinpoint lesk in theair lubrication,” said Dorn. “We don’t have the equipment to find a
microscopic holeinthe sedl.”

Theo thought amoment. “Maybe we can — “



Elverda svoice on theintercom interrupted him. “ The navigation program estimates rendezvous with
Syracuse within one hour. | can see another ship mated with her.”

“That’ sthe scavengers,” Theo sad.

“They’ll want thisship,” said Dorn.

“They’Il want to kill usal, including my mother and sster.”

Dorn gestured with his human arm. “We' d better get me back together, then, and hope the arm doesn't
freezeup again.”

Lifting the arm in both hands and working its end into Dorn’ s prosthetic shoulder, Theo said, “Maybe we
can useaquick and dirty fix.”

“Quick and dirty?

“Yeah.” Thearm clicked into the shoulder socket. As Theo reached for the air hose attached to the
workbench’s side, he explained, “We replenish the air in the bearings, get it up to the right pressure, then
we spray aplastic sealant around the joint, so the plastic coverswhatever pinhole might bein there.”

Dorn thought amoment. “Like spraying sedlant on alegking tire”

“Right. It ought to hold, at least for awhile.”

Dorn nodded. “1t’ s better than nothing.”

* * * %

Vaker disabled the circuit that fired the explosive bolts that would separate the backup command pod
from the main body of Syracuse, talking to Pauline and Angela nonstop as he bent over the console.



“My crew’ sdrooling with anticipation over you two,” he said, hisusud smile replaced by atight-lipped,
unhappy frown. “It’ snot going to be easy to keep you out of their hands.”

“Then let us get away from here,” Pauline urged.

Vaker shook hishead. “No. That won't work. They’ll go chasing after you. And when they catch up
with you, nothing will sop them. Not even me.”

“Then what are you going to do?’ Angelaasked, her voice trembling.

“They'll be busy taking Hunter once it gets here. But after they’ ve got her, they’ll want to celebrate.”

“Leave my daughter done,” Pauline said. “ Give meto them.”

“Mother!”

“That might work,” Vaker sad, “for awhile. But only for awhile.”

Pauline swept the cramped pod with her eyes, looking for atool, aweapon, something, anything.

Vaker gtraightened up, the disconnected firing keysto the separation boltsin hishands. “Ladies, I'm
afradyou'reinfor aroughtime.”

* * * %
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ictor called up the nav program for the eighth time in the past haf-hour. “ EStimate rendezvous with
Syracuse in ninety-three minutes,” he read doud from the screen. “ Ninety-three minutes. I [l see Pauline
and the kids again in alittle more than an hour and a haf.”

Punching up the radar image, he saw the whedl shape of Syracuse clearly enough, athough there seemed
to be a strange sort of bulge on one side of the vessal’ s hub. And there was the blip of Hunter, aso
heading toward Pauline. Hisfingers worked the keyboard and the screen showed that Hunter would
ariveat Syracuse’ s pogtion inlessthan an hour.

They' re thirty-some minutes ahead of me, Victor thought. I'll get there half an hour after they do.

He checked the comm program. No messages from Syracuse since Pauling scall. Why not? Victor
asked himsdf. Y ou’ d think they’ d be beaming out a steady call for help. Why aren't they?

He sagged back in the command chair, unwilling to believe what logic wastdling him. That one message
wasthelr last gasp. They’ re dead now. All of them. Pauline. Theo. My little Angdl.

He pounded both hisfists on the chair’ sarmrests. To comethis close! And ill betoo late. Victor
bowed his head. He wanted to weep.

But instead he raised his chin and glared at the radar image on the main screen. No. | won't give up. Not
until there’snot ashred of achancethat they’ re il living. Not until | see their dead bodieswith my own
eyes. Not until then. Not until then.

* * * %

Vaker'scommunicator buzzed in histunic pocket. His eyes still on Pauline and Angela, he fished it out of
his pocket and held it up to his ear.

“What?’

Nicco' svoice answered, “ Radar shows another ship heading thisway. Running silent.”



Vaker' sbrowsknit. “Running slent?’

“And heading thisway like abullet, about haf an hour behind Hunter.”

Breaking into abroad grin, Vaker sad into hiscomm unit, “What did | tell you, boys? This Syracuse is
our good luck charm. She' slike amagnet, drawing shipsto us. Now we' ve got two vesselswe can

gvm”

“I don't likeit,” said Nicco. “Why' s she running slent? Who isshe?’

“Maybe another band of salvage operators, just like us,” Vaker mused.

“That could be trouble”

“Not if we' reready for ‘em and they’ re not ready for us.”

Nicco sad nothing.

“I'm coming over to Vogeltod,” Vaker said. “We ve got to take Hunter fast and be ready for this other
ship when it gets here.”

“Anold woman and apriest,” Nicco replied. “ Shouldn’'t be much trouble.”

“Right. Let’snail them quick and clean.” He clicked the communicator shut and said to Pauline, “I’ ve got
to attend to business back on my ship. Don't do anything foolish while I’m gone.”

Paulineglared a him.

AsVaker started up the tube ladder toward the ship’ s hub, Angelaasked her mother, “What can we
do?



“Wait,” Pauline said, in ahushed voice.

“Wait for them to come and get us?’

“Wait until that smiling ape gets back aboard his own ship. Then we go over to themain airlock asfast as
we can and get into our suits.”

“The space suits? Why?’

“WE re getting off thisship.”

“But you heard him,” Angela objected. “ They’ re going to take the ship that’ s gpproaching us. It wouldn’t
do usany good to—"

“WE re not staying on this ship with that gang of rapists waiting to get their handson us,” Pauline said. “I
don't careif we die of agphyxiation in the suits, we' re getting away from herel”

* * % %

On Hunter’ s bridge, Theo did into the communications chair. “We re close enough for atight laser beam
transmission,” he said. It was a Satement, not aquestion.

“Y ou want to speak to your mother and sister?” asked Elverda

Theo nodded. “1 want to let them know I’'m dive, without that VValker or his crew hearing me.” Silently
he added, But | don’t know how long I’m going to stay aive. The two of us—Dorn and me— againgt
ten of them.

Dorn was standing behind Elverda, in the command chair, moving his prostheticarm in acircle, testing its
bearings.



“Do you know how to activate the laser?’ Elverda asked Theo.

“Yesma am,” hereplied, hisfingers playing across the consol€ s keyboard. Looking up at the comm
screen he saw the battered hulk of Syracuse looming close enough dmost to touch. A tiny red dot
showed where the laser was aimed. Theo played the controls, marching that red dot acrossthe vessdl’s
curving hull until it locked onto the optical receiver built into the backup control pod. The dot suddenly
changed to green and Theo pressed the key that opened the communicationslink to the receiver.

Okay, he said to himself. Nobody hears this except Mom, on the receiving end of the laser beam.

“Mom, Angie,” hecaled. “I1t'sme, Theo. I'm on Hunter. They picked me up after Vaker’ sthugstried
tokill me. I’'m okay. I’'m coming back to help you.”

No response. Theo pressed the repest key, but still there was no answer from Syracuse.

“They’re not in the control pod, | guess,” Theo said, as much to himsdlf asto Elverdaand Dorn. “But the
intercom should relay the message.”

* * * %

Victor was weighing the possibilities. That' s definitely another ship attached to Syracuse, hetold himsdif.
On hismain digplay screen he could see the smdler vessdl linked to Syracuse like alamprey ed that's
attached itsdlf to ahaplessfish.

And there' s Hunter, headingin.

He couldn’t be patient any longer. He got up from the bridge’ s command chair and went to the
communications console.

“Attention Syracuse,” hesad, hisvoice brittlewith tenson. “Thisis Pleiades. | heard your call and Il
rendezvouswithyouin . ..” He glanced at the digital clock readout on the screen. “. . . in seventy-eight
minutes”

* * * %



Pauline wasin the locker areajust outside Syracuse’ s main airlock, checking the seals and connections
of Angda s suit, when the intercom spesker in the overhead announced, “incoming message.” She
ignored the statement. Getting Angie suited up and ready to escape the ship was more important.

“Another message,” Angdasad. “ That makestwo.”

Satisfied at last that her daughter’ s suit was spaceworthy, Pauline reached for the leggings of her own suit
and sat on the bench that ran in front of the lockers.

“Never mind the messages,” she said. “Theimportant thing isto get off this ship before Vaker comes
back.”

Angedasood siffly in the cermet suit, the visor of her bubble helmet raised.

“But aren’t you going to check the messages?’ she asked.

“They're probably for Vaker, from hiscrew.”

1] Bljt—”

“There s nobody out there to send messagesto us, Angie,” Pauline said, grunting with the effort of
tugging on her heavy boots.

“Maybeit’sfrom that other ship heading toward us,” Angie inssted.

Pauline dmogt smiled. She' still young enough to hope for amiracle.

“That’ sthe Hunter. The only people aboard her are an old woman and a priest. I'm hoping that we can
get to them before Vaker seizestheir ship. Maybe we can get away on their ship, if we'relucky.”



Angelagave her mother her stubborn scowl and clomped to the comm panel mounted on the bulkhead.
“It wouldn’t hurt to hear what they’re saying,” she said, holding her gloved hand up to the pandl.

She' sright, Pauline redlized. Shrugging, she said, “ Go ahead, then.”

Angedapressed the comm unit’s on button and said, “Play first message, please.”

They heard, “Mom, Angie. It sme, Theo. I’'m on Hunter. They picked me up after Vaker’ sthugstried
to kill me. I’'m okay. I’m coming back to help you.”

“Theo!” both women cried in unison.

“He'sdivel”

“He s coming back!”

Pauline redoubled her effortsto get into her suit. “We ve got to get to him before Vaker’' s crew takes
over that ship,” shesaid.

“We should send him amessage,” said Angda. “Warn him.”

“No, we can't do that,” Pauline countered. “Vaker and his people would hear any message we sent,
unlesswe used the laser unit and that’ s back in the pod.”

“Besides, we need Hunter close enough for usto get to,” Angelaagreed.

“That'sright.” Pauline added silently, But not so closethat Vaker and his scavengers get to her first. She
dipped into the hardshell torso and Angelacame away from the comm pand to help her sedl it to the

leggings

* k% k %



Back on Vogeltod's bridge, Vaker listened to Victor Zacharias' s message.

“Pleiades!” he exulted. “ That' safine ship. And there’ s only one man aboard her, athief, at that.”

“Unless he' spicked up acrew,” Kirk muttered.

“Good point,” said Vaker. “Let’s break out the weapons.”

Like everything else aboard VVogeltod, the weapons supply was a hodgepodge of pieces stolen,
scavenged, or bartered from other ships. There were four genuine laser pistols, complete with compact
power packs attached to their belts. There were two cumbersome laser weldersthat could cut metal and
eadly diceflesh, dthough it took two men to carry each one of them and their bulky power packs. There
were avariety of tools such as cordless drills and wrenches that could be used as knives or bludgeons.
Therewas even an old-fashioned air pistol that fired tranquilizing darts, dthough Vaker wondered if the
tranquilizer was il potent after al the years the darts had lain unused. Findly, there was abelt of
minigrenades, powerful enough to blow down an airlock hatch.

Vaker looked over hisgrinning crew, each of them now carrying sidearms or tool s-turned-weapons
strapped to their hips. Two of the men hefted one of the bulky laser welders and its power pack between
them. Vaker himsdf had taken alaser pistol and flung the belt of minigrenades across his broad shoulder.

“You look like aband of red fierce pirates,” he said, laughing.

“WEe reready for anything,” said Kirk, brandishing a power drill whose bit was amost aslong ashis
forearm.

“Yeah!” Nicco agreed. “ And after we' ve taken these two ships, we get the two babes. Right?’

Vaker had to force hissmile, but he said, “Right.”

* k k %



SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
AIRLOCK

S

tanding &t thelip of the open airlock hatch, Theo saw clearly the curving flank of Syracuse, thelong ugly
gash in one of thefuel tank sections, the ssumps that had once held the missing command pod, the new
antennas he had painted on the adjoining portion of the hull, the backup command pod.

They were approaching the ship from its top, the sSide opposite the place where Vogeltod hung mated to
Syracuse by the flexible connector tube.

Theo wasin his hard-shell space suit with anew backpack that Dorn had provided; the cyborg stood
beside him in ananofabric suit.

“Theliving quarters are on the other side of the pod,” Theo told the cyborg, pointing with an outstretched
am.“Themanairlock is—*

He saw that the airlock hatch was open, subdued red light glowing fromiit.

“IsVaker using our airlock?’ he wondered aoud.

“| doubt it,” said Dorn.

“Thenwho . . .?” Theo saw two space suited figures outlined againgt the airlock’ sdim red lighting.

“Mom?’ he called over the suit-to-suit frequency. “Angie?’

“Theo! W€ re coming over to you.”



“Okay! Great! Makeit quick!”

Theo turned to Dorn. “Tell Ms. Apachetato goose the fusion drive as soon as we get them aboard.
Maybe we can take them in and get away from here before Vaker’s crew can board us.”

Dorn shook his head insde the inflated bubble hood of the nanosuit.

“Toolate,” hesad, pointing.

Haifa dozen nanosuited men were jetting up from between the spokes of Syracuse and heading Sraight
for them.

* * % %

Standing at Vogeltod's main airlock in his nanofabric space suit, Vaker heard Theo' s cdl to his mother
and sger.

“Thekid sl dive” hegrowled.

“And the women aretrying to jump over to Hunter,” Kirk said.

“Let ‘em,” Vaker snapped. “WE |l get therefirst. Come on.”

He squeezed the knob that controlled his suit’ s propulsion unit and jetted out of the airlock. Five of his
men followed him. He had left Nicco and three others behind to take over Syracuse.

Asthey maneuvered through the spokes of the big whed-shaped Syracuse, Kirk laughed mdicioudy.
“Nicco’ sgonnacrap himsaf when hefindsthe sugarpotsain’'t on the ship.”

“Sowhat?’ said Valker. “Once we take over Hunter we' ve got the women, too.”



He could see Hunter hanging in the emptiness, rotating dowly. There' sthe airlock, Vaker said to
himsdlf. And two people ganding iniit.

“Hey, there' sthe women,” one of hiscrew caled out.

Turning dightly, Vaker made out apair of figuresin hard suitsjetting toward Hunter’ s open airlock
hatch.

“Good,” hesaid. “Let ‘em get to the airlock first. We'll hit ‘em whilethey’redl crammed in there
together.”

“What about hitting one of the auxiliary locks, too?’” Kirk asked.

“They’ll be sedled tight. Why blow alocked hatch when we' ve got one wide open and waiting for us?’

Then Vaker thought amoment. Turning to the two men handling the big welding laser, hesaid, “Slicea
chunk out of the main thruster cone. | don’t want them lighting off their fusion engine and getting away
fromus”

* * * %

“Elverda,” Dorn was saying into his suit microphone, “as soon as| give the command you must push the
main engineto full thrugt.”

“I understand.” Her voice sounded tense in his earphones.

The two women were a scant hundred meters from the airlock hatch and coming on fast. But the
half-dozen scavengers were not far behind them.

“Crank the command chair to thefull reclining position,” Dorntold her. “You'll be ableto take the
acceleration better that way.”



“Don’'t worry aout me,” shereplied immediately.

But Dorn did worry. She can't take afull g’ s acceleration, he thought. Even with the stem cell therapy
shereceived, her heart can't take the strain. But if we don't get out of here before those men come
aboard . . .

“I"'m programming the propulsion system for aone-g acceleration,” Elverdawas saying, her voice tight
but cam. “Tdl mewhen.”

“Crank the chair down,” he repested.

“Yes Certanly.”

Theo nudged him with an ebow. “ Here they come!”

In their space suits, it wasimpossible for Dorn to tell who was the mother and who the daughter.

Close behind them six other figures were speeding toward them: the scavengers from Vogeltod.

“Hurry!” Theo urged.

Dorn saw two of the scavengers ped off, away from the others. They were carrying some kind of bulky
equipment. A weapon? he wondered.

“I'm ready to light off the fusion drive,” Elverda s voice reported.

Theo was attaching atether to one of the cleats on the hull just outside the airlock hatch. Before Dorn
could ask him why the youngster jumped out into the vacuum and reached for the nearer of the two
women. He pushed her toward the airlock, then stretched his arms out toward the other one,

Dorn grabbed at the woman as she coasted into the airlock and helped stop her headlong rush. “You're
safenow,” he said.



He could see the frightened expression on her face through her glassted helmet. “For how long?’ Pauline
asked.

Theo clutched a his sster’ s outstretched hand and tugged her toward the airlock.

“Thee! Look out!” Angelascreamed.

One of the scavengers was speeding toward them. Theo pushed Angelatoward the airlock hatch and
turned to face the gpproaching man. He could see Kirk’ s face through the bubble of his nanofabric suit,
lips pulled back in asavage grin. He was brandishing along, deadly looking power drill.

“I’m gonnafinish you once and for al, kid.”

Theo jetted up and away from the scavenger, but the tether reached its limit and stopped him with an
abrupt jerk that pulled Theo upside down. Kirk swung around, fiddled with his propulsion unit’ s controls,
and came swooping after him.

Theo dived toward Kirk, holding hisend of the buckybal tether in both hands, and flicked it like awhip.
Kirk flew into it, and Theo spun around him, wrapping the tether around Kirk’s middle, trapping one of
hisarms againg historso. Screaming curses, Kirk flailed at the tether with the drill, but the buckyball
materia wastoo tough even to scratch.

Theo raced back to the airlock hatch, where Dorn, his mother and sister were standing. A burst of light
splashed off the airlock hatch. They’refiring lasersat us! Theo redlized.

Theo planted his boots on the airlock deck just asablast of energy dammed into his back. He staggered
into hismother and Sgter.

“Thee?”

“I'madl right. They hit my backpack.”



“They’ve ds0 hit the hatch control,” said Dorn. “We can’t close the outer hatch.”

“They'redmost herel” Angelasaid, and Theo saw the scavengers racing toward them, with Vaker in the
lead, alaser pistal in hishand.

“Fretheengine” Dorn shouted.

“Hring,” sad Elverda

Hunter shuddered asif it had been hit by abomb. But it did not move away from the men approaching
the airlock.

* * % %

CARGO SHIP PLEIADES:
BRIDGE

Vv

ictor was close enough to hear the suit-to-suit chatter from the other ships. He recognized Theo' svoice,
and hiswife s. Then there were others, men’ svoices, cursing, yelling. It sounded asif some sort of
Srugglewas going on. A fight.

He stared a hismain screen asif he could get himsdlf there by sheer willpower. Still fifteen minutes away,
he saw from the numbers on the nav program.

What' s happening? he asked himsdlf. What' s going on there?

He could see Syracuse gleaming sharply in sunlight againgt the starry background of infinity. Therewas
another ship linked to it. And Hunter had arrived and matched their velocity vector.



A burg of flamefrom Hunter’ s main thruster! Victor saw the ship shudder. A half-dozen figureswere
flitting around the vessel, mogt of them clustered at the main airlock.

Fourteen minutes and thirty seconds. Victor knew he had to do something. But what?

* * * %

Standing in the crowded airlock, pistol in hishand, Vaker smiled at his prisoners.

“No sensefighting,” he said amiably. “ Y our shipis crippled and you' re not going anywhere.”

Theo could see the other scavengers crowding around the airlock hatch. Kirk glowered a him
murderoudy.

“Let’sgoingde” Vdker said, motioning with hispigtal. “It' s not polite to leave your visitors hanging
outside your door.”

Besdes, Theo said to himsdlf, theair in your suits must be running low. He saw red lights splashed across
theinside of his own bubble helmet. That laser shot’ s smashed up my life support pack, he redlized.

Dorn said dowly, “ Y ou’ ve destroyed the control for the outer hatch. If | open theinner hatch theair in
this entire section of the ship will blow away into vacuum.”

“Tell whoever’sat your bridge to sed the airtight emergency hatches,” Vaker said. “That way only one
small section will go to vacuum and you can pump air into it again once theinner airlock hatch is closed

agan.”

“Yes, that isthe answer,” Dorn said. He called Elverda. “ Areyou dl right?’

“Yes” her voice answered. “But theengine ... it falled.”



“Our guests,” Dorn’svoice dripped irony, “disabled the thruster.”

“Tell her to close the emergency hatches,” Vaker reminded.

“Now,” Kirk stressed.

“Close dl the emergency hatches,” Dorn said. “We re going to use the section next to the main airlock as
an extension of thelock.”

“Pleasedoit,” Dorn urged. “We have vigtors among us.”

Within minutes dl ten of them were crowded into the locker area, with theinner airlock hatch safely
seded and the section of the ship refilled with air.

“Take off your helmet, lad,” Vaker said to Theo. “Let’ sseeif the air pressure’ s okay.”

Burning with anger, Theo lifted hishelmet off his head.

“Thear'sfing” hesad.

“Youtwo, please,” Vaker said to Pauline and Angela, gesturing with his pistol. Turning to Dorn, he
added, “And you.”

Thetwo women lifted off their hemets. Dorn deflated the hood of his nanosuit and pulled it back off his
heed.

Valker peered a him. “Y ou'rethe priest?’

“ Ya”



“You'reacyborg,” Kirk said, as he pulled his own hood off hisface. “A fuckin’ freak.”

“Very observant of you,” Dorn replied.

Asthey dl wormed out of their space suits, Elverda s voice came from the overhead spesker: “We have
amessage from the approaching vessd.”

“Pay it,” Vaker commanded.

They heard, “Thisis Pleiades. Estimate arriva a your postion in nine minutes. Will match your velocity
vector.”

Standing before the bench in front of the lockers, his bubble helmet in his gloved hands, Theo felt ajolt of
eectricity surgethrough him. That's Dad’ svoice! he said to himsdf. He glanced at his mother; she
recognized the voice, too. So did Angie.

Vaker grinned hiswidest. “Here comes our profit, boys” he said. “Walking right into our lgps.”

“If he'saone on that ship,” Kirk cautioned.

“Evenif heign't,” said Vaker. “I’m going up to the bridge and guide our pigeon to us. Y ou boys stay
here by the airlock. When he comesin, you grab him.”

Heturned to Dorn. “Come on, cyborg. Lead usto the bridge.”

* k x %

Elverdagot up from the padded command chair and went to the communications console. She activated
the laser comm system, hoping that it would lock onto the optica receiver of the oncoming ship.



As soon asthe screen’ sready light flashed green, Elverda said urgently, “ Pleiades, thisis Hunter. We
have been boarded by scavengers who intend to take our ship and yours. We have three people from
Syracuse with us. We need help. They're going to kill usal unlesswe can find away to stop them.”

* * * %

Victor heard the fear in Elverda strembling voice, saw the anxiety in her worn face.

“How many men do the scavengers have?’

“I don’t know. Four or five, | think, maybe more.”

“Where are they?’

“Down a the main airlock, but | think their leeder is coming to the bridge.”

Victor thought swiftly. “Do you have an airlock near the bridge?’ he asked.

“Yes, immediately adjacent.”

“Please openit. I'll board your vessdl through it.”

“Very wel. Please hurry.”

“I will.” He scanned the control board, saw that the nav and propulsion programs were set to match the
velocity vectors of the other ships. Then he got up from the command chair and headed for the
equipment bay where tools were stored. I’ m going to need some kind of aweapon, he told himself.
Something to make the fight more even.

* * * %



Asthey walked dlong the dightly doping passageway that ran dong Hunter’s inner rim, Vaker kept his
pigtal in hisright hand, athough he dlowed hisarmto relax naturaly by hisside. The kid and thetwo
women were afew steps ahead of them, trudging reluctantly, grudgingly toward the ship’s bridge; the
cyborg paced a ong beside him, matching him stride for stride.

“What'sit like,” Vaker asked, “being haf machine?’

Dorn’shaf-meta face turned dowly toward him. “What' sit like, being entirdy anima?’

Vaker laughed. “1 mean, does your machine half fed pain?Isit stronger than norma human flesh?”

“Lifting his prosthetic arm dightly, Dorn said, “ Thishand could crush that pistol you' re carrying.”

Ingtinctively, Vaker twitched the gun away from the cyborg.

“Not toworry,” said Dorn, quite solemnly, “I’m apriest, not awarrior.”

“You're not afighter, then?’

“Not normally.” Dorn raised hisleft arm higher, then let it fal to hisside. “Besides, thisarmisproneto a
mechanicd vergon of arthritis, now and then.”

Vaker asked, “You' ve dways been apriest”?’

“No, not aways. Once | wasasoldier. A mercenary. I’ ve seen battle. I've. . . killed people.”

“But not anymore.”

“Not unless|’m provoked,” said Dorn, with adight nod to the two women and the young man waking
ahead of them.



* * * %
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er fingers moving swiftly on the eectronic keyboard, Elverda opened the emergency arlock next to the
bridge as she watched in the main screen the lone figure of aman jetting across the gap between
Pleiades and Hunter. Glancing at the control board’ stdlltale lights, she saw that he entered the airlock
and cycled it.

Through the open hatch of the bridge she heard voices approaching; Dorn’s deep, dow tones and the
lighter, faster patter of another man: Vaker. As she got up from the command chair two women stepped
through the hatch, followed by the same young man Dorn had brought aboard earlier, then Dorn himself
and thetdl, broad-shouldered, smiling Vaker, who was il chattering blithely avay. And holding apistol
inhisright hand.

He had to duck dightly to get through the hatch. Then his eye caught Elverda s and he beamed a bright
gmileat her.

“Hello again, Ms. Apacheta,” he said.

Elverda smiled back tentatively.

“It'sgood to seeyou again,” he said, putting more wattage into the samile.

Drawing hersdf up to her full height, Elverdasaid, “We meet under unusua circumstances, Captain
Vadker.”

Vaker raised the pistol and glanced at it asif he hadn’t redlized it had been in hishand. “ This? Wdll, this
isbusiness, dear lady. I'm afraid we re going to have to take your ship, and the one that’ s just made
rendezvouswith us”



“Likehdl youwill!”

A scruffy, stubby, dark-bearded man in arumpled short-deeved tunic and shorts stepped through the
hatch, alaser spot welder in one hand. His bare arms and legs were knotted with muscle, his onyx eyes
blazed fury.

Vaker whirled around at the sound of hisvoice, leveling the pistal in hishand. Dorn wrapped both his
arms around Vaker' s body, and young Theo punched the scavenger solidly inthejaw. Vaker'slegs
buckled, his head lolled back on his shoulders.

“Victor!” The older woman rushed into the arms of the fiercely bearded man. The younger followed her
by ahalf-step. They both broke into sobs.

Dorn let Vaker’s unconscious body dip to the deck. Theo bent down and took the pistol from his hand.
Dorn dipped the belt of minigrenades off his shoulder, stared at them for along wordless moment, then
with agrowl flung them acrossthe bridge.

It took afew minutes, but Elverdagot it sorted out despite the blubbering. Even young Theo
Zacharias—who turned out to be the bearded man’s son —had tearsin his eyes.

“Thisisahdluvafamily reunion,” sad Victor Zacharias, hisarms around hiswife and daughter, ahappy
grinon hisface.

Dorn brought them al back to redlity. “ There are nine other scavengers: six aboard this vessd and three
on Syracuse.”

“Hunting for Mom and Angie,” Theo said grimly.

Victor' sdark eyesflashed. “They didn't—"

“Angi€ sfing” Pauline said immediately. “ They didn’t touch her.”



Elverda stared at the woman, then turned to the main screen, above the control panel, and pointed.
“Look. Four men are crossing over to your ship, Pleiades.”

“1t'll take them alittlewhileto redize I’ m not aboard her,” said Victor.

“Then what?’ Theo asked.

“How many are dill onthisship?’ Victor asked.

Elverdaworked the eectronic keyboard. The main screen broke into adozen smaller views, each
showing asection of Hunter’ s interior. Only two scavengers were visible, both by the main airlock.

“We ve got to get them before the others come back,” Theo said.

Victor stepped closer to the multi-eyed screen. “ They’ re both armed.”

Vaker groaned and pushed himsdf up to agtting position. He looked up at Theo, rubbing hisjaw. “Nice
punch, kid. Try it again sometime when my ams arefree.”

Theo started toward him, but Dorn blocked him with his prosthetic arm. “ Perhaps we won't have to fight
the others.” Pointing to Vaker, “We have ahostage here.”

Vaker laughed bitterly. “ Some hostage. Y ou think those cockroaches would give up taking two whole
ships, just for me?’

“We d better get those two before the others come back,” Victor said.

“Defeat them in detail,” Dorn muttered.

Victor looked a him. “You tak likeasoldier.”



“| wasasoldier, once.”

Hefting the pistol he' d taken from Vaker, Theo said to hisfather, “Let’ sgo for them, then.”

Victor looked into his son’ s eyes, then nodded. Turning to Dorn, “Can you lock him up someplace?’

“One of the storage bays,” Dorn replied. “1t' s on the way to the main airlock.”

“All right,” Victor said. “Pauline, you and Angie stay here on the bridge with Ms. Apacheta. Keep dl the
airlock hatches seded.”

“Wecan't closethe main airlock’ s outer hatch,” Elverdasaid.

“That'sall right. Just don’t open any others.” Victor waved the squat gray cylinder of his spot welder in
Vaker' sdirection. “ Get moving.”

Vaker climbed to hisfeet and went without protest, his usua smile gone, replaced by aglum resignation.
But just as he was about to step over the haich’s sill, he looked back at Pauline for just the flash of an
instant. Elverda saw her cheeks redden.

Dorn locked VVaker in the nearly empty storage bay, then hurried to catch up with Victor and his son.

“They tried to kill me,” Theo wastdling hisfather. “Punctured my suit' smain air tank and pushed me off
into space.”

Dorn could see Victor’ sfigstightening. “ But your mother, Angela, they haven't hurt them, have they?’

Theo shook his head. “Not that they didn’t want to. We hid Angie in the storm shelter.”

“And your mother?’



Theo hesitated a heartbest before answering, “Nobody attacked her.”

They strode down Hunter’ s curving main passageway in sllence for several moments. Then Victor turned
to Dorn, “We |l haveto find aweapon for you.”

“No,” said Dorn. “I’m apriest, not awarrior.”

Theo began to object, “But we re going to need—"

“I will fight to protect my companion,” Dorn said to Victor, “or you and your family. But | will not
willingly kill anyone”

Victor stared at him for severa paces dong the passageway. At last he said, “Don’t get in our way,
then.”

Asthey approached the main airlock, Victor said to Theo, “This spot welder puts out a stream of
high-energy pulses. Doesn't carry very far, though. That pistol you' re holding is more powerful.”

Theo glanced at the pigtol. It bore theimprint of Astro Corporation. Vaker must’ ve taken thisfroma
ship he captured, he thought.

“Both those men are in space suits,” Victor went on. “Puncture the suits. Rip them open so they can't get
off theship.”

“Right,” Theo agreed.

Dorn said, “Wouldn't it be better to let them get off this ship? Let them have Pleiades and leave usin

“So they can stedl other shipsand kill their crews?’ Victor snapped, dmost snarling. “No. There sno
law out here. It'sup to us.”



“Vengeanceisnot justice,” Dorn murmured.

Victor glared a him, then answered, “ Thisian’t vengeance. Thisisextermination. Y ou heard what Valker
caled them: cockroaches. Y ou don't let cockroaches go free. Y ou kill them.”

Dorn stopped waking. “I can’t help you do that.”

“Then go back to the bridge,” Victor said.

“| could take those two men for you. Without killing them.”

Victor stared at the cyborg.

“If | succeed, you will have them without risk to yourself or your son. If | fail, then you can attack them
your way.”

Theo tapped Dorn' s prosthetic shoulder. “Is your arm working okay?’

Dorn lifted thearm, turned it in afull circle. *'Y our maintenance work isholding fine.”

“Let himtry it, Dad,” Theo urged. “What do we haveto lose?’

Victor looked from his son to the cyborg and back again. At last he reluctantly murmured, “All right.”

* k x %
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uspicion smoldering in hismind, Kirk flicked through Pleiades' s internal cameraviews. Every section of
the ship seemed empty, abandoned.

“There snobody here,” said the scavenger at hiselbow. “ This saghost ship.”

“Y our great-grandmother’ saghost ship,” Kirk growled. “He s aboard somewhere. He' shiding.”

One of the other crewmen piped up. “He sure don’t have a crew with him. He musta been alone.”

“He sin here someplace,” Kirk ingsted, watching each cameraview intently for afew moments, then
skipping to the next. “We ve gottafind him.”

“It'sabig ship, Kirk. There sonly the four of us. It'll take aday or two to search every compartment.”

“Soit takesaday or two!”

“Y eah, but whilewe' re playin’ hide-and-seek with the bastard, Vaker and the other guys got the
women.”

Kirk glared at the crewman. Gritting histeeth in indecision, hefindly admitted, “Maybe you' reright.”

“Least we can cdl Vaker and tell him the bum'’ s hiding out someplace.”

“Yeah. Let'scdl Vaker.” The othersall agreed.

Kirk tried his suit radio. No answer. Grimacing with anger, he turned to Pleiades’s comm console.

“Vdker, thisisKirk.”



No reply.

“Vaker, thisisKirk. We can’t find anybody on Pleiades. We re coming back.”

Stll nothing but the hiss of the comm signdl’ s carrier wave.

Kirk snatched up the power drill he'd lain on the control board. “ Something’ swrong. Let’ s get back to
Hunter.”

* k x %

Nicco, meanwhile, was feding equaly frustrated aboard Syracuse. He and the two scavengerswith him
had searched the living quarters, the command pod, and even the ssorm cellar. No sign of the two
women.

“They an't here,” Nicco said as he stepped out of the radiation shelter’ s cramped womblike interior.

“They’ ve gone?’

“Lookslikeit.”

The other crewman said, “Thisisapretty big ship. We ve only searched aquarter of it.”

“Therestisinvacuum,” Nicco told him. “No air. All shut down. They can't bein there.”

“Not unlessthey’rein suits”

“Suitsonly hold afew hours air; they can't stay in ‘emfor long.”



“Maybe they can hold their breaths for acouple hours,” said thefirst crewman. “I bet they both got big
|urm”

Nicco did not laugh. Frowning with frustration, he said, “C’ mon, we better get back to Vaker. Maybe
he can figurethisout.”

* k% k %

Dorn stopped a good fifty meters before the airlock area.

“Y ou two walit here,” he whispered. “ Give me three minutes, then come ahead.”

Victor nodded. Theo licked hislips, thinking, If this cyborg can't handle those two scavengers 1’|l kill
them both. I'll cut them up with thislaser. I’ll chop them into pieces.

Then he saw the look on the human haf of Dorn’ s face and remembered the priest’ swords. Vengeance
isnot justice.

Dornwaked dowly, deliberately, toward the main airlock. The two scavengersthat Vaker had |eft were
lounging a theinner airlock hatch, which was sedled shut. They stiffened at the Sght of the approaching
cyborg, gripped their wegponsin their hands. One had a cordless power drill, the other an elaborately
wicked-looking knife with a serrated blade.

“What'reyou doin” here?’ asked thetaller of the two, the one with the drill.

“Captain Vaker sent me” Dorn replied, shifting his steps dightly so that the one with the knife was on his
progthetic sde.

“Vdker?What for?’

“Why di’n't he come himsdf?’



“Or cal uson theintercom?’

Dorn waswithin arm’ sreach of the pair of them. They seemed wary, distrustful. They both edged hdf a
step backward as Dorn approached them.

The one with the knife lifted its blade so that its point was level with Dorn’ s prosthetic eye.

“Why don’t | just carve you up here and now, ‘ stead of waitin’ 7’

Praying that hisarm would work properly, Dorn grabbed the blade in his metal hand and twisted. The
blade bent and the man holding it yowled in sudden pain. His partner, jaw dropped wide, fumbled for the
power button on hisdrill as he backed away from Dorn.

Y anking the knife out of the first one’ s hand, Dorn growled to the other, “Drop thet toy before| shoveit
up your colon.”

For an ingtant both men stood frozen in shocked silence. Then Dorn heard Zacharias and his son running
up the passageway. Seeing the weaponsin their hands, the scavenger dropped his power drill to the
deck with adull clunk. The would-be knife wielder raised his hands over his head.

“Good work,” Victor said to Dorn. “ That' s two of them.”

“There are seven more,” said Dorn.

* k x %

Sitting in the bridge’ s command chair, Elverda heard Kirk’scall from Pleiades, saw the angry irritationin
his chiseled features. “ Should we reply to him?” Pauline asked.

“No,” said Elverda. “Not until the men return.”

Angelagared at the frozen image of Kirk on the screen, but said nothing.



Elverda cut off the message and pulled up aview of the passageway where Dorn, Victor and Theo were
leading the two scavengers back from the main airlock.

With Pauline standing on one side of her and Angela on the other, Elverdaasked softly, “The men did not
harm you?’

“No,” Angdasaid.

Turning to Pauline, Elverda dropped her voice to a near-whisper and asked, “Will you tell your
husband?’

Pauline glanced at her daughter, then replied, “1 suppose | will, sooner or later.”

“He ll want tokill Valker.”

“Mother!” Angelablurted. “He raped you?’

Pauline pressed her lipstogether, then replied, “No, hedidn’t rape me.”

“But. . .” Angela seyeswent wide as she redized what her mother implied. “You mean . . . willingly?’

“Not willingly. I had no choice,” Pauline said, her voiceflat and cold.

Angea s mouth hung open but no words came out.

“Y our husband will kill Vaker,” Elverdarepeated, “ once he knows.”

Pauline said nothing.



* * * %

“Look!” cried one of the scavengers. “That’ s Nicco and the others comin’ over from Syracuse.”

Kirk and the three crewmen with him were jetting back to Hunter. He twisted in the emptiness and saw
the three sunlit figures heading toward him.

“What'sgoin’ onwith you?” Kirk asked over hissuit radio.

“Damn ship’sempty,” Nicco’ s voice answered. “ The women are gone.”

“They must be hiding.”

“They’'regone. And Vaker ain't answering us.”

Kirk nodded grimly insde hisinflated helmet. “We can't raise Vaker either. Something’ s gone wrong.”

Thetwo groups of scavengers came together like gliding vultures, shifting dumsly in their flight.

“Y ou think they got Vaker?’ Nicco asked.

“Don’'t see how,” Kirk replied. “He had apistol. The priest and the kid were unarmed.”

“The women musta gone aboard Hunter.”

“Or drifted into space.”

“What about the guy from Plelades?” one of the crewmen asked. “Where d he go?’



They coasted toward Hunter’s main airlock. Kirk saw that the hatch was open; the dimly lit airlock
chamber looked empty.

“All right, hold it,” Kirk said asthey glided to Hunter’ s curving hull. “We gotta take stock before we go
in”

“Take stock of what?’

“Thegtuation.”

“There' ssaven of usagaingt apriest, akid, and an old lady.”

“ And maybe the two other women.”

“And maybethe guy from Pleiades, too.”

“We got weapons and they don't.”

Kirk sneered at them. “Weapons?Y ou got a coupla power tools and some wrenches.”

“I’vegot apistol,” Nicco pointed out.

“Y eah, and they prob’ly got Vaker’ s pistol. And the grenades he was carrying.”

That quieted them.

“Where' d you leave the heavy welder?’ Kirk asked the two men who had disabled Hunters man
thrugter.

“We put it on atether after we were donewith it.”



“Go getit,” Kirk said. “Wemight need it to burn through some hatches.”

* k k %

SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
BRIDGE

S

o that’ show they disabled our fusion engine,” Dorn said, looking at Elverda.

Shewas gtill dtting in the command chair asthey listened to the suit-to-suit talk between Kirk and the
other scavengers.

“Maybe we can retrieve that heavy laser before they do,” Theo suggested.

“No.” Victor shook hishead. “They’ re dready outside, suited up. They’ll get to it long before we can.”

“I'm till inmy suit,” Theo pointed out. “So’re Mom and Angie. Angieand | could—"

“No,” Victor repested firmly.

“Then what do we do?’ Pauline asked.

Moreto Dorn than the others, Victor said, “Oncethey get that heavy laser they’ll be able to burn through
any of the hatcheswetry to keep locked against them.”

“Yes” sad Dorn.



“They’ Il punch their way from the main airlock right up hereto the bridge,” Victor muttered.

“And free Vaker on their way,” Theo added. “ All we have isthis one laser pistal.”

“And those grenades,” Theo said, pointing to the belt that lay on the far side of the deck.

* * * %

“Stay inyour suits,” Kirk told his men asthey came through theinner hatch of the main airlock. “ They
might try somethin’ cute, like cutting off the air in this section of the ship.”

Nicco glanced over his shoulder at the two men lugging the heavy welder and its power pack. “Y ou guys
oughtta be up front,” he said.

“Why do we hafta lug this clunker?’ one of the men complained. “How ‘bout you takin’ it for aturn?’

“Whatsameatter, girls?’ Nicco asked, laughing. “‘ Fraid you' re gonnabresk afingernail or somethin’ 7’

Themen glared at him but shuffled up to the front of the line, where Kirk stood peering down the
passageway, left and right. He stepped to the wall screen and tapped its directory.

“Okay,” hesaid, tracing apath on the main display. “ The bridgeisthis direction.”

They started dong the passageway, Kirk in the lead, the two men with the welder grumbling right behind
him, then the rest, with Nicco bringing up therear.

Kirk tried to raise Vaker on his suit radio, again to no avail.

“They mustakilled him,” he mused aoud.



“Then we re gonna haftaelect anew captain,” said one of the men toting the laser welder.

Kirk grinned toothily. “1 nominate me.”

From up the passageway they heard Vaker’s sneering voice, “Over my dead body!”

“It’ sthe skipper!”

The passageway ran along the rim of the ship’ swhedl, so that athough it felt flat aslong asthe whed was
turning, it curved up and out of sight in both directions. Vaker came griding toward them, smiling grimly.
The two men Dorn had disarmed came into sight behind him.

“Where' ve you been?’ Kirk demanded.

“They ganged up on me, that haf-robot priest, the kid, and some other guy—he must be from
Pleiades.”

Grinning at the bruiseon Vaker'sjaw, Kirk said, “Only three of ‘em?’

“They caught me by surprise. Then they locked me in a storage bay. Then they brought in Gig and Kelso,
rHe_”

Nicco came pushing through the group. “How’ d you get out, skipper?’

Vaker gave him asour look. “ Accordion-fold door. They thought locking it would keep meinside. One
kick isdl it took.”

“Sothe guy from Pleiades is aboard?’ Kirk asked.

Nodding, Vaker added, “ And the two women from Syracuse. They'redl up inthe bridge, onetidy little
package.”



Raising the power drill hewas carrying, Kirk shouted, “So let’ sgo get ‘em!”

* k k %

Victor and the others watched the scavengers impromptu reunion in the main passageway. Turning from
the bridge’ s screen, Victor muttered, “We ve got to stop them.”

“Yes,” agreed Dorn. “But how? There are ten of them.”

“Close dl the emergency hatches”

“They’l burn through them with that big laser.”

“1 know. But that will take them time.”

“So what good will that do?’

“Theo,” Victor said, pointing to the bet lying on the deck, “ get those grenades and come with me. Y ou,”
he said to Elverda, “sedl al the hatches. Now.”

AsElverdacdled up thelife support program, Victor and Theo headed for the hatch.

Pauline reached for his shoulder. “Victor, what are you going to do?’

“Stop them,” he said.

Dorn watched the two of them go, then, after amoment of indecision, followed after them.

* * % %



The hatch up the passageway swung shut with asharp clang. Turning, Vaker saw the hatch behind them
bang shut. They could hear more thumpsin the distance.

“The bastards re sedling dl the hatches,” Kirk growled.

Vaker grinned at him. “What € se can they do? They'rejust postponing the inevitable.”

“They might try to pump out the air.”

“Sowedtay inour suits” Vadker sad, pulling up hishood and inflating it.

He motioned to the two men carrying the heavy laser welder. “Now ain’tcha glad we brought this beauty
adong with us?’

Nicco laughed. “We Il burn right through the hatches.”

“No need to,” Valker said, pointing to the control keypad on the bulkhead beside the sedled hatch. * Just
burn out the pad and get to the manua override. Won't take more’ n aminute.”

“For each hatch,” Kirk said.

“Sowha?’ Vaker snapped. “ They’ re not going anywhere. And we' re not going away.”

* * * %

Following hisfather’ s example, Theo peded back the plastic sheeting that covered the passageway’s
sructural tubing and wedged the pebble-sized grenades into the exposed metal framework in acomplete
circle, from the deck to the overhead and then back down to the deck on the other side.

Dorn stood in the middle of the passageway, arms folded againgt his chest. “I see what you intend to do.



But blowing away this section of the wheel won't stop them. They’ re aready in space suits. They’ll
merely jet through the open areato the next hatch.”

“Not if they’ re in the section that we blow away,” Victor said.

“No, they’ll still be ableto jet back to us,” Dorn countered. “Unlessthey’ re killed or injured by the
blagt.”

“That'sthe generd idea,” said Victor.

“I can’'t be aparty to that.”

“You don’t haveto be. Just stay out of my way.”

Theo spoke up. “Y ou can show us how to fuze the grenades so we can set them off from the bridge.”

Dorn did not reply.

Victor strode down the passageway to where Dorn was standing. “Now listen. These scavengers would
kill you and your friend without blinking an eye. They’ d kill my son and me. They’ d rape my wifeand
daughter and then kill them, too. Y ou expect meto let them do that?’

For severa heartbeats Dorn did not reply. At last he said, “1 spent alifetimekilling. My soul is drenched
inblood. | can’'t help you to commit murder.”

And hewalked away, past Theo, back toward the bridge.

Victor glowered at hisback. “Finish thejob, Thee,” he said to hisson. “I’m going to the bridge.”

* * * %



SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
MAIN PASSAGEWAY

O
w!” Nicco yelped, wringing hishand. “That’s hot!”

Vaker laughed. “What do you expect? The circuit’ s been melted by alaser beam. Put your gloves back
on.”

Nicco scowled at the blackened hole in the bulkhead where the hatch’ s control pad had been. Kirk
pushed past him, wiggled his nanogloved fingersin the air, then reached in and found the manua switch.

The hatch popped open acrack. Kirk kicked it all the way open, then made an exaggerated bow. “This
way, gentlemen.”

"That' sthree,” Nicco sad, till wringing his burned hand as the scavengers trooped through the open
hatch. “How many more?’

Vaker turned to the wall screen display of the ship’slayout, ”Four. . . five. . . and then the galley and
findly the hatch to the bridge itsdlf. Six moreto go, men.”

“And then we' ve got ‘em!” one of the crewmen exulted, waving the laser pistol he carried inthe air.

“And then we get the women!” shouted Kirk.

* * * %

Back on the bridge, Theo saw hisfather’ sjaw clench as he watched the main screen’s cameraview of
the scavengers advancing along the passageway. And then we get the women, Theo repeated Slently.
He' sone of the dog turds that tried to murder me. Dad’ s perfectly right: Kill them or they’Il kill us.



Dorn still stood with his armslocked across his chest, immobile as a statue, except that his head swiveled
back and forth from watching the main screen to staring at Victor. What' s going through his mind? Theo
wondered. He said he' d killed alot of people and now he doesn’t want usto kill these scum. But what
else can we do?

Suddenly the cyborg let hisarms drop to his sdes and started toward the closed hatch.

“Where areyou going?’ Victor demanded.

“Tothem.”

“What? What do you think — *

“You' regoing to kill them. Kill me, too.”

Before he redlized what he was saying, Theo blurted, “That’ s crazy! Y ou' re not one of them!”

“I was, once. Just like them. Worse. I’ll die with them.” Dorn reached the hatch and started to tap out
the command code with his prosthetic hand.

Victor sad, “Y ou' re going to warn them?’

“No,” Dornreplied. “I'll mply joinintheir fate”

Elverda protested, “ They’ Il kill you as soon asthey seeyou!”

“What difference does that make?’

Pushing hersalf up from the command chair, Elverda crossed the bridge to Dorn’sside. 1 can't let you
kill yoursdf.”



“I’'m going to die anyway,” he said softly. “We dl will, sooner or later. Why prolong the misery?’

“Because | need you,” Elverdaanswered. “If you die, I'll dietoo. I'll have no reason to go on living.”

Theo stared at them. The cyborg with his death wish. The old woman trying to save him from himself. His
mother and sister, frozen speechless. And hisfather in that fierce beard he' d grown, looking as
implacable as death itsalf.

Turning to the main screen, Theo said loudly, “ They’ re through the third hatch. They’ll be entering the
section we mined next.”

Everyone turned to the screen.

Theo went to the command chair. “Might be agood ideato pump the air out of the passageway before
we blow the grenades,” he said, leaning over the control pand.

* * % %

Vaker himsdlf was now taking aturn at lugging the laser welder. Trotting up the passageway behind him,
Nicco toted the power pack.

“How’rewedoing on juice?’ Vaker asked over hisshoulder.

Nicco peered at the colored bar of theindicator. “ * Bout halfway down. We can recharge off the ship’s
current if we hafta.”

Vaker said, “That' d take sometime. | don’t want to keep those ladies waiting.”

Nicco laughed. Behind him, Kirk was leading the other seven men. They stopped at the closed hatch.
Nicco lowered the power pack to the deck; Vaker propped the bulky welder on one hip and aimed it at
the control pad.



“Warning,” said adeep voice. The men al looked up at the intercom speaker set into the overhead.
“Warning. This passageway will be evacuated to vacuum in thirty seconds. Air pressure will be reduced
to zero.”

“Bagtards!” Kirk snapped.

Vaker was grinning ingde the inflated hood of his nanosuit. “ Sedl up or breathe vacuum, boys,” he said,
amost chearfully.

“They think they can stop us?’

“They're gettin’ scared.”

1] Dm.ae.”

“They can't think of anything elseto do, | guess”

Should be enough air in the suit tanks for an hour, at least, Vaker thought. Plenty enough to get through
the last of these hatches and into the bridge. I'll let Kirk lead the charge: that guy with the beard took my
pistal. Let Kirk goinfirst. He' sahothead, he'll charge right into the gun. Then we can cut the bearded
one down and the kid and the cyborg, too.

“Everybody okay?’ Vaker asked. They heard him through their suit radios and nodded.

“Then let’ s get through these frigging hatches!”

* * * %

“The entire passageway isin vacuum,” Dorn announced, his eyes on the control board, his back to
Victor.



“Why'd you warn them?’ Angela asked.

Dorn glanced toward Elverda, but did not answer.

“They’ re going into the section where we planted the grenades,” Theo said, feding perspiration trickle
down hisribs.

Dorn garted toward the hatch again.

“Where do you think you're going?’ Victor demanded.

“Dornl” Elverdasaid sharply. “No!”

“I haveto,” the cyborg replied.

Victor stepped between Dorn and the hatch. “ Stay here. Y ou can’'t Stop this.”

For along silent moment Dorn stood eye to eye with Victor, un-moving. Then he said, “I belong with
them. Kill metoo.”

“I don't want to kill you,” Victor said.

“Yesyou do. You smply don’'t know it yet.”

“They’ re entering the section we mined,” Theo said, turning from the main screen to the two men
confronting one another. “If we' re going to blow those grenades we' ve got to do it now.”

Before Victor could reply, Dorn said, “I’m the man who attacked your ship. | am Dorik Harbin.”

1] WI,H?’



Theo fet his guts clench with shock. He saw hisfather reach for the pistol he' d tucked into his waistband.
“Hewas Dorik Harbin,” Elverda said, rushing to Dorn’ sside. “But he' s changed, he s—”

“I wiped out the Chrysalis habitat,” Dorn said, hisvoiceflat, emotionless. “Then | attacked aship
named Syracuse.”

Victor stared at the cyborg. He couldn’t get aword out of histhroat. But hisright hand pulled the pistol
fromhiswad.

“He snot the same person!” Elverda pleaded. “Hetried to kill himself. He's spent hislife atoning for his
ans”

Victor raised the pistal to thelevel of Dorn’seyes. “Y ou attacked my ship? Y ou nearly killed my whole
family!”

“Sokill me” Dorn said softly. “ Release mefrom life.”

Theo stood frozen at the control panel and stared at hisfather. Hisfather held the gun at arm’ slength,
unwavering, pointed at the cyborg' sface. His mother and sister were clutching each other, dill inthelr
gpace auits, their faces torn with fear and uncertainty.

“Pleasel” Elverdabegged, pushing hersdf between Dorn and Theo' sfather.

Dorn grasped the old woman by her shoulders and lifted her off her feet. Placing her down gently to one
side, he turned back to Victor.

“Sokill me” hesaid.

* k x %



SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
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Y

ou attacked our ship,” Victor said, the words barely struggling past his gritted teeth. “ Y ou tried to kil
US,”

Dorn said nothing.

“But you survived,” Elverdareminded. “Y ou lived through it.”
Victor grimaced. “No thankstothis. . . this. . . monster.”

“So kill me and get your revenge,” Dorn said.

Victor gared at the cyborg. Kill him! urged a savage voice within hismind. Kill him. He deservesto die.
He wants to die.

Victor' sfinger froze on the pistol’ strigger. He closed his eyes briefly, but when he opened them again
Dorn ill stood before him.

“No onewill blameyou,” Dorn sad.
“Don'tdoit!” Elverdapleaded.
“I can’t,” Victor groaned, dropping the pistal to hisside. “By dl thefiends of hdll, | can't doiit.”

“Then don't kill those other men, either,” Dorn said softly.



Theo looked up &t the screen again and saw that Vaker and his crew were marching aong the
passageway to the next hatch.

“Dad!” hecdled.

Victor seemed in adaze. Hisfather sared at the main screen but didn't seem to understand what he was
seeing. “Dad, now!” Theo called.

Dorn turned toward Theo. “Don’t murder them.”

Sudden rage boiled through Theo. They tried to murder me. They want to rape Mom and Angie.

Dorn repested, “Don’'t—"

“Thehel | won't!” Theo yelled, and he dammed hisfist onto the control key that ignited the grenades.

* * * %

In the airlessness of the passageway the detonations made no sound, but the scavengers were jolted off
their feet as the bulkhead around the closed hatch in front of them was torn gpart by sudden flashes of
exploson.

Through his suit radio Vaker heard his men shouting and swearing as he struggled to hisknees. Weight
seemed to be dwindling, asif he were suddenly floating. Kirk and others were sprawled in aheap,
drifting up off the deck, arms and legs thrashing. The entire section of the passageway had been blasted
loose, tearing itself out of the ship’swhed-shaped structure and lumbering off into empty space.

Nicco was tangled beneath the laser welder, but in the sudden near-weightlessness he pushed it off with a
grunt and astring of curses.

“They’ vetorn thiswhole section out of the ship!” Kirk yelled, pushing himsdlf to astanding position. The
effort made him float off the deck atogether; his hooded head bounced off the overhead.



Hovering in aweightless crouch, Vaker redized there was enough light to see by. The passageway
sections must have individual battery-powered emergency lights, he reasoned.

“Anybody hurt?’ he asked.

“Fuck that! We re drifting away from the ship.”

“We reheadin’ for friggin’ Pluto or someplace!”

“Cdm down,” Vaker said, making a soothing motion with both hands. “Cadm down. Weain't dead yet.”

“Won't belong, though.”

“Bullshit!” Vaker snapped. “We ve got more than an hour’ sworth of air in our tanks and enough fuel in
our jet packsto get back to the ship.”

“Thistimeweblow aholein ther bridge firat off,” Kirk snarled. “No more pussyfootin’ around.”

* * * %

Victor dashed to the control board and clapped his son on the back. “ Y ou did it, Thee! Good work!”

Theo stared at the main screen. The outside cameras showed the torn section of Hunter’s hull soinning
dowly away from the ship.

“Now let’ sget ourselves out of here,” Victor said.

“We have no propulsion,” Elverdareminded him. “They disabled our fusion thruster.”



Theo jabbed afinger on the key that opened the suit-to-suit radio frequency.

“. .. got morethan an hour’ sworth of air in our tanks and enough fuel in our jet packsto get back to the
ship”

Vaker'svoice, Theo recognized.

Then Kirk’ s snarling, “ Thistime we blow aholein their bridge first off. No more pussyfootin’ around.”

Theo turned to hisfather. “ They’ re coming back!”

“But now they'revulnerable,” Victor said. “They'refloating in vacuum, in space suits.” He brandished the
laser pigtol.

“Y ou think the gun has enough charge to get them al?” Theo wondered.

“All we need to do is puncture their suits. A pinhole will do.”

“No,” Dorn sad. “Please!”

Victor glared at him. “ Listen. Just because | couldn’t shoot you in cold blood doesn't mean that I'Il alow
those cutthroats to get back to this ship.”

“Don’t murder them,” Dorn begged. “Chooselife over death.”

“Tell that to them!” Victor snapped.

“There must be another way.”

Theo looked into the cyborg’ s haf-human face. “Maybe there is another way,” he said.



* * % %

Pauline hardly recognized the fiercely bearded man who had come aboard Hunter as her gentle,
thoughtful hushand—until the moment hefalled to kill Dorn. Victor, she thought. Despite everything,
despite the years of anguish, he couldn’t kill the man who's caused dl our troubles. Not in cold blood.
Not Victor. He couldn't.

But she saw that Victor was perfectly ready to do whatever he had to in order to protect her and Angela.
What would hedo if he knew that I’ ve dept with Vaker? How will hefed about me?

She looked a Angela, standing beside her, and at the elderly woman who tried to save Dorn from his
own guilt-ridden desth wish. Angie knows about Vaker now, Paulinetold hersdlf. But shewon't tell her
father; she won't bresthe aword about it, not to Victor or even to Theo. It sour secret. I'll haveto talk
to her about it, explain what happened. Make her understand. If | can. If | can.

Sheredlized Theo was asking something of Dorn. With an effort, she forced her thoughts aside and
focused on the others on the bridge.

“Do you have suitsfor yoursaves?’ Theo was asking Dorn.

Elverdareplied, “Nanosuits, yes. There are severd in the locker by the main airlock.”

“Why should they need sits?” Victor demanded.

Theo jabbed athumb at the main screen. The scavengers were floating out of the twisted wreckage of
the severed hull section.

“They’ re going to be coming here. We d better get off thisvessdl and into Pleiades.”

Victor grinned with understanding. “ Plelades has propulsion. Her fusion engine works and she' s got
enough fuedl to get back to Ceres.”



“Right,” said Theo. “Let those dog turds have this ship. It can’t move. It' saderdlict, thanksto them.”

“Andwe |l get away on Pleiades,” said Victor.

“But we' ve got to be quick,” Theo urged.

“Wait,” Paulinesaid.

The men turned toward her.

“They’ve got their own ship: Vogeltod. Its main engine works and they’ ve got fud for it in her tanks.”

“I know,” Theo said. “I'll haveto take care of that.”

Victor bent over the control panel. “We ve got to put some distance between us and those scavengers.”

Dorn came up beside him. “With only the maneuvering jets, we can't go far.”

Theo told him, “Move ustoward Syracuse.”

“Syracuse?” hisfather demanded. “Y ou mean Plelades.”

“Syracuse,” Theoreplied. “And their ship, Vogeltod.”

* * % %

SPACE RACE



A
nybody hurt?’ Vaker asked again.

Hewas clinging by one hand to a cleat on the outer skin of the broken hull section, spinning dowly inthe
middle of nowhere, with nothing but the emptiness of the universe dl around him. Along the curve of the
section he could see his men pulling themsalves out of the wreckage, dowly, dill in shock from the
exploson.

“WeI?" he demanded. “ All you huskiesin one piece?’

“My hand il hurts” Nicco complained.

“I twised my leg.”

“My insgdesdon’t fed so good.”

“That' sthe zero-g,” Kirk’s scornful voice countered. “ Don't upchuck in your hood.”

A scattering of snickering laughs.

The broken hull section turned enough for Vaker to seetherest of Hunter gleaming inthe sunlight, one
section of itswhedl-shaped hull gone, the shattered ends blackened by the explosions.

“All right, al right. Pull yourselves together. We ve got to get back to that ship and give those pissants
what they deserve.”

* * * %

Oncethey got to the auxiliary airlock, Theo saw how smpleit wasfor Dorn and Ms. Apachetato get
into nanosuits. Just like pulling on a set of coverals. He hefted the new backpack that Dorn had given
him, fedling itsweight settled on his shoulders, then went to hisster.



“I'll check out your backpack,” Theo said to Angela.

“Let your mother do that,” Victor said. He was till in his nanofabric suit, its hood pushed back against
his shoulders.

“Y ou sure you know what you' re doing?’ Victor asked as he checked Theo' s backpack.

“Yes, dr.”

“I ought to be doing thismysdf,” Victor muttered. “If anything goeswrong . . .”

“Nothing’ s going to go wrong, Dad. It smy ideg; I'll doit. Y ou take care of Mom and Angie.”

Despite hisfather’ s beard Theo could see the uncertainty, the anxiety in hisface.

“l candoit, Dad,” heingsted. “You can trust me.”

Victor looked up into his son’ s eyes, then clagped him on the shoulder of his bulky hard suit. “1 know you
candoit, son. It'sjust that. . . if anything should go wrong—"

“Then you' Il bewith Mom and Angie, protecting them.”

Theo lowered his bubble hemet over hishead, sedled it to the suit’ s collar, but left the visor open. Dorn
had volunteered to stay aboard Hunter in Theo' s place, but neither Theo nor hisfather completely
trusted the cyborg. He stoo fond of death, Theo said to himsdlf. This job needs somebody who wantsto
livethroughiit.

“It shouldn’t take long to wreck the controls,” Victor said.

“1 know,” said Theo.



“They’ll come gtraight to the bridge as soon asthey see you' re ramming Hunter into their ship.”

“If they’ re smart they’l jet back to their own ship and get out of here before Hunter smashesinto them.”

“No, they’Il come after you. They’ll want to prevent the collision so they can keep Hunter for sdvage.”

“I'll zip out before they can get to me.”

Victor nodded minimaly.

Theo could fed the eyes of his mother and sister on him. And the cyborg and the old woman, too. He
remembered aword from his higtory lessons: kamikaze.

* * % %

“Isit just my eyes, or is Hunter moving away from us?’ Kirk asked.

The ten scavengers had floated free of the torn-out section of Hunter. Gripping their makeshift wegpons,
they were jetting back toward the vessel. Vaker had appropriated the laser pistol that one of the men
hed carried.

“Hard to judge distance out here,” he muttered.

Then he saw three glittering puffs of gas from the maneuvering thrusters on one sde of Hunter’ s broken
hull.

“They’ removing her!”

“Towards Syracuse]” Nicco bellowed, pointing at the distant wheel shape of the battered cargo ship.



“And Vogeltod!” Kirk snarled. “The bastards re going to ram us!”

“Power up, boys,” Vaker commanded. “We ve got to stop Hunter beforeit hits our ship!”

“Look! They'releavin' Hunter!”

“Headin’ for Pleiades!”

“Let’sget them!”

“Hirgt thingsfirg, boys,” Vaker said, his voice high with excitement. “We ve gotta stop Hunter from
plowing into our ship.”

“But they’ll get away on Pleiades!”

“Let ‘em,” Valker inssted. “WEe ve got to save our own ship first. Nicco, take Ross and Turk and get
back to Vogeltod. Disconnect her from Syracuse and get her the hell out of the way. The rest of you
comewithme”

We'll take Hunter before she rams our ship, but we' Il lose our best prize, Vaker admitted silently:
Pleiades, an intact, firg-rate ship. And the two women. He saw Paulinein hismind' s eye: beautiful and
strong. With her | could become anything | want to be. But I’d have to get rid of these apesfirst. And
even before that I’ d have to take care of the people with her.

That includes her daughter, Vaker redized. Or maybe | could take them both. He grinned, insde the
bubble of his nanosuit hood. Both of them. Mother and daughter. Maybe | could . . .

He shook his head. Forget that. If you don’t move fast you' re going to lose your own ship and dielikea
chump out here.

* * * %



Jetting between Angelaand Victor, Pauline saw Pleiades looming larger asthey approached.

“It' sworking.” She heard Dorn’s heavy voicein her helmet earphones. “ Some of them are racing back
to their own ship.”

Victor said, “But the rest of them are reboarding Hunter.”

“Theo'sill on Hunter!” Paulinecried out. “ Alone!”

* k k %

SMELTER SHIP HUNTER:
BRIDGE

S

itting awkwardly in his hard suit on the bridge’ s command chair, Theo heard the scavengers’ suit-to-suit
radio chatter as he worked franticaly to dismantle the navigation program and controls.

I’ve got maybe five minutes, hetold himsalf as he feverishly pecked at the navigation keyboard.

“Navigation program cannot be erased,” said the computer’ s maddeningly calm voice, “without
authorization from the ship’ scaptain.”

“Eraseit!” Theo shouted. “Emergency override!”

Coolly, the computer replied, “V oiceprint identification does not match the captain’s. Emergency
command not vaid.”

Theo was dready out of the command chair before the computer’ s stubborn refusal wasfinished. He



rummaged through the tool bin built into the end of the control console. The best he could come up with
was a hand-sized laser welder, smilar to the one his father had brandished earlier, good for spot welds
on eectronics equipment and not much ese.

“It'Il haveto do,” Theo muttered to himself. On the main screen, above the control console, he saw
Syracuse dowly, dowly growing larger as Hunter inched toward it. The scavenger’s ship was il
attached to it. Good! Theo said to himself. Maybe I'll get them both, after al. But he wished he could
push Hunter fagter.

Then, on one of the auxiliary screensthat displayed views of the ship’sinterior, he saw Vaker and a
half-dozen of his men pushing through the open airlock and sprinting up the passageway toward the
bridge.

Knowing he had only moments, Theo used the butt end of the hand laser to smash the transparent covers
on the navigation controls and then fired pulses of infrared energy to dag the circuitry.

“It' snot much,” hesaid, “but it'sthebest | can do.”

He snapped his visor shut and clumped off the bridge toward the emergency airlock. He could hear the
pounding footsteps of Valker and his crew gpproaching. Theo ducked into the airlock, fidgeted
impatiently whileit cycled down to vacuum, then stepped off the outer hatch’ s rim into the nothingness of

empty space.

* * * %

Vaker wasthefirst of the scavengersto bolt into the bridge. He immediately saw that the key controls
on the main console had been smashed, their circuits melted.

“Sonofabitch!” he snapped. “Thelittle bastard' s screwed us, but good.”

Kirk came up besde him. “I canfix this. Rewire—"

“How long?” Vaker asked.



“Huh?’

“How long would it take you?’

“Hdf an hour,” sad Kirk. “Maybe alittle longer.”

Vaker sneered at him. “ And just how long do you think it's gonnatake this clunker to smash into
Syracuse?’

Kirk scowled back at him.

“I’dsay it d bealot lessthan haf an hour,” Vaker answered his own question.

“Y eah. Guess 0.”

Vaker bent over the communications console and tapped on its keys. “Nicco! Y ou uncouple the ship
yet?

A moment’ s hesitation, then, “ Got the access tunnel disconnected. Powering up the maneuvering jets
right now.”

“Good. Get our ship the hell out of theway. This bucket’ s going to ram right into Syracuse in another
ten-fifteen minutes.”

“WE Il be outtatheway, Skip.”

Nodding with satisfaction, Vaker turned back to Kirk and the rest of hismen.

“So whattawe do now?’ Kirk asked.

“Get to Pleiades asfast aswe can,” Vaker replied. “ She’ s our prize. Her, and those women aboard



* k% k %

Sanding in Pleiades' s open main airlock in their nanofabric space suits, Victor and Dorn could seethe
lonefigure of Theo in hishard-shdll suit floating across the gulf that separated the ship from Hunter.

And behind him, saven nanosuited scavengers erupted from Hunter’ s airlock.

“They’ re not returning to their own ship,” Dorn said camly.

“No,” Victor agreed. “They’re heading here.”

“Y our son has agood lead on them.”

But Victor was thinking, Seven of them. And we ve only got this one pistol. The hand welder’ susdlessin
thiskind of fight: itsrangeistoo short.

“Once Theo comes aboard,” he said to Dorn, “we ve got to power up and get away from them.”

“You'd better go to the bridge, then,” Dorn replied.

“Not until Theo gets here”

“That may betoo late.”

* * * %

“Wow,” said Angela, glancing around &t the spacious, well-appointed bridge of Pleiades. “Tak about
luxury.”



Paulinesaid, “Y our father lived here donefor dl those months.”

“How could he control such alarge ship by himsdf?” Angelawondered aoud.

Elverdasaid, “ Dorn reconfigured Hunter’ s controls so that one person could handleit. Y our father must
have done the same here.”

With asmall smile of appreciation, Pauline sarted to say, “1 didn’t think Victor knew how—"

“Pauline!” her husband' s voice blared over the intercom. “We' ve got to power up the main drive and get
away from here”

She looked at Elverda. “Do you know how?’

The sculptress shook her head. “1 could do it on Hunter, but these controls are strange to me.”

“Pauline, did you hear me?’ Victor’ s voice sounded strained with tension.

“Victor, | don't know how to doit!” Pauline said.

Angela plunked hersdf down on the command chair. “Tak methrough it, Dad,” she caled out. “I’ll do
it”

* * * %

“Tak you through it?” Victor shouted.

“I’'min the command chair,” Angdld svoice replied, bright and eager. “ There' s an eectronic keyboard in
front of me”



Theo was dmost within arm’ s reach; the scavengers close behind him and coming up fast. Victor closed
his eyes momentarily, trying to visualize the command keyboard.

“Extremeright end,” hesad. “Thekey’slabeled ‘ propulsion.’

“I seeit,” Angelasaid. “Oh, good! The whole keyboard' s changed to the propulsion program.”

Dorn reached out with his prosthetic arm and helped Theo to remain standing as he glided into the
arlock.

“Madeit!” Theo said, exultant.

“But not soon enough,” said Dorn, pointing to the scavengers, barely ahundred meters away.

* k% k %

CARGO SHIP PLEIADES:
MAIN AIRLOCK

S

tanding at the open airlock hatch, Victor watched the seven space-suited figures approaching Pleiades.
They’ re going to get here before we can get the fusion drive going, he redlized, then added, If Angie can
figure out how to doit.

Turning to Theo, he commanded, “Get up to the bridge and power up the fusion drivel Now!”

Without even lifting the visor of his helmet Theo banged thewall control that opened the airlock’ sinner
hatch. Alarms hooted and emergency hatches farther up the passageway dammed shut as Theo dashed
out, heading for the bridge.



Victor looked down &t the pistol in hishand. Theindicator dong its barrel showed it was fully charged.

“Don't fire until you see the whites of their eyes,” said Dorn.

“Don't try to stop me,” Victor warned.

“Y ou can prevent them from boarding this ship without killing them.”

“Can | now?’ Victor's voice echoed the scorn he fdlt.

“Warn them. Remind them of how vulnerablethey are.”

“Men don’'t dways behavelogicdly, especidly when their livesare at risk.”

“Warn them,” Dorn indsted.

Victor stared at the cyborg for along, silent moment. At last he said, “Words won't stop them.”

Dorn reached out his prosthetic hand. “Let me have the pistal, then.”

143 NO!H

Patiently, Dorn explained, “1’m agood enough shot to hit that big laser welder they’re carrying. Perhaps
awarning from you and a disabling shot from me will discourage them. In any event, you don’t want them
to usethe laser to ruin the fusion drive sthruster, asthey did to Hunter.”

Victor thought it over for half asecond. Maybe al he wantsisto get the gun avay from me. He could
probably crushit in hismeta hand. Then we d betotally defenseless.



“I don’t want them here any more than you do,” Dorn said, hismeta hand still extended. “But we at least
should warn them that we' |l defend ourselvesif they don't leave us.”

He could take the gun from me, Victor wasthinking. And probably bresk every bonein my hand while
hesdoingit.

“Killing should be our last resort,” Dorn said.

Reluctantly, Victor handed him the pistal. Then he clicked on the radio frequency that the scavengers
wereusing.

“Don’t comeany closer,” he said sternly. “We re armed and we' || defend ourselves.”

The seven approaching figures did not waver. They were close enough now to see the weapons they
were brandishing.

Vaker answvered, “We re armed too. And we outnumber you.”

Dorn raised his prosthetic arm and, holding the pistol in hishuman hand, cradled it in the metal one.

“Y ou' re hanging out there like targetsin ashooting gdlery,” Victor said. “ One puncture of your suit and
you're adead man.”

The scavengers kept coming.

Using both hands, Dorn raised the pistol to eye level. He pressed itsinfrared finder with histhumb,
walked the red spot in the IR scope center to the flank of the welder that Vaker carried cradled in his
arms. He squeezed the trigger.

The wdder flared asthe laser pulse punched ahole of molten meta into its Side. Valker twitched and
yelped and let go of the bulky toal. It floated weightlessly for amoment, then jerked asthe cord
connecting it to its power pack pulled it short. The smaler man carrying the power pack let go of it, and
the two pieces floated away from him.



Victor heard the scavengers cursing and muttering.

“Go back to your ship,” Victor told them. “Leave usdone.”

* * * %

Vaker hung in emptiness, watching the laser welder and its power pack tumble dowly away. Kirk was
beside him, an arm’ slength away, the five other members of his crew hovering around them.

“Go back to your own ship whileyou can,” he heard Victor’ svoicein hissuit’ sradio speaker. “You can
have Hunter and Syracuse. Leave usdone.”

“Y ou'rewilling to give us two shipsthat are gonnamangle each other while you take the one that’sin
perfect condition?’ Vaker shot back. “ A sweet ded—for you.”

“Go back to your own ship,” Dorn said. “My next shot will kill you.”

Vaker heard the cyborg' sthreat, as camly unemotiond as an ocean wave surging onto the shore.

“I thought you were apriest,” he shot back.

“Don’'t push me,” Dorn said. “ Thekiller indgde me can break through and cause havoc.”

Theairlock of Pleiades was close enough for Vaker to clearly make out the two men stlanding insdeits
open hatch. One of them —the cyborg, he guessed—was holding a pistol rock steady in both hands.

He spointing it sraight at me, Vaker redized. One puncture of thissuit and I’m adead man. Thefreak’s
right: we' re exposed out here. He could kill four or five of us before we got to the hatch.

“All right,” he said, fingering hisjetpack controls. “All right. Y ou win. For now.”



Kirk growled, “Y ou're gonnalet them go?’

Vaker made atoothy grin for Kirk. “Y ou want to go in and be ahero? Go right ahead. Be my guest.”

But Kirk had dowed down, too. All seven of the scavengers hovered in the emptiness, close enough to
Plelades dmogt to touch it, while Dorn stood insde the airlock with that one pistol locked in his
unwavering hands.

“A wholefucking ship!” Kirk whined.

“Y ou gottaknow when to fold your tent, boys,” said Vaker, “and slently sted away.”

With enormous reluctance, the scavengers started back toward Vogeltod, which now was separated
from Syracuse and dowly edging farther away fromit.

“WE |l get them,” Vaker assured his men. “ Once we' re back in Vogeltod, we' |l power up and—"

“And chase us dl theway back to Ceres,” Victor’svoice cut in. “ Good. Do that. I'm sure therock rats
will be glad to see you, after what we' |l tell them about you.”

Vaker scowled and started to reply, “ Oh yeah, well you just might—"

“Hey!” Kirk ydled. “They're gonna hit!”

* * % %

As Theo ducked through the hatch of Pleiades's bridge, till avkward in the clumsy hard suit, he saw
Angie—asoin her hard shell—ditting at the command chair, his mother and the elderly sculptresson
ether sdeof her.



Lifting off his bubble helmet as he went to the command console, Theo said, “Dad wants me to—"

“I think I'vegot it al set up, Thee,” Angelasaid happily. “All I’ ve got to do now is pressthis key, the one
that says‘ignition.””

Theo swiftly scanned the eectronic keyboard. “1 think you' reright, Angie. | think you’ ve doneit.”

“So let’ slight the fusion torch and get out of here,” Angdasaid.

Theo glanced up at the main screen. “ Oh, for the love of god— they’ re going to crash!”

They dl ared at the screen as Hunter dowly, inexorably, plowed into Syracuse. In the vacuum of
gpace there was no noise, but Theo saw the two ships smash together in arending, pulverizing collison
that tore both shipsinto mangled shards of metd.

That was our home, Theo redized. He saw Syracuse tear apart, whole sections of its wheel-shaped
structure ripping loose, the tube-tunnel swhere he went diving as akid bresking apart, pipes and pumps
from the cranky old water recycler flung into space, a shape that looked like the old sofa from their living
quarters spinning end over end.

“It' sgone,” Pauline whispered. “Our home. . . it'sgone.”

“Hunter, too,” said Elverda Apacheta, her voice dmost reverent. “Dorn will never finish his quest now.”

“But we'rehere” Theo said. “We redive and we' re safe”

“And we're heading for Ceres,” Angela added, pressing her forefinger on theignition key.

Plelades surged into acceleration asitsfusion torch drivelit up.

* k% k %



HABITAT CHRYSALISII:
COUNCIL CHAIRMAN'SOFFICE

B

ig George Ambrose sat behind his desk like asmoldering red-haired volcano. The unpretentious office
seemed crowded to Theo, with his parents and sister, Dorn and the sculptress taking up every available
chair.

“There snothing illega with salvaging,” George said guardedly, after listening to their sory.

Victor had shaved his beard and looked more normal, Theo thought. Grayer, hisface thinner, but now he
looked like the father Theo remembered.

“Nothing illegd with sdlvage,” Victor agreed. “But when you seize shipsthat are occupied by their rightful
owners, that’s not salvage. It' s piracy. And murder.”

George frowned.

“They would have murdered my wife and daughter,” Victor continued. “ After rgping them.”

“They did try to kill me,” said Theo. “Dorn and Ms. Apacheta saved my life”

“I guesswe |l haveto go after ‘em, then,” Big George muttered, clearly unhappy.

“They can’t have gonefar,” Victor sad. “They’ll haveto stop for fuel sooner or later.”

“Wedon't have amilitary force, y' know,” George grumbled. “Never needed afookin” army until that
bastard wiped out the old habitat.”



Dorn dowly roseto hisfeet. “ That bastard was me.”

George s eyeswent wide. “What?’

“I was Dorik Harbin. | attacked Chrysalis. | also attacked these peopl€’ s ship, Syracuse.”

“That was another person,” Elverda said quickly. “He s not the same man.”

But George got up from hisdesk chair, seething. “Y ou're Dorik Harbin?’

“I Wm”

“You wiped out Chrysalis? Killed more' n athousand helpless people?’

“I did”

Moving swiftly around the desk, George reached for Dorn. “I’ll break your fookin® back!”

Everyone seemed frozen by Big George' s sudden rage. Except Theo, who pushed between George and
Dorn and laid both his hands on George' s chest.

“Leave himaone!” Theo snapped. “He saved my life”

George snorted like adragon. Fire blazed from his eyes. He grabbed Theo by the front of his coverals,
lifted him off hisfeet with one hand and tossed him onto the desk top with apainful thud.

“Stop!” Victor shouted, going to hisson. “You'll bejust asbad ashewas.”

Dorn remained as unmoved as arock. George wrapped his big hands around the cyborg’ s neck. “You



bastard!” he shouted. ‘Y ou bloody bastard!”

Elverda pushed herself up from her chair and dapped at George' s beefy arm. “Don’t you dare!” she
snapped. “You leave him done!”

Big George blinked at her, his expression suddenly changing into anaughty little boy’s, confronted with
an angry schoolteacher. His arms dropped to his Sides.

Elverdawaved afinger in George sface. “He stried to atone for what he did. HE' sachanged man.
Don't you dare hurt him.”

“Givehimafair trid, at least,” Theo said, getting off the desk, rubbing his bruised hip.

Dorn was ill standing perfectly motionless, unmoved, like a statue, like aman awaiting execution.

George took a step back, sagged onto the edge of hisdesk. “Dorik Harbin,” he muttered, his chest
heaving.

“Go ahead and kill me” Dorn said. “I desarveit.”

“That'd bejust asbad as he was,” Theo repeated.

“We ll haveafookin' trid, dl right,” George said darkly. Going back to his chair and thumping heavily
into it, he caled to his desktop communicator, “ Security. Send asquad to my office to take a prisoner
into custody.”

Only then did anyone notice that Elverda had sunk back into her chair, her face gray, gasping for bresth.

* * % %

Elverda opened her eyes. She saw that she wasin ahospital cubicd. The lights were turned down low;
the compartment smelled clean, brand new, asif it had just been opened for her. A faint beeping sound



made her turn her head toward the bank of monitoring sensorslining thewall to her |€ft.

| must have fainted, sheredized. The pain was less now. Almost gone. But she could il fed it throbbing
deep insde her like alurking demon.

Shetried to St up and the bed automatically lifted behind her. She saw a shadowy figurein the
compartment’ sonly chair.

“Dorn?’ shewhispered.

The cyborg stirred out of deep. Hishuman eye opened; the other one glowed red inthe dimly lit
chamber.

“How do you fed?’ he asked.

Elverda consdered the question for amoment. “Not bad,” she said, then added with asardonic smile,
“congdering the condition I’'min.”

“You haven't lost your sense of humor.” Dorn reached for aremote control wand on the bedside table
and thelightscame up alittle.

The sullen painin her chest notched up abit, and the sensors' beeping quickened.

“The doctors say you heed to go to Sdlenefor afull rebuilding of your heart,” Dorn told her.

I’d never survivethetrip, Elverdasaid to hersdf. Aloud, though, she asked Dorn, “1 thought you were
under arrest.”

He nodded. “ There are two armed guards outside your door. | go on trial tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?’ Elverdafdt apang of darm. The monitors beside her bed changed their tone dightly.
“How long have | been unconscious?’



“Not quite thirty-six hours. The rock rats move swiftly. George Ambrose wantsthe trid held right away.”

“I'll speak for your defense.”

“No need. | don’'t want adefense. They have every right to execute me.”

“No!” she snapped. And the monitors beeping pitched ill higher. “They may have aright to execute
Dorik Harbin, but he' s already dead.”

Dorn dmost smiled. “Not dead enough,” he muttered.

* * * %

THE TRIAL

t took less than forty-eight hours for Big Georgeto arrange for thetrial of Dorik Harbin.

Dorn stood alone in a darkened video studio, bathed in a pool of light. In the shadows armed security
guards ringed the cyborg while communications technicians operated atrio of video cameras, dl focused
on Dorn. Thetechnicians monitors showed that every citizen of Chrysalis|l could weatch thetrid by
televison from thelr quarters.

The etched meta of the prosthetic haf of hisface glinted in the pitiless glare of the overhead lights. From
his office, Big George read the charge against Dorik Harbin: one thousand, one hundred seventeen
counts of murder.

“Do you admit that you deliberately killed the inhabitants of the origina Chrysalis?” George's
disembodied voice rumbled in the TV studio like an approaching thunderstorm, seething with barely



repressed fury.

“| do,” said Dorn.

“What d'you have to say in your defense?’

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? Nothing at al?’

“Nothing,” Dorn repeated.

Suddenly there was a hubbub in the darkness beyond the pool of light in which Dorn stood. A door
swung open and Elverda Apachetarolled hersdf to hisside, Sitting in a powered wheelchair.

“I have something to say in the defense of thisman,” she announced. Dorn saw that her palor was il
sickly gray; an oxygen tube was hooked to her nogtrils; her eyeswere rimmed with red.

Before Dorn could stop her, Elverdastruggled to her feet and said, “ Thisis not the same man who
attacked your habitat. Dorik Harbin has been dead for many years now. This man, Dorn, has spent those
years atoning for the sns of Dorik Harbin.”

“That doesn’'t matter,” Big George' svoice spat. “ The only question here iswhether or not he murdered
the people of Chrysalis. He admitsthat hedid it. It' stimeto vote on the verdict.”

Dorn and Elverda saw a screen light up on thewall before them. Numbers flickered, too fast to follow.

Finally the numbers stopped. Big George' s voice announced, “It'salmost unanimous. The verdict is
quilty.”

“No!” Elverdagasped. Dorn rested his human hand on her frail shoulder.



“Now for the pendty,” George went on, sounding asimplacable as an avalanche. “We ve never
executed anybody before, but if ever aman deserved the death sentence, thisisthe one. How do you
vote—"

“Wait!” Elverdashouted. Dorn could fed her trembling beneath his hand. “'Y ou don’t need to kill him.
Y ou can exile him. Y ou ve done that before: permanent exilefor criminas. Exile thisman if you want to,
but don't kill him!”

“What he' s done deserves more than exile,” Big George' s voice boomed. “He should never have the
chance to hurt anybody again. Death!”

“He Il never return here,” Elverda promised, shuddering, dmost breathless. “Exile him. Don't stain your
handswith hisblood.”

For long moments there was no reply; only profound silence. At lagt, hisvoice alow growl, George
responded, “All right then, we'll vote on it. Execution or exile”

Dorn did hisarm around Elverda’ s bone-thin shoulders to support her asthe eectronic vote was swiftly
tabulated on the wall screen. She dumped againgt him, her strength amost gone.

Once the numbers stopped scrolling across the screen, they read sixty-seven percent in favor of exile,
thirty-one percent for execution, two percent abstaining.

At last the voice of Big George Ambrose came through the speakers, like a pronouncement from the
heavens

“The vote sbeen verified. Dorik Harbin is hereby exiled from Chrysalis|i for life”

George sounded very disappointed.

The studio lightswinked out. Elverda sagged against Dorn, her head lolling back on her shoulders. He
grasped her in both hisarms.



“Medic!” Dorn shouted, suddenly frantic. “ She's collgpsed!”

* k% k %

A HIGHER LAW

T

he funeral service was brief and attended only by Dorn and the Zacharias family. And the security guards
that followed Dorn everywhere. Big George would not willingly place himsdlf in the same section of the
habitat as Dorn; the people of Chrysalis|l may have voted leniency for Dorik Harbin, but George would
not be party to their decision.

The International Consortium of Universities had offered to send a representative to the solemnities, but
Dorn decided not to wait. He went ahead with the funera the day after Elverdadied, her heart too frail to
support her any longer, despite the stem cell therapy that had saved her life after her first heart attack.
Her find words wereto Dorn:

“It'stimefor meto leave you. I'mtoo tired to go on.” He was knedling a her bed in the habitat’ s small
hospitd, like agrieving son a his mother’ s bedside.

She stroked the etched metd of his skullcap with her skeletal, bloodless hand. “Y ou must go on without
me, Dorn. Can you find the strength to do that?" Her voice was a feather-light whisper.

Hedidn't answer.

“There s something that avery brave and wise man said, nearly two centuries ago,” Elverdarasped. “He
sad, ‘Life persstsin the middle of destruction. Therefore there must be ahigher law than that of
dedtruction.’*

Dorn muttered, “A higher law.”



“Gandhi said that. Can you believeit? Can you follow its path?’

“Isthat what you wish?’

“Yes” shesad, with dl of thelittle strength left in her. “Follow thelaw of life. Y ou have much to give.
Y ou have much to livefor.”

“I wish | thought s0.”

“Doit for me, then. My dying wish. Live! Turnyour back on death. Make your life mean something.”

For long moments hewas silent. At last Dornsaid, “I'll try. | promiseyou—I’ll try.”

But by then Elverda Apacheta was dead.

* * % %

Dorn commandeered an equipment pod for her sarcophagus and, with dl four of the Zacharias family
helping him, placed it in one of the habitat’ sairlocks and fired it out into space.

“Shewill become an agteroid, circling the Sun just as her Rememberer does.”

Theo thought he saw tears glimmering in Dorn’s human eye. He heard his mother and sister sobbing
softly behind him.

* * * %

Hours later, fedling utterly wretched, Theo returned to the quartersthat the rock rats administrative
council had granted them: astring of three adjoining living units, with connecting doors between them.

Bonetired, weary and discouraged, he looked around the spare little compartment. The message from



Sdlene University till flickered on his desktop screen. Where do | go from here? he asked himself. Not
to Selene: they’ ve made that clear enough. The university doesn’t want me. They turned down my
aoplication.

He heard a snuffling sound from the compartment next door. Putting his ear to the connecting door he
listened for amoment. Angl€ scrying, heredized.

Theo tapped on the door and caled, “Angie?’

The sobbing stopped. “ Thee?’

“Areyoudl right?’

He did the door back and saw that her eyes were puffy and red, her cheeks runneled with tears.

“What' sthe matter?’” Theo asked, stepping into her compartment.

“It'sLef,” shesaid, and broke into sobs again.

“Lef?Theguy youwereseeing... 7’

“Lef Hademan,” Angelachoked out, wiping at her eyes.

“Hewason Chrysalis,” Theo redlized. “He was one of the people Dorik Harbin killed.”

Angela sred-rimmed eyes widened. “No! He was on amining ship when the attack happened.”

“Then he sdive?’

“He' smarried,” Angdlasaid, struggling to hold back another burst of tears.



Theo tried not to laugh, not even smile. “Oh,” he said.

“He safather”

He put hisarm around his Sster’ s shoulders and held her close. “Don’t worry Angie. There are lots of
other guysin theworld.”

“But | loved him!”

Helifted her chin and smiled down at her. “Come on. Fix your face and come with me.”

“Where?’

“To the nearest bar. We can drown our sorrows together.”

“Qur. . . you've got sorrows too?’

He sghed. “ Y ep. Sdlene Universty doesn't want me. No scholarship. It'sbeen too long sincel first
applied.”

“But that' snot fair!”

“No, | guessnot. But we' ve lost more than four years, Angie. And there' s nothing we can do about
that.”

* * % %

There was only one restaurant in the habitat, the Shoo-Shoo, owned and operated by an Italian cook and
his Japanese wife. Neither Angelanor Theo wasin the mood for eating, but the hostess-owner took one
look at the two downcast young siblings and presented them with adelicate sushi selection before she



brought the wine they ordered.

Wisdly, she sat them at the sushi bar instead of atable. It was mid-afternoon: most of the tableswere
empty but there were haf adozen customers dong the curving bar, chatting amiably with the sushi chefs
(both sons of the owners) and one another.

Angelatook an experimental sip of the red wine that Theo had picked at random from the list displayed
on the bartop screen.

“Ugh!” She put the slemmed glass down. “ People actually drink this?’

Theo felt hismouth tingling. “I guessit must be an acquired taste.”

“Try the sske,” said the young man sitting on Angela s other side.

“Or abeer,” suggested the guy sitting on the next stool over. * Straight from the brewery on Vesta”

Beforelong Angelawas deep in conversation with the two of them: mining engineers who began
explaining how nanomachinestook atoms of selected metals out of asteroids and bypassed the old
smdting process. Theo watched as he Spped at hiswine and redlized that Angie would not be lovelorn
for long. Men are attracted to her. She' s sort of beautiful, | guess. Not like me.

On hisother sde, afew chairsdown, apair of older men were discussing Dorn'strid.

“I never saw Big George so worked up,” said one of them. “He wanted that cyborg executed. | thought
maybe he'd do it himsdlf.”

The other shook his head. “ Just about everybody in the habitat isanewcomer. They didn’t seethe
massacre, like Georgedid. It didn’t affect them persondly.”

“I don’'t know. | had abrother-in-law on the old Chrysalis. | voted to execute the bastard.”



Theo was about to tell them what he thought when alithe, darkhaired young woman did into the chair
besdehim.

“Thisseat isn't taken, isit?’ she asked, in a near-whisper.

Theo shook his head, immediately forgetting the other men’s conversation. She was redlly good-looking,
he thought, with intriguing flecks of gold in her degp brown eyes. She wore aform-fitting dark zipsuit with
inggnias of rank on the cuffs and a stylized logo on her |ft breast. She must be amember of some ship’s
crew, Theo guessed.

“Areyou working on aship?’ he asked, knowing it sounded terribly awkward.

She nodded. “ Hyades. Medicd officer.”

“Oh.” Theo had run out of thingsto say.

One of the sushi chefsdid asmal porcelain bottle of sake to the young woman, and atiny cup.

“We make the run out to Jupiter station,” she said as she carefully poured some of the hot sake into the
little cup.

“Jupiter gation,” Theo muttered. “1 wish | could go there.”

The young woman sipped at the sake, then said, “ They’ re looking for people.”

“Scientists. People with degrees.”

“Technicians, too. You don't haveto beascientist.”

“You till need adegree”



Shefocused those gold-flecked eyes on Theo, asif thinking over aproblem. Then, “Ther chief recruiter
is here on the habitat. He || make the trip back with us on Hyades.”

Theo nodded glumly.

Asif she'd made up her mind about the problem, she said, “I could introduce you to him. He' slooking
for technicians”

Theo didn’'t know what to say.

“It couldn’t hurt,” coaxed the young woman, with ashy smile.

“I guessnot,” Theo agreed.

She dug into a hip pocket and pulled out a communiceator. “I.. . don’t know your name.”

“Oh! I'm Theo Zacharias.” He held out hishand.

“Zacharias?

Theo nodded, wondering if he should spell it out for her.

She hesitated a moment, then took his hand in her own as she said softly, “Altai. Altal Madagascar.”

* k x %

NEW LIVES



B

y thetime Theo returned to the Shoo-Shoo restaurant from his meeting with the Jupiter Station’ srecruiter
he was beaming with happiness. Until he saw his parents Sitting at one of the restaurant’ stables, with
Angelaand Dorn.

Dad’ snot going to like my news, he said to himself. Drawing in adeep breath, he headed for hisfamily.

The restaurant wasfilling up. The customers at the other tables were casting uneasy glancestoward the
cyborg, but Theo ignored them as he hurried to join the group. He grabbed the empty chair between his
father and sister, and started to say, “I’ ve got news for—"

Victor Zacharias cut off his son’swords with adark scowl. “ Since when do you encourage your sister to
drink wine? In the company of strangers, no less.”

Angela, acrossthe table from Theo, tried to suppressagiggle. And failed.

Theo blinked at hisfather. “Dad, Angi€ san adult.”

“That doesn’t mean — “

Paulinelaid ahand on her husband’ sarm. “It’sal right, Victor. I’ s nothing to get upset about.”

“I was't drunk,” Angelasaid. Then she hiccupped.

Victor tried to frown at his daughter, but dowly a smile spread across hisface. “Maybe I’ m overly
protective,” he admitted.

Angelanodded vigoroudy.

Turning to Theo, Pauline asked, “What' s your good news, Thee?’



He glanced a hisfather, then replied, “I’ ve landed a position on the Jupiter gation. It'sonly—"

“Jupiter?’ Hisfather seemed startled.

“You'regoing to leave us?’ Pauline asked.

“I’'m going to Jupiter, too,” said Dorn.

Ignoring the cyborg, Victor asked, “How in theworld could you do this? Why didn’t you talk it over with
your mother and mefirgt?’

Because you' d say no, Theo replied silently. Their surprise and displeasure was about what he' d
expected. “1 met with their recruiter lessthan an hour ago. A girl | met here at the sushi bar introduced
me. It'sonly amenid pogtion, redly. I'll beajunior-level technician. But | can take university courses
electronicaly and work toward a science degree!”

“Jupiter,” Pauline murmured.

“The girl who introduced meisthe medica officer on the ship that' |l take me to Jupiter,” Theo went on.
“She sredly degant.”

“They took you on?’ Victor demanded, suspicious. “Just like that?”

“They need people, Dad. They’ re having trouble getting quaified people.”

“I'm not surprised,” Victor grumbled. “ That outpost isalong way from civilization.”

“They’ll train me onthejob,” Theo went on enthusiagticdly. “It' sagreat opportunity.”

“Jupiter,” Pauline repeated. “It’' s such along way off.”



Angelaasked, “How long will you be there, Thee?’

“I’'m contracted for two years.”

“Y ou’'ve sgned a contract with them?” Victor asked darkly. “Without asking me? Without telling me?’

“I'm telling you now, Dad. The pay’ sgood, if that means anything to you.”

“Two years,” Pauline murmured.

“Atleadt,” said Theo.

They fdl slent, each thinking their own thoughts. Pauline looked at her husband. Victor knew what she
wastrying to tell him. Theo'sgrown up. It' stime he went his own way. Thiswasinevitable. But he saw
the painin hiswife seyes. Leaving for Jupiter. Just like that. Spur of the moment. The boy hasno
COMMON Sense.

“I’'m going to Jupiter, too,” Dorn said again.

“Onthe Hyades?” Theo asked.

“YSI

“WEe |l be on the ship together, then.”

With the bare minimum of anod, Dorn sad, “ Big George wants me off the habitat in two days.”

“But Hyades doesn't shove off for aweek,” said Theo.

“I’ve made arrangements to live on the ship, starting tomorrow. That will keep George' s blood pressure
down to normal, dmost.”



“What will you be doing at the Jupiter station?” Angela asked the cyborg.

Dorn made a one-shouldered shrug. “1 think they want to study me. They’ re making deep divesinto the
Jovian ocean, and aman who' s aready haf machine may be very useful to them.”

Paulinestarted to say, “You'll beleavingina—"
“Sothereyou arel” called avoice from hafway acrossthe quiet restaurant.

Heads turned. Cheena M adagascar threaded her way between tables, her eyesaimed at Victor. Shewas
wearing ashiny black suit that fitted her like a second skin, polished knee-length boots, aflaming red
scarf knotted around her throat.

Victor stumbled to hisfeet, hisface flushed. Theo and Dorn rose, too.

Without being asked, Cheena took the unoccupied chair at the foot of the table.
Flustered, Victor introduced, “ Cheena Madagascar, the owner and skipper of Pleiades.”
Cheenamade a brittle smile. “Not anymore, Vic. Y ou screwed me out of my ship.”

Victor sputtered as he resumed his seat. Theo dmost laughed. He' d never seen hisfather looking so
flummoxed. Then he redlized: Madagascar; that’s Altai’ slast name, too. And they ook so much dike. ..

“I’'m Pauline Zacharias” said hismother, amiling stedl-hard a Cheena.
Cheenanodded. “ And you must be Angela. And Theo. And you' re the one we voted to exile.”

Before anyone else could speak, Victor said, “I’ve brought Pleiades back to you. I'm sorry | —



“Canit, Vic. | don't own Pleiades anymore. Theinsurance consortium ownsit. They paid off onthe bird
when you stole it and | bought anew ship, Hyades.”

“Hyades?” Theo blurted. “Then Altai isyour daughter?’

“Smart fella” said Cheena. “Likeyour father.”

“Sowhat do | dowith Pleiades?” Victor asked.

“Y ou don’'t have to do athing. Insurance agents aretaking it over right at thisinstant. They’ll probably
want your hide, but that’ s not any of my business. Not anymore.”

With that, she got to her feet, blew Victor akiss, and sauntered away from their table.

Victor ordered another bottle of wine.

* * * %

It wasn't until they werein bed that night that Pauline asked, “ Just who was that woman?’

Glad that it wastoo dark for her to see his cheeksreddening, Victor cleared histhroat before replying, “I
told you, she owned Pleiades. | goleit from her.”

“And now her insurance carrier has repossessed the ship?’

He stared up at the shadowy ceiling of their bedroom. “Y es, and they want me to pay for damages—the
difference between what they paid Cheenaand what Pleiades isworth on the open market.”

Paulinefdl slent and Victor was glad of it. He closed his eyes and tried to change the subject.



“Big George says he' Il hire me for the new construction program. There salot of building going on here,
and new projectsin the planning stage.”

“Then we can day a Ceres?’ Pauline asked, sounding pleased at the prospect.

“For aslong asthey keep building. Wewon't have to be rock rats anymore and I'll be ableto pay off
the insurance debt, intime.”

“Angelawantsto go to Sdene, to the university.”

“The Moon? But how—"

“She says she' |l work her way through. She'll take classes part-time and find ajob.”

“Doing what?’

He sensed hiswife' samusement. “ She learned alot while we were on Syracuse without you. She' sgot a
good head for math.”

“Doyou think she'll beal right, on her own? She' snever—"

“Victor, dear, it'stimefor Angieto go out on her own. We can't keep her with usforever.”

He nodded reluctantly. “I suppose not. But with Angie going to Selene and Theo going to Jupiter—”

“It will bejust you and me, Victor. Thetwo of us, alone together.”

“Theway it wasin the beginning,” he said, reaching toward her.

Pauline mdted into hisarms, but asked softly, “Just how well did you know this Cheenawoman?’



Hefroze. Thereitis, Victor said to himsdf. For the flash of an ingtant he thought about lying hisway
through, but he heard himsdlf say, “When | was forced to work on her ship, we dept together.”

“That' swhat | thought,” Pauline said, her voice gentle, far from accusative. “ She had that possessive air
about her.”

“| didn’t have much choice,” hetried to explain. “ She was captain of the shipand —

“And we d been separated for years,” Pauline finished for him. “Y ou didn’t even know if we were il
dive”

“| didn’t have much choice,” he repeated.

“Neither did 1,” Pauline whispered.

It took amoment for Victor to understand what she' d said.

“Youand Vake?

He couldn’t see her face in the darkness, but he heard the remorse in her voice. “Once.”

“Heforced you?’

“Not redly. | wastrying to protect Angie. He would' ve gone after her.”

“| should have killed the bastard when | had the chance.”

“It'sover and done with,” Pauline said. “L et Big George and his people take care of Vaker.”



It took Victor severad moments before he could reply, “Over and done with.”

“It' stimeto Sart our life together again.”

“Timeto start new,” he muttered, wondering if he could. “Fresh.”

Sheleaned into him and they kissed, neither of them knowing what the future would bring, each of them
hoping for the best.

* k k %

EPILOGUE

There wasaDoor to which | found no Key:

TherewasaVeil past which | could not see... .

—The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam,
Edward Fitzgerald



* k k %

ASTEROID 67-046:
THE ARTIFACT

T

amara Vishinsky absolutely refused to see the artifact again. All the way out to the asteroid Tamara had
been Alex Humphries swilling bed partner. She knew that what the artifact had showed her thefirst time
was the absolute truth: her way to wedlth and power lay in her ability to manipulate wedthy and powerful
men. It was her path to comfort, to safety. Her way to escape poverty and danger.

During the days of their full-g flight to the Belt she had noticed Y uan regarding her with amused tolerance.
Fool! shethought. All he wants from Humphriesisto open his stupid restaurant in Shanghai. | want more.
Much more. And I’ll get it.

But once their ship established orbit around the asteroid Tamara knew she could not face the artifact
again. She remembered the pain of its revelation, the aching remorse of reliving her miserable childhood.
Not again, shetold herself. Never again.

Alex Humphries seemed keenly eager asthey rode the shuttle-craft down to the asteroid’ s surface, his
cold gray eyes glittering with anticipation.

“This could be the most powerful force the human race has ever encountered,” he said, as much to
himsdf asto her. “I’'m going to link to capabilitiesno one' s ever even dreamed of.”

Sitting beside him in the padded shuttlecraft seat, Tamara suddenly redlized that if he wasright, if the
artifact empowered Humphries they way he anticipated, she would lose him forever. Her safety, her
future, would vanish.



“Doyouthink it'sredly agood ideato expose yoursef to the artifact?’ she asked, in awhisper. “1 mean,
look what it did to your father.”

Alex Humphrieswas slent for amoment. Then, “All right. You go look at it first.”

“Not me!” sheblurted. “I1t wastoo painful thefirst time.”

“Andyou'reafraid it will be painful for me?’

“Disabling. It crippled your father, didn’t it?’

“Temporarily.”

“Don'trisk it. Let Yuan goin. He wants to seeit again.”

Humphriesfdl slent again for severd long moments. At last he asked, “ That first time you came here;
why did you kill Commander Bolestos?’

Sheblinked with surprise. “He ... | didn't think . . .”

“Hewasinyour way,” Humphries said softly. “Isthat it?”

Scrambling in her mind to find an excuse, shefindly admitted, “Y es, that was the reason. | had to get
past him to seethe artifact.”

“And once you saw it, the experience didn’t changeyou at dl, did it?’

“Not redly, but it might hurt you, Alex.”

He smiled a her and patted her knee. “We'll see. WE'll see’”



A full security team was waiting for them at the glassted dome that protected the opening of the tunnel
that led deep into the asteroid' s interior. Humphries ordered them to stay at the dome.

“Captain Y uan knowsthe way down,” hetold the chief security officer. The man stepped aside as
Humphries strode to the tunnel entrance.

Turning, Humphries said to Tamara, “Y ou can stay up here. Y ou don’t want to see the artifact again, do
you?’

Looking uncertain, Tamarastammered, “No.. . . |. . . but, but don’t you want meto go with you?’

“No,” Humphries said, cold as honed stedl. “ Y ou Stay here.” He pointed to the chief of the security
detail. “Captain Bolestos will take care of you.”

“Bolestos?’

The young security officer pulled hislaser pitol from its holster.

“The son of the former commander here,” Humphries said.

Wide-eyed, Y uan looked from Humphriesto Tamarato the grim-faced security captain with hisdrawn
pigol.

“Alex!” Tamaracadled to Humphries. “Don’'t leave me! Please!”

“Comeon,” Humphries said to Y uan, turning his back on her. *'Y ou come with me.”

Sowly, fearfully, Y uan followed Humphriesinto the down-doping tunnel. For several minutes neither
man said aword. Then a scream echoed off the tunnel’ srock walls.



“What wasthat?’ Y uan shouted, knowing the answer, dreading it.

Humphriesdidn’t even turn hishead. “ Jugtice,” he said. And he continued down the tunndl.

They ducked their heads where the tunnel was low, then found themsalvesin the grotto just outside the
artifacts chamber. The rocks glowed with cool light. The celling vaulted above them. The partition that
closed off the artifact’ s chamber was wide open.

Humphrieslicked hislips. “Mefirs.”

“Fing” Yuansad.

Humphries |ooked surprised for an instant, then hiseyeswent hard. “ Y ou' re afraid of it?’

“No. | want to seeit again.”

“TI,H] .“?”

“l canwait,” Yuan replied.

Humphries nodded. “All right. Wait here”

He stepped across the faint groove in the dusty floor that marked where the partition rested when it was
closed. Thewadlsof the tunnel glowed coally, bathing him in agolden glow. Hefdt his pulse thumping in
hisears. A whiff of an odd scent tickled his nostrils, something that he vaguely remembered. . ..

Hesitating, Humphriesturned and saw Y uan standing back there, watching him. Tamarawas afraid of the
artifact, he said to himsdlf. What did it do to her to make her so fearful? Could it harm me? The thought
sent ashudder of darm through him. It drove my father insane—temporarily. What will it do to me?

His pulse thundering now, Humphries stepped farther into the chamber. Thelight was bright but warm,
like sunlight on atropica beach. He did not notice the partition diding smoothly, slently down the



chamber’ sentrance, closing him inside.

Turning the corner in the stone tunnel he stood face-to-face with the artifact.

Nothing. The chamber seemed empty. Humphries felt his-brows knit with puzzlement, then anger. To
comeadl thisway. . . Werethey lying to me? Isthisal some elaborate fraud?

The odor he had noticed seemed dightly stronger here. It brought back a memory from his childhood:
Christmas morning with the huge tree and dl the decorations and the brightly colored packages benesth
it.

Then he noticed atiny glow on thefar wall of the rocky grotto, nothing more than a candl€ sflickering.
But as he watched the glow brightened, grew until it waslike alamp shining in hiseyes, aspotlight, a
miniature sun blazing itsintensity. Humphriesthrew an arm over hiseyes, the light was painful, searing, yet
he could not take hiseyesfromiit.

And within thelight, shadows. Something formless shifting, moving, dowly taking shape. It was hisfather.
Three-year-old Alex saw hisfather looming above him, reaching for him, cradling himin hisarms. Y oung
Alex felt the warmth and happiness of hisfather’ slove. For amoment.

Other people crowded around Martin Humphries, separating Alex from hisfather. Alex was a teenager
now and hisfather was distant, doof. He watched as hisfather drifted farther and farther away from him.
And changed.

Martin Humphries grew larger. The figures around him shrank until they were dwarves, midgets, vermin
scurrying beneath hisfather’ sfeet. Martin Humphries pointed at one and the figure exploded in aflash of
flame. Alex fdt pain, like ared-hot iron pushing through his guts.

Hisfather was becoming grotesque, hideous, larger and larger as he turned into aravening mongter,
terrifying everyone hisfiendish eyesfel upon. Martin Humphrieslaughed like Satan enjoying the torment
of damned souls, and suddenly Alex redlized that thiswasn't hisfather, it washim, Alex, who had
become the mongter.

He sank to hisknees, unableto tear his eyes away from the vison of torture and pain. Isthiswhat my
father saw? he asked himsdlf. Isthiswhat my lifewill become?



He saw the cyborg, Dorn, and the aged Elverda Apacheta: hostagesin his power maneuvers againg his
father. Marionettes, their stringsin hisown hands. And he saw Tamara: beautiful, cunning, ruthless
Tamaragtaring at him with the eyes of aneedful child. She reached toward him with both hands but
Humphries saw her cut down by the hand of death. His own hand. Dripping with her blood.

On hishands and knees, Alex Humphriestried to crawl away from the damning, accusing visons. But he
couldn’'t move. He could not will hisbody to obey the commands of hisfevered mind. He cried out in
anguish, then collapsed onto the stone floor, sobbing.

Thevison faded dowly, leaving Alex on the grotto floor, soaked with perspiration, trembling with fear.
And undergtanding.

The artifact didn’t drive my father insane, he realized. Dad was insane. The artifact merely brought his
madness out into the open, showed it to himsdlf. It’ staken yearsfor him to recover from that revelation.

Sowly, painfully, Alex scrabbled to the rock wall and pulled himsdf to hisfet.

And I’'m heading into the same abyss as he did. I'm becoming my father! Alex squeezed his eyes shuit.
No! That'snot me, he said to himsdlf. That' s not me. But avoicein his head told him, That will be you.
Eventudly. Inevitably.

His swesat-soaked shirt sticking to his skin, Alex pulled himself to hisfeet and staggered out of the grotto.
The metd partition did upward, releasing him.

“That’'snot me,” hewhispered to himsdlf. “ And it never will be”

Y uan rushed to him.

“Areyou dl right?” he asked. “ The partition closed. Y ou were seded in there for more than an hour.”

“An hour?’

“More. Areyou okay?’



“I'm okay,” Alex said shakily, fighting off the urge to collgpseinto Y uan’ sarms. Heforced himself to
stand steadily on hisown feet. “It was. . .” Hetried to amile. “It was pretty intense.”

He leaned his back against the rough rock wall and did down to asitting position. | should have waited,
he said to himsdlf. | shouldn’t have turned her over to Bolestos so soon.

Then he noticed Y uan looking at the beckoning glow beyond the open partition.

“Canl goinnow?’ Yuan asked.

Alex waved aweak hand at him. “ Sure. Go ahead.”

Y uan bounded through the open partition and disappeared into the artifact’ sinner chamber.

Hewantsto seeit again, Alex thought. He' s not afraid of it because he has nothing to be afraid of. | do.
I’m heading dong a path that will make me exactly like my father.

“I've got to change,” Alex murmured. “Let my father run the corporation if he wantsto. There are better
thingsfor meto do.”

Y uan came back out of the artifact’ s grotto in what seemed like afew minutes, grinning hugely, happy
with what he saw.

“When we get back to Sdlene,” Alex said, hisvoice weak, strained asif he' d just run ten kilometers,
“you go build your restaurant. I’ m quitting Humphries Space Systems.”

“Quitting?’ He seemed shocked.

With afaint smile, Humphries said, “I’ ve got better thingsto do.”



“Wheat better things?”

“There still alot of rebuilding that needs to be done on Earth. There re millions of people who need
help, need a chance to pull themsalves out of poverty and misery.”

Y uan looked puzzled. *Y ou want to help them?’

Alex ssmile grew stronger. “If | can,” he said. “It’ s better to build than to destroy.”

* k k %

CHRYSALISII

T

heo said his goodbyesto hisfamily at their quartersin ChrysalisI1. His mother and sister teared up as
they embraced him. He promised to stay in touch and they both said they would message him every
week, once he arrived at Jupiter station. Hisfather shook his hand solemnly, hisface frozen into
immohbility.

Before he himsdlf sarted sniffling, Theo dung hisdim travel bag over his shoulder and |eft them there,
striding down the passageway to the docking port where Hyades was set to depart for Jupiter.

There wereformsto fill out before they would alow him to board the fusion torch ship. Theo tapped out
hisinformation blindly, automaticaly, wanting to get aboard the ship as quickly as he could, wanting to
day with hisfamily at the sametime.

Can't have both, he told himsdlf as he pecked away at the keyboard. At last the security program was
satisfied and granted him clearance to board Hyades.

As Theo stepped through the spongy access tunnel connecting the ship to the habitat he saw that there
was aship’ s officer a the open hatch, checking credentias with ahandheld scanner. And another man,



justin front of the hatch. Hisfather.

“How’ d you get here ahead of me?’ Theo asked, astonished.

Victor grinned at his son. “The old man can ill outrun you,” he said. Then he added, “1 didn’t haveto go
through al the busy-work you had to fill out. | saw you at the console, tapping away.”

Theo nodded. “I... | guess| ought to get aboard, Dad.”

“I know,” Victor said. “I just wanted to . . . well, | just want you to know that | respect you, Theo. You
saved your mother and Sister. Y ou've grown into areal man.”

Blinking at the tearsthat sorang up in his eyes, Theo stood there dumbfounded, not knowing what to say.

Victor wrapped his strong arms around Theo, who dropped histravel bag and embraced hisfather.

“I loveyou, son.”

“I loveyou too, Dad.”

“Good luck. Good voyage.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

He picked up the bag and hurried past the waiting officer and through the hatch. Turning, Theo waved
onceto hisfather, then stepped through the inner hatch into the ship’s main passageway.

Dorn was standing there, arms folded across his chest.

“Welcome aboard,” he said gravely.



“Thanks” said Theo, brushing a hiseyes.

“Today we begin our new lives,” said Dorn.

“Y eah. Guesswe do.”

With ahint of asmile, Dorn said, “I have amessage for you from the ship’smedica officer.”

“Alta?’

“Altai Madagascar. She wantsto see you in theinfirmary as soon as you' ve stowed your bag in your
quarters.”

Theo broke into ahagppy smile. A new life, he said to himsdif, looking forward to it.



