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Born and still living in Essex, England, Neal Asher started writing at the age of sixteen but didn't
explode into public print until a few years ago; a quite prolific author, he now seemsto be
everywhere at once. His stories have appeared in ASmov's, Interzone, The Agony Column,
Hadrosaur Taes, and elsewhere, and have been collected in Runcible Tdes, The Engineer, and
Mason's Rats. His extremely popular novels include Gridlinked, Cowl, The Skinner, The Line of
Polity, Brass Man, The Voyage of the Sable Keech, The Engineer Reconditioned, and Prador Moon: A
Novd of the Polity. Coming up is a new novel, Hill diggers.

In the wild and pul se-poundingly-suspenseful adventure that follows, he vividly demonstrates that
it might be a good idea for the citizens of opposing Galactic Empires to stay well away from each
other-especially when there are deep, bitter, and long-lasting grudges between them.

[VERSION HISTORY]

v1.0 by the N.E.R.D's. Page numbers removed, paragraphs joined, formatted and spell checked. A full
read through isrequired.

v1.1 Full read through complete.

Kely Haden worked hersdlf into asweat on the training machines positioned in the outer ring of the
Breznev's spin section, the scars on her arms and chest tightening. She would have preferred to use free
welights, but such were not alowed aboard ships like this, snce amalfunction of the spin section or, for
that matter, of the ship entire, could result in heavy lumps of iron hurtling about like chaff. Therewas aso
the matter of the weaght itsalf, when alightly congtructed training machine like the one she was using could
gtand in for afew hundreds pounds of iron.

Finishing her workout, she picked up her towd and headed for the ladder leading up to the inward hatch,
but the exercise had not dispelled the taut feding of frustrated anger in her somach. She climbed up into
the degping quarters.

"Fedling better now, Societal Asset Haden?' enquired Long-shank from his bunk. He wasreading his
notescreen again-some esoteric biologica text, no doubt. She glanced at him, took in hislong gray hair
tied back with some confection of colored beeds, at his graywear deliberately adtered for individudity:
deeves cut away above the ebow, red fabric from the three Collective flags they found aboard sewn
around the collar and waistband. They dl did this sort of thing. Kelly had been one of the lucky onesto
have found an old Markovian uniform jacket, which she had dtered to fit, and had cut off her graywear
trousers at just below the knee. It was aform of escape—the only escape for them that seemed likely
now.

"No, | don't feel much better, Societal AssLongshank,” shereplied.

What had once been a humorous exchange now contained a hint of bitterness.



Theinner ring of the spin section was the bridge. It was without a ceiling, and while working & any of the
consoles it was possible to see one's fellows upside down overhead. Kelly, being a ship's engineer, had
been quite accustomed to this sort of thing, but it had taken some getting used to for the other escapees,
and the vomit vacuums had seen plenty of work.

"How are we doing?" she asked Traviss, who inthelow grav sat strapped into his chair at the center of a
horseshoe of navigation consoles before the projection cylinder.

Travisswas ayoung hyperactive man who had been in the Collective military until he showed ataent
with computers and spatia caculus and wasreclassfied asa”societd assat.” Likethem al, he had
resented the resultant scrutiny from the Doctrinaires. He touched a control and the projection cylinder
filled with gars.

"Our dingshot around Phaeton istaking us nicely out of the system's gravity sink and well be ableto
U-jump in sixteen hours." One of the sarsflashed red, and, alittle way out, flashed the blue spinning-top
icon of the Breznev. Between the two lay three icons representing the Collective pursuit vessalsfrom
Handel. They weren't the problem. The problem was a green icon accelerating out from the nearest star
to Phaeton. The Lenin, though not as close to them as the other ships, would now easily be ableto
intersect their course. It was e so faster, so there would be no outrunning it.

Traviss continued, | caculate that the Lenin will be able to knock us back into thered in three daysif
we continue along our present course.”

The others were gathering around now: Some Terl, astrophysicist and their paternd figurehead; Olsen
Marcos, who was ageneticist and an amateur historian, though that was a pursuit now gtrictly controlled
inthe Collective; and Elizabeth Terl, Some's daughter and plain physicist in her own right. Of the fifty
people aboard, everyone was an expert of some kind, and everyone had been reclassified asa"societd
asset" and come under doctrina scrutiny and control. To say the Collective was ruled would be to deny
what it claimed to be, but it was ruled, by those who did dl they could to skew redlity to fit doctrine. The
Doctrinaires knew that anyone above acertain intelligence level was adanger, yet also essentid for a
gpace-faring civilization, so such people had to be managed.

"Space has, by definition, three dimensions,” said Some. Hewas old, bald, and running to fat, and
possessed amind that diced through problemslike a microtome.

"Somewhat more than that, | would suggest,” said Elizabeth, young, arrogant, and, though intelligent,
moreintent on digplaying thet intelligencethan usingit.

"Shut the fuck up, Liz," said Kelly distractedly.

The girl gave Kely asuperior look, then reached up to flick alock of her bright ginger hair aside. She
was pretty, too, which Kelly aso found annoying.

"Our options are limited,” said Traviss. He touched another control and areas of the cylinder were
shaded in different colors. Their ship was within a blue hemisphere that disappeared off-cylinder-the
Collective. A red areaimpinged from above and other discrete red areas were scattered bel ow, with one
large red hemispherefilling the lower right of the cylinder.

"If you would run through those options" said Slome, and Kelly got the suspicion that Some and Traviss
had aready done o, and that a decision had aready been made.

Travisstouched controls and numbers appeared in each of the colored areas. "Red sgnifies danger,” he
said needlesdly. "AreaOneiswhat's | eft of the Grazen Empire. If we head that way, well either run



draight into their defenses or their wormshipswill catch up with us." He glanced around. "And if were
lucky, they'll blow us out of space rather than capture us." They al knew what happened to humans
caught by the Grazen.

"Area Two?' Some prompted.

"Areas Two, Three, and Five are asteroid fields,” Traviss explained. "We would have to drop out of
U-space to navigate them.” He highlighted some starsin the Collective adjacent to Area Three. "Even if
wetried to get through Three, which isthe smdlest, the Callective could send ships from the bases
indicated and intercept us.”

llgx?l
"Grazen outposts scattered in an asteroid field and extended dust cloud.”
"You surpriseme," said Some.

Kdly interjected, "Collective problems at home ended that mission. In my opinion, the areawasn't worth
taking-nothing there remotely human-habitable and it would have taken years at the cost of many ships.
But the Doctrinaires don't let facts get in the way of ideology-therell be another attack oniit.”

Slome nodded, then pointed agnarled finger at the hemisphere of red. "And that?'

Traviss hesitated for amoment and Kelly knew precisely why. She aso knew that Slome's prompting
and Travisss hesitation were just a performance. They both knew where thiswasleading. Kelly
wondered what it wasthey were yet to reved.

"That's been under Interdict sSince before the Markovians," Travissreplied. "1 can't redly find out much
about it."

"But you've found something,” said Some.

"Yes" Travisssaid. He appeared distinctly uncomfortable with the act. "That areais classfied as Owner
Space."

After abrief, dmost embarrassed silence, Elizabeth laughed knowingly, then said, " The Markovianswere
not noted for their rationdity.”

Kdly felt the need to defend Traviss, despite the fact that he and Slome were playing some game. "Yes,
which iswhy they were daughtered by our oh-so-rationd Collective."”

Elizabeth shot back, "The Collective is adoomed ideology, but their rationdity is superior to the
myth-making and religions of the Markovians™"

"Well, | can dways drop you in one of the escape podsif you want to go back,” said Kdly. "That's
supposing the Doctrinaire aboard the Lenin thinks you a va uable enough asset to pick up.”

Elizabeth began to bristle until Olsen interrupted heavily, "The Owner is no myth, though some people's
conception of him may dray into the territory of religion.”

Holding up afinger to silence his daughter, Slome turned to the geneticist and sometime historian. "
heard something about al thiswhen | was a student under the Markovians. Perhaps you could
elaborate?'

Olsen shrugged. "Highlight the Sabalist System, would you, Traviss?'



Traviss complied, picking out agtar Sitting just on the Grazen side of the border between the Grazen
Empire and the Collective.

"Owner Space extended to here. The Owner apparently ceded the areato usin the pre-Markovian era.
The Markovianslost it to the Grazen over a century ago, but we still have alot of dataand biologica
samplesfrom Sabdl itself. Those samplesindicate agreat deal of adaptation from ancient Terran forms.”
"That was dmogt certainly our work," said Elizabeth. "We aren't in that league,” Olsen replied. "But
perhaps we were?' Olsen shook his head.

"Though | know some of the details, thisisthefirst I've heard about the Saba connection,” said Some.

"It'sin some very old datafiles—I did someresearch," Olsen replied. "Those same files were secured by
the Collective, and | came under the scrutiny of Doctrinaires long before they invented the concept of
'societa assets” Some of my fellows weren't so lucky.”

"Sowe are now to believe inimmorta superbeings?' enquired Elizabeth.
"Wedon't haveto," said Kelly. They al turned to look at her.

She continued. " The Grazen avoid that place. When | was engineer aboard the Mao, a Grazen scoutship
faced us down rather than enter there. Wetoreit apart. Grazen ships get destroyed if they try to enter
that area, and Collective ships get flung out—their drive systemswrecked.”

"Thiswas when you werefighting for the Collective,” said Elizabeth.
"Thiswaswhen | was an engineer groveling in radioactive dudge below the Mao's engines.”

Elizabeth did not have much more to say about that—they could al see the shiny scar tissue down the
sde of Kelly'sface, her neck, and disappearing under her jacket.

After an embarrassed silence, Some said, "Well, asyou say, Traviss, 'limited options.' But we must
make adecison." Heturned to Kdly. "I defer to you on this, since without you we would never have
escaped the Commutank, and since you have greater experience in these matters'—Kelly knew that a
"however" was due—"however, the Grazen would ped off our skinsover adow fire, while the
Collective would ped our minds and we'd soon al become obedient little citizens after they fitted uswith
strouds.” He gestured toward the viewing cylinder. "As| seeit, when we drop into U-space, we should
run for the edge of the Grazen outpost, where we will bein their territory only briefly before reaching
the... Interdict Area”

Hints, rumors, stories—nothing clear and nothing proven—that's all Kelly had ever heard whilein the
Collectivefleet. The whole, however, had left an impression on her, an ideathat the Owner was
something to be feared, something that even the Grazen feared. Perhapsthat wasjust the fear of the
unknown.

"Wewon't be able to enter there," she said-not entirely sure of her facts. "Well get crippled and flung
out, and those aboard the Lenin will capture us, if the Grazen don't get to usfirg.”

Slome gave aweak amile. "Y es, that would have been true.”
"Would have been true?'
Some gestured to the cylinder. " Show them the message, Traviss™

Traviss cleared the cylinder. Then, after amoment, he brought up a brief text message: "Escapees from



the Collective, Owner Spaceis open to you. Welcome.”
Traviss said, "Its source was deep inside Owner Space.”

"Very wdl," said Kdly, her spine crawling. "Owner Spaceitis”

* % %k k% %

Clinging to the handholds, Doctrinaire Shrad gazed at flecked void through the thick portholes of the
Lenin and ground histeeth. A stupid waste of resources, he fdlt, specificaly himsdlf. He should have
been back with the Centrd Committee, planning the coming attack on the Grazen Empire, not out here
chasing after afew assets gone bad. It was the other Doctrinaires in the Committee who had driven him
out-fools whose ideol ogy was unsound, who did not understand precisaly how things should runin the
Collective. They cdled hisleadership of the previous campaign "disastrous” and did not understand how
working with the old Markovian command structuresin the fleet had hindered him. Well, he would bring
these assets back, strouded and subservient, then return to his place in the Committee and bring to
fruition hisvison of the New Ded. Meanwhile-he turned from the viewing window—he would have to
see about correcting the ideologica aberrations he had found aboard thisvessd.

The engineer, his hands bound behind his back, was being held between two of the Guard. Shrad pushed
himsdlf over and caught hold of some of the masses of pipe work running from the reactor cylinder. Then,
with an exclamation, he snatched his hand away and had to stop himsdlf by grabbing the shoulder of one
of the Guard, who, asever, just slently maintained his position.

"Those pipes are hot, Doctrinaire Shrad,” observed the engineer. "'If you must grab pipes, | suggest you
grab the ones painted white."

"Thank you, Citizen Rand." Shrad took hold of awhite pipe and hauled himsalf back. "Now, Citizen, |
expect you are wondering why the Guard have detained you."

"l am overcome with curiosity, Doctrinaire Shrad.” Shrad could fed hisrage growing but, as usual, kept it
locked ingde. "I am presuming you understand the ideological concept behind graywear?”

"l do: it being doctrine that &l people are equal, al people must aso appear s0."

"Y et here you are wearing Markovian overallsl" 1t was an unusual contrast: acitizen of the Collective
dressed in Markovian overals, held between two of Shrad's own unit of graywear-clad Guard—men
who had once been Markovians.

"| don graywear when | go off-shift. Unfortunately, it isnot practica in the engineering environment.”

"Areyou saying that Committee ingtructions arewrong?' "No, Doctrinaire Shrad, | am saying thet in the
engineering environment, | would soil and destroy my graywear, which perhaps the Committee would
congder an insult, though, of course, | don't presume to know what the Committee would think. | just try
to do my best for the good of the Collective.”

The words were as correct as they could be under the circumstances, but Shrad could detect a note of
forbidden Irony and perhaps Sarcasm. He knew that it would be necessary to modify the behavior of this
man.

"Doctrinaire Shrad."

Shrad turned. "Citizen Astanger,” he said, feding an immediate increase in his annoyance. Astanger wasa
societd asset—a synthesst who, under the Markovians, would have been called captain of the Lenin.



"Isthere aproblem?’ asked Astanger.

Shrad gazed at the man. He was gray-haired, tall and thin, possessed piercing blue eyes, and what, in
another time, would have been caled anoble face. Shrad had his suspicionsthat Astanger's ancestry
was, in fact, Markovian—he possessed asmilarity of facial structure to thosein Shrad's Guard
unit—and that his outer appearance ssemmed from the genetic tweaks those rulers had made to their line.
It further annoyed Shrad that though Astanger's hair and graywear were utterly correct, he dways looked

sartoridly impeccable.

"Thisengineer isincorrectly dressed,” said Shrad.

Astanger turned his cold gaze on the man. "Rand, why are you wearing those overdls?’
"Graywear doesn't give enough freedom of movement, Ca... Citizen."

Ah, thought Shrad, smirking. As he had supposed, this ship being without doctrind supervison
throughout the last five years of the conflict with the Grazen, archaic and politically incorrect behavior had
flourished. Rand had nearly caled Citizen Agtanger Captain.

"Bethat asit may," continued Astanger, "you knew that wearing anything other than grayweer is...
ideologicaly incorrect.” Astanger turned to Shrad. "As synthesist, | suggest, Doctrinaire Shrad, that for
the good of thismission, Citizen Rand be made to work 120 percent shifts on 75 percent rations.”

"That will not be necessary,” said Shrad. He turned to the two onetime Markovians, the two of the
Guard-the only oneswho wore adightly different style of graywear in that theirs was armored. Thetwo
men were as stony-faced as ever, each of them bearing a stroud spread like atwo-fingered steel hand up
the side of one cheek and dividing at the temple to spread two fingers halfway aong their foreheads.
"Sroud him."

Citizen Rand bellowed and began to struggle but, being experienced at this sort of thing, in fact having
experienced it themsalves, the Guard held him, and one of them quickly dapped the stroud he had been
holding into place. Rand shrieked, and now the Guard released him. For amoment, Shrad thought he
saw something in the expression of the particular guard who had used the stroud-was he Evan
Markovian, or one of the others? Shrad tended to get them confused now. After amoment, he dismissed
the suspicion-there was hardly anything left inside their skulls of the people they had been.

Writhing like amaggot, Rand tumbled through the air, hisface clenched in arictus of agony and blood
running from underneath the stroud. Then, abruptly, his face went dack, moronic. The probes, about two
thousand of them in dl, had found their required locationsin his brain, in some of thoselocationskilling
brain matter and in othersinjecting certain combinations of neurochemicals. Now the recordings would
be playing. The indoctrination process would take about three hours and Rand would be agood citizen
afterward, if he survived-only onein three did. Satisfied, Shrad turned to gaze at Astanger.

"It wasfoolish of him to flout thelaw," said Astanger, still watching Rand and seemingly unaffected by
what had happened. He now turned to Shard. "As synthesist, | will now haveto factor in that though we
may have gained one good citizen, we have certainly lost one good engineer.”

"Be careful what you say, Citizen Astanger.”

"I am always careful, Citizen Shrad... now, perhaps you would like to cometo the bridge. It would seem
that the Breznev has now dropped into U-space and is taking a most unexpected route.”

"Unexpected?'



"Well, let me say 'disconcerting-their choiceswere limited.”

* % % % %

The ovoid, eight mileslong, looked like afurry egg from adistance, but closer it reveded itself to bea
loose tangle of yard-wide pipes of awhite cordline substance. Yig worms dwelt in the pipes and were
currently extending the perimeter of the nest since it had encompassed another asteroid for them to grind
up and digest after the nest's departure from the rookery. The Mother crouched in the center of the
tangle, with sensory tendrils spread haf amile al around her and engaged into yig channels, which inturn
led to exterior long-range sensors. Like agiant metallized crayfish with an extended body, she crouched,
protected from hard vacuum by yig-worm opaized shidds, tending her domain, cataloging her additions
to theyig work, and raging.

Five million of her children were dead, and the M other's rage was aterrible thing that she knew might last
her for the rest of her millennia. After the Misunderstanding, this daughter had been the worst thing that
had ever happened to her. No other Grazen had lost so much, and shefelt justified in breaking away
from therest of her kind and fleeing to this outpost. But she knew, deep in her fifth heart, that in Grazen
terms she was not entirely sane.

When she saw the digtortion of the undersphere that signified the presence of humans, she lashed out, the
yig weaving arippleinto the undersphere and directing it dong the course she set, and sherdished the
coming opportunity for vengeance. Human neurology was asmpligtic and easily manipulated thing, and it
was possible to exact punishment lasting even beyond the degth of the neural network that formed the
being. She gtill had some of the murdererswith her now-forever shrieking in yig channels. Only when the
ripple was away did she experience a sudden dread. The distortion was so closeto his redm that this
might lead to another Misunderstanding. She waited, observed the human vessel dam up into the
oversphere, then observed it continuing on under conventiond drive. Shefelt amoment of chagrin at her
impulsive reaction. The ship would be crippled and flung back out, so there was no rush—it would soon
be hers.

Then the other human vessdl rose into the oversphere.

The Mother observed it for alittle while. She surmised that once it saw what was about to happen to the
one ahead of it, it might flee into the undersphere, so she sent another ripple to render its undersphere
enginesinert. Then she began to consolidate akernd nest for travel. She withdrew her tendrilsto the
kernel, shifted supplies and the required devicesinsde, selected specific yig worms, and opdized the
kernel. The nest yig opened a path through the outer opalized shields to the over-sphere, and, clawing
space, she shot out, wrapped in her kernd. The second human vessel, now limited to oversphere drive,
was heading directly there too. She traveled dowly, waiting for both vessels to be expdlled, and relished
the prospect of revenge. Then, in horrified disbelief, she observed the two human ships enter his ream,
unharmed!

* % k % %

Wearing a spacesuit, which gave her alot more shieding than she had ever been allowed aboard the
Mao, Kéelly clung to ahandhold in the drive penny and gazed at one drive unit-ateardrop of polished
aloy ten feet long. There were three of them evenly spaced around the circumference of the penny,
where they had been braced on bubblemetal beams at a distance apart precise to one ten-thousandth of
an inch. The penny was temperature-controlled smply to maintain this accuracy, Sncevariationin
temperature would have resulted in disastrous metd expangion. It wasal irrdlevant now. The drive unit
she was studying obvioudly lay out of true with the rest, and if that wasn't enough, the smoke coiling from
ablown-away ingpection hatch certainly was.



"What's the problem, Kelly?' asked Slome over the suit radio.

Kely pushed hersdlf away from her handhold over to the central cleanlock and went through; once out
the other sde, she began undogging her helmet. There were three of them awaiting her inthe drive
annex-no room for any more: Slome, his daughter, and Olsen.

"Theproblemis" shereplied at length, "no more U-space drive.”
"What?' said Elizabeth. "Y ou're saying you can't repair it?'

The girl wasredly garting to irritate Kelly now. "A U-space driveisfitted and tuned in the Gavarn station
complex. It takes about eight months just to balanceit, and al the processing power of the complex itsalf.
If I took back what we've got in there”'-Kdly stabbed athumb over her shoulder-"they'd likely scrap it
and gart again.”

"Wdl," said Some, listening to his headset, "'it may dl beirrdevant now." He gestured to the ports over
to one sde, and Kdly pushed herself over, dreading that she was about to see one of those shimmering
tangles of pipesthat the Collective called a Grazen dreadnought, athough probably that wasn't an apt
description at al. The things had only appeared occasiondly during the war, and not one had ever been
destroyed. If the Grazen had used them properly, she reckoned, there would be no Collective by now,
but that was something you weren't ever alowed to say out loud aboard the Mao. But the Grazen had
not used them, just their wormships, which, though dangerous, the human ships were able to destroy.
However, the Sight that greeted her eyes wasn't a Grazen dreadnought, but something she had only ever
seen in very hazy high-magnification pictures.

"Border post,” said Olsen.
"A what?" asked Elizabeth.
Why was she here? Someone more senior should have been here.

"Something | read about. They were dso called death posts, though since we're sailing on past it without
getting killed, 1 suppose the description isinapt.”

"Or they have been deectivated by whoever sent usthat invitation," said Some.

It certainly looked a bit like a post, though one with streamlined ovoids attached at each end. It was
huge-as Kdly recollected, the high magnification scan readout put these objects at two miles high, and
there were thousands of them. The Doctrinaires aboard Mao told everyone they were the product of the
ancient Collective from Earth that had been betrayed by the humans who took control before the
Markovians. No one believed that; too many of the crew had heard the rumors about the entity called the
Owner, though, of course, no one said so.

"That could have been what hit us," said Elizabeth.

Kely shook her head. "I don't think so-that felt like something the Grazen did. Usualy, after astrikelike
that, the wormships would be al over us. Maybe they're not attacking because of our location.” She
didn't fed as sure as she sounded, but felt the need not to let any of Elizabeth's statements go

unchalenged.

Some waslistening to his headset again, nodding to himsdlf. After amoment, he said, " Seemsthe same
thing just happened to the Lenin, and now it's heading directly toward us."

Kédly rested her head against the port. It was quite smple-they'd gambled and lost.



Slome continued. "Were on the edge of a solar system here-one with a habitable world. Under
conventiona drive, we could be there in eight months."

"Do we have the suppliesfor that?' asked Kdly.

"Water and air recycling will last that long; the food will just haveto.”
"Thenwhat?'

"Weland."

"l don't see what good that will do us."

"Would you rather the Lenin caught up with us out here? At least down on a planet there's some chance
of evading the Guard."

"Y egh, right.”

* * % % %

The Grazen U-space weapon had knocked out the U-space drives of both the Breznev and the Lenin,
and Astanger had thought they were al about to die. Owner Space would fling them out if they headed
that way, and, anyway, they would never be able to flee the diens using conventiona drive through

real space. Whether they continued on their course after the Breznev had seemed irrlevant, but, inthe
end, that was what saved them from the Grazen. Owner Space flung out human ships, yet it destroyed
the Grazen ones. Thistimeit did not do the first, and fear of the second was, Astanger suspected, what
was keeping the Grazen away.

However, their situation was now dire, and Shrad's insistence on pursuing those assets and punishing
them seemed quite insane. With a Grazen dreadnought Sitting in vacuum behind them, reveraing their
course would have been stupid. Taking some other course out of Owner Space would have taken years
under conventiona drive, and they just did not have the suppliesfor that. Heading straight for the same
planet to which the other ship was heading seemed the best course available, but till, Shrad was as mad
asabox of frogs.

Citizen Shrad—the one everyone knew was respons ble for the war againgt the Grazen, even if
Collective society doctrine had it that individua responsibility was an outmoded concept, and thet there
were no such things as leaders.

Shrad had ordered al of the strouded, except for the Guard, to stop eating, and, good little robots that
they were, that is precisely what they had done. Now, a month into their dog insystem, some of those
people were dying. Astanger felt much regret for their straits, since though the strouding process made
good little robots of them, it did not relieve them of suffering-that would have been too much to ask of the
Collective. However, dl those who were dying were not crew but nonessentia personnel, because those
who were strouded did not have sufficient independence of thought to be essentid. They wereaso, in
Astanger's opinion, better off dead. At least Engineer Rand had not suffered death by dow starvation-his
stroud had not taken, and he had died before they could get him to the medbay.

Everyone else was on half rations, except of course for Shrad himself, he being the most essential person
aboard. Astanger could think of numerous people aboard who were more essential ... the entire crew,
for example. And asit was now seeming likely that there might be no return to the Collective-it struck
him asimprobable that arescue ship would be sent, what with Shrad having been blackballed from the
Committee-Astanger was attracted to the idea of depriving Shrad of his ability to eat. Thiswasa position



he'd never imagined himslf to be in when heéd received his military call-up. Asamisty-eyed youth, he
had known himsdlf to be amember of an advanced and rationd political system.

The Callective had taken power before he was born, and hed grown up in atill relatively free society,
for it took quite sometime for the dictates gpplied to actualy take effect. That effect wasfirst felt on the
Capital World and took some years to reach his borderland homeworld. He grew up with the changes,
the indoctrination and propaganda, and the kowtowing to the Doctrinaires. He crewed on Fleet shipsthat
were gtill run the old Markovian way and because of hisindoctrination thought the system bankrupt. Asa
ship's security officer, he applied the dictates of the new Doctrinaires to each ship now acquired. This
was probably what accelerated his ascent up the promotion ladder to the position of captain. Then came
the war with the Grazen.

As captain, he then had a greater overview of everything that was happening, and though Shrad's
propagandatalked of Grazen assaults on Collective worlds, Astanger knew otherwise. It started to nag
him, the way a straightforward assault on the Grazen was by Shrad and hislackies called a"defensive
maneuver." Plain aggression was couched in terms of Collective-gpeak, thus the bombardment of a
Grazen nest was a "tactica clearance" and the incineration of a planet-based aien nursery-one of Shrad's
"gpecia projects'—was "groundwork procedure.” Thiselicited hisdidike of Shrad, the Committee, the
Collective, and himsdf. Being older, and wiser, he began to reassess hislife. But what could he do? He
was but asmal cog in the Collective machine. Theintroduction of graywear and the gradual dismantling
of the Markovian command structure dicited his disgust and contempt, and the use of the strouds finally
aroused in him a cold hatred. But, again, what could he do?

Five years before the end of the war, awormship attack deprived Lenin of its Doctrinaire. HEd spent
the rest of the war ensuring that the ship didn't get another one. The Grazen withdrew from numerous
worlds, then consolidated their nests around the core of their empire-if "empire"’ wasthe correct
description of their system of governance, which he frankly doubted. Suppliesto fleet shipswerelow,
resources scant. The Committee caled it a"victory of politica rationdity over animdigticimperidism” and
recalled the fleet. Seeing through to the redlity, Astanger counted the cost: on the Grazen Side, twenty out
of tens of thousands of their nests destroyed and a nursery world burned; on the Collective side, fifteen
hundred and six capita ships destroyed, numerous support vessels gone, ground assault troops
exterminated in great numbers (some of them burned on the nursery world in the common kind of
screwup occurring when military tactics became subject to political control). The tota human cost was
somewherein the hundreds of thousands, though it was impossible to get an accurate count.

Victory indeed.

But now, here aboard the Lenin, he wanted to do something. Many of the crew agreed with him-the
exceptions being new personnel who had not been aboard during those five years-but there smply
weren't enough of them. The crew complement conssted of fifty-eight people, al, by Committee ruling,
unarmed. Shrad had one hundred of the utterly loya Guard with him, dl of them armed with handguns
and carbines, and with access to even more powerful weapons than those. 1t seemed hopeless, and
would become more so in the months to come as his crew steadily starved.

* * % % %

The Mother retreated to the nest, but could not bring herself to findly return her vessdl toits structure.
Only partidly reconnecting her tendrilsinto the yig channels and thusto the nest'slong-range sensors, she
gazed at the two human ships as they moved beyond the barrier. No reaction, nothing. She could not
believe this: every wormship sent through there had been destroyed, the posts had fried all thedrive
systems of every human ship that strayed that way and then flung them back out. Why not now?



She seethed as the two human ships made for the nearest world within his domain. She gazed at them
throughout the months of their journey, her frustration growing at letting two such easy targets—now they
had lost the ability to travel in U-space-escape. But she was aso frightened: there wasthe
Misunderstanding to consider.

Thenit garted again.

Through long-unused yig channds, she received the news that the humans were preparing for another
attack on the Grazen. Watch stations peppered throughout the Collective reported uncontrolled
indugtridization and the effective rapine of worlds. They reported massive movements of supplies, ships,
and human warriors. Apparently, these last were different somehow, and this, too, was aworrying
development. Such an effort had been predicted as aremote possibility when the Grazen, taking along
view of things, had withdrawn to wait for the inevitable collgpse of asocietal experiment that seemed
doomed to failure. Andlysis of this new effort showed that it would bankrupt the Collective and bring
about its predicted collgpse early, but that would be no consolation if another nursery world was burned.

Though she had physically separated her nest from the rest of the Grazen, she could not separate herself
from her kind'sracia will, the purpose, the gestdt that was the Grazen. While others of her kind
prepared with cold efficiency to hold the Collective at bay until it collapsed, the Mother raged. She
wanted to strike out, to damage, to hurt, and the nearest humansto her were but afew weeks avay
through the under-sphere, then the oversphere.

The posts had not touched them, so perhaps they would not touch her? Maybe he waslooking away,
maybe he was gone? It was said by some that he took the form of a human, so maybe he was as
short-lived asthat kind and had died? While one part of her mind was so foolishly wishful, another part
reasoned that something like him would not die and would not be caught with his guard down.

Then came the communication.

Though couched perfectly in the language of the yig channels, the Mother knew its sourceto be dien.
Tracing back through the undersphere to its source, she felt amoment of pure dread. Him?

But the Misunderstanding? was the essence of her reply.
He explained, and she felt asudden overwhelming joy.

She once again detached her consolidated kerndl for over-spheretravel and fell away from her main nest.
Clawing through vacuum between asteroida debris until she found clear space, she dropped into the
undersphere. Y es, she had dways felt that humans must pay for the deaths of her children and the other
deaths sure to come, and pay, and pay. However, this was different, thiswas personal.

* % % % %

Kely gazed at the images displayed in the viewing cylinder. The two probes showed the world ahead to
be beautiful, warm and burgeoning with life. Bands of forest rimmed the continents, enclosing prairiesand
mountain ranges. Vast herds of grazing beasts, sometimes tens of miles acrass, were visblein flowing
patterns across the prairies, cutting swathes of brown through the green. One close view showed a
predator—some kind of massive reptile standing up on its hind legs-bringing down one of these grazing
beasts. It was just amicrocosm of the huge ebb and flow of life spread across the landmasses.

The oceans seemed equally as bountiful. Shods of fish spumed the sea across areas as large asthose
landward herds. Giant cetaceans hunted and played, enormous sharks the color of polished copper
cruised shorelines swamped by either basking amphibians or swimming mammals come ashore to mate



and lay eggs.

Birds and flying reptiles swirled across the sky. Tropica seas gleamed sapphire. Snowcapped peaks
glistened pure white. Sdmon legped in amillion miles of cdleanrivers. It dl looked so wonderfully naturd,
an untouched paradise.

"Do you even begin to comprehend the kind of engineering involved in cregting something like that?"
enquired Olsen. "If it is engineered,” said Elizabeth dismissively. "Tel me about the engineering,” said
Some. "Think of the migratory pattens-it all hasto be programmed in. Not only has life been crested
down there from base genetic imprints, it's been programmed to integrate into the entire artificia
environment. And you know, there's things down there that went extinct back on Terraand othersthat
amply never existed."

"Then perhaps they were here before any engineering commenced,” suggested Elizabeth, playing her
preferred devil's advocate role.

"No, you see, they're suited to their environment.” "Precisaly.” Elizabeth was triumphant. Olsen shook his
head a her and turned to Slome. "Everything down there is suited to that environment. Y et, unlessalot
of Markovian records are wrong, that environment was alot colder about three hundred years ago.”

"Goon," said Some, hiseyes narrowing.
"Thisworld is not whereit's supposed to be—it's much closer to the sun.”

Elizabeth barked alaugh. " So, thisimmortal superbeing is aso capable of moving worlds? 1 think it more
likely that initial Markovian studies were inaccurate and that inaccuracy was smply copied.”

Olsen shrugged. "That's dways possible.”

Kéely continued gazing at the images and compared what she was seeing to the incompleteness of many
Collective worlds, where near-Terran environments were maintained by gas extraction and fixing plants,
the importation of essentid minerasfrom elsewhere, the resowing of certain biologicass, the endlesswar
againg adien biologicas—whole industries working to prevent, in human terms, planetary ecologica
collapse. Thisworld, though, seemed to function perfectly. There was no Sign of aimosphere plants or
any other support technology-no sign, in fact, of any technology at dl... until Traviss spoke.

"I've found something,” he said.

Theimagesin the cylinder blurred for amoment, then settled on ahigh view of acoastline. Traviss
focused in by stages, each time dlowing the ship's computersto clean up the image presented. Thefina
image was of an estuary where ariver cut down into awide blue bay. On one side of the estuary, on a
blunt peninsula, it seemed evident that there was alarge building of somekind. Squinting, Kelly wasdso
sure she could make out a jetty with what appeared to be alarge twin-hulled boat moored beside i,
projecting from arocky shore just beside awhite sand beach.

"Someone living down there?' wondered Slome.
Kdly shivered. The Owner!

"I'm getting tuff in infrared and some other EMR," said Traviss. "Nothing substantial, but it does seem
likely there's someone down there.”

"Canyou give usacloser view?' Slome asked.



"If I do, well lose this probe-it won't have enough fud to pull up again.”
"Dos0."

They al stood watching as the probe obvioudy headed in a course out to seaand down, the view flicking
back to the building and clarifying intermittently. The image shuddered for alittle while asthe probe's
stabilizersfailed to compensate for its decelerating burn asit curved around and headed back in. Kelly
felt both agrowing excitement and trepidation, but realy did not know what she expected to see. The
find viewsin the probe's life were clear, and puzzling; something so prosaic in so unusud alocation.
Nestled in rocky dopes scattered with gnarled trees was alarge building, a house, something like the
kind of place the Markovians might have used as a country retreet. It was sprawling, fashioned of the
surrounding stone, with turrets and towers rising here and there, red tiles on the roofs and many
baroquely shaped windows. Tracks led down from it to the shore, to some wooden buildings from which
ajetty projected out into the sea. Moored next to the jetty was alarge catamaran. Asthe probe sank
down toward the sea, she was sure she could discern afigure Sitting on the jetty.

"That last image," said Slome. "Can you repest it and clean it up?”’

Traviss complied, and they al gazed at ahuman figure-difficult to tell if it wasmae or femde-sitting on
the jetty, fishing-and waving, too. No one seemed able to say anything about that-it all just seemed too
incongruous. They had arrived at aworld that had been under interdict for longer than any of them had
been alive because it was owned by some dangerous being... then this.

"Giveusthat firgt orbita view again,” sad Some.
Once again they gazed down from upon high.

Slome pointed. "On the other side of the estuary, the forest comes nearly down to the shore. Onthe side
wherethe houselies; it's hilly for afew miles back before leveling into prairie-that's one of the few areas
where forest doesn't cover the land to the rear of the shore."

"No coincidence, | would suggest,” said Elizabeth, now somehow subdued.

"No," said Slome. He turned and checked each facein turn. "l suggest we land on that prairie—as close
to the house as we can get. Then | suggest we go and seewho isliving there.”

"Isthat agood idea?' wondered Kelly.

"I don't know. However, what | do know isthat once this ship is down, well not be able to take it back
up again, and | do know that the Lenin isnot far behind us and will dmost certainly land near to us. A
Doctrinaire and the Guard will comelooking for us. If we wereto land anywhere else, our only choice
would beto run, and keep on running. There'—he stabbed afinger at the projection—"some adternative
might lieopento us”

"The Owner might save us," said Elizabeth flatly.
"Or we might be bringing the Guard down on an innocent lone settler,” said Kelly.
Slome shook his head. "No one isinnocent. Haven't you been reading your Committee dictates?!

* % k % %

The Breznev headed toward theworld tall first, poised on the bright flare of its main drive. Behind the
half hemisphere of the thrust plate and the conglomeration of fuel tanks, reactor, lithium pellet injectors,



and ignition laserslay the drive penny for the U-gpace engines. Beyond this stretched along reinforced
framework holding an access tunnd from the now stationary spin section-a cylinder eighty feet wide and
ahundred feet long-inside which the escapees were being crushed into acceleration chairs. Next along
from the spin section was the giant brick of the storage section and holds, capped off by the heavy
reentry shield and underdung reentry plate. The ship left anionized trail past the world's Sngle cratered
moon, thefour big reaction thrusters positioned at the four corners of the frame holding the spin section
belching chemica flameto force the ship into aninward curve.

Further brighter ionization in the world's disperse exosphere sketched the vessel's course around the
world and deeper toward the thermosphere. When its speed reached a predetermined level, the main
drive cut out and the thrusters flared again, turning the ship noseto tail to present its reentry shield to the
seadily thickening air. Theflip-over had itsusud effect interndly, and clamping down on her churning
guts, Kdly knew the vomit vacuums would again be required. Explosive bolts blew, clamps detached,
especialy weakened structural members broke where they were supposed to, and the entire drive
section detached, small steering thrusters dightly atering its course to throw it into orbit around the world.
Landing with a U-gpace engine and fusion reactor had never been an option.

The reentry shield smoked asitslayer of soft ceramic began baking hard. It soon began to emit adull red
glow. Then fireflared out and back from it, enclosing the ship, podlike. It hurtled down, planing onfire.
Then the thrusters adjusted its course to bring it down on the underd ung reentry plate and steedily began
firing to dow the ship even further. Asthe ship penetrated cloud, sedled containers postioned al around
the spin section opened like buds to spew parachutes. Using a combination of these and the big thrusters,
the ship descended on prairie, scattering herds of buffalo, and one herd of unicorns. Grassfiresignited
underneath asit findly began to settle, but they were short-lived, for this vegetation was spring green.
With afina whump and a settling of parachutes dl around, the Breznev was down.

Her fingers digging into the arms of her acceleration chair, Kelly thought about thelogistics of relaunch
and knew that the Breznev would never be leaving thisworld. And she vowed to become part of the
earth here rather than be subject to strouding by those who would soon be coming here after them.

The gas content of the air was breathable, but it might be packed with letha microbes and biotoxins.
They had no way of andyzing the air and there weren't enough spacesuits to go around, and no one
wanted to walk out there in the cumbersome things anyway. No one wanted to stay in the ship-not when
seeming freedom awaited outsde. Kelly was damned if she was going to wait until Some and the others
came to adecision about what to do next. While they squabbled, she collected al her stuff in ashoulder
bag, including her Sancha carbine and her father's antique sidearm, and headed for the airlock leading
into the storage and cargo section. "Not inclined to debate, SA Haden?"

Standing below the ladder leading up to the airlock, Kelly turned to gaze at Longshank. He was carrying
alarge backpack, wore some large walking boots in addition to hisusud dttire, and carried his
notescreen clipped to his belt.

"Staying indde this ship is not an option-if something out there killsme, | would rather have that happen
than wait here for one of the Guard to fit me with astroud.”

"My thoughts precisely. Anyway, this Owner-constructed world seems eminently human-habitable.
Maybe well pick up afew bugs dong theway, but | doubt there's anything out there we can't handlein
usua immune-responseway.” "Y ou seem very confident.” "No-resigned.”

Kely mounted the ladder and climbed, stepped up onto the platform, and hit the door control as
Longshank stepped up behind her. They crammed into the airlock together, and after Longshank closed
thefirst door, Kelly opened the second door leading into the forward cargo section of the ship. It opened



with adight hiss of pressure differential. Kelly clamped her nose and blew until her ears popped.

"Therésan ATV packed away in here," she said while stepping out onto the next platform. She breathed
carefully, wondering if anything would affect her right awvay, sncethey were now breathing the air of this
world, the cargo section being vented to the outside.

"Let'swalk," suggested Longshank.
"Where?'
"Where ds=?'

Many of the pressure-sedled cratesin the section were open, their food contents all used up during the
trip here. Other crates, once containing acargo of freeze-dried ration packs destined for a Collective
gpace dtation, were also empty. Kely felt apang of hunger, but it quickly passed-it had been some days
since shefdt redly hungry. They moved past other seded crates and Kelly hit the control to lower the
loading ramp. Itslocks clumped open and dowly it began to descend, exposing painfully bright blue sky.
It findly hit down on vivid green dotted with blue and pink flowers. Theintengty of light and color hurt
her eyes, but seemed to balm something behind them.

"Comeon." Longshank led the way ouit.

To ther right, the Silvery materid of a parachute rippled in asoft caressing breeze. Longshank pointed to
where trees dotted a distant dope. "Just beyond there—afew hills, abit of atrudge.”

Asthey walked through the thigh-high grass, birds racketed into the sky to scold them and, on one
occasion, alargeflightless bird legpt up from anest full of brown-speckled eggs and charged away
hooting in indignation. On the dope, the vegetation was shorter—the grass cropped down by some
animal and large areas covered by mosses or mats of low-growing vines. Kelly stared at the first squat
tree they came to and recognized the green orbs it bore as walnuts. Higher on the dope, there were
amond and olive trees and others she did not recognize.

Weariness soon et in, and Longshank's"bit of atrudge" became a growing struggle until the splashing of
agtream attracted them to ahollow.

"Shal we?' Longshank enquired.

The water tasted delicious and afterward they ate some of the walnuts, even though they were unripe. An
eagle soared above, and short-eared rabbits scattered and observed them from ridges. Eventudly they
hit atrack, and, in dry mud, Kelly observed the impressions of the soles of bootslittle different from the
kind she was wearing. The track wound down through a sparse scattering of trees, beyond which she
could see the multiple roofs of the house they had observed from orbit, and terminated against an
ironwork gate set into a hedge of copper birch. Something like a chrome spider was working aong the
hedge far to their right, pruning it back with multiple gleaming pincers. A smple latch admitted them to
perfect lawns and rose gardens.

"Well, hello," said aman, standing up from inspecting alarge red rose. "Goodness me, | haven't had any
vigtors herein what"—he turned to gaze a a huge gnarled oak standing within its own circular border in
the middle of one of the lawns—"wdl, ance planted that."

"Areyou the Owner," said Longshank.

The man, astocky gray-haired individual with a deep tan and eyeslike green chips of glass, gazed about
himsdf for amoment. "l guess so... sort of "



* * % % %

Slome gazed about himsdlf, the tightnessin his guts increasing, then peered back at the loading ramp as
he heard the sound of an dectric motor. The ATV-basicaly an duminum box able to hold six people and
some cargo, suspended on four independent rubber wheels-rolled down onto the grass. Now that it was
down, thefifty escapees began unloading supplies and placing them in makeshift packs. Slome turned
from the scene and peered down at the notescreen Traviss was holding, which was displaying amap of
the area. He tapped afinger againgt forest just back from the peninsula on this side of the estuary.

"There, | think," he said. "If they head toward the estuary they could end up trapped againg it by the
Guard."

"Peerkin said the same,” Travissreplied, adding, "They've voted him temporary leader, what with his
experience of wild environments"

"Good. They need to go deep and keep under cover-well update them on whatever happens at the
house and warn them if they need to run.”

"They'll probably run when the Lenin comes down anyway."

Some nodded.

"Soitll be me, you, Elizabeth, and Olseninthe ATV. Anyone ds=?"
"No, well need the space for Haden and L ongshank if we haveto run.”

Somewasal too aware that that might be the case. Why would this"Owner," supposing him able, want
to help them anyway? He had ddliberately remained out of contact with the human race for longer than
living memory, and, though initidly human himsdf, was supposedly no longer of that kind. Why had the
Owner dlowed them, and the Lenin, through? Maybe the Owner no longer existed, maybe the individua
they had seen from the probe was someone who had come here in the intervening time?

"Weéreready," Elizabeth called.

He glanced over and saw that the steps were now folded down from the ATV and the otherswere
climbing aboard. Snatching up his pack, he ambled over and boarded, too, taking the seat saved for him
by Elizabeth behind the driver, Traviss. They headed away, leaving the other escapees to grab up what
they could and head for the hideaway in the forest. Traviss accderated the vehicle through thetall grass
and soon hit the dope, navigating fast amid the trees and obvioudy enjoying himsdlf. It took them very
little time to come upon atrack and within sght of the house.

"Take usaround to the front," said Slome upon seeing the hedge.

Travisstook them around, then down beside a stream, up through an orchard, then onto another track.
Visble through the gpricot treesto their |eft was an arch, to which they headed. Thisled into astone
courtyard. Traviss parked the ATV before steps leading up to a heavy wooden door. Even asthey
climbed out of the vehicle, the door began opening and aman stepped out.

"Hello and welcome," he said.
Slome studied the man and thought he looked just too damned ordinary to be this"Owner."

"I have some of your fellows here dready,” the man said. "Comein. Are you hungry?'



The others|ooked to Slome for guidance and, after amoment, he led the way up the steps and held out
his hand. "Slome Terl. My companions'—he gestured at each in turn—"are my daughter, Elizabeth,
Olsen Marcos, and Traviss Painter. Who might you be?" A rough calloused hand and a strong grip-the
hand of alaborer. The Owner? It seemed unlikely.

The question seemed to puzzle the man for amoment, then he said, " Cal me Mark-that would be best, |
think."

"Areyou the Owner?" asked Elizabeth, somewhat queruloudy, Slome thought.

Mark grinned. "Y ou could say that, and you would be both right and wrong." Now helooked up. "Are
these with you, too?"

Some abruptly gazed up into cerulean sky, but for amoment he could see nothing. Then, the flare of
deering thrusters.

"No," said Some. "That isthe Lenin-a. Collective ship containing those who intend to either kill or
endave us. Can you help? Because if you cannot, we had best start running now.”

"Oh, I can help,” said Mark. He looked up again. " Seemsthey have ashuttle.”

Again, Slome could see nothing for amoment or two. Then he was able to discern abrief glint departing
the position of the steering flame and the vague darkness of the Lenin. His eyes weren't bad-he'd
recently had an optic nerve cellular stimulation and corneal cleaning—he should in fact be ableto see
better than anyone else here.

"Y ou have good vison," he commented.
"Pogtively omniscient,” Mark replied. "Do comein.”

Heled the way into awdll-lit entry hall, floored in polished wood and surrounded by statues carved from
the native stone. Slome recognized only one of them: the legendary beauty Alison Markovian. From the
hal, hetook them through double doorsinto a plushly furnished living area.

"Ancient Earth," said Olsen. "l think."

Soomes gaze fell on Haden and Longshank, who were standing by an ovd table before the window,
steadily working their way through bowls piled with food. On the table there were platters heaped with
comestibles. Asthe smell reached hisnogtrils, his ssomach immediately rumbled and his mouth started
watering.

"Help yoursdf,” said Mark.

"Thank you." Slome led the way over to the table. He wanted to say something to Haden and
Longshank, but that want was secondary to his hunger. They dl quickly tucked in, and when asmall
amount of food in Some's shrunken stomach satisfied his hunger, he findly turned to them.

"You didn't wait for adecison," hesaid.

"Decision about what?' Kelly asked. "About whether or not to stay at the ship and wait for aDoctrinaire
to come dong and scrub our brains?’

Slome nodded, turning to glance over his shoulder and note that the man, Mark, had |eft the room. "What
have you learned about him?"



"Very little. HEs been here along time, or so he claims, but he's equivocating about whether or not he's
the Owner."

"With us, too, but he says he can help us."

"Do you think him capable of helping us?' Elizabeth interjected. "I've seen no evidence here that he can
do anything about the Guard, and that shuttle will be here soon.”

Some shook his head. He didn't know what to think.
Kédly shrugged. "Despite his equivocetion, | trust him. | don't know why."
"And on that basiswe should risk ending up under the stroud?"

Olsen now said, "I'vetold you al what would be involved in creating something like thisworld. The
Guard should be no thregt to someone that capable.”

* * % % %

In the viewing cylinder, Astanger watched the shuttle descending toward the incongruous house on the
planet below. Shrad had taken fifteen of the Guard with him, and, perhaps sensng Astanger'sintentions,
had set the rest patrolling or guarding the most critical areas of the ship—twenty of them were here on
the bridge, ever watchful, their damaged minds rendered incapable of suffering boredom. Two of them
stood behind each of the crew and four of them were standing watch about the weapons system
controls—those consoles now abandoned by Chadrick, the weapons officer.

Now, having flown into low orbit to drop the shuittle, it wastime to move the Lenin back out. Astanger
turned to hisbridge crew.

"Okay, bring usout," heingructed.
"Whereto?' enquired Citizen Grade, the hdmsman.

"Precisaly to where Doctrinaire Shrad instructed us to wait: the Lagrange point between thisworld and its
moon.” He shot aglance at the two of the Guard standing behind him, then at the two standing behind
Grade, and observed them studying the course aterations the man made. Were they even capable of
knowing what he was doing? Of course they were. On many occasions, he had taken the opportunity to
speak to some of them. Though devoid of any socia ability or any understanding of plain conversation,
they wereintelligent and focused in other dmost-enviable ways. They were good little robots.

And they were an atrocity.

Since Astanger had started questioning everything, held aso started questioning hisincul cated hatred
and contempt of the Markovians. Shrad's Guard had all once been Markovians, and since Shrad had
boastfully mentioned this only alittle while ago, Astanger had begun to recognize the bone structure and
features of those he had been taught to hate. Now he didn't hate them, just felt a huge sadness and pity,
but he did hate Shrad. What the man had done, what the Committee had done, had nothing to do with
socid engineering, nothing to do with making abetter world, nothing to do with doctrine. Shrad and his
kind were rulerswho were substantialy less restrained about how they used their power than the
Markovians had been. Astanger's disgust for Shrad and his kind was only exceeded by his sdlf-disgust.

Ashismen bent to thair task, Astanger, with abitternessin his mouth, returned his attention to his
controls and tried to concentrate on what he had been doing before. In the cylinder, he pulled up aview
of themoon. It was a cratered monster over two thousand milesin diameter, and only after scanning the



planet below had Astanger now turned his attention to it. As yet no evidence of technology had been
picked up, but there was something odd about the astrogetion datathat just kept on niggling at him, o,
barring some opportunity to disarm the Guard aboard his ship and then incinerate Shrad's shuttle on its
return journey, he focused on that sphere.

Now under drive again, the Lenin headed for the Lagrange still point. The Guard, Astanger noted,
seemed rooted to the deck despite the Sideways drag of acceleration. On his screens, he decided to call
up Markovian data on this sector of pace, despite the watchful eyes behind him. Very quickly, he found
thefirgt discrepancy: the world wasn't in the right place. He felt a surge of awe, then immediately told
himsalf not to be stupid-the data were obviousy wrong. Then another glaring error became evident.
According to the Markovians, this world should not even have amoon. He speculated about the
possibility of it being recently captured in orbit and thus also repositioning the world, but that didn't gdl. If
such athing had happened between the time these data were recorded and now, there would be huge
volcanic activity below and other massive damage. Nothing like that was evident. But he redized that all
this had nothing to do with what was niggling him.

Astanger caled up the astrogation data again and kept on going through it. He gazed at the position of
the Lagrange point, and suddenly redlized what was bothering him: it was too close to the moon. Now
caling up dataon asmilar orbitd setup within the Collective, he confirmed this, then began to make his
own caculations. The moon, he soon realized, must mass considerably |ess than asphere of rock over
two thousand miles across should mass, and yet, the data they had gathered on it showed it to be
precisdy that.

Abruptly, he canceled out the data on his screens, then just called up prosaic stuff about their current
trgectory. He leaned back and considered some possibilities. Either the scanners were
malfunctioning—anot unusua occurrence under Collective rule—or that moon was definitely not what it
appeared to be.

He reckoned that it was hollow. He also reckoned that Doctrinaire Shrad might be heading for arude
awakening. He smiled to himsdlf at the prospect, which seemed the best he could hope for. Then the
U-sgnature detection aarm wiped the smile from hisface, and horror bloomed in his chest asthe ship's
scanners automatically redirected, and displayed the source of that sgnd in the viewing cylinder.

A Grazen dreadnought had just arrived.

* % %k % %

Doctrinaire Shrad crouched behind the perfectly manicured rose bed and watched hismen closein on
ether sde of the window, then, raising histhumb telescope to his eye, he observed those insde—clicking
up the light amplification since the greenish yellow sun was now setting and stars were beginning to blink
into view on the far horizon.

What were they doing in there, having a party? He had aready seen Some Terl standing near the
window picking at aplate of food whiletalking to the traitor Kelly Haden. It had to be somekind of trap.
They must have seen his shuttle coming in to land and known that justice was snapping at their hedls. He
lowered histelescope. And what about this place?

Shrad could not quite equate the massive technology of those constructs they had passed while heading
into "Owner Space" with this house. Hed thought long and hard about what he had read in secret
Collective records and come to some conclusions. Though it was doctrine that those structures were the
product of a previous collective from ancient Earth, he was of asufficiently high rank to know the truth.
There had been an Owner who once had contact with the Markovians—though detail s were sketchy



since many records had been destroyed during the "trangtion of power"—and during the recent
"victorious conflict" with Grazen, those "posts' had damaged and repelled human vessdls and destroyed
Grazen wormships. However, nothing had been heard about the Owner for longer than living memory. It
struck him aslikely that though the being had once existed, he or it did not exist now. The action of the
posts? Automated systems that were obvioudy breaking down. He surmised that during the "trangition of
power," some high-ranking Markovians had fled out thisway and managed to get to thisworld during
some periodic malfunction of the posts. Thisresidence looked distinctly Markovian—Ilike one of those
country retreats where Shrad had obtained the base materid of his Guard.

Shrad smiled to himself. If he could capture some high-ranking Markovians that could be put on trid, the
Committee would be much moreinclined to send arescue ship and their "resources are presently
unavallable' and their "tactica requirements do not permit" would probably change. Also, hisdiscovery
about the malfunctioning of the posts opened up massive new territoriesto the Collective.

"Wearein pogition,” Citizen One of the Guard informed him through his earpiece.

"Commence action—I repeat: subdue and restrain them. Do not, | repeat, do not kill any of them, evenin
the likelihood of losing Guard strength.”

Raising histhumb telescope again, he now observed one of the Guard beside the window dap something
againg the glass, then lower his breather mask over hisface. The blast disintegrated the window, and the
men to either side now tossed in flash and gas grenades. After the subsequent detonations, and while
numb-smoke belched from the house, the fifteen Guard piled insde. Shrad waited for amoment, but
though he heard shouting from inside, there was no shooting. He stood, and, pulling his own breather
mask up into place, drew his Sdearm and headed over.

Broken glass crunched underfoot. The table had been tipped to one side and food and dishes spilled
across a carpet patterned with geometric shapes. Kelly Haden was till fighting, but three of the Guard
had her pinned and were cuffing her hands behind her back. Some Terl just lay there, fighting for bregath.
All six of the figures on the floor wore disheveled gray-wear modified in ways that would be a stroudable
political offensein themselves. All six, then, were escapees—there had to be others here.

Abruptly, Shrad redlized that the smoke was clearing. He glanced up to see it being drawn away into
holesin the calling-interspersed between the inset lights that were now dowly growing brighter asit grew
darker outside-then returned his attention to the captives as the Guard hauled them up onto their knees,
He holstered hissdearm.

"Seven of you, search the rest of this place and bring here anyone you find—stay in contact,” he
ingtructed.

Seven departed, but the eight remaining were certainly enough to keep under control the patently
subdued captives. The smoke had now dl but cleared—it had a short active life anyway—so Shrad
removed his mask. He sniffed at the burnt hair smell, redlizing it came from where the flash grenades had
seared the carpet. Then he strode forward to stand before the six knedling figures.

"Did you think the Collective would alow its Societal Assetsto escape?’ he enquired.
None said anything.

"You, Kelly Haden, you betrayed the Collective, stole its property, and, as| understand it, you killed two
of the Guard."

Haden shrugged and looked away. Shrad gave amuted nod to the guard standing beside her, who



stooped and drove the butt of his carbine into her ssomach. She groaned and went down with her
forehead on the carpet.

"It strikes me as evident that your obvious externd uglinessreflects the uglinessingde you," said Shrad.
"Fuck... you... and your little robots," she managed.

Shrad nodded to himsdlf. "Under Collective authority, | have achoice about what | should do with you.
For the murder you committed, the sentence should be desth, but | have the leeway to make my own
decisonsin thismatter." He nodded to the Guard. " Stroud her."

One of the Guard hauled her up by the hair while another righted the table and placed acase on the
surface, which he opened to revea twenty strouds lying in the foam packing like a collection of sted!
prosthetic feet for birds. He took out one of these and placed it in a programming date—these strouds
needing to be prepared as had been the one Shrad had instructed to be placed on the Lenin's engineer.

"Going to help ud" spat Elizabeth Terl somewhat hystericaly, gazing beyond Shrad.

Soome Terl bowed his head, alook of pain on hisface. Shrad turned and saw four of his Guard returning,
leading aman into the room—his hands cuffed behind his back.

"Put himwith therest," heingructed. "Isthere anyone e se?'
"We have found no one e se yet, but thereis till much to search,” replied Citizen Five of the Guard.

"Very well. Y ou four remain here." Shrad now watched as the man was brought over and forced to his
knees beside Haden. "Who are you?" he finally asked.

"My nameisMark," the man replied camly.

Shrad felt a sense of victory upon hearing the name. In the back of his mind, he had held the suspicion
that his reasoning about this house might have been at fault. Now hefelt sure hewasright.

"Mark asin Markovian, I've no doubt,” he said. "How did you cometo be here?"
"Well, my mother met my father—"

Shrad gave that muted nod and a carbine butt smacked across the man's mouth. He went over, spitting
blood, and remained there until hauled back up onto hisknees again.

"Was there any need for that?'

"Therewas." Shrad turned to the guard who had now prepared the first stroud. "Go ahead.”

The guard walked over astwo others restrained Haden. Abruptly the man, Mark, burst out laughing.
"| fail to seethe reason for your amusement,” said Shrad.

"Oh, I'm just amused at the rather crude technology. Do you honestly think your Collective will survive
after lobotomizing most of it citizens? Do you honestly think its economy and whole socid structure could
survive your coming atack on the Grazen? Though of course, that's not something you'll find out about,
sncethe Grazen will stop playing their waiting game. .. just like the one that's coming here.”

"Explan yoursdf."



"Gladly. Your socid system is bankrupt and bound to fail. The Grazen withdrew to their heartlandsto
await that failure, snceit would have been less cogtly to them than continuing to fight you. Now that they
have seen that the Collective is about to attack again, they'll come out fighting, and thistime they won't be
sending those insentient and easily mass-manufactured wormships.”

"How do you know dl this?
"I'm the Owner-haven't you figured that out.”

The others were now looking at the man with something approaching hope. Shrad felt another sudden
doubt of hisearlier reasoning. Maybe this man did have some power and, if so, Shrad must clamp down
on it fast. The man looked human enough, so abullet in the brain would soon solve any problem he might
cause. And there was also that " crude technology." Perhaps that was the better option-even strouded,
the man could still stand trid for his crimes againg the collective will. The Committee much preferred to
put those before the cameras who said what they weretold to say.

"Y ou are Markovian scum and aliar. Now tell me about the Grazen coming here.”

The man shrugged. "They normaly keep away. We had abit of a misunderstanding about a thousand
yearsago... or rather they misunderstood what | meant when | said no, keep out, these star systems are
mine. | thought | put it to them quite clearly, but apparently not."

"It'sagood act, Markovian, but you're on your knees with broken teeth.”
"Y eah, bastard that."
"You were saying?'

"Ohyeah... wdl, they normally keep out, but the one whose nest you passed on theway in herelost dl
her children on the nursery world in the bombardment you ingtigated. She's not happy-especialy now
that the Collectiveis preparing to attack again. | rather think shewould like to have you dl screamingin
her shigware."

"You babble."

Even so, Shrad removed his communicator from his belt and opened a channd to the shuttle uplink.
"Citizen Agtanger-report.”

After ashort delay: "Tell your fucking Guard to let us get out of here! And tell themto let Citizen
Chadrick back to hisweapons console!”

"Givemeyour Stuaion.”

"Sitting here with our thumbs up our arses watching a Grazen dreadnought approach. It'saready fired a
ranging shot.”

"Where would you go, given the opportunity to run?"
"Down to where you are. If we stay out here, we're dead!™

The communicator was dippery in his palm and he felt someone trying to wind hisinsgdes around a stick.
This should not, could not, be happening.

"Put meon... generd address," he managed.



"You'reon."

"Guard-" Could this be some sort of ploy by Astanger? No, Astanger would have caled him firgt.
"Guard, dlow Citizen Chadrick back to the wegpons console and dlow Citizen Astanger to move the
Lenin out of danger. Astanger, | will keep this channel open-keep me informed of events.”

"Ohyes, like I'm going to havetimefor that!"

Shrad lowered the communicator and clipped it back on hisbelt. ThisMark had known, and the
Markovians had never been above using additiond cerebra wiring—it was from the remaining fileson
that technology that Collective Socia Assets had managed to work out how to make strouds. What else
could the man control, influence? He turned and pointed.

"Usethe stroud on him! Now!"
From hisknees, Mark launched himsdlf to hisfeet, but the Guard brought him down.
"Keep that fucking thing away from me!" he bellowed.

Shrad smiled. He had correctly understood what was happening here; this man was not the Owner, but
just some Markovian refugee. He fought, but soon the stroud was in place and he was kicking on the
floor, hisface clenched up in agony as blood ran from undernegth the device. Shrad stepped past him.

"S0, you see your al-powerful Owner." He gestured dismissively to the prostrate form. "Now, | can find
them of course, but | want you to tell me where the rest of the escapees are. Obvioudy | don't want to
waste societal assets, but | will have each of you strouded in turn if you do not tell me."

"Did your father fuck your mother up the arse to produce you?' asked Haden.
Shrad sighed, then gave the nod to the guard beside her.

Nothing happened.

He gave the nod again, but the guard seemed to not be paying attention.
"Strike her," heingtructed.

The guard lifted his carbine and gazed down at it, then looked up at Shrad. Tears were pouring from the
man's eyes.

Abruptly he went down on his knees and dowly bowed his head.
What?

A clattering, then the sound of bodies hitting the floor. Two of the Guard had collapsed. Another two
went over even as he watched. Others were sinking to their kneeslike thefirgt, or just suddenly finding
somewhereto St down. Some were crying, othersgrinning idioticaly.

"Itis, actualy, not a crude technology at dl. The Markovians obtained it from the Grazen, who, though
they would not admit to it, obtained it from an excavation of someruinsleft by those| called thejely
people-they were okay, but tended to be a bit impetuous. Anyway, | needed to see one of your strouds
from the insde to be sure of the structure. I've U-transmitted the signa now, so that every single strouded
human being in the Collective just woke up to what has been done to them or, if the damageistoo
severe, died.”



It felt to Shrad asif ice was forming down his spine. He reached down, drew his sdearm, turned. The
man, Mark, was on hisfeet facing him. Shrad fired once, the bullet snapping the man's skull back and
blowing its contents out behind him. The head dowly swung forward again. One eye was missing.

"And that completesthe ded," said Mark.

Shrad shot him four more times, the shots smashing into the man's chest and knocking him staggering
back. Mark grinned. Then hislegs gave way and he dumped to the floor.

* x % k %

Astanger secured his strap asthe Lenin turned hard. The sound of the ship's gunsimpinged-an
accelerating drone-and the power drain momentarily dimmed the lighting.

What happened to the Guard?

Some of them had just collapsed where they stood. One of those nearest him, awoman, was crouching
beside a console, clinging with both hands, her weapon abandoned on the floor and diding away from
her. Her expression was one of horrified amazement, yet someone strouded usualy didn't show emotion.
Another, over near where Chadrick had taken position at the wegpons console, was knedling, his carbine
propped upright before him. He seemed to be crying.

No matter. It might be that the Lenin would not even survive the next few minutes, so the condition of
those aboard would cease to be of relevance. Again came the detonation of something that got too close
before the gunstook it out. The ship shuddered and smoke began crawling through the air from the
bridge exit.

"It'sgoing to be ahard reentry!" shouted Grade over the racket.
"Go to earpieces and mikes," said Astanger.

"Okay-I'm on," replied Grade.

"Wevedtill got to drop velocity.”

"Yup."

Asthey dowed into atmosphere, they would become amuch easier target for the pursuing alien vessd,
but Astanger knew that out in space the Lenin would end up smeared across the vacuum. Collective
ships had encountered these dreadnoughts on afew occasons and been destroyed amost out of hand.

The Lenin began shaking, and Astanger recognized the muted but growing roar of atmosphere. Inertia
forcestried to drag him out of his chair asthe ship flipped nose-to-tail. He saw amember of the Guard
daminto the celling above, then logt Sight of him in smoke. Someone was shrieking, short jerky shrieks
like those you might hear in an asylum, not from anyonein pain. A body dammed down with awet
crunch nearby, then smeared blood across the floor as decel eration dragged it away. Grade had gone for
afull emergency landing: not dumping the drive section, but decel erating down toward the planet on the
driveflame.

"Will you bring us down close to the Breznev?" Astanger inquired.
"Within afew miles of it-if we don't get hit on theway down,” Grade replied.
" Chadrick-gtatus?"



"It seemsto be holding off, | don't know why."

| do, thought Astanger. If it destroys the Lenin, then we all die. The Grazen wants us alive to play
with. I wonder how long-

"Captain!" Chadrick shouted.

What now, some weapon he can't stop? Astanger knew that Chadrick must be in considerable
emotiond distressto usethe old palitically incorrect title, even if the Guard were down.

"What isit, Chadrick," he said camly.
"The moon... look at the moon."
What?

Adtanger cleared the pursuing dien vessel from the viewing cylinder and trained the ship's scanners on the
moon, and then just stared in shock, even though he had known there was something odd about that
satdlite. There was aline drawing across the surface, longitudinaly. It flickered-an arrow-straight
firestorm. On one Sde of the line was the surface he had earlier viewed, on the other side... on the other
sde was something e se. He saw massive pylons, stedl plains, and valleys cutting through either buildings
or clustered monolithic machines, transmission or reception dishes the Size of caderas, giant throats
glimmering with lights and webworks of scaffold, shipsbigger than anything he had ever seen gatheredin
frameworkslike bulletsin an ammunition clip. It wasimpossibleto take in the vast complexity of it dl.
The moon was obvioudy some vast vessdl or Sation.

Owner space?

Y eah, now he knew for certain why it remained so. Whoever had constructed this thing possessed more
resources, more plain unadulterated power, than entire galactic civilizations.

But how did it affect them, right now, aboard the Lenin? It didn't. If they didn't get down to the surface
of that planet soon, they would be dead. Moon or otherwise.

"Keep your scanners focused on the Grazen, Chadrick,” said Astanger. Then switching to generd
address, he said, "When were down, | want someone to break open the weapons locker. We grab what
we can and we get out—that ship will be on usin minutes."

"What abouit. .. the Guard?"' inquired Chadrick.
"Whet about them?'
"l... I don't know."

"Weignorethem." Astanger took a steady bregath. The G-forces were high now and it was becoming
difficult to talk. "Something's got to them. .. through their strouds. .. maybe some Grazen... vird

wegpon."

The muted roar had now become afull-throated one. And the ship was shuddering around them. The
Guard were probably irrelevant, since anyone not strapped in an accel eration chair when they began their
descent was probably either dead now or suffering from multiple fractures. Maybe he and his crew
should be merciful and kill them on the way out. No, they wouldn't have the time.

Blackoui.



When consciousness began to fade back in, Astanger redlized that the roaring he could hear now was
only from the engines. He fdt the pressure rapidly dropping away from him. Judging by the pull of gravity,
the ship was coming down at a steep angle. Thiswas going to be bad. The Lenin settled with an amighty
crash and the drive cut out. Then, with an awful creaking and groaning, the ship toppled and dammed
down flat on whatever it had landed on. Theimpact flung Astanger Sdewaysin hischair, but the sde
padding absorbed most of the shock. He was now sideways to the pull of gravity. Peering down to the
bottom of the spin section, he saw atangle of bodies, blood, and some exposed broken bone where the
Guard had ended up. Some of them had landed on Citizen Breen—A strogation—but she seemed okay
because she was pushing them away and unstrapping herself. She climbed through the tangled mass over
to the spin-section controls and hit the step-motor button. The section shuddered and began to turn, and
shewalked around with it. Step by step it brought sets of acceleration chairs down to ground level, and
the crew unstrapped. Astanger released himself from his chair last and eyed the bodies that had tumbled
around like stonesin apolisher. A few of them were still breathing. One was bubbling blood from her
mouth and muttering.

"Okay, let's get out of here."

Thaose from Engineering had broken open the weapons locker and, when Astanger arrived, were passing
out carbines, Sdearms, and loading up two shoulder-held missile launchers.

" Should we get food?" enquired someone.
"Notime" Astanger replied.

The loading ramp was nearly undernegath the ship, but its hydraulics managed to lift the cargo section
enough for them to crawl out. Outside, apall of smoke obscured much, and the ground was blackened
and in places il burning. Checking a notescreen map and positiond indicator, Astanger led the way
toward where the Breznev was down, and toward where that house lay. After afew hundred yards, light
penetrated-reflected from that awesome terrible moon asit breached the horizon-then a breeze began
sweeping the pall asideto reved anightmare perhaps amileto their left.

The Grazen ship.

The thing possessed no aerodynamics, no recognizable engine or drive section, nothing remotely
equatable with human technology. It was aloose tangle of meter-wide pipes, the color of charred bone,
nearly haf amile across. Within this tangle was a nacreous and vaguely spherica core. Some of the
pipes, their mouths open to the air, were moving asif questing for the scent of something. Astanger had a
fair ideawhat they were searching for.

"No-keep moving." He dapped an engineering assistant on the back as the man raised and aimed the
misslelauncher a the ship. Y oull only attract its attention.”

But what was "it"? Was he talking about the ship itsalf or what it contained? He'd seen pictures of organic
fragments from destroyed nests, but there were so many different kinds of those that no Collective
Societdl Asset had managed to put together an entire Grazen. He had little idea of what they actually
looked like, how big they were—anything, really. The Collective described them as dien maggots-but
that description was politically motivated and predicated on charred evidence gathered from the bombed
nursery world.

"Kegp moving."
Surely their luck could not hold for much longer.



It didn't.

A sound issued from the ship-the sighing groan of caves. Astanger glanced back at it and saw some of
those pipesinclining toward the ground, coming together, then leveling so that he could see Sraight down
ther throats.

"You two! Hit that!" he shouted a the two carrying the missile launchers.

Both of them turned and went down on one knee, their shoulder launchers bucking. There was something
coming down the pipes as the four missiles struck. Red fire bloomed, spraying bony fragments
everywhere, but out of that flame atwiggy whed two meters acrossrolled at speed toward them.

"Rm!"

The thing seemed to hesitate for amoment, then it made its choice. It accelerated up behind one of those
with alauncher and dammed down on the man. Astanger skidded to a hdt, then ran back to look down
into aterrified face. Encaged in the gnarled jointed mass the man struggled. Astanger had heard about
this, the man would begin to scream in amoment, for spikeswould soon begin easing into hisflesh. He
drew his sidearm and shot the man twice through the forehead-the only mercy possible. Then, looking
back toward the ship, he saw its core open and its pipe components snake across the ground toward
them—the whole mass disassembling and turning into aralling avalanche of dien technology. And within
that mass, commanding it, swept along with it, contralling it, came the Grazen itsalf. Obeying hisown
command, he turned and ran just as hard as he could.

* % %k % %

Kdly guessed it didn't really matter what had happened. Though the Guard were completely out of it, the
Doctrinaire still held agun and she and her companions were still bound.

"Agtanger! Report!" Shrad kept screaming into his communicator.

Any minute now, that would change. Either this Astanger would report or he wouldn't. Afterward,
Doctrinaire Shrad would return his attention to his prisoners and, strouds no longer being an option, he
would probably settle the matter with his gun. Kely knew him. He represented everything she hated
about the system she had tried to escape. He was a so the one who had led them into the fight againgt the
Grazen in which many of her friends had died, quite often asaresult of hisincompetence. She strained at
her cuffs, but they were still hardened stedl and unbreskable. Maybe if she could get to her feet, she
could kick the weapon out of his hand. Maybe the others...

Sheturned and looked at the other five. Elizabeth was down on her side, her head in her father'slap.
Slome looked ill, and anyway, he was old and fat and would probably be no help. That left Travissand
Longshank. Both of them were focused on the Doctrinaire. Kelly caught their attention and nodded her
head toward Shrad. Longshank, who was closest, began to ease aleg forward, ready to hurl himself at
the man. The sdearm abruptly whipped around, the barrdl aimed straight at Longshank's forehead.

"l don't think s0," said Shrad. He lowered his communicator and clipped it back on hisbelt. Kdly felt
hersdf deflate.

Shrad continued. "Obvioudy the Lenin has encountered some difficulties.”
The man looks crazy, thought Kdly. No telling what he might do now.

"But difficultiesaside, you aredl il criminasand betrayers of the Collective. Unfortunately, it seems
that the strouds no longer function correctly.” Shrad gazed around at the Guard. Not one of them



remained standing. Some were Sitting, some sprawled and unmoving, some knedling with their foreheads
againg the carpet. "No matter-thisis easily settled.” He focused his attention back on Longshank. "For
your crimes againg the collective will, Daniel Longshank, | now execute sentence on you."

Shrad pulled the trigger. There came ahollow thunk, and the Doctrinaire |ooked with puzzlement at his
weapon. After amoment, puzzlement turned to shock. He yelled and flung the weapon away. Tracking
its course, Kelly saw it bounce on the carpet and begin smoking, then, with amultiple crack; it exploded,
flinging fragmentsin every direction.

Kely began trying to get to her feet. Then she noticed something: the Guard, those of them that were not
obvioudy dead, were dl now standing. She hadn't even seen them move.

"Citizen Guard One!" said Shrad with relief.

The one he addressed shook hishead. "No... | think... | was..." He gave a puzzled frown, looked to his
fellowsfor amoment, then dowly returned his atention to Shrad. "Therés holes, but hetellsme canfill
them. | remember now: my nameis Evan... Evan Markovian."

Markovian.
"Citizen Guard Onel" said Shrad, backing up. "Kill the prisoners! At once!”

Kely settled back down, the certain knowledge of what would soon ensue igniting awarm glow in her
chest.

"Why should | do that?" enquired Evan-formerly Citizen Guard One.
"I order you to kill the prisonerd™

"No," said Evan. He glanced to hisfellows and from them received nods of approva. After amoment, he
reached up and pushed at one finger of his stroud with histhumb. The devicelifted and, asif removing an
irritating scab, he peded it from his head.

"Do you know what's happening now?" Evan asked. Shrad could only shake his head mutely. Evan
continued. "Tens of thousands of the Guard, al armed and ready for the new assault on the Grazen, have
suddenly found themselves without strouds.” He smiled. "1 can seetheimagesin my head, and they are
beautiful. | see Doctrinaires being marched to the airlocks of ships and expelled into vacuum. | seethem,
on Capital World, being lined up and shot. Elsawhere, some have had the ideathat Serilization is abetter
option, and flamethrowers are being used. And everywhere more personal, more painful, and more long
drawn-out vengeances are being enacted.” He paused contemplatively, gazing down at the stroud he
held, then discarded it. "1 think that last option isthe one | want, Shrad." He looked up. "It's going to take
youalongtimetodie"

Shrad turned and ran.

Get him, get him now, thought Kelly, but the newly awakened Evan Markovian just watched Shrad's
departure with amused contempt. Almost without flunking, she brought her hands forward to push hersdlf
upright, then stopped and stared in confusion at her wrists. Where were the cuffs? Glancing back, she
saw them lying in pieces on the carpet. No matter. She pushed hersdlf to her feet, just as Longshank and
Travisswere doing.

"Areyou going to let him go?"' she asked Evan. "Because I'm not."

The man still had that ook on hisface, but he was utterly motionless. Kelly waked over to him. She



prodded his chest. He swayed but showed no other reaction. The other Guards were motionless, too.
What was going on here? Fuckit. She could not work this out right now. But whatever was happening,
she was not going to let that fucking Doctrinaire escape. She turned, scanning about her feet, then
sguatted down to pick up acarbine. She checked it over-just to be sure it was in working order.

"This cannot be happening,” said Longshank.
What was the man on about?

A hand sgueezed her shoulder. In annoyance, she turned, and then shock took over and she found
hersdlf dragging hersdlf backward.

"It'sdl right," said the man who had named himsalf Mark, the man whose brainswere dl over the carpet
nearby and whom she'd subsequently seen shot four timesin the chest. He turned to glance over at the
others and she could see that the occiput of his head was missing, exposing agory hole the size of her
fig.

"Conflicts outsde my territory are usualy of no interest to me, though | keep watch on them, just to be
sure they don't come to represent adanger.”

Kdly stared at the back of his head, watching asthe hole just filled up and closed. He turned back
toward her, and she saw bright pinpricks of light flickering around him. Both his eyeswerein place, and
red points advanced from deep insgdeto fill them out, turning them into something demonic. The man
Mark seemed to be fading into the background, blurring, or perhaps another background was reaching
out from somewhere to grab him back. Abruptly, the figure before her came back into focus and was no
longer Mark. Thisindividua's hair was bone white over athin face. Hissmple attire transformed into
something more like the insde of amachine than clothing for ahuman being. Trying to focus on him,
Kdly redized she waslooking into something... dse.

Around him, indefinable engines lurked at the limit of perception, gathered and poised like a planetoid
moments before impact. Vast energies seemed to be focused upon this one man, like amountain turned
ontoitstip.

The Owner-Kely had not the dightest doubt now.

"But | don't like conflicts upon my border. | find them... disturbing.” He nailed her with viper eyes. "This
Collective you fled is one of the most unsavory regimes|'ve seen in sometime. It would have died
eventually, but meanwhile it was stirring up the Grazen, who represent an atogether different danger.”

There was a coldness here—an indifference to human suffering. Y et, he had saved them. Why did he do
that? Kelly suspected that he had done so smply because the difference between saving them and not
saving them was minuscule to him. She aso felt he could annihilate them in amoment, a awhim.

"How can they be adanger to you?'

He paused contemplatively, then said, ""Human speech—I have to dow mysdlf down so much for it, have
to hone down afragment of mysdlf for its purpose. The word should not have been danger but
inconvenience. They inconvenienced me once before. They cdl it ‘the Misunderstanding.’ It resulted in me
losing the biosphere of one of my worlds.™

"Whet did they loss?"

"Hdf of their race... but that waslong ago, when | was moreimpulsive.”



Had he used the right words then?
"What about them?' Kdly pointed at the Guard.

"They are hedling dowly—it's better to take them offline during the process. | used them to set Shrad
running, just as| am using therest of their kind to bring down the Collective.”

He talked about human beings asif they were componentsin amachine.

"Yes, Shrad,” said Kelly pointedly, gripping her weapon with more determination, but not yet ready to
turn away from thisbeing.

Helooked at her asif he did not understand; then it seemed that the penny dropped. "I see, Shrad. You
want to kill him." He turned toward the shattered window. "Walk with me." Glancing & the others, he
indructed, "All of you."

They stepped out of his house and began crossing the rose garden. Hiswalking, she saw, seemed okay
a abrief glance, but closer ingpection reveded that hisfeet weren't touching the ground. Kelly strode at
his sde; the others attentive al around.

"My god!" Olsen suddenly exclamed.

Kely glanced at him and saw that he was gazing up and to her |eft. She glanced there, taking in the starlit
darkness and the risng moon. It took amoment for what she had just seen to register, and then she
looked back. That was no moon.

"My ship," stated the Owner.
His ship. Fucking hell.

"I don't like problems close to home," he went on. He glanced a Kelly and she thought, HE's more
human now. Perhaps he had refined that fragment he was using for communication.

"The Grazen are an inconvenience. A Grazen Mother who isgrieving and half mad could become
something more than that, especidly when she positions hersdf right on my border.”

"The onethat'scoming?' Kdly guessed.

"The onethat isdready here"

Kédly's sudden fear was muted by his presence. "Here?'
"Yes, hereto find acurefor her ill, and akind of justice.”
Abruptly, Some interjected, "Is vengeance a cure?'

The Owner gazed at him and Slome turned pale at what he saw, but the Owner nodded. "Y es, for that
mind-s&t, and for the human mind, too, though humanswould like to deny their own nature.”

Vengeance?
Then Kelly understood.

* * % % %

Leaning againgt the trunk of agnarled olive tree, Astanger caught his breath and gazed in horror at the



thing poised on the dope below them. So thiswas a Grazen! He saw agiant crayfish head from which
extended many wiry tendrils, many of them spearing away to connect into the writhing tangle of
pipe-things, whose black-etched moon shadows now surrounded him and his crew. Unlike acrayfish, it
did not seem to possess ajointed exoskeleton, but adick and tough-looking red and brown skin. At the
extremities of the multiple limbs arrayed down itslong body, it possessed things like hands, or feet, with
digitsarrayed in rows under flat pads. Itstail was not aflat fish tail, but along rattish thing coiled around
itsaready coiled body. And the Grazen was the Size of a space shuittle,

It had stopped, why had it stopped? Was it toying with them now?
"What do we do now?" asked one of the crew.

Astanger wanted to reply, We die, probably very slowly, but didn't think that would help much. He
gazed down at the sidearm he clutched and wondered if it would be best to use it on himself now, or to
wait until the monster sent one of those twiggy thingsfor him.

Movement behind.

Helooked updope and saw the pipe-things withdrawing into the surrounding trees. Did it want them to
run again? Had the chase thus far not been satisfying enough for it? Then he saw the figure hurtling
toward them down the moon-silvered grass, and, after amoment, recognized the Doctrinaire. Obvioudy
things had gone badly at the house-perhaps the Guard with Shrad had collapsed like those aboard the
Lenin. Shrad must have used the tracer on Astanger's communicator and had come here because he
thought he would be safe. Astanger fdt like laughing, but knew it would come out hysterical.

When he saw what was awaiting beyond Astanger and the crew, Shrad came to an abrupt halt.
"Aganger! Thisway!" Shrad gestured imperioudly.

Adtanger just rested againgt histree, watching the pipes moving in quietly behind the Doctrinaire. It wasa
amall satisfaction to know that the man would be suffering asimilar fateto them all.

"Comeon!"

He gtarted to gesture again, but then must have heard something. Turning, he saw one of the pipesrising
up behind him, throated darkness bearing down on him. Hefell back to the ground and scrambled
downdope. He managed to gain his feet and break into arun. The pipe, like a confident python, came
down and dowly writhed after him, then halted ten yards out from thefirst of the crewmen. Shrad kept
running until he was up beside Astanger. Horrified, he stared downd ope at the Grazen, then turned on
Aganger.

"What the hell do you think you are doing, Citizen Astanger! Y ou should've warned me! Y ou should've
run!™

Shrad's holster was empty. Astanger gazed at crewmen Breen, Chadrick, Grade, and the others who
now gathered around. He read in them the contempt and hatred they felt for the Doctrinaire. Transferring
his gaze to his own weapon, he swung it to one side in aleisurely motion, then brought it back hard
across Shrad's face. The man went down and lay moaning, clutching at his cheek.

"He'sunarmed,” said Astanger to the others. "Ingtruct the others not to give him awegpon and not to give
him abullet when the time comes.”

"Adtanger!" Shrad was glaring a him from the ground.



In measured tones, Astanger said, "'If you speak to me again | will shoot you in the kneecap.” He
returned his attention to the dien.

The Grazen seemed to be agitated—if he was interpreting correctly its jerky movements and the way it
was reaching out with itsinsectile hands to touch the surrounding tangle. It had deliberately made agap to
let Shrad through, to get them dl together in one place, so why wasit not now attacking? Was it waiting
for othersto comethisway? How likely was that? The Guard were screwed 0 it seemed unlikely to him
that they would be coming after Shrad. Maybe the escapees, sincetheir ship lay beyond the Grazen?

The ground shuddered and someone swore. What now? Astanger looked to where many of the crew
were now gazing, asthe shuddering of the ground increased. The moon was on the move, the glare of
sometitanic drive behind it. Sowly it shifted from itslocation above the horizon and grew visibly brighter.
Astanger had no doubt it was moving into a position overhead.

"Please, you must listen to me, Astanger,” said Shrad.

The man was crouching, desperate-looking. He hadn't even noticed what was happening in the sky-it
probably didn't fit hisideology.

"Do go on," said Astanger, dmost too stunned to care anymore.

"If we make a concerted attack on the creatureitself, it'll lose contral of ... those... things. We should be
ableto fight our way through-get to the ship.”

Adgtanger consdered that. They'd fired eight missiles at the creature and every one of those eight missiles
had impacted on opaescent shidlds that abruptly sprang into being. Bullets just bounced off of the thing.
Missilesinto the tangle of pipework had shattered it, but the pipes just discarded the shattered sections,
melded back together, and carried on. Now they were dl out of missiles and the rest of their anmunition
was depleted. Hed seen the others passing bullets to those who had run out. The bullets weren't for the
Grazen. Astanger had four bullets|eft in his Ssdearm. He could spare one. He raised hiswegpon and fired
once. Shrad went down yelling, clutching the mess of bone and blood that had been his kneecap.
Adtanger returned his attention to the dien.

Why wasit holding back? Did it understand that its prey would kill themselveswhen it madeitsfina
assault? Wasit trying to figure out away of capturing them dive?

"Captain Astanger," said Grade, no longer worried about using a paliticaly incorrect form of address.

Astanger turned to see the man pointing upslope. Looking there he saw a group of people approaching.
He recogni zed graywear, then, after amoment, recognized some of the escapees. There was one other
with them—something odd about him. Two of the pipe things reared back and the group passed
between. Now Astanger could see the other individua more clearly. He seemed to be walking in akind
of hallow inthe air and around him metdlic things seemed to hover on the edge of vighility. Pae, white
hair, eyesthat seemed to open into the Pit. Astanger knew at once who this person must be.

The group gpproached, the escapees glancing warily at the crewmen asthey moved aside. Findly, they
reached Astanger. The Owner glanced down at Shrad, then raised his gaze to Astanger.

"™ Captain Aganger,”" he said, then hismouth twisted inacruel smile.

The moon now glared overhead, and the shuddering of the ground became amuted vibration, like the
running of some vast engine, and one Astanger knew was shaking thiswhole world. That inconceivably
gigantic vessdl up there was his. Astanger was glad when the... man turned his attention toward the



Grazen.
"The Mather," the Owner intoned.

Astanger looked in that direction, too, and to his horror saw that the Grazen was lining up some of those
tube mouths, and that in them could be glimpsed twiggy insectile movement. He stepped back, brought
his sidearm up to his head.

"That won't be necessary, Captain™
Y eah, right.

One of the things spat out, rolled along the ground toward them, its pace leisurely. Astanger stepped
back again, heard the sounds of weapons being cocked. The twiggy wheel dowed to ahdt over Shrad,
folded down into akind of leggy cone.

"Agtanger!" Shrad screamed.

It hesitated, wavering back and forth. The Owner gestured, and then the thing fell on the Doctrinaire.
Shrad began yelling incoherently. Astanger gazed down at him without sympathy, then abruptly jerked his
head up as the pipe that had fired the thing began to snake across the ground toward them. Now Shrad
began screaming. Thetwig work was extruding spikes like clawed fingers and they were dowly easing
into the man's flesh. He was struggling but, thus encaged, there was nowhere for him to go. Astanger
noted that the wounds did not bleed. He guessed that would be too easy.

The pipe reached Shrad and fibers speared out, glimmering like spider silk in the moonlight, from the
seething multi jawed face of something insde. The fibers attached al around the cage, dragged Shrad in.
His screams disappeared up insde the pipe, becoming hollow and echoey.

"He ordered the bombing of the nursery world," one of the escapees said.

Astanger glanced at her, recognized Kelly Haden. Then he understood the implication of what she was
saying. The Mother, heredized.

But it wasn't over. The other pipe-mouths were il there, those things still insde and ready toroll.
Agtanger was dl too aware that though he personally did not take part in the bombing of the nursery
world, he was part of the fleet that did, and that if he had been ordered to take part, he would have. The
things began to ease out.

"It's been the best it could be," said Grade. The man brought his carbine up underneath his chin and
pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

The Owner glanced at him. "Hasty," he said, then returned his attention to the Grazen Mother. "Must |
destroy you?'

Around him the metallic objects seemed to gain agreater solidity. He held out ahand to one side dmost
in sad entreaty. Astanger winced. It felt dmost asif he was standing too closeto afire, yet what he was
feding was not exactly hest.

"Withdraw, now," said the Owner.

Like the heads of tubeworms, the twiggy wheels abruptly retracted out of sight. Movement al around.
The pipeswere dl pulling back toward the Grazen and she began retreating downdope. She, and dl her
weird technology, gathered into arolling wave falling away from them, then it dl began to clump around



her, opaescent shiedsflicking on in intervening spaces, gradudly blotting her from sight. With athrum
that transmitted through the ground, the whole mass began to rise. Then, with asighing groan, it shot up
into the sky.

"Thank you," said Astanger.

The Owner held out ahand for silence, stillness, as he still gazed up into the sky. After about aminute, he
returned his attention to them all.

"These," he gestured to the escapees, "you will not harm. Their shipisnow fully functiond and you will dl
return onit." He paused for acontemplative moment. "Y our Collectiveis collgpsing. At my request, the
Grazen will not attack what remains.™

"I have no love of the Collective," said Astanger.

The Owner nodded, and Astanger reckoned that he'd had no need to say that, for it was probably why
hewas gtill alive. He noted that though the... machines around the Owner were now plainly visible, he
and they seemed to occupy some encystment in redlity, something somehow excised.

The Owner said, "Leave now. Y ou have one day to get beyond my border.”

A sar of darknessflickered within that encystment, and al it contained seemed to be stretching away.
Somehow Astanger knew that it was connected to that vessdl hovering above them like the stedl eye of
some vast god.

"Build something better this time-you have been warned," the Owner told them.
The encystment retracted into the star, disappeared.
Astanger guessed it was the best they could hopefor.

"Wdll, Societal Assets,” said Astanger to the escapees, "we'd best find the rest of your people and get
out of here."

"Fuck you," said Kelly Haden. "I'm not a'Societal Asset’ and | don't take orders from you!™

Astanger held up hissidearm, reversed it, and held the butt out to her. " Then you must choose who you
do take ordersfrom, or choose to give them yoursdlf.”

Redlly, it was the best they could hopefor.



