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THE DEMON TRAP

Peter F. Hamilton

Taken from the Short Story Collection “ Galactic Empires’ (2008) edited by
Gardner Dozois

Prolific British writer Peter F. Hamilton has sold to Inter-zone, In Dreams, New Worlds, Fears, and
elsawhere. He sold hisfirst novel, Mindstar Rising, in 1993, and quickly followed it up with two
sequels, A Quantum Murder and The Nano Flower. Hamilton’ sfirst three books didn’t attract a

great deal of attention on this side of the Atlantic, at least, but that changed dramatically with the

publication of his next novel, The Redity Dysfunction, a huge modern Space Opera (it needed to be
divided into two volumes for publication in the United Sates) that was itself only the start of a
projected trilogy of staggering size and scope, the Night’'s Dawn trilogy, with the first volume
followed by others of equal heft and ambition (and also raced up genre best-seller lists), The
Neutronium Alchemist and The Naked God. The Night’s Dawn trilogy put Hamilton on the map as
one of the major playersin the expanding subgenre of the New Space Opera, along with writers
such as lain Banks, Dan Smmons, Paul McAuley, Gregory Benford, Alastair Reynolds, and
others; it was successful enough that a regular SFpublisher later issued Hamilton’' s reference
guide to the complex universe of the trilogy, The Confederation Handbook, the kind of thing that’s
usually done as a small-presstitle, if it's done at all. Hamilton’s other books include the novels
Misspent Y outh, Fallen Dragon, Pandora s Star; a collection, A Second Chance at Eden; and a
novella chapbook, Watching Trees Grow. His most recent book is a new novel, Judas Unchained.
Coming up is a new collection, The Dreaming Void.

Here he takes us to the fabul ous Confederation universe, to a place where you can take a
commuter train to the stars, for a tense investigation of an act of terrorism whose ultimate
implications turn out to be very far-reaching indeed.

[VERSION HISTORY]



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

v1.1 by theN.E.R.D's. A full read through has been completed.

WHAT HAPPENED

NovaZed and was the world chosen for the massacre for exactly the same reason that the party of
youthful Dynasty members had chosen it astheir funtime holiday destination. It bardly quaified as
H-congruous, capable of supporting human habitation; but that bad geophysics gave it some astonishing
scenery that smply begged to be exploited by extreme sports enthusiasts. There was a smal population
without any redl industrial base; its commerce wasthe leisureindustry. Y et in case of agenuine
emergency, the Intersolar Commonwedth with al its fabulous medica and technica resourceswasonly a
gnglefast train ride away.

Thetrains camein at Compression Space Trangport’ s planetary station on the north side of the capital,
Ridgeview (population 43,000). They arrived through awormhole that provided adirect link back to
EdenBurg, an industria planet, owned by the Halgarth Dynasty, and one of the mgjor junctionsin CST's
interstellar trangport monopoly. None of the trains went any farther than the station; Nova Zedland didn’t
have the kind of road and rail network common to most Commonwesalth worlds. All medium- and
long-distance travel was by plane.

It was midmorning when the train from Hiforniapulled in at the station. The first three carriages werefor
passengers, while the last two were vehicle carriers. Onceit drew to ahalt, large malmetal doors on the
vehicle carriages retracted and ramps extended out from the platform. The sound of highly tuned engines
firing up was unusua enough to turn the heads of the ordinary passengers asthey disembarked. Five
customized cars growled their way out onto the ramp. Thefirst was a glowing orange Jaguar roadster,
with faint blue flames stuttering out of its exhaust pipes as the engine revved. With afinal roar of power, it
sped off the bottom of the ramp with a showy whed spin. Second was asilver Cadillac that was half
bonnet, with front scimitar fins and arear variable-camber spoiler; then came an eight-wheded stretch
limo; followed by a hundred-year-old V-class Mercedes; and finaly, abrutish Lexus AT PowerSport,
hydroskis retracted againgt its burnished gold sides.

The convoy raced off out of the station, ashow of casual affluence and arrogance that brought grimaces
of contempt from those watching. After a discrete minute, the rest of the party’ svehicles did quietly out
of the carriage; seven long luxury vansthat carried the necessary domestic saff and assistants, along with
luggage and sports equipment. The Dynasty members never traveled without their home comforts close

by.

Ridgeview’ sairport was five miles from the planetary station, adisgppointingly short journey for the
ownersof the custom cars, hardly far enough for them to jostle and race dong the road. They drove over
to the waiting Siddeley-L ockheed CP-450, a subsonic cargo/passenger combi plane operated by alocal
tour company. Inside the vast cargo hold, eectromuscle damps curved out of the floor to secure the
fancy cars. Doors opened, and the brash young things sauntered out, filling the air with overloud taunts
and calsto each other. Their girlfriends accompanied them, tall dender beauties, terribly young to be
dressed in such sensual couture. Stewardesses smiled impassively at the braying sexual harassment they
were casualy subjected to, and showed their haughty passengers to the upper deck’s Imperial Cabin.

The vans purred smoothly into the plane. Staff found their seetsin the mid-deck lounge. Within ten
minutes, the big rear doors swung shut and the plane taxied onto the runway.

Ridgeview air traffic control cleared them for takeoff to NovaZedland' sarctic continent. It wasa



nine-hour flight that would take them to the notorious Fire Plain, ahundred-kilometer circle of wet
swamps just short of the poleitsalf, whose abnormal climate was created by aring wal of active
volcanoes. Vistorsto the resort could watch glowing lavaflowing into the congtricting cliff of the polar
glacier, spurting out phenomend jets of superheated steam al the way up to the ionosphere, while down
in theweird wetlands of giant ferns, huge dangerous creatures | eft over from an earlier geologica era
wallowed in the mud and ate anything that moved.

The Siddeley-L ockheed CP-450 roseinto the air, folding its undercarriage away nestly. It curved
toward the north through a clear azure sky, bright blue-white sunlight shining on its green fusdlage. Below
it, the harsh scrub desert fell away to the seaiin long rumpled folds and sharp ravines.

Five minutes after takeoff, the plane was climbing through ten thousand feet as the pilot watched the flight
management array throttle the duct fans back to cruise power, a which point one of the Dynasty heirs
decided it wastime to renew his membership of the mile-high club. It was’t in hisnatureto retire
discreetly to the washroom. The rest of the party gathered round his reclining couch to cheer ashis
obedient girlfriend stripped off. Scanddized stewardesses peeked from the gdley, trying not to giggle.

A red gar dert flared in the pilot’ svirtua vison. The plane sarray wasissuing a proximity aarm. It took
the pilot a shocked couple of seconds to anayze the data that the radar was presenting him with. An
object barely ameter long was streaking toward them at mach five. Disbelief froze him for another
second as he struggled to admit that he was seeing amissile. He managed to yell: “Mayday!” into the
open channd as he dammed his hands down onto the manua control pads. For someone who hadn't
physicdly flown aplanefor over two decades, he managed his evasion maneuver remarkably well,
ramming on the power and initiating a steep dive. It deayed impact by agood three seconds, long
enough for everyone on board to redize that something was disastroudy wrong.

The missile struck the fuselage just below the port wing root. Not even modern superstrength materials
could withstand the blast. The wing was ripped off, sending the fusdage into afast spin. It began to
disntegrate immediately, scattering fragments and bodies asit plummeted out of the sky.

Beforethefirst pieces even hit the ground, a shotgun message entered the Unisphere, attempting to
infiltrate the address stores of every person who had an access code—about ninety-live percent of the
human race. The carrier format was new enough to avoid the mgority of commercid sentindls, though the
Unisphere’ s node management programs soon adapted to the intruder and blocked its progress. Before
that happened, it managed to reach severd hillion people who were annoyed to find the smdl file dipping
into their stores. Most were unisphere-savvy enough to have their e-butlers del ete the pest. Those that
did open it were shown asmpletext.

The Free Merioneth Forces announce the eradication of more Dynasty parasites. Our team
on NovaZedand have today successfully struck against our oppressors. Until our planet is
liberated from the financid bonds that the Dynasty |eaders have shackled it with, our
campagnwill continue.

We urge dl Dynasty membersto exert your influence and compel your leaders negotiate
with our government. Failure to comply with our requests for freedom and dignity will result
in the further eimination of your worthlesskind. Wewill no longer tolerate our taxesbeing
spent to uphold your decadent lifestyle.

Senior investigator PaulaMyo’ s e-butler deleted the shotgun as soon as it reached her Unisphere
interface; it was the newest adaptive version with ared-time update facility to the Serious Crimes
Directorate RI, so it knew what it was dedling with. At the time, she was trying to be polite with the
decorator who was gazing around the lounge of her new apartment, shaking hishead asif he'd been



confronted with restoring the Sitine Chapdl.
“Next month?” he suggested with atypica Galic shrug.

Paulawas only surprised that he wasn't wearing aberet and smoking a cigarette; he' d certainly polished
therest of the Parisan indifference routine to stereotype perfection. “ That’ sfine.” She'd beeninthe
gpartment aweek, and even she acknowledged it needed sprucing up. It wasn’t much: bathroom,
bedroom, and alounge with atiny kitchen acove. The building was atypica Parisblock, centuries-old,
with apleasant central courtyard. Sheredlly didn’t care about the aesthetics. All that counted wasiits
proximity to the office.

“What color scheme?’ heinquired.
“Oh... whatever: white.”

“White?’ From hisblatant dismay she must have ddiberately insulted his French ancestry dl the way
back to theroyal era.

“Yes.” A priority communication icon popped up into her virtua vison. Shetouched it with avirtua hand
she' d customized to ared skeletd outling; her physicd fingerstwitched in mimicry aspardld nerve
impulses ran aong the organic circuitry tattoos on her wrigt.

“Grade one casecoming in,” Christabdl AgathaHagarth said. “The Director wantsus on it immediately.”
“Onmy way in,” Paulareplied.
“No, don't. I'm going for acar now; I'll pick you up. Three minutes.”

“All right, transfer the case files over.” Pauladismissed the decorator. Perhaps it was because of her
carefully controlled mix of Filipino and European genes, which had given her such addightful face that he
assumed he could bluster and intimidate as he usudly did with singlefemale clients. The stare she gave
him froze the protest after just a couple of words. He nodded compliance and retreated, counting himself
lucky she hadn’t actudly said anything.

Paulapulled on agray suit jacket and picked up her smal shoulder bag, moving ingtinctively asthefiles
from the Directorate dipped into her virtua vison. She read the scant details on the plane crash as she
hurried down the worn stone stairs to the courtyard below.

One of the Directorate’' s dark sedans pulled up outside the block’ s main entrance. The gull wing door
pivoted forward, and Paulagot in. Christabel was sitting on the rear bench, abrunette with an Asan
ancestry alot stronger than Paula’ s clinic-manufactured heritage. She was Paula s deputy; they’ d known
each other Sincetheir training academy days.

“Wow, you look greet,” Christabel enthused. “ Positively jailbait. I’ d forgotten how pretty you are when
you' reyoung. Y ou shouldn’t wait so long between rejuvenations.”

“I can't sparethetime,” Paula said automaticaly. Her hand went up to sweep her raven hair away from
her face. With rguvenation returning her biological age to late adolescence, her hair had grown very thick
again. Every time, she was tempted to have it trimmed to ashorter style. But thisfitted her, dong with the
simple-cut business suit and plain black shoes she always wore to work, defining what shewas. It was as
much her identity as her modified genes.

“Welcome back,” Christabel said with aknowing smile. “How are your inserts settling in?’



Paulaheld up ahand, flexing the fingers. The OCtattoos were invisble againg her skin. It was till a
relaively new technology, with devel opment houses finding new applications each year. The onesshe'd
had before rejuvenation were alot cruder; they’ d been eradicated by her treatment, so the last week had
been spent a a Directorate facility augmenting her body with the new generation of insert gadgets.

“A couple of glitches|eft. I’'m dueafina formatting session on Saturday. Things have come along way
sancel had my lagt ingdlation.”

Christabel held up her own hand. Threads of intense blue light appeared, pulsing dong her fingers. “You
didn’'t fancy the latest versions then? Function and fashion combined. Not bad, huh?1 paid for the
customization mysdf. | can get you agood ded if you like. I’ ve fill got contactsin my Dynasty.”

Paula gave the glowing strands a curt look. “No thank you.”
Christabel laughed.

“We don’'t seem to have much on the Free Merioneth Forces,” Paulasaid as she continued to open case
files

“No. They'rerdatively new. Emerged while you were in rguvenation. Thisisther fourth srikein five
months. Very effective. We haven't arrested anyone yet.”

* * % % %

The Directorate sedan drove across Paris to the huge CST station, where it boarded a trans-Earth loop
train, taking it through a series of wormholeslinking the old world' s mgjor cities. From Paris, theloop led
to Madrid, then London, before crossing the Atlantic to New Y ork; four more stops, and twenty minutes
later, thetrain pulled in at the massive LA galactic station, where they drove over to the Intersolar
termina and onto adirect train to EdenBurg.

Eighty minutes after Paula got into the sedan, it was driving off avehicle carriage a the same platform that
the Dynasty party had used less than three hours earlier. The car’ sarray took them around the Ridgeview
ring road, and out across the scrub desert to the north. Paulawatched in surprise as agroup of wild
camels sauntered across the hard-packed sands. They’ d been gene-modified to digest the local
cacti-equivalent vegetation, but even so it was aharsh environment. After five miles, the track vanished,
and the suspension rose up to cope with the rocky ground.

“Hope you brought ahat,” Christabel said. She was squinting out the window at the blazing noon sun.
Ridgeview was about as far south as the planet’ s climate would allow. After another couple of hundred
miles the scrub desert gave way to true desolation. Nova Zedland' s entire equatorial zone was bare rock,
baked by the intense blue-white star; the heat even repelled clouds, leaving the land in a permanent
shadowless summer wherethe daily air temperature rose far above boiling point.

The crash Site perimeter was till being established by the local police. Wreckage had so far been spotted
over seven square miles. The Directorate car delivered them to a cluster of police vehicles parked
together above awide sandy gully. Helicopters droned dowly through the clear sky above.

Paulareuctantly dug awide-brimmed hat from her little bag. The door opened, and sheimmediately held
her breath as oppressvely hot air swept in.

“Hellfire,” Chrigtabel groaned. “Literdly.”

They climbed out. Paulaput on apair of sunglassesthat opagued up to their highest level. Then she took
her jacket off, feeling swest prickle her bare arms. The arid desert air was burning itsway down her



throat, drying her Snuses.

“Wouldn't do that if | wasyou,” aman told them. He was dressed in aloose Arabic-style robe with a
deep white hood. “ Detective Captain Aidan Winkal,” he said as he offered his hand.

“PaulaMyo.”

“I've heard of you, Investigator. But serioudly, if you haven't put on screening membrane, five minutes
exposure in thissunlight will burn your skin down to the bone.”

“Okay.” She put the jacket back on.
“Comeon, I’ ve got our mobile Stuation office set up.”

It was abig old van with the Ridgeview police logo emblazoned on the sde. Fivetal heat-dump fins
sprouted out of the roof, glowing afaint rose-pink. Inside, the air was thankfully cool. A bench table
down one side was cluttered with various desktop arrays operated by Winkal’ s colleagues. Screens and
smdll holographic portas relayed various images from the helicopters and jegps covering the Site.

“What procedures are you following?’ Paulaasked.

Aidan Winkal had pulled his hood back to revea awesthered face with silver-fox hair cut short. He
appeared hesitant. “L ook, we' re not exactly used to thiskind of thing, you know.”

“WEe re not hereto criticize,” Paula assured him. “We both want the same thing, to catch the people
responsible. The Directorate will assume responsibility for tracking down the group that did this. But Site
control and recovery isal yours. Now tell mewhat you' re doing, and we' |l be happy to provide advice.”

“Okay, thanks. WEe re trying to map the debris area. The larger sections of fuselage are easy enough to
find, and so far we' ve picked up thirty-seven personad emergency beacons. My squads are escorting
medica teams out to them. The bodieswe velocated so far... they're not intact, you know.”

“I understand. However, their memorycells should be able to survive the impact. They’ re designed to
withstand alot worse than this.”

“Qre”

“We have a Directorate forensic team en route. Some of their sensor systemswill be able to help your
search. I'll assign them as soon aswe' ve identified and recovered the missle. Have you located the
launch steyet?’

“No. I’'m concentrating on the crash, finding those poor people. We re il trying to build afull passenger
lig”

“Fair enough. Christabe and | will work out where it wasfired from. I’ll need complete accessto the
plane smemory. Have you found it yet?’

“Yes. It never lost contact with the Unisphere. We know whereit is, but we haven't actualy collected it
yet. | encrypted the channel and restricted access.”

“Good. I'd dso like to see the CST station closed to both inbound and outbound trains. We can do
without the reporters who are undoubtedly on their way. Secondly, there' s a chance the team that fired
themissleisill onthe planet. If so, I'd like them confined here”

“I, er, don't redly have that authority. | don't even think our prime minister does.”



“I'll contact my chief right away. But you' Il need to post some officers at the station. It might turn ugly
oncethetrains stop running.”

1] Okw.”

* * % % %

Paulaand Christabel claimed a couple of fold-out chairs at the rear of the van, and got Aidan to open the
restricted channel to the plane’ s memory. Using the radar data to backtrack the missil€ strgectory was
easy enough;, it had come from a point approximately aquarter mile from the coagt, five miles outside

Kidgeview.
“Wouldn't take long to get to the city ring road from there,” Christabel exclaimed as she reviewed aloca
map in her virtud vison.

“Pull Ridgeview’ straffic management records,” Paulatold her. “Find out what vehiclesif any joined the
road from outsdethismorning. I’ [l lso want the air traffic records scrutinizing. They might have flown

“Right avay.”
“What kind of orbitd survelllance have you got here?’ Paulaasked Aidan.

“Eight low orbit satellitesfor geophysica observation,” hetold her. “Theresolutionisn't good. Y ou could
see the Siddel ey-L ockheed, and most houses; but acar would be hard to make out, and individual
people aretoo small.”

“Okay. We Il seewhat kind of images the Directorate Rl can pull out of the raw data. Right now, we
need to get out to the launch Site. Thissun isdegrading our evidence by the minute. Can you give me a
helicopter, please?’

* % %k % %

The Directorate forensc team arrived in timeto join them on the helicopter. Aidan Winka aso eected to
come with them. Asthe coast dipped into view through the cabin window, he shook hishead in
bemusement. “1 just got word from the station,” he called above the rotor noise. “ CST has suspended the
train service to EdenBurg. Y our Directorate hasalot of clout.”

“Three of the holiday party were Sheldon Dynasty members,” Paulasaid. “That' |l speed thingsup a
litte”

Aidan nodded in understanding.

Chrigtabel leaned in closeto Paula. “| giveit ten minutes before someone’ s hereto help.”
Paula gazed down at the coastline. “Y ou think it will be that long?’

“I've dready had two cdlsfrom the Hagarth security office. Any ass stance we need-”

They circled the zone Paula had identified, seeing nothing but shingle and rock. A scan from the
helicopter’ sradar didn’t add anything. Paula s optica inserts were giving her an infrared picture. Every
surface was radiant with hegt asit basked in the fierce sunlight. “ Anything?’ she asked Nalcal, the
forensics officer who was with them. He was Sitting next to the open side door, aiming aspecidist array
at the ground.



“A spectrd of an unusua airborne carbon residual. Could be the launch booster. Don't know for sure.
But we'll need to land clear. | don’t want the downwash to screw up evidence.”

The pilot put them down three hundred yards away.

Paula, Christabel, and Aidan followed Nalcol and his assistant toward the area where the carbon residue
had spread. The forensic people were sweeping their arrays at everything asthey went. A little pack of
bots crawled aong beside them, like foot-long caterpillars with thin antenna strands stroking the ground
asthey went.

“No sign of any vehicletracks” Christabdl said.

“Toughto see onthisterrain,” Paulasaid. Her toe nudged some of theflat shingle. “If Nalcol confirms
thisasthelaunch point, we |l sedl it off and bring in the rest of the team.”

“Thisisgoing to be atough one,” Christabd said, shielding her eyes as she scanned the gray-blue sea.
The land doped down toward it like agiant beach. “ They didn’t leave much for us.”

“Actualy, thisisolation helpsusagresat dedl,” Paulasaid. “When we get back to Paris, | want you to put
together ateam to track down who knew the Dynasty members had booked their holiday here. Get a
profile on everyone from the Fire Plain resort staff through the tour company they use, and, most
important, the entourage. | want to know if any of them have | eft recently. Then there sthe girlfriends,
one-night stands, other friends-their families, connections. It' Il beabig lig, but finite. Cross-reference for
any connection to Merioneth.”

Christabel let out a soft whistle. “I'll assign Basker to lead it. HE sgood a dataanalyss.”
“Fine.” A sound made Paulalook up, pushing back her wide hat. “Oh, hello.”
A smdll black helicopter was approaching the launch zone, flying low and fast.

“That'snot one of ours,” Aidan said in annoyance. “How did it get flight clearance? Thisisadesignated
restricted zone.”

Paula held back on her smile. The poor police captain sounded quite indignant. “A word of advice,
Captain,” she said asthe new hdlicopter landed beside theirs. “ Thisiswhere you get to play with the big
boys. If you haven't done this before, don’t try to claim jurisdiction on any aspect of thisinvestigation.

Y ou really do haveto work with them.”

“Uh huh,” Aiden spat onto the stones. “And if | don’t?’

“Your career isover. I’ snot blatant, but it is effective. If you really annoy them, then you won't have
much of alife after your next few rguvenaions ether.”

“Andyou just let them walk al over your investigations, do you?’

“No,” Paulasaid. “ There are boundaries, and, with me, they know where they stand. But I’ ve spent
decades building that political coverage. Y ou haven't.”

A man climbed down out of the helicopter as the blades dowed. He was dressed in arobe similar to the
one Aiden wore, except he was like the captain’ s younger, smarter, richer brother.

“Nelson Sheldon,” Christabel muttered. “ Impressive. Third generation down from Nigel himsdlf.”

Paula nodded appreciatively. Nelson was one of the five deputy managers of the Sheldon Dynasty



security service, heading up the externd threat division. She' d met him on three Directorate cases when
their respective interests overlapped; each time, he' d been the tota professional, and very diplomatic.
Rumor had it that he d be chief within fifty years.

“Captain,” Nelson said politely, and offered his hand to Aidan. “1 apologize for the interruption, but as
you can imagine, my family is deeply distressed by this appalling attack on our members. I'm hereto
offer whatever support you need, practical or politica.”

There was amoment of hesitation. Then Aiden shook the proffered hand. “Understood,” he said. “All of
it”

“Ah,” Nelson smiled. “ The ladies have been telling tales about me. Christabel, nice to see you again.
Paula, you look amazing. You'll haveto tel mewhich dinic you useto rguvein.”

“Sorry about your people,” Paulasaid.

“Thank you.” Nelson’ s expression hardened. “ They’ |l berelifed, of course. Everyone on the plane will
be, no matter what their insurance status. We owe them that much.”

“WEe d gppreciate acomplete list of passengers,” Aidan said. “1 need to know the full makeup of the
entourage to help recovery.”

“You'vegotit. I'll liaise with the other Dynagtiesfor you.”

The four of them stood together, watching the methodica movements of the forensic duo and the pack of
specidist bots.

“So what' sthe story with your three?’ Paulaasked. “ Anyone specid ?’

“Hell no,” Nelson said. “ They' refifth and sixth generation. Standard-issue brats who were busy pissing
away thelr trust funds. Never done aday’ swork in their lives. Honestly, the new generationsare aredl
disaster area. Asfar as| know, it was the same for the Brandt boy and the Mandela. There was nothing
important about them other than that they’ re Dynasty and goddamn easy targets.”

“They were important in terms of propagandafor Free Merioneth,” Christabel said.

“Yeah. All this crap about their taxes paying for little tits like our useless descendantsis hitting anerve.
Y ou know how financidly integrated the Commonwedth planets are. It costs afrigging fortune just to
begin settlement these days, and asfor building up adecent technoindustria infrastructure, well... Any
planet starting up today islooking to be paying off those costsfor the next two and ahalf
centuries-minimum.”

“And the Dynasties control the finance houses,” Paula observed.

“Along with Earth’ s Grand Families” Nelson said in adefensive tone. “ They haven't been targeted,
please note. Not yet, anyway.”

“ So the start-up costs go back to you, aong with interest payments.”
“That' sthe way the universe works, Investigetor.”

“I can see the emotive force behind targeting the young Dynasty members. We ve dl seen their antics, or
accessed Unispherereportsonit. There' snot alot of sympathy out there for them.”

“Therich never have any sympathy,” Nelson said. “1 can live with that. But it doesn't mean you can go



around daughtering them—usl—to advance your politica god. In any case, there were only five Dynasty
members on that plane, out of a hundred and thirty people.”

“I wasn't agreeing with them,” Paulasaid. “1’m just trying to understand the motivation.”

“I'd have said it was judtification, not motivation,” Aidan said. They al turned to look at him. He
shrugged. “Everyone knows they’ re not going to win, right? Government does not negotiate with
terrorigts. That' s been public policy number one since before people ever left Earth. It'snot going to
change now. So thisisjust an excuseto give your psychossfull head. Serid killing taken to the next
levd.”

“Could be,” Paulasaid cautioudy. Something about the case was bothering her. As Aidan said, the
motivation wasn't quite right. But asto the result of Free Merioneth’ s actions, there was no mistake.
Their criminality was her primary concern. Her motivation. Which was unbreskable. Her mind-set was
aigned through psychoneurd profiling, a genetic science comprehensively banned throughout the
Commonwesdlth. The resolution of justice was built into her genes, dong with afew other littletraitslike
obsessive-compulsive behavior, which people were extremely uncomfortable with. Paulawasn't. She'd
aways been perfectly content with what she was. She aso quite enjoyed the irony of being asenior
Commonwealth law enforcement officer, whiletechnicaly beingillega on every planet except one—her
birthworld, Huxley’ s Haven, or asthe rest of the Commonwedlth caled it: the Hive.

“Found something,” Nalcol caled. He was knedling bes de a tough-looking wizened bush cactus,
touching the ground with periphera sensorson hisarray. Three of the bots were stationary next to the
plant’s stem, probing its leathery skin. “Could be aurine patch,” he said asthey gathered around.
“Someone from the missle team probably relieved themselves.” He pushed along transparent probe

deeper, collecting samplesin its spoon-shaped tip.

“Areyou certain?’ Paulacouldn’'t see any hint of moisture in the crumbly ocher soil. But then, why send
a human out here when a bot is perfectly capable of firing a missile?

“Thisgoddamned sun,” Nacol complained. “It’ s evaporating the fluid rapidly, which is how we detected
it. The effervescence cloud isdigtinct to our sensors. But it doesn't leave much to work with.” Various
graphic displays danced acrossthe array’ slittle screen. “Y ep, herewe go. Viable DNA. | can get you a
positive fingerprint from this”

“Thanks” Christabel said. “What about the missle exhaust?’
“Definite. It'san oxidized carbon trace, with auminum and severa other acceerant compounds.”
“Whét type?’

“All'l cantdl youis: very crude. No one reported seeing achemica exhaudt, not at dtitude, soI’'m
guessing it incorporated abasc hyperram: an intake nozzle that compresses air, which isthen heated with
electron injection or high-frequency induction before squirting that hot air out the back like arocket
exhaust. But you need a booster to get it up to operational speed to Sart with. Solid chemicdsarea
primitive but effective method of initial acceleration. Nobody buildsthat kind of thing anymore. At leadt,
not the commercia armament companies.”

“Y ou mean it was homemade?’ Nea son asked.

“Probably. Most of the components you' d need are widely available. It just needs abit of skill to put
them together.”



“That would take some organizetion.”

“Fanaticsdo that well,” Paulasaid. “But surely abeam weapon would be more effective, and completely
untracesble? Every planet in the Commonwedth produces them.”

Nalcol stared up into the hot sky. “Not for thisrange. That kind of power rating is more specialist. Easier
to trace.”

“What did the earlier attacks use?’ Aidan asked.

“Thefirst two were booby-trapped cars, with standard augmented explosives,” Nelson said. “Thethird
was arson in ablock of flatsin Leithpool, with the fire escapes sabotaged. That killed twenty-three—and
only threewere Dynasty.”

“Two of whom were Hagarths,” Christabdl said. “ The Merioneth team have moved up aleve with this”

“Thiswasn't ateam,” Paulasaid. She was looking down-dope to the small waves washing ashore. “Y ou
only need one person to launch amissile like this. That gives minimum exposure to the rest of the
organization. It'salso easier for one person to get out. Aidan, how far are we from Ridgeview by sea?’

He gestured at adistant headland. “ About seven milesto the docks. There are some marinas closer,

though.”

“The terrain between here and thering road isbad,” Paula said. “ Even if you were on adirt bike it would
take too long, and there’ stoo much that could go wrong. Fall off, puncture, whatever. Let’s pull up the
satdlite imagery and check for aboat.”

* k % k %

The hdlicopterstook them back to the police situation van. Paula sent Nacol on to Ridgeview. “If we
find aboat, | want samplesfromit,” shetold him.

Christabel sat down in front of a spare desktop array as soon as they were back inside the van and
started to cal up the satdllite images. Paulastood at the back, watching her.

“She'sgood at this,” shetold Nelson as she pulled her hat off and dabbed at the sweat on her brow. Her
hair was hanging limp against her brow and cheeks. Nelson handed her a cup of water from the cooler
tower. They both sipped eagerly as Christabel began flicking through images, muttering ingtructionsto the
Directorat€' sRI. “ Thank you for shutting down the station,” Paulasaid quietly.

“Theleast we could do.”
“| do require the suspect to stand tria. That means no Unfortunate accidents. | will not permit that.”

Nelson was watching one of the screens showing two medics leaning over abloody chunk of gore,
inserting surgica tools. “The Sheldon Dynasty has every confidencein you, Paula. That's officid. But the
perpetrators must be removed from society. The Dynasty will not have its members picked off inthis
fashion; ideologues must be made to understand that.”

“It will happen. However, | will only be going after the team responsible for the actua attacks. Unlesswe
discover complicity or afunding link with their politica wing, the rest of the movement will remain
untouched by the Directorate. They have aright to free speech no matter how unpleasant their views.”

“| am aware of article one in the congtitution, thank you. Nigel helped draft it. Leave the politiciansto us.”



“| dill don't understand the point of it,” Paulasaid. “Merioneth isbarely sdf-sufficient. They need
continuing investment. They must know that.”

“Ideologues aren't rationd people.”
“A convenient label for us. But-"

“Got aboat!” Christabel shouted out. Everyone in the van craned for alook at her screens. The satellite
image was't good. It showed the coast next to the launch site, land and sea dividing the screenin half. A
smdl clump of gray pixesformed ablob in the center. “Time code checks,” Christabel said. “Thisis
fifteen minutes prior to the crash.” Theimage changed asthe satdllite did along its orbit, showing the
coagtline further to the east. There was little overlap; the boat was right on the edge of the screen.

“We'regoing to loseit,” Nelson said. “ This satellite is moving too quickly. It won't be overhead after the
launch. When' sthe next pass?’

Chrigtable consulted adisplay. “ There s another satdllite coming up in forty-two minutes. So we ve got
no coverage during the launch. | guessthey worked that out, too.”

“| don’'t need to seethem firethe missile,” Paulasaid. “I just needed confirmation it was aboat. Aidan,
get me accessto every camerain every marinain Ridgeview. | want theimage files from fifteen minutes
before the launch to now. Find me aboat coming in. If they took adirect routeit’ || be about twenty
minutes after the attack. Christabel, start there.”

Aidan dipped into the seat next to Christabel and used his police authorization to establish linksinto the
city’smarinas.

“How many trains|eft between then and now?” Paula asked Nelson.

“Saven”

“Get the station camera records ready for access.”

“Way ahead of you,” he grinned. “I’m pulling up passenger carriage camerafilesaswell.”

It took Christabel another eight minutesto find aboat mooring at the Larse marina. A manin ayellow
shirt stepped off. “Herewe go,” she said with atrill of excitement as the camera observed him walk aong
the wooden quay used by Danney’ s Boat Hire. She froze an image as he was just short of the camera,
revedling the round face of aman in hislate forties, with flesh starting to build up under his cheeksand
around his chin. Dark skin, with stubble. Thinning gray-brown hair dangled out of hisblue cap. His
yellow shirt was open at the neck, revealing adark necklace cord.

“Nacol, get over tothe Larse maring,” Paulasaid. “We ve found the boat. Captain, cal up the hire
company office; tell them it’simpounded. It must not be cleaned.”

“Yougotit,” Aidan said.

“Nelson, transfer the station filesto our RI. 1t'1l run visual recognition on that face. Christabel, get into the
hire company’ s records. Who paid for the boat?’

“Yes, boss”

The Directorate RI took ninety secondsto review every camerarecord from the station, running each
face through a recognition program to identify the man on the marina.



“Thereheis” Paulaexclamed contentedly asthe largest screen in the Situation van showed their suspect
grolling down the main platform to awaiting train, still wearing hisydlow shirt. Thetimelinewas
thirty-saeven minutes after the attack. They watched the RI follow him through the cameras until he was
gtting in acarriage on an expresstrain heading for Earth. The train moved out of the Station.

“Let’'sgo,” Paulasaid.

* % %k k% %

The three of them took Nelson’s helicopter back to the station. There was atrain already waiting to
leave, packed full of passengersangry at the delay. Paula, Christabel, and Nelson hurried into the
fird-class cabin and it left immediatdly, trundling dong the track to the big wormhole generator hdf amile
beyond the marshding yard. Onceit wasthrough, it made an unscheduled stop a asmall service
platform in EdenBurg' s vast terminal. They transferred over to an express heading for Earth.

Nalcol caled asthey reached the platform. “DNA match confirmed,” he told Paula. “The man on the
boat was the one who took alesk at the launch site.”

“Send thefile back to Paris” shetold him. “Find his profile.”

“Hebought histrain ticket with aonetime account,” Nelson told them. “Untraceable. But we' ve followed
him through LA gaactic. He caught atrans-Earth loop and got off a Sydney an hour ago. Caught ataxi.”

“Leavethat to us,” Paulasaid. “The Directorate can track him.”

They sat back asthe express accderated out of EdenBurg. Five minutes later it was pulling into LA
gdactic.

“Basker just called,” Christabd said. “We ve got a positive identification; visua corresponding to DNA.
Dimitros Fiech. Addressin Sydney. Works for Calliac Fak, a software development company. He sa
saesrep, so hetravelsaround alot. Oh, get this, Colliac’ s Leisure Division supplies software to the
travel industry, including the resort at Fire Plain.”

They |€ft the express and started to run through the vast termind to the platforms serving the trans-Earth
loop. “Mine his background,” Paulatold Christabe, then put acall in to the Directorate' s Sydney office.
“I want atactical team armored up and ready when we arrive. Have ahelicopter pick usup at the
dation.”

“Yes, maam,” theduty officer replied. “ The suspect’ staxi dropped him at the Wilkinson Tower off
Penfold. We have two officersthere now. Asfar aswe know, he'sill insgde.”

“Good work. We |l be therein fifteen minutes.”
“I’d liketo observe, please,” Nelson said.
“Yes” Paulasad. “But that'sall.”

“I know.”

* % k % %

Theloop train took them to Mexico City, followed by Rio, down to Buenos Aires, and then over the
ocean to Sydney. A Directorate helicopter was Sitting on the station security division pad, rotors spinning
idy.



Paulaand Christabel started putting on their armor asit lifted into the dark sky cloaking the city. Nelson
watched envioudy.

“If you do need back up-" he said.
“Then the city police will be happy to provideit,” Paulasaid.
He sighed and gave up.

The ancient harbor bridge wasilluminated in orange and blue holographic outlines asthey flew in parald
toit. A wall of skyscrapers punctured the cityscape behind Circular Quay, their surfaceilluminations
throwing cold monochrome light down onto the deserted nighttime streets below. They landed on the
roof of the fifty-story Wilkinson Tower. Five of the Directorate stactical team were waiting for them.

“Stay here,” Paula ordered Nelson as she hopped down onto the roof .

Dimitros Fiech’ s gpartment was on the thirteenth floor, looking inland. The Directorate team was
evacuating the residents above and bel ow.

“Fiechisalegend,” Christabel said asthe eevator opened on the thirteenth floor. Threetactical team
members were waiting for them, dressed in black armor and holding big ion pistals.

“Basker vaidates an eighteen-month employment record with Colliac Fak. Fiech’'sCV and generd
background arefdse. It’ Il withstand a standard employment agency search, but our RI burned right
through it. Records were inserted, referees are false. HE' s a genuine undercover agent for someone, al
right.”

“Thanks,” Paulasaid. Her red virtua finger touched acommunication icon, opening asecure link to the
tactica team. “Be aware, we confirm target is hostile. He has access to wegpons and does not hesitate to
openfire. Civilians are not safe. Squad sergeant?”’

“Ya mdan.n
“Canyou immobilizehim?’

“WEe ve got anervejangler drone, but we' |l have to blow the door open to get it in there. We don't
know if it sreinforced.”

“Has herigged the approach?’
“No sensors detected in the corridor.”

“All right, let'sgo. Be careful.” Paulacdled up feeds from the cameras on the suits of the entry team,
seeing jerky images of the corridor asthey hurried aong. The wooden door to Fiech’ s apartment was
painted adull green. They gathered around it and quickly rolled an explosive tape along the edges. One
camerashowed the drone being held ready, asmall triangle of gray plastic.

“Go!” the squad sergeant ordered.

The explosive tape detonated, shattering the wooden door. The remnants crashed inward. Suit sensors
went active, cutting through the smoke and dust, producing a sharp black-and-white image. The drone
streaked in. Icons blinked green and amber, showing that the nerve jangler fidld was active. Theoreticdly,
it would stun Fiech’s nervous system, giving the team timeto get in and cover him before he could go for
any weapons. Unless he was ready and protected.



Theicons turned blue and the entry team charged in. Fiech was sprawled on acouch in the living room,
gtill wearing the yellow shirt Paula had seen through so many cameraimages. His head was flung back,
hanging over the edge of the cushions as hislimbs shook from the aftermath of the jangle. Drool lesked
out of hisgaping mouth.

Paulawas running down the corridor, turning the corner. The wreckage of the door was in front of her.
Four more team members were charging through it into the apartment. She followed them in. Fiech was
still spread out across the couch. One of the suited figures was pressing an ion pistol to histemple. The
second was providing cover. The remainder spread out through the apartment, guns held ready, sensors
on full power, scanning ahead.

“Clear,” the squad sergeant called.

Fiech was given afull deep scan. Hisbody had afew inserts and a couple of OCtattoos, smple
Unisphere interfaces, and astandard memorycell, none of them combat grade. They turned him over and
secured hiswrigts. Two ion pistols remained trained on him. He was white and shaking now, on the verge
of vomiting.

Paularemoved her helmet, shaking out her hair. Fiech gave her aterrified sare.

“It'sgoing to be rough on you,” Paulasaid. “ Even if you cooperate, memory reading is never pleasant.
But if you give usthe names and structure of your movement, we can keep it to aminimum. We ll just
verify your information. Trust me, it sworthit.”

Fiech gtarted sobbing, tearstricking down his cheeks. “What the fuck is happening?’ hewailed. “What is
goingon?’

Paula gave him a contemptuous look. She’d expected more professionaism. “Take him down to the
office. Prep him for amemory read. I’ll run it mysdlf.”

A whimpering Fiech was dragged past her. Christabel came into the gpartment, taking her helmet off to
look round. “I’ll get forensicsin, rip this place apart.”

“Sure.” A formality, Paulaknew. The gpartment was part of his cover, it'd be clean.

“Hdll of afirst day back, boss. What are you going to do tomorrow?’

WHAT | KNOW HAPPENED

| was up early that morning, just like bloody aways these days. Damn company is squeezing its staff to
husks, always raising our performance targets. Y ou can’t keep doing that year after year, people can
only do so much.

Anyway... thefirst wave of commuters was buzzing about on the streetswhen | |&ft the tower lobby.
Poor bastards. Just like me. Squeezed on al sides. Y ou can seeit in their null expressions. All that effort
and angst etched into their faces, and it was only five past seven.

| walked down O’ Connal Street to the underground metro station. It's steep ground just behind Sydney
harbor, and the skyscrapers are so high you don't see sunlight that time of the morning. Some of my
fellow sufferers were gulping down Bean There coffee from plastic cups. | hate that. Food on the run
givesmeredly bad indigestion.

The metro station hasadirect line to the CST station on the south sde of the city. It took e even minutes.



Threelonger than usud. Every bugger is congpiring to make my lifeworse.

| missed thefirst train to Wessex. Typical. So | waited on the big platform, with its white wing roof. Me
and two hundred others. Timewas, | used to be excited just being in CST’ s Sydney gtation. Think of it.
Out there past the end of the platform there’ s eighteen wormhole generators, each one with tracks
leading to a different phase one world. One line goes to Wessex, the junction to phase two space, with
another twelve worlds beyond that. They’ re going to open five more in the next three years. All that
opportunity, the potentia out there, and what does my life amount to? Bugger al. Corporate drone,
that’sme. Worlds aren’'t new starts and fresh hope, al that crap in the brochures. I’ ve been to all of
them. They’re just more developmentsthat I’ ve got to flog Colliac Fak’ s bloody softwareto. We're
covering every H-congruous planet in the galaxy with concrete; building little nests with awindow we can
look at the neighboring squaid skyscraper with. Y eah, we' re aredly progressive species, us humans.

So | got the next train to Wessex. Standard class coach, and | just managed to grab a seat nextto a
window. Beat some woman to it, who looked real pissed at mewhen | dipped in ahead of her. Gotta
learn, lady. Survival of the fittest on this route. Every route, every day.

The Wessex station made its Sydney cousin look smdl. Three big passenger terminaswith gold and
scarlet roofs curving high over twenty platforms apiece; you could probably fit my apartment skyscraper
ingde one of them. And amarshaing yard that sprawled over fifteen square miles, agiant zoo of
cybernetic machines and warehouses.

| had to switch terminasfor the train out to Orma-that’ s afive-minute trip on a pedwalk-then | had to
find theright platform. Theinsert that provides my virtud vision has interface problems now, so the
guidanceicons| was picking up from the station management array were blurred. Nearly misread the
damn thing. Finished up on platform 11B waiting with abig crowd for the train. These people weren't so
stressed and desperate as the ones back in Sydney. More prosperous types, with suits alot more
expendve than mine. They had nest little lesther designer arrays edged in gold or platinum tucked into the
top pockets. Y ou could seetheir fingersflicking about minutely as they shunted icons around their
high-rez virtua vision. | even saw afew of those new OCtattoos, the onesthat light up, tracing colorful
lines acrosstheir skin. One woman had green and blue spirals on her cheeks.

The carriage wasn't so crowded, so | got aseat by awindow again. | guess most of my fellow travelers
wereupinfirs class. Trip to Orma wasasmple eight minutes. Werolled out from the end of the
platform and across the marshaing yard. | could see the row of wormhole generators up ahead likea
metallic dliff, bloody huge greet rectangular buildings side by side with awormhole gateway at the end,
like the mouth of an old-fashioned train tunnd. Only these had light shining out of them: dien suns
Spreading amultitude of subtle shades across the rusting jumble of the marshaing yard.

Our train headed straight for apink-tinged hole, and | felt the tingle of the pressure curtain across my skin
aswe passed through. Then we were rolling along a couple of miles of track surrounded by open
countryside with strange bulbous gray and white trees before we reached the CST planetary station.

Harwood' s Hill, the capital, was smal, barely half amillion people. But it was beautiful, one of those
places that had banned combustion engines. It was spread across abig dope that rose up out of a
freshwater sea, with green spaces outnumbering buildingsfiveto one. If | could afford it, I’ d probably
move there. Y ou knew thisworld was making an effort to get things right. But it cost to grab a chunk of
adormitory planet for the upper middle classes. For Christ’ s sake, real estate here was more expensive
than back on Earth.

My train had arrived late evening. | took ataxi out to the airport, using the company card. Even the taxi
cost more than the return train fare. | watched the yachts out on the lake, trying not to be al sour and



envious. There must have been hundreds coming into port, their sailsal lit up by the sinking sun. Didn't
anyonein thiscity work?

Theflight to Essendyne was another three hours. At the other end, the airport was little more than aflat
patch of grasswith astrip of enzyme-bonded concrete down the middle, like it was | eft over from an
experimenta road building project.

Essendyneitsdf wasalittle town of stylish houses at the end of avalley. The surrounding mountains were
impressive, too. In winter, they have over ameter of snow. It is perfect for skiers.

| took another taxi out to the resort, aforty-minute ride. The place was only haf-finished, with themain
building amass of scaffolding crawling with congtruction bots. Some of the cabins had roofs, but the
ingdesweren't fitted. | got that shitty sinking feeling as soon aswe arrived. The office had told methe
wholething wasinitsfina stage of completion, with the staff busy getting ready for guests. All that was
|eft to do was a bit of landscaping. Complete crap.

Thetaxi dropped me outside the Site manager’ s office. She wasn't available, some crisis out there among
the scaffolding with amalfunctioning bot. Her assistant had the grace to look embarrassed ashe
explained that the handover date had been put back three months. It was difficult to get the materials out
to Essendyne from the nearest train station, atwo hours' drive away aong anarrow road. No one from
the resort company was even on Site, let done available to meet me.

Fucking pricks! Nobody back in Sydney had even bothered to check. Bastard scum! So I'd wasted an
entireday on atrip to aclient that didn’t even exist yet. | wanted to bill the dicks back homefor the
commisson I’d lost and the expenses I’ d built up.

Thetaxi took me back to the airport. And, of course, the plane back to Harwood' sHill didn’'t leave for
another five hours. | hit the bar in the concourse—agrand way to describe ahut with aglasswall. After
an hour, when the anger was redly pesking, | called Sydney and told the dick of an office manager what

| thought of him. I didn’t wait for him to say anything back. | cut the channd and got my e-butler to block
al incoming cals. There was aseafood bistro next to the bar. | went in and tried some of theloca food.
Not bad. Waitresswas kind of pretty, too. Then | went back to the bar.

| remember one of the stewardesses helping me onto the plane. Greet-looking chick with flaming red hair
and acute amile. | told her so, too. Then we took off and | was poorly. She helped clean it up. | dept the
rest of theflight.

Harwood' sHill wasagrind. Strange city, smal hours of the morning, with amother monster hangover.
Took ataxi to the CST dtation. Managed to find alittle store that was till open and bought some cleaner
tabs. | don't take them often-they’ re worse than the hangover if you ask me-but they do only last an hour
before your body stabilizes. | was back in Sydney by then. Cold, depressed, with bones that ached.
Couldn't eat, and fdt redly hungry thanksto the cleaners. And absolutely fuck al to show for my time.

| went home. Bugger the expense, | took ataxi. | waskind of surprised my company card was il
working by then. Y ou know | thought that was my low point. Then the bloody next thing | know, the
police are blowing up my door. | don’t know what they hit me with when they sormed in, but it waslike
my whole body wason fire. | just wanted to die. | mean, how could the universe do thisto me?

WHAT THE COURT DECIDED

It was the biggest case ever to be heard in aNova Zealand court; in fact, it was the biggest anything to
happen on Nova Zed and, period. Reporters from every Unisphere news show flooded into Ridgeview,



with their companies block-booking entire hotels. Those unable to snag aroom had to park their mobile
homes on the ring road, where they were jostled by curious camels brought to the planet by Bedouins
eager to re-create their ancient culture out in the freedom of the vast deserts. While in town, the narrow
streetswith their broad white canvas awnings rapidly became clogged by giant mobile studio trucks.

Paulawas given aroom in the city Attorney’s office. It was cramped, with desks shoved againgt the wall
and anoisy water tower, but better than trying to catch atrain in each day.

When the case was opened in front of Judge Jeroen, Paulawas surprised when the defense lawyer, Ms.
Toi, entered apleaof not guilty.

“Isshe going for some kind of technicality?’ Paulawhispered to Stephan Dorge, the Directorate’' s
prosecutor.

“I don’'t see how,” he whispered back. “They didn’t ask for adedl.”

“What about the memory deposition?’

“Nah, we can proveit’sanimplant.”

When Paulalooked & Ms. Toi, she thought the lawyer seemed uncomfortable.

Prosecution opened with the forensic evidence from the launch ste. There was the DNA match between
Dimitros Fiech and the urine sample. Skin andysistaken at the Directorate' s Sydney officeimmediately
after the arrest revedled traces of the missile’ s chemical rocket booster exhaust on hisarms and face;
there were dso plume traces on hisyellow shirt. The jury was shown camerapicturesfromthe Larse
marinaand Ridgeview's CST dtation. Additional corroboration was skin-cell DNA taken from the boat.

“The evidence that places Dimitros Fiech at the launch Siteisincontrovertible,” Stephan Dorge
concluded. “He fired the missile that killed a hundred and thirty-eight people. And for what? To push his
perverted ideological platform.”

In the docks, Dimitros Fiech shook hishead in disbdi€f.

Defense cdled PaulaMyo. “I’ d like to concentrate on the deposition of Dimitros Fiech’'s memory on the
day concerned,” Ms. Toi said. “Y ou ran the memory read yourself, did you not?’

“I did,” Paulasaid. “They contained no recollection of the missle launch. We believe fase memories of
hisday on Orma wereinserted at the same time his true memory of the attack was erased.”

“Fadse memories? Y ou mean someone created them in astudio like a Full Sensory drama?’

“No. An accomplice went to Ormal in his place to provide an dibi. That experience was recorded, then
loaded into Fiech’sbrain.”

“Y ou believe someone like the defendant went to Ormal. How do you know it wasn't him?”
“Because he was on Nova Zedand firing the missle”
“But the person, the personality, stting herein this courtroom today did not firethe missile, did he?”

Paulagave the defense lawyer asmall amile. “Nicetry. The defendant’ s persondity arranged for the
current memory to be implanted; therefore he iswhat he wantsto be.”

“But what heisnow isnot the origind persondity?’



“Who knows? Thereisno test that I'm aware of for identifying persondity; in any case, as any firs-year
psychology student will tell you, persondlity isfluid. It changes as you age. Some say it matures. Just
because you don’t remember committing a crime doesn’'t mean you' reinnocent of it. That precedent was
established when the first memory erasure techniques were developed. The Justice Directorate
suspension chambersare full of criminas who removed inconvenient incriminating memoaries. |’ d point out
that Fiech has erased hisentirelife prior to joining the Colliac Fak company, which has very nestly
blocked our investigation into the Free Merioneth movement, and we al know what that’ sled to in the
last 9x months. To me such behavior isthe persondity trait of ared fanatic.”

“Objection,” Ms. Toi exclamed. “ Speculation. | want that struck from the record.”
“Y ou asked for my opinion on his personality,” Paula countered.

“I'll dlow it to stand for the moment,” Judge Jeroen said. “It was alegitimate answer to your line of
guestioning, defense.”

“Your Honor.” Ms. Toi bowed to thejudge. “Investigator, you said that memory erasureis common
when a crime has been committed.”

“That iscorrect.”
“Have you ever known dternative memory for the time of the crime to be implanted?’

“I haven’'t come across it before, dthough the techniqueisreatively straightforward. You just need a
colleague like the one Fiech had to record hisday.”

“Soif | implanted the memory of firing the missileinto your brain, would that make you guilty?’
“No. Because | didn’t do it. Therest of the physica evidence would support that.”

“So, infact, Investigator, this boils down to two sets of opposing evidence. Both equdly vaid.”
“Valid but not of equa credibility. That is correct.”

“Please describe to the court the efforts that you undertook to establish that the person on Ormal was not
DimitrosFech.”

“I retraced the route myself, and interviewed everyone he remembered encountering. Security camera
images were recovered and anayzed.”

“Wht did they show?”

“A man with smilar facia featuresto Dimitros Fiech traveled to Ormal. We assumed he underwent a
cellular reprofiling trestment”

“But you can't proveit. The man sitting herein the dock could have been the one on Ormd, and his
made-up doppelganger could have fired the missile on NovaZedand. Am | right?’

“No. Under my ingtruction, a Directorate forensic officer analyzed the seat cover on the plane that flew
from Essendyne hack to Harwood' s Hill. 1t had been cleaned, but we found large traces of vomit
containing DNA. It did not correspond to Dimitros Fiech’ sDNA, yet it was the seat he remembers using
and being sck on. It wasn't him on Ormal.*

Ms. Toi gave Paulaadtartled look. “1 see. Thank you, Investigator.”



“No!” Dimitros Fiech yelled. “No, you can't believethat. | didn’'t do it! Damnyou, | didn’t!” He turned
to thejury and gave them awild stare. “1t wasn't me. | wasn't there. | know | wasn't!”

Judge Jeroen banged hisgavd. “Be seated, Mr. Fiech.”
“I'm being framed!” Heturned to Ms. Tol. “Do something!”
Shewinced.

Paulaquietly left the witness stand as Fiech continued histirade. Two large court officers moved forward
into the dock asthe judge banged his gavel repeatedly.

* % k % %

After another day and ahaf of evidence, thejury retired. They took an hour to reach their verdict of
guilty. Judge Jeroen sentenced Dimitros Fiech to two thousand seven hundred and sixty years life
suspension, twenty years for each of the people who suffered bodylossin the crash.

* % % % %
Paulawas packing her bag when Aidan Winkal rapped his knuckles on the office door. “Hello,” she said.
Hegrinned. “| just cameto say good-bye.”

“That' s very kind of you, Aidan. Y ou've handled yoursdf well while we were putting this case together,
and | know thishasn’'t been easy. | expect your Chief will be promoting you.”

“Probably. | gather Christabel got her promotion.”

“Yes. Chief investigator at last. I'll miss her. There€ |l be aparty in Paristonight when we get back.
Y ou' rewelcometo join us”

He scratched at his short hair. “Go to Perisjust for aparty. That'sared city-dweller thing. An Earth
aty.”

“Come on, you' re not such asmall-town boy. I’ d dance with you.”

“I can't believe how thorough you were. | redlly thought the defense was going to nail you with that
question about evidence from Ormal. | guess she didn’t redlize how methodica you are.”

Paula shrugged and dropped her spare jacket into the bag. “It'swhat | do. | haveto be certain for
myself. And Ms. Toi should have known, I’'m notorious enough for my diligence. He was badly
represented.”

“So you're convinced hedid it?’

“The Dimitros Fiech stting in the dock this morning was the physical person who launched the missile. |
have no doubt of that.”

“Now thereyou go, see: ared lawyer’ sanswer.”

“1 concede defense did have a point about what congtitutes awhole person. Body and memory arethe
two halves of being human.”

“But Fiech’ smemory of the attack has been wiped. It's over. We got what we could of him.”



She smiled reassuringly. “Yes, we did. And he got the sentence he deserved.”

Christabel and Nelson appeared behind Aidan. Neither looked asjubilant as they should have done.
Aidan gave Paulaan uncomfortable amile. “I'll leave you guysto it.”

“Try and get there tonight,” Paulatold him. “I meant it about that dance.”

A sheepish Aidan shuffled out past Christabel, who did her best not to laugh at his schoolboyish delight.
“Isheredly your type?’ Christabel asked.

“I don't have atype,” Paulasaid. “But heisan honest policeman. | valuethat.”

Nelson looked at Christabel, then Paula. Took abreath. “Anyway... I’'m also hereto deliver my
Dynasty’ sthanks. We agppreciate the effort involved in securing the verdict.”

“You'rewelcome,” Paulasaid. “It’' sashame we couldn’t use Fiech to uncover his co-conspirators, but
that memory wipewas very efficient. Thereisnothing left of hislife prior to hisarriva in Sydney for that
job. Until wefindly arrest the entire Free Merioneth Forces, we' re not going to find out who heis.”

“Was,” Christabdl corrected.

Nelson’ s expression turned bitter. He made a show of closing the door. “That’ s unlikely to happen. Not

“What do you mean?’ Christabel asked.

“Confidentidly: my Dynasty, dong with severa others, has agreed that Merioneth will become an
|solated world.”

Paulalet out ahiss of exasperation. She' d suspected something like thiswould happen. Thelast few
months, while they’ d assembled the case againgt Dimitros Fiech, had seen the Free Merioneth campaign
expand to darming proportions. After the Nova Zedand plane, the movement had been steadily refining
their operations, developing into more sophisticated assassins. The resultswere dramatic. Ther targets
were now digpatched with cool efficiency, and the number of collateral casudties was sgnificantly
reduced. In the last twelve attacks, thirty-nine Dynasty members had suffered complete bodyloss. The
new generations were now running very scared, with few of them leaving their mansions on the private
family worlds. “You gavein,” shesadin frustration.

“We couldn't afford it,” Nelson said with equd chagrin. “The cost of providing upgraded security for
every member of every Dynasty was completely unredlistic. Far beyond writing off the investment costs
in Merioneth.”

“There smore a stake here than money,” an annoyed Christabel snapped.

“I know that,” Nelson said. “ Of course, it won't appear to be any kind of climb down. We wouldn’t
alow that. We negotiated the terms of I solation with the new Nationdist Party that sprung up on
Merioneth. The terrorists stop their attacks, and in a couple of years we close the wormhole. They’ll be
ontheir own. Forever.”

“It’'ll come back to bite you,” Paulasaid. “Y ou’ ve shown your opponents aweakness. It can be used
every time someone wants a concession out of a Dynasty.”

“That was one of the reasons we agreed,” Nelson said.



“| don't understand.”

“We don't have other opponents, not in this category. The Intersolar Commonwedth isardatively
civilized place. Sure, we can al disagree with each other; politicians on haf of the planetswe ve got
aren't speeking to the other half; but there’ sonly atiny minority who want to leave, and an even smaller
number who resort to violence to obtain their ends. Thiswhole successon notionisridiculous. An
|solated planet will never benefit from the advances the rest of us make. Their social and economic
development will be stunted; hell, Merioneth will probably regress. When we announce that the
wormholeisto be closed, we' re expecting alot of Merioneth’ s ordinary residentswill rush back to the
Commonwesdlth before | solation begins. Our analysts have reviewed this; they’ re not sure Merioneth will
even be able to maintain basic rejuvenation technology levels, not in the short-to-medium term. | sure as
hell wouldn't want to live there. Body-loss will become degth again.”

“And the Dynasties consider that abig plus point,” Christabel reasoned. “ Anyone who doesn't like the
Dynasties and what they represent will be free to emigrate to Merioneth.”

“Then we dam the door shut behind them,” Nelson said. “It’' | be abolt hole for malcontents the
Commonwedth over. Everyoneis better off afterward.”

“An old-fashioned pressure valve for hotheads,” Paula muttered.

“So the Dynasty leaders decided,” he admitted. “It till galls methat the redl culprits behind the attacks
won't be brought to justice. But that’ sa politica price, and it gets set far above our heads.”

* % %k % %

The club was underneath a twenty-second-century retro-Napoleonic building on the Left Bank. 1t was
chic enough, though there were far more expensive placesin Paris, but aside from Christabel hersdlf, no
one from the Serious Crimes Directorate office could afford an evening partying with the truly wedthy
Grand Family members who colonized such establishments-and Christabel never pushed her heritage on
anyone. Until tonight.

It was dark ingde the annular vault, agloom punctured by holographic blobs oscillating with naughty
sublimind vibrations. Paulaflinched as she walked down the gairs to the floor; the sound system was like
aderated sonic wegpon. Glass galleries enlivened by violet light ran around the high stone wals at two
levels, linked by curving glass dairs. People thronged aong them, Paris seterna clique of bohemians,
wearing clothes of semi-organic fabric embossed with eaborate patterns that merged seamlessly into the
vivid OCtattoos on their skin. It was hard to tell what was fabric and what was flesh. Featherswere the
current merging trend, curving fronds longer than ostrich quills that sprouted from the spine. Six months
ago, it had been membrane petals. Severa men displayed their plumage as Paulawaked by, having it fan
out on ether Sde of their shoulders like wings. One was pure angdl white, with adivine body to match.
She smiled modestly and walked on, immune to such raffish peacocks.

Chrigtabel was close to the bar inside the centrd circle of pillars, knocking back atall glass of Ritz
Pimms. Her lips were microlayered gold. Whenever ahologram floated across her, they sparkled
dazzingly.

“Youmadeit!” she shouted a Paula. Paula snagged a glass from awaitress. “Cheersl”
“Ishehere?’

Paula shrugged, pretending not to understand. But there was a specific reason she was wearing a
traditiond little black dresswith a semi-organic hem that swirled about of its own volition. In her newly



youthful body, it made her look hot, and she knew it. Severd junior investigators were staring in away
they’ d never dare back at the office. “Congratulations,” Paulasaid. “ Traitor.”

Chrigtabel laughed. “I’ ve served my time. And | made chief investigator on merit done. That' swhat |
needed. For mysdlf if not the Dynasty.”

“You'll bealossto the Directorate.”

Chrigtabel leaned in afraction. “ The Dynasty is going to need me. Our entire concept of security isgoing
to have to be revised, thanksto our idiot founders giving in to Merioneth. | heard that everyone is now
pouring funds into researching personal-sized force-field generators. And they’ re al beefing up the
defenses on our private worlds.”

“Typicd. Soam | dlowed to ask what department you' rejoining?’
“Deputy manager EdenBurg protection.”
“Wow. Bigfidd.”

“Yeah. Give me acouple of decadesand I'll makeit to chief of the division. After that...” Shetrailed off
and drained her glass.

“You'll belocking hornswith Nelson.”
“Nhaaa. He stoo smart. We'll get on, at that level you haveto.”
“Speaking of which-"

“Of course. WE Il dataswap. Happy to. Unless dear old grandmaHeather actudly kills someone—then
I’ll be helping to cover her arse”

“It'snot your Dynasty’ sfounder I'm interested in.”
“Oh?" Christabel plucked another glass from the bar.

Paulathought that she looked defensive. How quickly alliances shift. “If you get the chance to access
your Dynagty’ sfile on the Merioneth Isolation, I’ d appreciate asummary.”

“That kind of thing never gets put in afile, asyou well know. What are you looking for? We got Fiech,
for God's sake. Two and ahaf millenniain oblivion! It doesn’t get better than that.”

“Why did hedo it?’

“What?’

“I don’t understand his motivation.”

“To liberate Merioneth from Dynasty oppression,” Christabel recited vicioudy. “ And the bastards won!”

“Yes, they did, but Fiech didn’'t. He was utterly committed to his cause, so much so that he perpetrates
one of the worst atrocitiesin modern history. One that dmost killed his precious movement stone dead.
People were repdled by what he did. Even hisold colleagues realized that was too much, which iswhy
they quickly got professona. That’s how they won. Continuing to wipe out the Dynasty kids and keep
bystander body-loss to an absol ute minimum was smart. It bought pressure to bear exactly where it was
needed. Y et Fiech will never see the end result, he'll never live on hisfree, liberated Merioneth.



Motivated people smply don’t commit suicide, which is effectively what he' sdone. By the time he comes
out of sugpension, the Commonwedlth won't be recognizable, even if it il exists. Damnit, we' |l probably
al be post-physica by then. He' s sacrificed himsdlf for something he' [l never know. That doesn't make

“Fanatics never make any rea senseto anyone except themselves. Don't look for logic here, you' |l only
be disappointed.”

“There was logic behind this. | just don’t understand it yet. And that bothers me. It meanswe' ve
overlooked something. Whoever set this up expended a huge amount of effort. The Directorate ran
checks on every planetary medica database in the Commonwesalth. Nobody has any record of the
doppelganger’ sDNA, which isextremely unusua for this day and age. The nearest we can do isidentify
family traits; he has ancestry within amix of Celtic, Northern Spanish, and Saudi ethnicities. We found
what we believeisapossible cousin on Fiurg; it was certainly the closest genetic match. But the poor girl
didn’t recognize Dimitros. | ran her family treeasbest | could, but if he'sonit, | couldn’t tell. Wejust
don’t know who heis. If we can’t find out, then he’ s either the most important man in the Merioneth
independence movement, or an absolute nobody. | don’t believe either.”

“Maybeyou'reright with thefirst one, and his palsin the Free Merioneth Forces are planning on
springing him out of suspension just before CST shuts the wormhole.”

“Not going to happen. Nothing and nobody can break into the Justice Directorate suspension facility.”
“So what are you going to do?’

Paula saw anervous-looking Aidan appear a the top of the Main. She smiled. “What | dways do; keep
the file open, solve the case properly.”

Christabel followed her gaze. “ Of course, you aways get your man.”

“Yes Always.”

WHAT PAULA FOUND OUT

Nelson Sheldon was right about the timing. Twenty-one months after Fiech’ s court case, and three
weeks after aplanetary referendum officialy denounced as a shambolic farce by Intersolar observers, the
senator from Merioneth stood up in the Commonwealth Senate to declare that her planet was regretfully
withdrawing from the Intersolar Commonwesdlth to “ pursue our future independently.” The Speaker
wished her well, and there was a chilly silence as the Merioneth delegation dramaticaly waked out of the
full chamber. CST immediately announced that the wormhole link to Merioneth would be withdrawn in
three months, leaving enough time for anyone on the planet who didn’t wish to be Isolated to return to the
Commonwedth.

Out of apopulation of seventeen million, the number wanting to remain part of the Commonweath was
just over nine million. It took an awful lot of trains running round the clock to bring them out. Which made
travel to Merioneth extremely easy, with an inbound train arriving every ten minutes. When Paula caught
atrain to Barandy, the capitd, three weeks before the wormhole was due to be shut, she was the only
passenger in firgt class. Most of the carriages were vehicle carriers. Emigres favored big trucks crammed
full with their possessions. Loca shipping companies were charging afortune to trangport containers of
larger items. And the emergent nationa government was getting difficult about letting industrid machinery
leave. Thelatest batch of restrictions covered al types of agribots; alot of farmers were heading back to
the Commonwedth.



Paula stared out of the long window asthey emerged through the wormhol€ s pressure curtain. 1t was
winter outside, with flecks of snow drifting through an iron-gray sky. The landscape here outside the
capita was arranged into neet fields given over entirely to row after row of some vine equivaent, with
brown |eafless stems stretched adong wire frames. Hundreds of small agribotsrolled dowly down the
lines, their ply-plastic tentacles pruning the vines back to their regulation two-meter length.

Barandy itsdf was aprawl of housing estates and industrid zones clustered around acommercia center
that had aready started to put up skyscrapers. The architecture was alittle bleak and functiona perhaps,
but the city’ s Size was an excellent example of successful development for aworld that had only been
open to settlement for eighty years.

By the time the train reached the marshaing yard outsde the station, there were signs of law and order
beginning to break down. Streets were clogged with abandoned cars and vans. The crates and boxes
that they’ d carried were now strewn everywhere, broken open to spill their contents onto theicy
enzyme-bonded concrete. It was asif the goods of a hundred department stores had been scattered
acrossthedigrict by ared live cargo cult god. Gangs of kids and some adults were foraging the bounty.
Then thetrain drew into the marshaing yard itself, and Paula s view of the city vanished behind walls of
meta containers stacked taller than the surrounding buildings, al waiting shipment out. Menin thick
jackets with the Merioneth Nationdist Party logo on their deeves patrolled the aides.

Thetrain drew in at one of the ten platforms under the cover of a sweeping green crysta canopy. Every
sguare meter of the platforms and concourse was occupied by a bad-tempered crowd. Armor-clad CST
security guards patrolled dong narrow clearways, their angler guns carried prominently.

Paula dipped off the carriage to be greeted by Byron Lacrosh, chief aide to the prime minister, Svein
Moaem, who was aso |leader of the Merioneth Nationaist Party. Byron and an armed police escort
guided her down one of the clearways. A large limousine took them from the CST dation to the
Parliament building dong roads that were still being cleared of discarded vehicles. Every few minutes,
they passed crews of men and bots|ifting cars onto big tow trucks.

“Y ou won't need to worry about mining any new meta for afew years,” Paulaobserved.

“Material resources aren’t our prime concern,” Byron Lacrosh said. “We hope to establish a culture that
isn't as technol ogy-based as the Commonwed th.”

“Y ou're going to go the agrarian route?’

“Wefavor divorcing oursaves from the consumerist monoculture that dominates the Dynasty-ruled
worlds, yes. We don’t shun technology, we just don’t see the necessity to incorporate it in every aspect
of life”

“Appropriate sustainability, then?’

Byron gave her an interested look. “Y ou understand the philosophy?’

“It' shardly new. My birthworld isbased on it.”

“Ohyes, of course. I’ d forgotten where you came from, Investigator Myo.”

The Parliament building was a concrete and glass monstrosity, intended as a vigorous statement of anew
planet’ sidentity and prosperity. The result wasthe kind of design-by-bureaucrat-committee that Paula
aways found depressing, representing the exact opposite of the ethosit had originaly been
commissioned to promote.



Svein Modem’ s office was on the fifth floor, with acurving glasswall that opened onto the hanging rose
garden-famouslocally for its cost overruns and leaky troughs. He sat behind adark desk made from
native kajawood. A broad-shouldered man ten years out of rgjuvenation, with anestly trimmed
beard-following current local tradition. Hislight blue eyes were strongly contrasted with dark skin and
mousy hair. Paula saw tiny luminescent green linesflickering aong his cheeksto curve around the back of
his neck. More OCtattoos shone on his hands. When she ordered her inserts to scan the office, she
found a congderable amount of encrypted €l ectromagnetic traffic emanating from him, or, to be exact,
from the necklace of flat opals he wore. It was the kind of emission level she usually associated with
sensory drama actors, dlowing the Unisphere audience to experience their body’ s sensations. Thetwo
people, aman and awoman sitting in front of his desk, were aso broadcasting an unusualy large amount
of data, from smilar necklace arrays. Paula suspected that every aspect of her interview wasto be
recorded and analyzed. A high-capacity cybersphere node was discreetly incorporated into the
floor-to-ceiling bookcase behind the desk, but gpart from that and severa security sensors, she couldn’t
detect any other active hardware. Not that she expected any weaponsto be active.

“Thank you for agreeing to see me, Prime Minigter,” shesaid.

Svein Moaem nodded gracioudy but didn't get up. He gestured to an empty chair directly in front of his
desk. “| asked for two representatives from the Attorney Generd’ s office to be present.”

Paula glanced at the two lawyers flanking her as she sat down. “I’m not hereto arrest you. In fact,
nobody redly knowsif the Intersolar Commonwedlth hasjurisdiction here at the moment. Y ou've
declared independence, and we ve agreed to recognize it in three weeks' time. Anything between those
datesisavery gray lega area”

“Y es, but nonetheless, they will insure my reputation is protected from unfair allegations.”
“Allegations are for tabloid shows. I’'m only hereto ask questions.”

The green lines under Moadem’ s beard scintillated. “ Asafriend of the Commonwedth, I'm happy to
oblige; we have nothing to hide from you. And of course, who can resst your persona notoriety? So
let’s get started, shall we? | can spare you thirty minutes.”

“I am the gppointed investigator for the Dimitros Fiech case. Did you know him, Prime Minister?’

“I know of him, sadly. His misguided organization was one of the main inspirations behind setting up our
Nationalist Party. Of course, we completely repudiate the use of violence to achieve independence.”

“So you didn’'t know him persondly?’
“No. My party’ sgoaswere achieved by legitimate democratic ends.”
“| accessed the report from the observer team on your referendum. They wouldn’'t agree.”

“Biased vitriol from those who have avested interest in our continuing dependence and integration with
their monoculture.”

“Whatever. Fiech and his colleagues proved exceptiondly resourceful, and they certainly learned quickly
from their mistakes. He is the only member of the Free Merioneth movement we have gpprehended so
far. What they did required alarge amount of money, at the very least. Is your government aware of
where that finance originated from?’

“Y our pardon, Investigator, but right now the Treasury department has more pressing concerns than
examining bank transactions from two years ago. Little matterslike making sure we have avaid currency



in place for the cutoff. Y ou understand.”

“Their money must have originated here.”

“I’'m sureyou'reright. If wefind out in the next three weeks, we' Il be sure to inform your Directorate.”
“Could it have come from the same source as your Party’ s money?’

“We are not dignifying that with an answer,” the female lawyer said sernly.

Svein Modem gave Paulaasmal mocking shrug to say Out of my hands.

“Y ou set up your party after Fiech’s organization had aready won Isolation from the Dynasties,” Paula
sad.

“Interesting alegation, Investigator.” Modem glanced at the femae lawyer. “ Do you have proof of this?’

“At the moment, I’'m purely interested in motives. As someone who embodies the |solationist dream, can
you tel mewhy Fech sacrificed himsdf?’

“I'm sure old Earth history isfull of martyrs, dl nestly documented, if you are that interested. But |
suspect he believed as | do. And those who truly believe in the cause of freedom will go to any lengthsto
see it becomeredity. | commend his bravery, though, of course, I cannot condone his method.”

“Y et his methods secured your goals.”

“They helped focus the imaginations and aspirations of everyone on this planet. He woke us up to the
oppression we labored under.”

“| don't believe the people of this planet are inspired by monstrous violence. Over ahundred and thirty
people suffered severe bodyloss on the Nova Zedland plane alone. Y our citizens would want justice for
them and dl the others whose blood was spilled.”

“Judtice, yes. But we equdly disapprove of the vengeance we ve seen your Directorate unleash.”

“Who did you find guilty of the NovaZedand crime, Investigator? Not the person who pulled the trigger,
at least not the whole person. The man you havein your suspension facility lived adifferent life on that
day. Your prisoner isnot guilty of bringing down that aircraft. Y ou hold a prisoner of conscience. A patsy
whose sole purpose isto satisfy the masses to the benefit of your political masters.”

“Dimitros Fiech committed that crime,” Paula said, doing her best to hold her temper in check. She knew
that the prime minister was provoking her, trying to throw her off track. “ Thereisno question of that.”

“So dready we see the difference between your culture srigid nature and our more liberal, progressive
quality. Y our laws cannot adapt to new circumstances.”

“Fech’smemoriesare an dibi, nothing more. It’ s no different from using cellular reprofiling to change
your facid features”

“It iscompletely different; it ishismind. The mind of the person you have suspended knows that he was
on Ormd during the crime. Y ou said it yourself in the deposition: He knows his office screwed up
sending him there, he knows he paid the taxi farein Harwood' s Hill, he was the person who watched the
land roll past through the plane’ swindow, he was angry and frustrated when he arrived at the resort, he



tasted the vodka at the airport bar, he fancied the redheaded stewardess who helped him on the plane,
he had the hangover. That was Dimitros Fiech. Nobody else. His persondity. Him! Y our imprudent
freedom fighter was someoneese”

“Who was erased by his colleagues. And | will find them,” Paulagrowled out. “In order to do that, |
need to comprehend the psychology behind dl of this. So tell me, help mitigate Dimitros Fiech's
sentence: Why exactly do you want Isolation? What can you possibly achieve here that requiresthis
drastic saverance from the Commonwedth?’

“That' savery long ligt, Investigator. Starting with removing the contamination of amorally bankrupt,
decadent society.”

“At the cost of medica benefits?'Y our industria capability isgoing to be reduced dragticaly.”

“Not as much as your propagandainssts. We shdl live here peacefully and progressin our own way, a
way not dictated by the Dynasties or the Senate. Many people are attracted to such anotion. Millions,
actualy. Do you redly begrudge us such liberty?*

“No. | just don’t see what ideology can't be pursued within the umbrella of the Commonwedlth. It is not
asoppressive asyour party claims, as you arewell aware. A great many reduced-technology
communities flourish on Commonwedlth worlds. What you have engineered hereisradica. I'm trying to
understand itsrationde.”

Svein Modem sat back in his chair and gave Paulaathoughtful stare, very much the palitician trying to
convert another wavering voter. “ Y ou of al people struggle to understand? Forgive me, but thet is hard
to believe”

“Why?

“Y ou were created and birthed on Huxley’ s Haven, the most reviled planet in the Commonwealth. How
theillibera classes hated itsfounding. A world with everyone geneticaly predisposed to their job, a
society in which everybody has a secure place. It isliving proof that dternatives can work. Surdly that'sa
concept to be welcomed and admired?’

“Itsfunctiondlity is admirable. However, even | don’t approve of its static nature. Those humans can no
longer evolve.”

“Yet they live perfectly happy lives”
“Yes” Paulasad. “Within the parameters established by the Human Structure Foundation.”
“Y ou would want Huxley’ s Haven broken up and abandoned?’ He sounded very surprised.

“Certainly not. Itscitizens have aright to their existence. It is pureimperialist arrogance for outsdersto
propose dteration.”

“You see, Investigator, you make my argument for me! That isyour answer. Theright to
self-determination is ahuman fundamental. Such athing is not possible while under thefinancid
hegemony of the Dynasties and Grand Families.”

“Everything comes down to money intheend,” Paula offered.
1] Q'Jlte.”



“I dtill can't believe some abgtract ideology isenough for Fiech to sacrifice himslf.”
“Hardly abstract.” Moaem waved at the city outside. “Hiswish has become our redlity.”
Paulapursed her lips, following hisgesture. “1 hopeit' sworthit.”

“Itis”

She stood and gave him asmdl bow. “Thank you for your time, Prime Minister.”

“Y ou' rewelcome, Investigator. In fact, I’ d like to offer you a place here with us. Our police forces will
need a substantial reorganization after the cutoff. Who better to manage that? Y ou are celebrated and
respected on every world in the Commonwealth. Y our honesty and devotion to justice have broken the
hatred and prejudice barrier. In away, you are what we aspire to be.”

“That' svery flattering, but the answer isno.”

“Why not? Indulge me, please. | am curious. Y ou left Huxley’ s Haven, the only one of millions ever to do
0. Y ou found the Commonwealth more atractive. Why not us?’

“I didn't leave,” Paulasaid, feding her shoulder musclestense up. “I was stolen from my birthing clinic.
The politica activists who took me wanted to make apoint in their campaign to * liberate’ Huxley's
Haven. Consequently, | was brought up in the Commonwedlth. | choseto stay.”

“Y ou found it more desirable than the most secure civilization ever established?’

“I was created to be apolice officer; it iswhat | am. Thereis more crime in the Commonwedlth than on
Huxley’ sHaven, and it isthe culture | was brought up in. It waslogicd for meto stay. Herel would
never lack for chalenges.”

“So the activigts were right then? The manufactured people of Huxley’ s Haven would be able to settlein
the Intersolar Commonwed th?”

They could physically settle. Intdlectudly, | doubt they would be ableto integrate. Mysdlf and other
police officers are avery small minority of the population. The exceptions. | understand that after my
‘batch,” the Foundation changed the psychoneurd profiling. Huxley’ s Haven police officers are no longer
aslibera asme'-shelicked her lipsin amusement-"anotion that discomforts the Commonwed th even
more. Can you imagine alessforgiving verson of me, Prime Minigter?

“That’ satough one, | admit.” Findly he stood, afaint smile on hislips. “ Good day, Investigator.”

* * % % %

Two days|ater, Paulawoke up to acal request from Christabel flashing in her virtua vision. She
yawned, stretched, and told her maidbot to bring some tea. Then her virtual finger touched Christabel’s
greenicon.

“You madeit back okay,” Christabel said. “1 heard it’ s getting tough in Barandy. CST asked for a
week’ s extension before they switch off the wormhole; they’ re worried they won't be able to get
everyone out before the cutoff.”

“There salot of peoplethere,” Paulasaid, remembering the trip back to the CST dation, the way her
police escort had to force their way to atrain for her. “What did the Merioneth government say?”

“ NO_”



“Figures. Modem has worked hard to reach this moment. HE s not going to alow anything to stop it
now. Especialy now.”

“Especidly now? Did you get some useful information?’

“Very. Hewasthe dibi memory. Svein Modem went to Orma and spent the day living Fiech'slife.”
“What?Y ou’ ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

“No. I'mnot.”

“How do you know that?’

“Hefancied aredhead.”

“Come on, talk senseto me.”

“Moaem told me the stewardess on the plane Fiech flew on from Essendyne back to Harwood' s Hill
was aredhead. He' sright, too.” Paulaclosed her eyes, recaling the memoriesthat didn’t belong to her,
the ones she' d read from Fiech’ s brain. Seeing wavery images of the attractive woman in her neat blue
and green uniform, Cdtic-red hair dl tied up with leather clips. Trying to smile as she supported his body
up the stairs, and, amazingly, still cam when she deposited him in his seat and he made a crude drunken

pass.
Paula had interviewed the woman aweek later as she retraced the dibi, confirming the memory.

“So?" Christabel asked.
“That detail was't in the memory deposition filed with the court. | just said a stewardess.”
“He could have found out.”

Paula pulled the straps of her dip up properly on her shoulders as the maidbot came in with alarge
breakfast cup of green Assam tea. “Why would he?’

“Because they’re obvioudy al part of the same group of Isolationists. HE d want to know everything
connected with the case.”

“No, thiswas acasud detall. | know it was. Hewasthe oneon Ormal.”
“Oh bloody hell, so now what?’

“Obvioudy, he hasto be arrested. He was amgjor part of the crime. If he was as deeply involved in the
Free Merioneth Forces as | suspect, he could well expose the others with amemory read.”

“Not going to happen. There' sonly two and a half weeks left to Isolation. Y ou'll never get clearance for
that. It would take asmall army to go in there and arrest their new prime minister. Actualy... how come
you didn’t try while you were there? | know you. Y ou cannot stand back.”

“I' know. It sengineered into my nature. But the probability of asuccessful outcomeif I'd tired to arrest
him on the spot was zero. They would Smply have diminated me.”

“So natura sdlf-preservation is stronger than the rest of you after dl. That' sardief to know.”

“It was Smply adecision based on common sense. | am going to arrange ameeting with Nelson. He may



be able to secure me the return ability 1 need to complete the case.”
“Damn, that’ salong shot.”
“Yes, but what else have | got? The Directorate won't be able to lift Moaem from Merioneth.”

“I wouldn’t count on the Sheldons doing it either. The political fallout would betoo great: Lifting someone
from an I solated world and making them stand tria here al because they assassinated Dynasty members.
That won't look good for the Dynasties, Paula, not paliticaly. Isolation was the end of this, the dedl.”

“I know, but Nelson is the best option I’ ve got.” She sipped some of thetea. “What were you caling me
about?’

“I"ve been digging around where | shouldn’t have, asyou asked. I'm not sure how relevant thisis now,
but the Dynasties know who' s been backing the whole Merioneth independence movement.”

“Who?’

“Now promise you won't shoot the messenger.”

Paula grinned and took another sip. “1 won't.”

“The Human Structure Foundation.”

The surprise made her gart. “Damnit!” She struggled not to let the teaspill onto the bed.
“Y ou okay?’

“Yes, yes” Besde her, Aidan stirred at the commotion.

“Look, | can maybe make someinquiries at thisend, seeif my Dynasty will go along with a covert
extraction. The Free Merioneth Forces hurt alot of Hagarths. Heather was not happy about giving them
Isolation. We could put together an operation with the Sheldons.”

“That'smore like vengeance,” Paulasaid quietly. “Not due process.”

“Y ou're running out of options.”

“I know. | need to make afew moreinquiries about this. I'll get back to you.”
Aidan blinked round, lifting his head off the pillow. “ Something wrong?’

“No.” Sheran her hand through hisdisheveled hair. “Early art, that’ sdl. Something unexpected came
up. I've got to take atrip.”

“Where to now? Other side of the Commonwedth again?’
“The Caribbean, actudly.”

* % %k % %

The nearest city on the trans-Earth loop was New Y ork. When she arrived at the Newark station, Paula
took acab over to JFK and flew a Directorate hypersonic parald to the East Coast, then on south to
Grenada. The Human Structure Foundation campus occupied a broad stretch of rugged land behind a
series of curving beaches whose pae sand was just visiblein the low moonlight. A circular white-glass
tower formed the center, silhouetted by liquid bifluron tubes embedded in the structure. The long



sodium-orange web of streets radiating out from the base revesaled the surrounding village of eaborate
bungd ows. Foundation membersdidn’t resde in any of theidand’ s ordinary towns, in the last century,
few ventured out beyond the heavily guarded perimeter strip. It was amicronation of genetic ideologues,
despised by just about everyone, yet continuing to operate under Senate-imposed research restrictions,
restrictions that had grown ever stronger since the establishment of Huxley’s Haven.

Paulawas familiar enough with the setup, though she' d never actudly visited before. The notion of
walking around the place that conceived her-intellectudly and physcaly-was an experience she smply
didn’'t want.

Her planelanded on acircular pad by the tower. Long ply-plastic petals unrolled from the edgesto form
aprotective shell over her little craft. An astonishingly attractive woman named Opheliaescorted her up
to Dr. Friland’ s office on the top floor of the tower. On the way through the atrium lobby, people
stopped and stared at Paula. It wasthree o' clock in the morning local time; the tower should have been
deserted. Shewas used to attention, but this was akin to religious respect. Some looked like they wanted
to bow as she waked past. The effect was un-nerving-and she wasn't used to that fedling at all.

“You'retheliving proof that the concepts for which we stand have been successful,” Ophelia murmured
asthey walked into the elevator. “ There have been many sacrifices down the decades, so please excuse
their wonder.”

Paula sucked in her cheeks, unable to meet any of the ardent stares asthe elevator doors did shut.

According to hisfile, Justin Friland was born toward the end of the twentieth century. Meeting himin the
flesh, Paula.couldn’t tell, and she normally prided herself in spotting the telltale mannerisms of the truly
old. He didn't have any. His effusive good nature matched his handsome adol escent appearance
perfectly. Like the Foundation members down in the lobby, he gave Paulaan incredulous smile as she
cameinto hisoffice.

“Director, | appreciate you seeing me,” Paulasaid. “Especidly at thistime of night.”

“Not a al. Thisisan absolute honor,” he said, shaking her hand too vigoroudy and beaming awide
amile

“Thank you,” Paulasaid gently, and removed her hand from hisgrip.

“I spent twenty-five years on Huxley’ s Haven, helping to establish the birthing centers,” Justin Friland
sad. “And seeing you hereis’-he spread his arms out-“ astonishing. We never thought one of you could
adapt to life offworld.”

“One of me?’ Paulaarched an eyebrow.

“Sorry, sorry! It' s jus—we took so much shit over the Haven. Even fifty years ago, the perimeter here
was surrounded by protesters. However, the days of the ten-thousand-strong mob have long gone. We
gtill do have ahard core camped to the side of our main entrance. They'renot... pleasant people. My

thoughts are il in war mode. My fault.”
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“Please, sit down.” He hurried over to awide couch. “What can | do for you?’
“I need information.”

“Whatever | can provide.” He was nodding enthusiagtically as Paula sat beside him.



“Thereisarumor that the Foundation financed Merioneth’ s |solation.”

“Not us” Friland said emphaticaly. He brushed some floppy chestnut hair from his forehead. “However,
the Foundation has undergone considerable schism during the last quarter century. | now lead what you'd
probably call a Conservative faction.”

“What of the other factions?’

He sighed. “ The person you want to talk to is Svein Modem.”

Paula gave Friland asurprised look. “ He' s a Foundation member?’
“An ex-colleague, yes. Now the leader of the New Immortals.”
“Wedidn't know that. We don't have access to Merioneth filesnow.”

“Wouldn't have done you any good. The New Immortals have coveted their own planet for sometime.
They did alot more than smply finance the I solation revolution on Merioneth. They infiltrated its civil
service quite sometime ago. Any records you did access through the Unisphere merely say what they
want them to say.”

“And you didn’'t fed obliged to tdll usthis?’
“Us?" udtin Friland smiled faintly.
“The Intersolar Senate. The Sarious Crimes Directorate.”

“Ah. Y our government? No. Pardon me, Paula. | wasn't about to come running to the organi zation that
officidly condemned my projects asthe work of the devil. Besides, up until they started killing Dynasty
members, our Immortal brethren didn’t actualy do anything illegal. Political shenanigans are perfectly
permissible under our oh-so-libera Intersolar condtitution.

Manipulating public datafor ideologica endsis common practice. | assume you have better statistics than
| do on the subject.”

Paulathought about arguing but decided againgt it. The information might be useful later, if the Directorate
decided to press complicity charges againgt Friland. “The New Immortas?’ sheasked. “| assumeit'sa
relevant name. What method have they adopted? And why doesit need an Isolated world?’

Julian Friland looked ditinctly uncomfortable. “It'samodified version of today’ sre-life memory
succession, which diminates the requirement to rejuvenate abody.”

“Thank you. Y ou' vejust told me nothing.”

“If you suffer bodyloss today, your insurance company grows a clone and downloads your secure
memory store into it. Many people regard that as degth. It's aquestion of continuity, you see. In
rgjuvenation, your body smply floatsin atank whileits DNA isreset. The you that comesout istill the
you that went in ayear before, so there’ sno doubt about origindity and identity. What Modem and his
group proposed was operating continuous bodies. A mentd relay, if you like, with a persondity twinned
between an old and young version of the same person.”

“So when the old physical body dies, the young one carries on.

“With continuity intact,” Friland emphasized. 1 acknowledge the concept is an elegant one.”



“Not entirdly origind,” Paulasaid, thinking about the emissions she' d detected coming from Modem. She
frowned, trying to follow the idea through to its conclusion. “ Surdly, the two bodieswould haveto be
closetogether. If they started to diverge, see and react to different things, then the personality would aso
dart to fraction.”

“Good point. The New Immortals claimed that was actualy a desirable outcome. Moaem decided that a
sngular persondity input-point was a primitive notion. The human mind should be able to expand to
encompass many bodyforms, dl inputting their experiencesto the unifying mind.”

“That hasto be unstable. Bipolar disorder and multiple personaities are notorioudy erratic.”

“I"ve been through these arguments so many timeswith Svein. He maintainsthat inherent mentd illnessis
completely avoidable in these circumstances, that the human mind can evolve in conjunction with its
physica environment. The host persondlity hasto be willing and receptive to change, to want to learn
how to be different. HE s probably right.”

“I'msorry, | don't follow. Y ou say the Foundation split because of this? | thought you were al about
exploring new forms of human existence.”

“Weare. | set up the Foundation to advance humanity through genetic modification. But changein
isolation is not adesirable thing. Hence Huxley’ s Haven. Not only areits citizens perfectly adjusted to
their jobs, the entire society is designed to be stable, so that only the professions and abilitieswe have
alowed for are needed. There are human clerks who make electronics, especialy computers, redundant.
Engineering is condtitutiondly fixed to equa early-twentieth-century development, so mechanicsare
capable of performing all repairs, rather than writing software for maintenance bots. It'salevd that was
specificdly chosen to give everyone adecent qudlity of life without dependence on cybernetics. Whichis
what makes Huxley’ s Haven a perfectly integrated society. It doesn't change because thereisno
requirement for change. That iswhat Commonwedlth citizens found so disturbing; it'saso why it works.
Within the Foundation, we had avery large debate as to whether we should Isolate it once it was
established.”

“Why didn’t you? A society like that can only be chalenged by an outside force, so why risk continued
exposure? There are plenty of idealists even today who would like it stopped.”

“| didn’t believe we had theright. Maybe in afew hundred years' time, the Haven will chooseto isolate
itself from what the Intersolar Commonwedlth will become. Who knows?’

“Andif it gartsto fal, you can fix it,” Paulaguessed. He had that kind of egotism.

“That’ swhat the freethinkers arefor,” Friland said. “ And to alesser degree, the police such as yoursdlf.
All societies should include amechanism for self-correction.”

“You'redigracting me,” Paulasaid. “Why the split with the New Immortas?’
“Very wdl,” Friland said. “1 oweyou of dl people that explanation, if nothing dse.”
“How ironic for you, having to explain yourself to your cregtion!”

“I'm not a Frankengtein, Investigator.”

“Of course not. The 5plit?

“Firg, the prospect of ahivemindisonel resist. Cal me old-fashioned, but | don’t regard it asahuman
god. Y et thereisthat danger. Svein knows that you need more than two bodies to guarantee



life-continuity. The more you have, the higher the persondity’ ssurviva probability Thereisno theoretica
limit. He can possess hundreds, thousands, of bodies. More gill. Exponentia growth rates are afavorite
politician’sscareimage, and | don't liketo useit, but something close to exponentid expansionisavery
red threat in this case. What happensto individua, norma humansif aNew Immorta expandsits nest of
selves? An Immortd by hisor her nature becomes focused on survival. That will trigger competition for
resources, possibly as bad asit wasin the twenty-first century before Ozzie and Nigel devel oped
wormhole technology. Would the singulars survive? Would they be allowed to survive? And what about
other nest Immortals? Oneroute is merger. The universd monomind. Again, something | ingtinctively shy
away from. Svein was not complimentary about what he perceives as my outdated reactionary thinking.”

“That must have been painful for you.”

“Quite. The other problem | have is the method that the New Immortas have chosen. It is not pure
genetic evolution, which isour creed.”

“Now you'veredly lost me”

“If you have children, Investigator, they will remain true to your nature. They will inherit the genetic and
psychoneurd profiling that make you the perfect law enforcement officer. We set the traits that make you
what you are; they are dominant. Evenif dl our fabulous society should fdl, if thewormholes are closed,
the factories break down, eectricity ceaseto flow; if the human race entersinto anew age of
barbarism-what the Foundation created will remain. Our heritage iswritten in our genes. When we define
an advancement, weincorporate it in our DNA. It can never belost. An equal science can removeit, but
our advances would endure adark age. Svein’s system will not. He shares his thoughts and memories
with his other bodies viathe unisphere. He needs OCtattoos and inserts to transmit and receive. He
needs clone vats to grow new bodies. Hisis acybernetic, technological future. It isavery short step from
what he wishes to become to smply downloading your thoughtsinto a machine, like today’ s uniheads do
with the SI. After dl, amachine can be made far stronger than human flesh. Thisis not the route | wish
the Foundation to go down. At the far end, it is not a human outcome that awaits.”

“Surely, that’sdl contrary to the stasis of Huxley’ sHaven?’

“The Haven provides uswith a proof of concept. We know we can match our genetic and societa
requirements synergistically. That setsthe stage for our next advances.”

“Which are?’ she asked sharply.

“Deveopment dong dl fronts. Extreme longevity-ultimately, self-rguvenation. Increased intelligence.
Huge disease resistance.”

“Bigger. Stronger. Better,” she murmured.

“Y es. These advances are dowly seeping into the human genome. Parents have baseline procedures
carried out on their embryosto give their offspring hedthier physiques. Reprofiling is commonplacein
rejuvenation tanks, at least for those who can afford it. We are adow revolution, Paula. People find our
long-term aims uncomfortable, but they continue to incorporate our immediate successes into their very
selves. Given such development, society will inevitably adapt and evolve. Whichiswhy | rgect the
obsessiond god of the New Immortas. | will happily continue my rejuvenation treatments every thirty
years because they will ultimately be temporary. In four or five hundred years time, | will be beginning
my senior life span, which will be measured in millennia. Can you imagine what kind of culture that will
play host to?

“Evenif | could, | obvioudy wouldn’'t have aplaceinit. I'm just ahafway stage experiment, remember.”



“Oh no, Paula, you' ve become much more than that. Y ou’ ve humbled us by showing how adaptive
humanity is. Y ou are an inspiration that we can al exceed our perceived limits.”

“How very lovely for you,” she said acerbicaly, and stood up.

Justin Friland looked up at her. “What will you do to Svein Moaem now that you know what heis?’
“I'mnot sure,” shereplied truthfully. “I’'m sureI’ll adapt my nature somehow, and bring him to justice.”
He smiled sadly. “We re not adversaries, Paula, not you and me.

“Not yet. Not quite. But keep on going the way you are, and we' Il wind up facing each other in court.
The Senate has gtrict laws concerning genetic manipul ation outside designated human parameters.”

“I' know. And I’'m very tired of them, which iswhy we refindly leaving dtogether.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Are you going to |solate another world?’

“No, we don’'t have to. The Commonweslth is desperate to make a success of Far Away; the Senate
spent so much money getting there, they have to judtify it to the taxpayer. It' sablank canvas of aworld,
thanksto the solar flare that diminated itsindigenouslife. My remaining colleagues are moving there with
me. The Senate s authority and itslaws are confined to one city; out in the wild, we' Il be free of the petty
regulationsthat restrict us here, and we can design anew biosphere environment to complement
whatever enhancementswe build into our bodies. The ultimate synergy, eh?”’

“That sounds like a project that will keep you occupied for afew decades.”

“Wewould be honored if you'd join us. Y ou would be an enormoudy va uable asset to any community,
Paula”

“Thank you, but no. | have work to do in this society.” She started toward the door.
“There could be tens of him by now,” Friland called out after her. “Dozens. You'll never get them al.”

“Nonetheless, hewill facejugtice. Y ou know that. That’s how you made me.”

WHAT HAPPENED NEXT

The countryside outside Barandy was certainly alot more hospitable in summer. A warm G-class star
shonein adeegp ocean-blue sky. High wispy clouds laced the horizon ahead as Paulawaked down the
narrow farm track that cut through the big fields, pushing her lightweight p-bike over the scattered stone.
Theair wasthick and warm, heavy with the sugary scent of thefireflower vine. She knew the name now.
It wasthe digtrict’smain crop. In the summer’ s warmth and humidity, the rows of wire frameswere
transformed into long dunes of vivid crimson flowers with thick yellow stamen. Petals were dready
gtarting to crisp and brown at the edges as midsummer gpproached; in another month, the fruit would
ripen to fist-sized globes adull purplein color. The pulp wasaloca staple, equivalent to meat-potato,
though the fruit could be crushed for oil aswell.

She reached the concrete road at the end of the track and straddled the p-bike. There was no traffic.
She twisted the throttle and set off toward Barandy’ s outskirts, five miles ahead.

The city’ straffic management network was gill functioning. It registered her p-bike as she crossed into
the officia city boundary. By now, she was on Route Two, one of the main highwaysinto the city, with
the midafternoon traffic sarting to build up around her. Shetold the network that she wanted Lidie Road



and received aroute authorization. Her vehicle license had been accepted as current.

Lidie Road wasin the middle of a pleasant resdentia suburb, with smal dome-roofed houses grown out
of air cord. Paulaturned off the tree-shaded road itself onto the broad pavement and started peddling
the p-bike. That way, she was no longer monitored by the traffic network. She stopped outside number
62 and wheeled the p-bike up to the front door. It accepted the code she put in and swung open for her.

Nelson Sheldon had paid Terrie Ority, the previous occupant, a handsome sum for his codes, just as

he' d paid another Merioneth refugee for abike license. The preparations had taken over amonth. Paula
and Nelson had put the operation together on Augusta, the Sheldon Dynasty’ sindustrial world. It was
thefirst timein nine decades that Paula had taken a holiday from the Directorate. She' d accrued eight
years leave. The personnd office was delighted-her director curious.

Inside number 62, the air was musty. Terrie Ority was afussy man-he' d turned off al the power before
he left. He had dso left behind most of the furniture. Paula switched the air-conditioning back on and ran
the tapsto cycle the plumbing system. A couple of ancient maidbots were Sitting in their acoves, fully
charged, so she ordered them to start cleaning.

She spent the rest of the day establishing her legend identity in the civil and commercid systems. Her
bank account was opened and loaded from a card. She registered with severa local stores and had food
deivered. Then she sat back and accessed the planetary cybersphere, with her e-butler extracting news
summariesto build a picture of Merioneth after the wormhole had closed five months earlier.

It waslike losing ashort, brutal war. With half the population gone, whole towns had been abandoned.
New consumer items were hard to find. Not that it mattered, people smply reclaimed and recycled
products from deserted homes. Food hadn’t quite been rationed in the winter, but alot of favoriteswere
no longer commercidly available. She wasinterested to see that medica services, including rejuvenation
clinics, had been nationalized on atemporary basis, so that they could be reorganized for fair and equal
distribution. Whole fleets of bots, especidly civic ones, were breaking down; there were too few service
and repair companies to keep them functiond. Public transport was patchy, with priority given to
maintain strategic links. Cars and trucks were aso in need of maintenance, but again, there were ahuge
number of abandoned vehiclesthat could be utilized. But on the plus Side, this summer’ s cropswere
going to produce big surpluses-nobody would go hungry. Thetida and hydropower stationswere al
functioning efficiently. Loca currency was stabilizing after months of disastrous inflation. People were
garting to adapt to their new life.

She garted to research Svein Moalem. Hewas still prime minister, with his Nationdist Party holding two
thirds of the remaining seatsin Parliament. There were due to be eectionsin two years, when the new
congtituency boundaries had been established. The party had spent the months since Isolation revoking a
whole host of “ oppressive Commonwedlth restrictions,” the mgority of which were regulations covering
genetic modifications and cloning. Hel pfully, Moalem'’ s office provided adiary listing events he was due
to attend.

The next day, Paula started observing his movements within the city. They weretypicd of any
high-ranking politician. Speechesto civic and community leaders, meetings with party officids.
Parliamentary debates. Voter-friendly visitsto schools, hospitals, and selected business. Tripsto
provincid towns.

He had bodyguards, of course, good ones. When he was due at an event, crowds were scanned using
feature recognition software to check for repeat observers. The traffic network was anadyzed for any
vehiclethat kept cropping up in hisvicinity. If hetook atrain or plane, passenger lists were reviewed. All
well-established midleve protocols.



As a consequence, she kept her distance, content to follow his routes via some very sophisticated
software her e-butler manipulated in the planetary cybersphere.

After aweek, she' d confirmed that he would often abandon his officia residence next to the Parliament
building in favor of agrand private housein Barandey’ s most exclusive LakeHill didtrict, wherethe last
remaining multimillionairesresided. It was a perfect placefor his nest to operate from.

On the eighth night, with her monitor routines confirming his presence a alate-night Cabinet sesson,
Paulabrokein.

The perimeter darm circuits and sensors were utterly ineffectual againgt her superior software and the
active gedth covering of her light-armor suit. She started walking through the forma grounds, tracking
the sentind dogs prowling around. Thickets of local trees provided excellent cover. The house was
squetting on the summit of amound that had been scul pted with high terracing. To Paula s suspicious eye,
the mound would be perfect cover for an underground complex.

She climbed the dry-stone wall of the last terrace. Ahead of her, the house was a three-story
congtruction of dark gray stone, crowned with alantern tower. The lawn between her and the wall was
completely devoid of cover and dotted with sensors. She used her insertsto neutralize severd in her
path. Her e-butler told her that several motion trackers up on the eves were locking on as shejogged
forward. Datatraffic in and out of the house began to increase.

Paula scurried up to alarge French door and used a compact power blade to cut a circle through the
glass. Shefound hersdlf inabig hdl that followed the principals of High Renaissance architecture, with
square columns and avaulting celling of decorated pandls.

The lights came on when she was halfway to the vast curving stairs a the far end. Five security staff with
high-rated maser rifleswere lined up behind the polished stone banister.

“Hold it right there.”

More armed security staff scurried in from ground-floor rooms and surrounded her. Their armor suits
were alot heavier than hers. She raised her hands as €leven energy weagpons lined up on her, any one of
which could probably cut through her protection.

“Do not move. Deectivate dl your systems.”

Paulaswitched the shimmering stedlth layer off, then dowly i cached up and removed her helmet. One of
the armored figures up on the airs stood up, lowering hisrifle. Paula sinserts detected alarge emission
of encrypted data emerging from him, and suppressed asmile.

“Investigator Myo,” he said, taking off his own helmet. There was no resemblance to Svein Modemin
his features and his skin was the pale brown of aNorth African.

“Correct,” shesaid. “And whom am | addressing?’

“Agent Volkep. I’'min charge of the prime minister’ s security.” He walked down the stairs. Paula's
e-butler told her the nodesin the house had closed their links to the cybersphere. More suppression
shidding came on, seding up the hal from any communication.

“That's convenient for you,” Paulasaid archly as Volkep stood in front of her. His expression gave
nothing away.

“Take her over to the holding center,” he told the armed squad. 1 want afull scan for wegpon insarts,
and be very thorough. Hell knows what her Directorate equipped her with. Then bring her down to



securefacility three. I'll interrogete her there.”

Two dectromuscle-enhanced gauntlets gripped Paula sarms, dmogt lifting her off the ground. Sheturned
her head to look at VVolkep as she was hauled away acrossthe hal’ s marble flooring. “Nice seeing you
again, Svein,” shecdled out loudly.

That brought aflicker of annoyanceto hisface.

The holding center was a smple concrete room with a cage door and asingle medica-style chair in the
middle. It was equipped with mametd restraints.

Four of the armored bodyguards came in with her, powered up and shielded. They ordered her to strip.
Paula obediently removed her own armor. “Keep going,” they told her. She pulled off her sweatshirt and
dipped her long shorts down her legs. The OCtattoo glowed sapphire and jade on her dbdomen, acircle
encasing atight geometry of intersecting curves that undulated dowly. Four gun muzzleslined up on the

gentlelight.
“What' sthat?’

“Sensory boogter,” Paulasaid. “It’ swetwired into my nerves so | can receive a bigger sensation when
I”’m accessing porn from the Unisphere. Don't you have them here?’

“Just get therest of your clothes off, lady.”

She shrugged out of her braand took her panties off. One of the suited bodyguards dropped al her
garmentsinto abig bag and carried it out. Paulawas |eft standing in the cold concrete cdll with the
remaning three agents.

“Not bad,” one remarked.
“Y ou wouldn’t need abooster for anything with me,” his colleague said. The others laughed.

Paulagazed at his blank shiny helmet and gave asmal snort of contempt. Perhaps she had given the
Secret service agents too much credit after dl.

A femdetechnician camein, followed by atrollybot |oaded with sensor equipment. She frowned when
she saw Paula’ s OCtattoo. “Put her in the chair.”

The malmetal manacles flowed over Paula swrists and ankles. Sensor pads were gpplied to her skin
over the twisting luminescence. More scans swept across her limbs and torso. Then her skull wasgivena
thorough examination. The woman took samples of her blood and saliva. Nails were tested for toxins.
Even theair she exhded was sampled for any abnormality.

Findly, the technician nodded at the armored figures. “ She' s clean. Her inserts are sophisticated, but
they're al sensors, memory chips, and processor systems; no weapons of any kind. Y ou can take her
downto Volkep.”

“Sowhat’ sthat thing?’ one of the agents asked, pointing at Paula s abdomen.
“Receiver circuitry wired into her spind cord, just like she said.”

Paulawas marched back through the grandiose hall to aroom at the back of the house. An eevator took
her deep underground. Shewasn't at all surprised when it opened on ajunction of corridors. Volkep
took over, dismissing the bodyguards. He took Paula by the arm and led her to asimply furnished office.



Svein Moaem was waiting there, his opa necklace just visble insde the open collar of hisshirt. Two
other youths were with him, one obvioudy afull clonewith identical featuresto Svein, just five years
younger, the other having East Asan features; the one thing they had in common was a necklace. VVolkep
was gtill inhisarmor, so she couldn't tell if he waswearing any kind of array.

“I like the whole underground citadel thing,” Paula said, looking around the office with its drab celling and
dilapidated couch. “Quite theretro Crimina Mastermind secret headquarters.” Her abdomina OCtattoo
showed her that the four of them were exchanging dataat a hugerate, al of which originated from the
ornamental arrays around their necks. She opened the additiond bioneura chipsin her cortex and sarted
recording their emissons.

“Why areyou here?’ Volkep asked.

“I talked to Dr. Friland.”

“Ah,” Svein said, an exclamation smultaneoudy uttered by hisyouthful clone.

“Y ou fired the missle on NovaZedland,” Paulasaid.

“Wéll, that’s open to debate.”

“Infact, | suspect your nest is the Free Merioneth Forcesin their entirety.”

“Not completdy. My Foundation colleagues are fully supportivein every respect.”
“l see”

“Would you liketo arrest them aswel |7

“I might get around toit.”

“I’'m fascinated by how you got here. Did you come back before or after the wormhole closed?’
“After. Youkilled alot of Sheldons”

“Old concept,” the East Asan youth said dismissively. “They'redl divetoday.”
“Interesting,” Paulasaid. “ Did you know your inflections are the same?’

Svein walked around in front of her. “ Did you know | don't care? Why are you here? Even with Sheldon
support, you can't possibly expect to snatch al of me back to the Commonwedlth. After al, you don’'t
even know how many of methereare.”

“True. Did you get hot while you waited for the plane to take off? 1 did while | was out there. That desert
has aterrible climate.”

“You' d haveto send asmall army herefor that, and even if Sheldon was determined enough, there’' sno
guarantee he' d succeed. Were you sent to try to find out how much I’ ve grown?’

“I don't care how many there arein your nest. Was the missile heavy when you lifted up and amed it a
the plane?’

“What do you mean, you don’t care? Why are you here then? Why did you break into my home?Isit to
snatch dataon me?’

“I have dl the datal need. It was the reason for the I solation that puzzled me. Now that | know it wasn't



afinancia or politica ethos, it makes perfect sense. Did you build the missile here? Did it kick when you
launched it? Was the exhaust plume loud?’

“Not politicd?’ Svein said it, but dl four of the nest raised their eyebrows in unison, sharing the same
dightly mocking expression. “What could be more politica than developing anew kind of life-effectively,
anew species?’

“Friland cdled you obsessiond,” Paulasaid. “I think he' sright. Did you actualy watch the planefaling
out of the sky? 1 bet you did. Who could resist that? No matter what type of human you are.”

“Pauld’-al four of him assumed amock-indignant expresson—*are you trying to provoke me?’
“Did you fed satisfaction when it exploded?’
“Two can play thisgame. Did Friland tell you we' rerelated, you and me?” The Svein body grinned.

The Volkep body stood beside Svein. “And hewasthe origind,” Volkep said, tapping Svein on the
shoulder. “Our minds are rooted in the same ancestor, Paula”

“I didn’t know that,” she admitted. “Were you nervous when you ran back to the boat? That was aweak
point. Someone might have seen you.”

“Friland originally funded the Foundation from the clinic he used to run in Granada back in the
twenty-first century,” Svein said. “He sold baseline germ treatments to wedlthy Westerners whose own
countries banned such tinkering. That way, he amassed a massive germ bank. A good percentage of the
wedthy and powerful people of the day cameto vist at sometime and have their children enhanced.
Their money and DNA was agood foundation for his Foundation.”

“Standing on Ridgeview station platform waiting for the train, you must have been buzzing on adrendine,”
Paulaperssted. “You' d know that | or someone like me would have the trains stopped. Y ou might have
been stranded there, with the police closing in. No way to get back to Sydney and establish your dibi.”

“I looked up the records in Granada. Our ancestor is Jeff Baker; apparently, heinvented crystal
memories. A famous manin histime. A very smart man, too. Friland needed thet level of inteligencein
his research team, which iswhy | was created from Baker’s old sperm samples. You, | imagine, require
agmilar analyticd ability. A lot of other sequences wereincluded, which iswhere we start to diverge, but
geneticaly, he' sequivaent to our grandfather. Which makes us cousins, Paula. We re family. And you
aways thought you were unique, isolated, and done. Y ou' re not, Paula. We not only share flesh, we
think the sameway.”

“Were you watching when my Directorate team arrested your Fiech body? Some clever little vantage
point nearby, perhaps?’

Svein pressed hisface up closeto Paula, his mouth parting with an angry snarl. “That obsession you
mock in meisexactly the same one that runs through you, Investigator Myo! Friland didn’t haveto
sequenceit into your genome quite as much as you were led to believe. It snot artificid, it'syou. It's
your heritage. It'smy heritage. It swhat we are. And thisis our world. Y ou’ re home, Paula. Welcome
back.

She amiled lightly. “I know what | am, and | know where my homeis. Good luck finding yours.”

The Svein body took ahdf step back from her. All four of the nest were frowning in annoyance now.
“Why are you here?’ they demanded in unison.



“To ensure that the sentence passed on Fiech is carried out in full,” Paulatold them.
“I thought it had been,” the VVolkep body said coldly.

“It hasn't been yet, because you made sure that part of you didn’t remember. But memory’ safunny
thing, it’ striggered by association. And your mind is shared.” Paula gestured around at the empty air.
“It'sdl around us, if you know how to look.” Her virtual hand touched Nelson’s communication icon.

“I’ve got enough,” she said out loud.
“Wha-" dl four nestlings grunted.

The wormhole opened behind her, expanding out from amicron-wide point to atwo-meter circle. Bright
light shone through, silhouetting Paula' s naked body. She stepped backward, crossing the threshold to be
enveloped by thelight. She lost her footing as Augusta s dightly heavier gravity claimed her, and fell on
her arsein acompletely undignified manner. Svein and his nestlings never saw that. The wormhole closed
the ingtant she was through.

Shewas gtting in the middle of the aien environment confinement chamber of the CST Augusta
Exploratory Division, a huge dome-shaped chamber with dark radiation-absorptive wals. In front of her
was the five-meter-wide blank circle of the wormhole gateway, its gray pseudosubstance emitting strange
violet sparkles. Hafway up the curving surface behind her was abroad band of reinforced windows with
the big operations center behind it. Nel son Sheldon was pressed up against the superstrength glass,
grinning down at her. Behind him, the hundred-strong staff controlling the wormhole were peering over
the tops of their tiered rows of consoles, curious and eager to see the conclusion to their oddest
operation ever. Tracking her movements on Merioneth and keeping the wormhole close by had stretched
the mechinery toitslimit.

“Y ou okay?’ Nelson’samplified voice boomed down from the celling.
“Yeah,” Paulasaid, climbing to her feet. “I’'m okay.”

WHAT | KNOW REALLY HAPPENED

The court guards were utter bastards to me. After that idiot judge passed sentence they dragged me
down to the holding cdll while | shouted that | wasinnocent. They just laughed asthey dung meinside. |
heard them later. Deliberately. They said that the Justice Directorate had developed a suspension system
that dlowsatiny part of your mind to stay awake during the sentence, so you' re aware of each long year
asit passes. It' s part of the punishment, knowing al the opportunities you' velogt, the life you' ve missed.

Not true. Just another Unisphere myth.

After, they put me down on the bed in the preparation room. No. I'll be honest. After, they held me
down. | fought them, Damnit, I’ m innocent! | was aclassic case of someone who went down screaming
and kicking. They won't ever forget me. It took six Directorate orderliesto hold mein place while the
mameta restraints wrapped around my limbs. And after thet, | still shouted. | cursed them and their
families. | swore vengeance, that in two and a half thousand years I’ d become the killer they wrongly
thought | was, and I’ d hunt down their descendants and torture them to desth.

No use. They till infused the drugs. Consciousness faded away.

| woke up. The room that dowly came into focus around me was very similar to the preparation room
I’d goneto deepin. Stupidly, | wasbloody grateful that | hadn’t known dl that time flowing around me.



Thewaste of my potentid lives. But | wasdive. Warm. And pleasantly drowsy.

There was something around my neck that seemed familiar somehow, something from thetimein my life
I’dlogt. Iconsin my virtud vison were blinking green, showing that the memorycel channdsinto my
neural structure were wide open.

Then that queen bitch PaulaMyo camein. | tried to get up to throttle her. That’swhen | found | was il
restrained, with malmetal coiled around my armsand legs.

“What the fuck isthis?’ | shouted. My voice was weak.
“I had you woken,” Myo told me. “I have something for you, something you' ve forgotten.”
“What? What isthis?”’

“You,” shesaid, and took off her suit jacket. Something was glowing underneath her white cotton blouse.
| could see shapes moving.

“Help,” | cried. “ Someone. Help me.” The colored shadows on her abdomen began to writhe faster and
faster. My virtua icons changed from green to blue, showing incoming impulses.

“What isthat?’ | whisperedin fright.

She glanced down, asif only becoming aware of the light. Her smile made her face ugly. “A kind of
prison, | suppose. Y ou know, in ancient times necromancers used to draw pentagrams to trap demons
in. They thought thet if they were imprisoned, they could use their powers. A very misplaced notion, |
suspect. In this case, geometry isn't important. | smply had to have alarge receiving element. Y our
thoughts are big, after dl. But | managed to catch them. Not al of them, just the right ones. Those that
wererdevant tothecrime.”

“My thoughts?’ Theicons expanded abruptly, wiping out my sight. Then faces emerged through the blue
mist. Four of them in some kind of dilapidated room. Faces | knew. Svein. | remembered him. |
remembered... being him.

| was the one standing in the desert outside Ridgeview while the rest of me lived our life. It was hot out
there. Bloody unpleasant, actually. The sun burned my arms and face. | took aleak against someloca
plant. That way if the forensic team were any good, they’ d find it and confirm the Fiech body’ sDNA.

Then theair traffic control data playing in my virtua vision showed me that the plane wastaxiing to the
runway. | took abreath and got the missileready. A smplething, redly, three of me had built it in the
engineering center under the Lake Hill house. Most of the components were off-the-shelf, and the custom
oneswere easy enough for the bots to manufacture. We built quite afew.

The finished product was a smple blue-gray launch tube over ameter long, with ashoulder ssddleand a
handle. It was heavy when | rested it on my shoulder; | squatted down on the stony sand to make the
weight easier. | could seethe big old Sdddey-Lockheed lift into the Sky, with itsengine rumblefant in
the hot desert air. It took what seemed like an age to climb up to its cruise dtitude, curving around the
city inawidearc. The passenger list said it wasjust about full, over ahundred and thirty people. It would
be quick. Desth in such afashion dwaysis. And the passenger list confirmed the Dynasty scum were on
board. The missile' s sensorslocked on. There wasn't anything else in the sky to confuse them.

| fired the missile. The bloody launch tube dammed into my shoulder. If | hadn’t been bracing mysdif, it
would have knocked me down. The roar of the solid rocket booster was obscenely loud. For a couple
of seconds, | was overwhelmed. It was like being hit on the side of the head. Smoke was seething al



around me. | crouched, staggered about. Then | recovered enough to stand still and look up into the
wide open sky. The hyperram had kicked in, which made the missile just about impossible to see.

| expected the explosion to be bigger. Thiswas just awhite pinpoint flash, no fireball. But behind the
blaze, the plane started to disintegrate, tumbling out of the sky, dark fragments twirling away from the

main body.

There wasno way | could move. Actualy, my whole nest of bodies froze up as | watched the spectacle.
There was something obscenely beautiful about the sight, and better till was the knowledgethat | had
created it. If | could do this, | could do anything! I’d be able to force through Merioneth’ s I solation now.
| had the courage and determination.

Thefirst fragments hadn’t even reached the ground when | turned and hurried down to the shore where
the boat was anchored. This point was critical. The whole areawould be swarming with people. The
Unisphere was aready flinging out arms. Rescue crews and police would be dispatched within minutes.
And any local citizens nearby would no doubt rush to help. My Volkep body rel eased the warning
message into the Unisphere as | reached the shoreline.

After that, it was aquick trip acrossthe seato Ridgeview. | waited on the station platform for my train
back to Earth. It was an eerie experience. Everyone around me was accessing the Unisphere reports of
the plane crash. Nobody said anything; they were al too shocked at the disaster just outside town.

When | got back to Sydney, | took acab straight to the gpartment. The rest of me were a pleasant
sensation of reassurance as | took the memory wipe drugs. The Volkep body took the array necklace
from my neck and smiled proudly. | could fed the connection with myself reducing, darkness replacing
the joy and color of my true memories. One contact remained, asingle thread of experience: the dlibi trip
to Ormal. Damn, that stewardess was great-looking. | wish | hadn’t been so wrapped up on amission.

Then | wasdone. And the drugskicked in, and | knew nothing more.

Then | was without one of me. Just for an ingtant, | felt regret. But | am many. The lossof asingle body is
irrdlevant. That'swhat | am, aNew Immortal. That’s why | am. | continue even after the loss of one, or
more. | live.

| was shivering when the glare of color and sensation subsided into smple knowledge. PaulaMyo was
looking down at me, pulling her suit jacket back on. Theflare of activity within her OCtattoo was
subsding.

“Bitch!” 1 couldn’'t sense me. For thefirg time since | nested, | was devoid of mysdlf. One body with a
snglemind, completely done.

“Good-bye,” said PaulaMyo.

“No. No!” A Judtice Directorate orderly had entered the loom. He was carrying an infuser. PaulaMyo
nodded at him.

“Carry on,” she ordered.
“Why have you donethisto me?’ | cried. “ Thisisinhuman!”

Sheturned in the door, her face blank as she stared at me. “Y ou are the person who committed the
crime. The whole person, now. Thisis your sentence. The sentence you tried to avoid. Justice has
prevaled.”



The orderly pressed the infuser against my neck. | screamed, my mind crying out to therest of me, to
help me, to comfort me. There was no answer.

WHAT HAPPENED AFTER

Nelson Sheldon was waiting in the entrance hdl of the Justice Directorate as Paula came out of the
elevator. “How did it go?" he asked.

“Successfully. The true Dimitros Fiech is now serving his sentence.”
“ Shame about the rest of him.”

“Not redly.”

“Oh?

“When suspension was firgt introduced, the Justice Directorate examined the idea of leaving convicts
aware whiletheir bodies dept. It was abandoned dmost immediately. The experience was too much like
sensory deprivation. The minds went insane very quickly under such circumstances.”

“So how doesthat help us?’ Nigd asked curioudy.

“Dimitros Fiech isnow unaware of his predicament. He || deegp soundly for the next two and ahalf
millennia, and he' I be offered extensive therapy when he gets out-assuming the Commonwedth is il
around. Meanwhile, on Merioneth-

“Ah. Svein Moalem'’ s nest knows part of himisin suspension. And as an Immortd-"

“He ll endure those two and a hdf thousand years aware of the Fiech body’ s state. The punishment is
shared. Or rather, it isn't, becauseit’ sal his. Just experienced in different ways.”

Nelson smiled. “We can live with that.”
“Good, because | have no intention of returning to Merioneth.”

“Thank you for going in thefirgt place,” Nelson said. “ The Dynasty ismost grateful. We don’t forget who
our friendsare.”

Paula grinned back shrewdly. “I'll remember that.”

OWNER SPACE

Neal Asher

Taken from the Short Story Collection “ Galactic Empires’ (2008) edited by
Gardner Dozois

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 Taes, 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 is required.

v1.1 Full read through complete.

Kely Haden worked herself 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
weights, but such were not alowed aboard shipslike 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 dso
the matter of the weight itslf, when alightly constructed training machine like the one she was using could
gtand in for afew hundreds pounds of iron.

Finishing her workout, she picked up her towe and headed for the ladder leading up to the inward hatch,
but the exercise had not dispdlled the taut fedling of frustrated anger in her somach. She climbed up into
the deeping quarters.

"Fedling better now, Societal Asset Haden?" enquired Long-shank from his bunk. He was reading 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 beads, at his graywear deliberately atered for individudity:
deeves cut away above the elbow, 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," she replied.
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 welll 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 vesselsfrom
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 aso faster, so there would be no outrunning it.

Traviss continued, "I caculate that the Lenin will be able to knock us back into the real in three daysiif
we continue aong our present course.”

The others were gathering around now: Slome Terl, astrophysicist and their paternal figurehead; Olsen
Marcos, who was a geneticist and an amateur historian, though that was a pursuit now srictly controlled
inthe Collective; and Elizabeth Terl, Some's daughter and plain physicist in her own right. Of thefifty
people aboard, everyone was an expert of some kind, and everyone had been reclassified asa"societa
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, bad, 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,
more intent on displaying that intelligence than using it.

"Shut thefuck up, Liz," said Kdly distractedly.

The girl gave Kdly asuperior ook, then reached up to flick alock of her bright ginger hair asde. 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 ablue hemisphere that disappeared off-cylinder-the
Collective. A red areaimpinged from above and other discrete red areas were scattered below, with one
large red hemispherefilling the lower right of the cylinder.

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

Travisstouched controls and numbers appeared in each of the colored areas. "Red Signifiesdanger,” he
sad needlesdy. "Area Oneiswhat'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.

"AreaTwo?' 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 smalest, 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 Slome.



Kély 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 onit.”

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

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

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

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

"Yes" Travisssaid. He gppeared distinctly uncomfortable with the act. "That arealis classfied as Owner
Space."

After abrief, dmost embarrassed sllence, 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 Some were playing somegame. "Yes,
which iswhy they were daughtered by our oh-so-rationd Collective.”

Elizabeth shot back, "The Callective is adoomed ideology, but their rationality is superior to the
myth-making and religions of the Markovians."

"Wadl, | 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 vauable enough asset to pick up.”

Elizabeth began to brigtle until Olsen interrupted heavily, "The Owner isno myth, though some people's
conception of him may dray into the territory of religion.”

Holding up afinger to slence his daughter, Some turned to the geneticist and sometime historian. "'l
heard something about dl thiswhen | was a student under the Markovians. Perhaps you could
elaborate?!

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

Traviss complied, picking out astar 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 till have alot of dataand biologica
samplesfrom Sabal itsdlf. Those samplesindicate agreeat ded of adaptation from ancient Terran forms."
"That was dmost 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 detalls, thisisthefirst I've heard about the Saba connection,” said Some.

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



"So we are now to believeinimmorta 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.”

"Thiswaswhen 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 moreto 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 slence, Some said, "Wdll, asyou say, Traviss, limited options.' But we must
make adecison." Heturned to Kdly. "I defer to you on this, snce without you we would never have
escaped the Commutank, and since you have greater experience in these matters'—Kaely 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'sall Kelly had ever heard whilein the
Collectivefleet. Thewhole, however, had left an impression on her, an ideathat the Owner was
something to be feared, something that even the Grazen feared. Perhaps that was just 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 usfirs.”

Slome gave aweak smile. "Y es, that would have been true."
"Would have been true?'
Slome 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, hewould bring



these assets back, strouded and subservient, then return to his place in the Committee and bring to
fruition hisvision of the New Ded. Meanwhile-he turned from the viewing window—he would haveto
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 himself 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.”

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

"I do: it being doctrinethat al people are equd, dl people must dso appear 0."

"Y et here you are wearing Markovian overallsl" It 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 ingtructionsarewrong?' "No, Doctrinaire Shrad, | am saying that in the
engineering environment, | would soil and destroy my graywear, which perhaps the Committee would
congder an inault, 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 asthey 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. Asanger wasa
societal asset—a synthesist who, under the Markovians, would have been caled 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 called anoble face. Shrad had his suspicionsthat Astanger's ancestry
was, in fact, Markovian—he possessed a similarity of facid structure to thosein Shrad's Guard
unit—and that his outer appearance slemmed 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.
Agtanger turned his cold gaze on the man. "Rand, why are you wearing those overals?’

"Graywear doesn't give enough freedom of movement, Ca... Citizen."



Ah, thought Shrad, smirking. As he had supposed, this ship being without doctrinal supervison
throughout the last five years of the conflict with the Grazen, archaic and paliticaly incorrect behavior had
flourished. Rand had nearly caled Citizen Astanger 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. The two
men were as stony-faced as ever, each of them bearing a stroud spread like atwo-fingered sted hand up
the sde of one cheek and dividing &t the temple to spread two fingers hafway along their foreheads.
"Srroud 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 rel eased 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 themin dl, had found their required locationsin his brain, in some of those locationskilling
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, till watching Rand and seemingly unaffected by
what had happened. He now turned to Shard. "As synthesi s, | will now have to 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 aways 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 the rest 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 distortion of the undersphere that signified the presence of humans, she lashed out, the
yig weaving arippleinto the undersphere and directing it ong the course she s&t, and sherelished the
coming opportunity for vengeance. Human neurology was asmplistic and easly manipulated thing, and it
was possible to exact punishment lasting even beyond the degth of the neura network that formed the
being. She till had some of the murderers with her now-forever shrieking inyig channels. Only when the
ripple was away did she experience a sudden dread. The distortion was so close to his realm thet 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 roseinto 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, o she sent another ripple to render its undersphere
enginesinert. Then she began to consolidate akernel 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. Shetraveled dowly, waiting for both vessalsto be expelled, and relished
the prospect of revenge. Then, in horrified disbelief, she observed the two human ships enter his redm,
unharmed!

* * % % %

Wearing a pacesuit, which gave her alot more shidding than she had ever been alowed aboard the
Mao, Kély 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 bubblemeta 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 expansion. It wasdl irrdlevant now. The drive unit
she was studying obvioudy 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 herself away from her handhold over to the central cleanlock and went through; once out
the other side, she began undogging her hemet. There were three of them awaiting her in the 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 itsdlf.
If I took back what we've got in there”-Kdly stabbed athumb over her shoulder-"they'd likely scrap it
and gart again.”



"Well," said Some, listening to his headset, "it may dl beirrdlevant now." He gestured to the ports over
to one side, 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, although probably that wasn't an apt
description at al. The things had only appeared occasionaly 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 Sght that greeted her eyes wasn't a Grazen dreadnought, but something she had only ever
seenin 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 cdled death posts, though since we're sailing on past it without
getting killed, | suppose the description isinapt.”

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

It certainly looked abit like apost, though one with streamlined ovoids attached at each end. It was
huge-as Kelly recollected, the high magnification scan readout put these objects a 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. Usually, after adtrikelike
that, the wormships would be al over us. Maybe they're not attacking because of our location." She
didn't fedl as sure as she sounded, but felt the need not to et any of Elizabeth's statements go

unchalenged.

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

Kdly rested her head againgt the port. It was quite smple-they'd gambled and |ost.

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

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

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

"Weland."

"| 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.”
"Yegh, right.”

* % %k % %

The Grazen U-space weapon had knocked out the U-space drives of both the Breznev and the Lenin,
and Agtanger 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 ableto flee the dliens using conventiond drive through
realspace. Whether they continued on their course after the Breznev had seemed irrdevant, but, in the
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 thefirst, and fear of the second was, Astanger suspected, what
was keeping the Grazen away.

However, their Stuation was now dire, and Shrad'sinsistence on pursuing those assets and punishing
them seemed quite insane. With a Grazen dreadnought Sitting in vacuum behind them, reversing 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 ill, Shrad was as mad
asabox of frogs.

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

Shrad had ordered al of the strouded, except for the Guard, to stop eating, and, good little robots that
they were, that is precisaly what they had done. Now, amonth into their dog insystem, some of those
people were dying. Astanger felt much regret for their traits, 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, al those who were dying were not crew but nonessential 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 desth by dow starvation-his
stroud had not taken, and he had died before they could get him to the medbay.

Everyone dsewas 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 essentia ... 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 blackbaled from the
Committee-Astanger was attracted to the idea of depriving Shrad of his ability to eat. Thiswasaposition
he'd never imagined himsdlf to be in when heéd received his military call-up. Asamisty-eyed youth, he
had known himsdf to be amember of an advanced and rationa political system.

The Collective had taken power before he was born, and held grown up in astill relatively free society,
for it took quite some time for the dictates gpplied to actualy take effect. That effect wasfirst felt on the
Capitd World and took some yearsto reach his borderland homeworld. He grew up with the changes,
the indoctrination and propaganda, and the kowtowing to the Doctrinaires. He crewed on Fleet ships that
were gill 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, theway a straightforward assault on the Grazen was by Shrad and hislackies caled a"defensve
maneuver." Plain aggression was couched in terms of Collective-speak, thus the bombardment of a
Grazen nest was a "tactica clearance" and the incineration of a planet-based aien nursery-one of Shrad's
"gpecid projects'—was "groundwork procedure.” Thisdicited hisdidike of Shrad, the Committee, the
Collective, and himsdlf. Being older, and wiser, he began to reassess hislife. But what could he do? He
was but asmal cog in the Collective machine. The introduction of graywear and the gradua dismantling
of the Markovian command structure dicited his disgust and contempt, and the use of the stroudsfinaly
aroused in him acold 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 cdled it a"victory of politicd rationdity over animaigtic imperidism’ and
recaled 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 capital 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 palitical control). The total human cost was
somewherein the hundreds of thousands, though it was impaossible 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 consisted of fifty-eight people, dl, 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. It seemed hopeless, and
would become more so in the months to come as his crew steedily starved.

* % % % %

The Mother retreated to the nest, but could not bring herself to finaly return her vessdl to its 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 the drive
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 |ost the ability to travel in U-space-escape. But she was dso frightened: there was the
Misunderstanding to consider.

Thenit darted 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 possbility when the Grazen, taking along
view of things, had withdrawn to wait for the inevitable collgpse of asocietal experiment that seemed



doomed to failure. Analysis of this new effort showed that it would bankrupt the Collective and bring
about its predicted collapse 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 hersalf
from her kind'sracia will, the purpose, the gestat 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 awvay
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 ahuman, so maybe hewas 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 channdls, the Mother knew its source to be dien.
Tracing back through the undersphere to its source, she felt amoment of pure dread. Him?

But the Misunder standing? was the essence of her reply.
He explained, and she felt a sudden overwhelming joy.

She once again detached her consolidated kernd 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 always felt that humans must pay for the degths of her children and the other
deaths sure to come, and pay, and pay. However, this was different, thiswas personal.

* k % k %

Kelly gazed at the images digplayed 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 prairies and
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. SAmon leaped in amillion miles of clean rivers. 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 dismissvely. "Tel me about the engineering,” said
Some. "Think of the migratory pattens-it dl hasto be programmed in. Not only haslife been created
down there from base genetic imprints, it's been programmed to integrate into the entire artificia
environment. And you know, theré's things down there that went extinct back on Terraand others that
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 initil 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 biologicas, 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.
"I I do, well lose this probe-it won't have enough fud to pull up again.”
"Dos0."

They dl 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 as it 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.

"Thet last image," said Some. "Can you repeet it and clean it up?”'

Traviss complied, and they dl gazed at ahuman figure-difficult to tell if it was male or femae-gtting 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 a aworld that had been under interdict for longer than any of them had
been dive because it was owned by some dangerous being... then this.

"Give usthat first orbital view again,” said 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 house lies, it's hilly for afew miles back before leveing 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. "I suggest we land on that prairie—as close
to the house as we can get. Then | suggest we go and seewhoisliving there."

"Isthat agood idea?' wondered Kelly.

"I don't know. However, what | do know isthat once this ship is down, welll 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 were to land anywhere el se, our only choice
would beto run, and keep on running. There'—he stabbed afinger at the projection—"some dternative
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 Kdly.

Slome shook his head. "No one isinnocent. Haven't you been reading your Committee dictates?'

* * % % %

The Breznev headed toward the world tail 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-space 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 an ionized trail past the world's single cratered
moon, the four big reaction thrusters positioned at the four corners of the frame holding the spin section
belching chemica flameto force the ship into an inward 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
geadily thickening air. Theflip-over had itsusud effect interndly, and clamping down on her churning
guts, Kelly 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 dtering 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 underdung reentry plate and steadily began
firing to dow the ship even further. Asthe ship penetrated cloud, sealed containers positioned 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 afind whump and a settling of parachutes dl around, the Breznev was down.

Her fingers digging into the arms of her accdleration chair, Kelly thought about the logistics of rdaunch
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 Slome 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 bootsin addition to hisusua attire, and carried his
notescreen clipped to hisbelt.

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

"My thoughts precisaly. Anyway, this Owner-constructed world seems eminently human-habitable.
Maybe well pick up afew bugs adong 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 away, Snce they were now breething 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 crates in 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 station, were also empty. Kdly felt apang of hunger, but it quickly passed-it had been some days
since shefdt realy hungry. They moved past other sealed crates and Kdly 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. Theintensity of light and color hurt
her eyes, but seemed to bam something behind them.

"Comeon." Longshank led the way out.

To ther right, the Slvery 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, alarge flightless 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
anima and large areas covered by mosses or mats of low-growing vines. Kdly 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.

Thewater 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 ahedge of copper birch. Something like achrome 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.

"Widl, hello," said aman, standing up from inspecting alarge red rose. "Goodness me, | haven't had any
vigtors herein what"—he turned to gaze at a huge gnarled oak standing within itsown circular border in
the middle of one of the lavns—"well, snce | planted that.”

"Areyou the Owner," said Longshank.

The man, astocky gray-haired individual with adeep tan and eyeslike green chips of glass, gazed about
himself for amoment. "l guess o... sort of.”

* % % % %

Some gazed about himsdlf, the tightnessin his gutsincreasing, 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, the fifty 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 digplaying 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 againgt 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.

"Soit'll be me, you, Elizabeth, and Olseninthe ATV. Anyone e se?"
"No, well need the space for Haden and Longshank if we haveto run.”

Somewasdl too aware that that might be the case. Why would this" Owner," supposing him able, want
to help them anyway? He had deliberately remained out of contact with the human race for longer than
living memory, and, though initialy 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?

"Wereready," Elizabeth called.

He glanced over and saw that the steps were now folded down from the ATV and the others were
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 escapeesto grab up what
they could and head for the hideaway in the forest. Traviss accelerated 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 sight of the house.

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

Traviss took them around, then down beside a stream, up through an orchard, then onto another track.
Visible through the apricot 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."
"| have some of your fellows here dready,” the man said. "Comein. Areyou 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 he looked up. "Are
these with you, too?"



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

"No," said Some. "That isthe Lenin-a. Callective ship containing those who intend to ether 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 ableto discern abrief glint departing
the pogition of the steering flame and the vague darkness of the Lenin. His eyes weren't bad-he'd
recently had an optic nerve cdlular stimulation and cornedl cleaning—he should in fact be able to see
better than anyone else here.

"Y ou have good vision," 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. "I think."

Somes gaze fell on Haden and Longshank, who were standing by an oval 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 his nogtrils, his ssomach immediately rumbled and his mouth started
watering.

"Help yoursdf," said Mark.

"Thank you." Some 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," hesad.

"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 cregting something like thisworld. The
Guard should be no threat to someone that capable.”

* x % k %

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 sensing Astanger'sintentions,
had set the rest patrolling or guarding the most critica 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 wegpons system
controls—those consoles now abandoned by Chadrick, the weapons officer.

Now, having flown into low orbit to drop the shuittle, it was time to move the Lenin back out. Astanger
turned to his bridge crew.

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

"Precisaly to where Doctrinaire Shrad ingtructed usto 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 socid 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 arocity.

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 a better 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 self-disgust.

As hismen bent to their task, Astanger, with a bitternessin 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. Asyet no evidence of technology had been
picked up, but there was something odd about the astrogation 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 till 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 dataon this sector of space, despite the watchful eyes behind him. Very quickly, he found
thefirst discrepancy: the world wasn't in the right place. He felt a surge of awe, then immediately told
himsdf not to be stupid-the data were obvioudy wrong. Then another glaring error became evident.
According to the Markovians, thisworld should not even have a moon. He specul ated about the
possibility of it being recently captured in orbit and thus aso repositioning the world, but that didn't gel. 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 cdled 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 asimilar orbital setup within the Collective, he confirmed this, then began to make his
own calculations. The moon, he soon realized, must mass considerably less than a sphere 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
trgjectory. 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 darm wiped the smile from hisface, and horror bloomed in his chest asthe ship's
scanners automatically redirected, and displayed the source of that Sgndl in the viewing cylinder.

A Grazen dreadnought had just arrived.

* % % % %

Doctrinaire Shrad crouched behind the perfectly manicured rose bed and watched hismen closein on
ether sde of the window, then, raising his thumb 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 already seen Some Terl standing near the
window picking &t a plate of food whiletalking to thetraitor Kelly Haden. 1t had to be some kind of trap.
They must have seen his shuttle coming in to land and known that justice was snapping at their heds. 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 a sufficiently 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 "trangition of power"—and during the recent
"victorious conflict" with Grazen, those "posts" had damaged and repelled human vessas 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 "transition 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
unavailable' and their "tactical requirements do not permit” would probably change. Also, his discovery
about the mafunctioning 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 breasther 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 astroudable
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.

"Y ou, 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 Srikes me as evident that your obvious externa uglinessreflectsthe uglinessinside 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 degth, 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 a case 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 aprogramming 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 somewnhat hystericaly, gazing beyond Shrad.

Slome Terl bowed his head, alook of pain on hisface. Shrad turned and saw four of his Guard returning,
leading aman into the room—nhis 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 asense 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 hefdt sure he wasright.

"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 as two 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,
sincethe Grazen will stop playing their waiting game. .. just like the one that's coming here.”

"Explanyoursdf."

"Gladly. Your socid system is bankrupt and bound to fail. The Grazen withdrew to their heartlandsto
await that failure, snceit would have been less codtly 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 a 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 d o that " crude technology.” Perhaps that was the better option-even strouded,
the man could still stand trid for his crimes againgt 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 normally keep away. We had abit of a misunderstanding about a thousand
years ago... 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 egh, bagtard that."
"Y ou 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 shig-ware."

"You babble."

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

After ashort dday: "Tdl your fucking Guard to let us get out of here! Andtell them tolet Citizen
Chadrick back to hisweapons console!”

"Givemeyour Stugion.”

"Sitting here with our thumbs up our arses watching a Grazen dreadnought approach. It's dready fired a
ranging shat.”

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

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

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

"Guard-" Could this be some sort of ploy by Astanger? No, Astanger would have cdled him first.
"Guard, dlow Citizen Chadrick back to the weapons console and allow Citizen Astanger to movethe
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 additional cerebra wiring—it was from the remaining fileson
that technology that Collective Social Assets had managed to work out how to make strouds. What else
could the man control, influence? He turned and pointed.

"Use the 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 undernesth 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," heingructed.

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 the first, or just suddenly finding
somewhereto St down. Some were crying, othersgrinning idioticaly.

"Itis, actualy, not acrude 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| cdled thejdly
people-they were okay, but tended to be a bit impetuous. Anyway, | needed to see one of your strouds
from theinsde to be sure of the structure. I've U-transmitted the signal 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.

* * % % %

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

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 usuadly didn't show emotion.
Another, over near where Chadrick had taken position at the weapons 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'mon," replied Grade.

"Weve dtill got to drop velocity.”

"Yup."

Asthey dowed into atmosphere, they would become amuch easier target for the pursuing dien 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 occasions and been destroyed almaost out of hand.

The Lenin began shaking, and Astanger recognized the muted but growing roar of aimaosphere. Inertial
forcestried to drag him out of his chair as the ship flipped nose-to-tail. He saw amember of the Guard
daminto the celling above, then lost Sght 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 deceleration 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 the way down," Grade replied.
"Chadrick-status?"

"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. | wonder how long-

"Captain!" Chadrick shouted.

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

"What isit, Chadrick," hesaid camly.
"Themoon... 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
satdllite. 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 valeys 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 breath. 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 dmighty
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 his chair, 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—Astrogation—but she seemed okay
because she was pushing them away and unstrapping hersalf. 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
shewaked around with it. Step by step it brought sets of acceleration chairs down to ground level, and
the crew unstrapped. Astanger released himsalf from hischair last and eyed the bodies that had tumbled
around like stonesin apolisher. A few of them were il bresthing. One was bubbling blood from her
mouth and muttering.



"Okay, let'sget out of here"

Thaose from Engineering had broken open the weapons locker and, when Astanger arrived, were passing
out carbines, Ssdearms, and loading up two shoulder-held missle 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
Societd Asset had managed to put together an entire Grazen. He had little idea of what they actudly
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 straight down
ther throats.

"You two! Hit that!" he shouted at 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 asthe four missiles struck. Red fire bloomed, spraying bony fragments
everywhere, but out of that flame atwiggy whed two meters acrossrolled at speed toward them.

"Runt”

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 halt, 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 arolling 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 k% %

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

"Astanger! 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 as aresult of hisincompetence. She strained at
her cuffs, but they were still hardened stedl and unbreakable. 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 himslf at
the man. The sdearm abruptly whipped around, the barrel aimed straight at Longshank's forehead.

"I 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 ill criminas and 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 Stting, 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 againgt the collective will, Danidl Longshank, | now execute sentence on you."

Shrad pulled the trigger. There came a hollow thunk, and the Doctrinaire looked with puzzlement a his
wespon. 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 Onel" said Shrad with relief.
The one he addressed shook hishead. "No... | think... | was..." He gave a puzzled frown, looked to his



felowsfor amoment, then dowly returned his atention to Shrad. "Therés holes, but hetellsme | canfill
them. | remember now: my nameisEvan... Evan Markovian.”

Markovian.
"Citizen Guard One!" 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.
"| order you to kill the prisonerdl”

"No," said Evan. He glanced to hisfdlows 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 Capitdl 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
you alongtimeto die

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 4ill had that ook on hisface, but he was utterly motionless. Kelly walked 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,
shewas 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
hersdf dragging hersdlf backward.

"It'sdl right," said the man who had named himself 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 usudly of no interest to me, though | keep watch on them, just to be
sure they don't come to represent a danger.”

Kedly 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 insdeto 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. Thisindividud'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 beforeimpact. Vast energies seemed to be focused upon this one man, like amountain turned
ontoitstip.

The Owner-Kelly 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 seenin sometime. It would have died
eventually, but meanwhile it was stirring up the Grazen, who represent an altogether 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 myself 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.”

"What did they lose?'

"Haf of their race... but that was long 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 Kely 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. "Wak with me." Glancing a the others, he
indructed, "All of you."



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

"My god!" Olsen suddenly exclamed.

Kely glanced at him and saw that he was gazing up and to her left. She glanced there, taking in the starlit
darkness and the rising moon. It took a moment 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, HEs 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 hersef right on my border.”

"The onethat'scoming?' Kdly guessed.

"The onethat isaready here."

Kdly's sudden fear was muted by his presence. "Here?"
"Yes, hereto find acurefor her ill, and akind of justice.”
Abruptly, Someinterjected, "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-set, and for the human mind, too, though humanswould like to deny their own nature.”

Vengeance?

Then Kdly understood.

* k % k %

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.

He looked upd ope 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 fdlt like laughing, but knew it would come out hysterica.

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

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

"Comeon!"

He Started 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 hisfeet 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 a the Grazen, then turned on
Adtanger.

"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 otherswho
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 sidein 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. "Instruct the others not to give him awesgpon and not to give
him abullet when thetime comes.”

"Agtanger!" Shrad was glaring at 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 wasinterpreting correctly itsjerky 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 al together in one place, so why wasit not now attacking? Wasit waiting
for othersto come thisway? How likely was that? The Guard were screwed so it seemed unlikely to him
that they would be coming after Shrad. Maybe the escapees, since their ship lay beyond the Grazen?

The ground shuddered and someone swore. What now? Astanger looked to where many of the crew
were now gazing, as the 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' fit hisideology.

"Do goon,” sad Astanger, dmost too stunned to care anymore.

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

Agtanger considered that. They'd fired eight missiles at the creature and every one of those eight missiles
had impacted on opal escent shields that aoruptly sprang into being. Bulletsjust 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. HE seen the others passing bullets to those who had run out. The bullets weren't for the
Grazen. Astanger had four bulletsleft in his sidearm. He could spare one. He raised his weapon 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 themsaveswhen it madeitsfind
assault? Wasit trying to figure out away of capturing them dive?

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

Astanger turned to see the man pointing upsope. Looking there he saw agroup of people approaching.
He recognized 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 hollow in the air and around him metallic things seemed to hover on the edge of visibility. Pale, white
hair, eyesthat seemed to open into the Pit. Astanger knew at once who this person must be.

The group approached, 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 his mouth twisted in acrue 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 this whole world. That inconceivably
gigantic vessdl up therewas 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 dong the ground toward them, its pace leisurdly. Astanger stepped
back again, heard the sounds of wegpons 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 yeling 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. The twig 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 inside. Thefibers attached al around the cage, dragged Shrad in.
His screams disappeared up inside 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 till insde and ready to roll.
Astanger was dl too aware that though he persondly 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. "Mugt |
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 dmogt asif he was standing too closeto afire, yet what he was
feding was not exactly heet.

"Withdraw, now," said the Owner.

Like the heads of tubeworms, the twiggy wheels abruptly retracted out of sght. Movement al around.
The pipeswere dl pulling back toward the Grazen and she began retreating downdope. She, and al her
weird technology, gathered into arolling wave faling away from them, then it dl began to cdlump around
her, opaescent shields flicking 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 ship isnow fully functiona and you will all
return on it." He paused for a contemplative moment. "Y our Collectiveis collgpsing. At my request, the
Grazen will not attack what remains.™

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

The Owner nodded, and Astanger reckoned that hed 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 dar of darknessflickered within that encystment, and al it contained seemed to be stretching away.
Somehow Agtanger knew that it was connected to that vessel hovering above them like the stedl eye of
some vast god.

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

"Well, 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!™

Agtanger 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 yourself.”

Redly, it wasthe best they could hopefor.
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"Brother Perfect,” "Decency,” "Savior," "The Remoras,” "Chrysalis," "Whiptail," "The Utility

Man," "Marrow," "Birth Day," "Blind,"” "The Toad of Heaven," "Sride," " The Shape of
Everything" "Guest of Honor," "Waging Good," and "Killing the Morrow," among at least a half
dozen others equally as strong, count as among some of the best short work produced by anyone
in the '80s and '90s; many of his best stories were assembled in hisfirst collection, The Dragons of
Springplace. Nor is he nonprolific as a novelist, having turned out eight novels since the end of the
'80s, including The Lee Shore, The Hormone Jungle, Black Milk, The Remarkables, Down the Bright
Way, Beyond the Vel of Stars, An Exaltation of Larks, Beneath the Gated Sky, Marrow, and Sister
Alice. His most recent books include two chapbook novellas, Mere and Havorsof My Genius, a
collection, The Cuckoo's Boys, and a novel, The Well of Stars. Reed lives with his family in Lincoln,
Nebraska.

In 1994, Reed launched a long series of stories (including novels such as Marrow,) about the Great



Ship: a Jupiter-sized starship found abandoned in deep space by exploring humans and retr ofitted
into a kind of immense interstellar cruise ship, off on a grand tour of the galaxy
(circumnavigating it, in fact), with millions of human and alien customers of many different races
aboard. In the intricate story that follows, he points out that even on a starship the size of a gas
giant inhabited by millions of passengers, there will be hidden corners where nobody has ever
gone before, and enigmatic surprises to be found there-including a lesson in just how far the arm
of the Empire can stretch, and how subtle and profound its touch can be.

[VERSION HISTORY]

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

Quee Leelearned about the Vermiculate from an unlikely source-a painfully respectable gentleman who
had never taken pleasure from adventuring or the unexpected. But their paths happened to crossduring a
feast given by mutud friends, and after the customary pleasantries, he pulled the ancient woman aside,
remarking, "I have some news that might be of interest to you." Then, with aprecise, mildly perturbed
voice, he explained how onetiny portion of the Great Ship had never been mapped.

"How can that be?" Quee L ee asked skeptically. After dl, the captains had made it apriority to
investigate every shipboard cavern and tunnel, and today even thetiniest crevice wore itsown intricate
name.

"The captains were quite thorough,” he admitted. "But the Ship is so very enormous.”

That it was. With the mass and volume of Uranus, no machine was the Great Ship'sequdl. Itsengines
were as big asmoons, its fud tanks could drink oceans, and me variety and volume of its onboard
habitats was nothing less than spectacular. Mapping such an enormous body proved a daunting
chalenge. Y et the early captains were clever and very stubborn souls. Their survey began with afew
million robots-smdll, e egantly designed machines bristling with sensors and curiouslimbs. Scrambling
through the Ship'sinterior, the robots memorized every empty volume, and whenever a passageway split
intwo, the robots would pause, feasting on the local rock and metal and then building copies of their
obsessve selves. As prolific as carpenter ants or harum-scarum fleas, those early scouts soon numbered
inthetrillions, and, ruled by a set of smple unyielding instructions, they moved ever degper insdethe
Ship, eventudly scurrying down every hole and recording each turn and dead end, working with
relentless unison to creste a precise three-dimensiona modd of the Ship's vacant interior.

But the method had its limitations. Doorless bubbles and pockets and finger-wide seams lay out of reach;
afew long caverns were sedled beneath kilometers of iron and hyperfiber. But with sonic probes and
neutrino knives, the Ship's engineers eventualy made even those buried places visble. The only mgor
failure was hiding today in the Ship's distant core. But the peculiar world mat would be known as
Marrow lay in the remote future. The Master Captain was being honest when she stood on the bridge,
proclaiming that her fabulous machine had been mapped in full, and its crew and countless passengers
had little reason not to believe every promise that this voyage would remain routine—a blissful journey
that would eventualy circumnavigate the bright heart of the Milky Way.

"l understand how the Ship was mapped,” remarked Quee Leg's companion. "What | am tellingyou is
that despite everyone's best efforts, afew empty spaces are lurking out there.”

"And how do we know this?* she asked, her tone politely curious.



"The Magter Captain ownsateam of Al savants,” the gentleman replied. "They are brilliant machines
designed to do nothing but ponder the Ship and its mysteries. One of those Als recently made athorough
analysisof old data, and it discovered one glaring gap, one blank spot on the captains map, and nobody
seems to understand how this could have happened.”

"And when did we learn this?"

"But we haven't learned anything," he countered, his calm voice breaking at the edges. "Thisisavery
grave, very important business. Only the highest-ranking captains know about the flaw."

"And you," she pointed ouit.

"Yes, | know portions of the story. | can't tell how or why, however, and please don't ask me. But it
occurred to me that you of al people would appreciate hearing this news.”

Give arich secret to the blandest soul, and he will dream of telling what he knows. And QueeLeewasa
charming presence aswell asavery desirable audience: awealthy woman from Old Earth and one of a
handful of humans on board the Ship who could remember that precious moment when their species
turned asenditive ear to the sky and heard intelligent sounds raining down from the stars. In that sense,
shewas aremarkable, and very rare, creature-alady of genuine fame insde the human community. She
was aso beautiful and poised, socidly gifted and universaly liked. Given the chance, any hedthy, mildly
insecure heterosexua male would work hard to impress Quee Lee.

"Our captainsareworried,” her confidant mentioned. "The Master Captain even took the trouble of
waking one of the old surveying robots and putting it down a promising hole. And do you know what

happened?’
"You'regoing to tel me, | hope."

"Therobot lost itsway.” The man sighed, rather bothered by thisturn of events. "The machine fumbled
around in the darkness, and then, with nothing to say for itsdlf, it climbed back out of the hole again.”

"Fascinating," she exclamed.

"I knew you would enjoy this" he whispered, offering asmile and quick wink. After millenniaof traveling
together, he had finally managed to engage this beautiful creature.

"Perri will want to hear thisstory,” she mentioned.

"But | wish you wouldn't mention it,”" the man sputtered. Then aworse possibility occurred to him. "'l
understood that your husband istraveing just now. Heisn't herewith us, ishe?"

"Oh, but heis," she exclamed. By chance, Perri had just entered the festival room. For the last severd
weeks, he had been riding a saddle strapped to the back of a porpoisdlike alien caled the Gi-Gee,
enjoying wild swimsin afrigid river of water and ammonia. Of course, Perri would want to learn of this
man's news. A thousand souls were scattered across the room, human and otherwise. Most of the
partiers were dressed in gaudy, |ook-at-me costumes—which was only proper, since these were among
the wedlthiest, most powerful individuasto be found in the galaxy. But Quee Leelooked past the
towering egos, waving at the only human mae dressed in plain, practical clothes.

Instantly, her companion warned, "I don't want thisto be known. Not outside our circle, please.”

Thetonesaid it dl: Perri was neither wealthy nor important, which made him unacceptable.



But Quee Leelaughed off the insult aswell asthe earnest pleasfor slence. "Oh, I'm sure my husband's
aready heard about the Vermiculate," she remarked. "Believe me, Perri knowsthe Ship aswell asany
captain does, and he knows everyone on board who matters, too." She winked, adding swestly, "He
knowsyou, of course.”

"Of course.”
"Thiswon't be newsto him," she promised.

Y et, for some reason, Perri wasn't familiar with this particular rumor. He listened intently as Quee Lee
related the mystery, and yes, hewas very familiar with that region caled the Vermiculate. It was an
intricate nest of dry caves, very few entrances leading to amillion dead ends. But he had never heard
evidence that some portion of those caverns had escaped mapping.

"Tdl it agan,”" he demanded, tugging at the fellow's elbow. "From the beginning, everything you know."
But there weren't many new detailsto share.

"l think | seewhat's happening,” Perri mentioned. "Thisis probably just an old rumor reborn. Thefirst
two passengers to come on board the Great Ship started this story. Over drinks or in somebody's bed,
they convinced themselves there had to be secret places and unmapped corners lurking somewhere. It
hel ped heighten the sense of adventure, don't you see? And that's why every century or two, that same
old legend puts on anew costume and takesitswak in public.”

"But thisisno rumor," the man proclaimed. "And | don't gpprove of legends. What | told you isthe truth,
| swear it."

"Y et you won't name your source,” Perri pointed out.
"l cannot,” the man repeated. "Frankly, | wish | hadn't said thismuch.”

Perri was amodern human, durable and functionally immortal. But unlike al of the well-moneyed soulsin
the room, he wore a boyish face and a pretty, dmost juvenile smile. When it served his needs, he played
the role of asmart child surrounded by very foolish adults. "It scaresthe hell out of you, doesn'tit? You
hear about this puzzle, and you're the kind of creature who won't fall adeep unless every puzzleis solved,
every question mark erased.”

"And what iswrong with that?" asked the rumor's source.
"What's right about it?" Perri countered.
Quee Lee had expected precisaly that response, and when it came, she laughed softly.

The gentleman bristled. "My dear, | thought you would be interested in this matter. But if you're going to
tease me—"

"l didn't mean that," she began.

But the man had his excuse to turn and march away. No doubt he would avoid Quee Leefor the rest of
the day and, if genuingy angry, shewouldn't see him for the next fifty years.

"I shouldn't have laughed,” Quee Lee admitted.

"Hewill forgiveyou."



True enough. Fifty yearsof chilled sllence was nothing among immortals. All but the most mdicious dights
were eventualy pardoned, or at least discarded as memories not worth carrying any farther. "1t'stoo bad
that the story isn't true,” she said. "1 wish there was some unmapped cave hiding out there."

"Oh, but thereis," Perri replied.

Quee Leeworked through the possibilities. Y ou lied to me," she complained. "Y ou'd dready heard
about the Vermiculate."

"l didn't, and | haven't.”

"Then how can you say—?"

"Eadly," heinterrupted. "Y our friend might be awonderful soul. He might be charitable and sveet—"
"Hardly."

"But he has never once shown me the barest trace of imagination. | serioudy doubt that he could dream
up such atale, and | know he wouldn't repeat any wild fable, unlessit came from areasonable,
respong ble source.”

"One of the captains,”" Perri alowed.

"But why would any rationd officer take any passenger into hisor her confidence?' She hesitated, and
laughed. "l suppose my old friend israther wedlthy."

"Wedthier even than you," Perri agreed.

"And if he happened to be deeping with acaptain..."

"That'smy cynicd guess.”

Quee Leeknew her husband's mind. "Y ou aready know which captainit is, don't you?'
"l have arobust notion," he alowed.

"Who?'

"Not here," he warned, stroking her arm with afond hand. "But my candidate has rank and connections,
and she's desperately fond of money. And if you mix those qudifications with the fact that she, like that
prickly man sulking over there, doesn't appreciate myseries..."

"Isthe Vermiculate unmapped?’ she asked.

"If any placeis,”" Perri dlowed. Then, with long fingers, he drew daborate shapesin the air between
them. "'If you wove dl of those empty cavestogether and straightened them out, you'd have asingle
tunnel long enough to reach from your Earth to Neptune and partway home again. So yes, it'seasy to
imagine that some Al expert could massage the old data, and guess that one corner here and onelittle
room there might have escaped notice and naming. And maybe after fifty thousand years of deep, one of
the original survey robots was awakened and shoved down ahole, and, because of its age, it
mafunctioned, making everything seem far more myseriousthan it actudly was."

On her own, Quee Lee had narrowed the list of suspect captainsto three, perhaps four. With aquiet,



congpiratorid voice, she asked, "Who's going to make our discreet inquiries, you or me?”
"Neither of us," Perri said.
"Then you're not my hushand,” she teased. "The man | married would want to finish the mapping himslf."

Perri shrugged and grinned. "We can make our own good guesses where to look.” Then with afond
whisper, he added, "Besides, if we get ourselves noticed, what began as atiny dataanomaly mentioned
to alover will become much more: an area of potential embarrassment to the godly rulers of the Great
Ship. Then our nameless captain will persondly march into that empty corner... and keep mefrom
having my little bit of fun..."

"And me, too," said Quee Lee.

"Or quitealot of fun," Perri added, wrapping an arm around hiswifeéswaist. "If you'rein the mood for a
little darkness, that is."

Y et nothing was smple about this smple-sounding quest. Finding holesinside the existing maps proved
difficult, requiring months of detailed analysis by severa experts paid well for their secrecy aswell astheir
rare skills. Meanwhile, hdf adozen of Perri's best friends heard about his newest interest, and, by turning
in past favors, they earned dots on the expedition roster. Then Quee L ee decided to invite two lady
friends who had been pressing for centuriesto join her on a"safe adventure,” which was what thiswould
be. The Vermiculate might be imperfectly known, but there was no reason to expect danger. The dry
caves werefilled with the sandard minima atmaosphere-nitrogen and oxygen and nothing ese. There
were no artificia sunsor lights, and the only heat was therma |eakage from the nearby habitats and
reactors. But even if the worst happened-if everyonelost their way and their supplies were
exhausted—the end result would be abothersome thirst and gradua starvation. Eventudly, their tough
bioceramic mindswould sever al connections with their failing bodies, and, when no choice was | eft, ten
humans would st down in the darkness and quietly turn into mummies, waiting for their absenceto be
noted and arescue mission to track them down.

But Perri didn't approve of losing hisway. Meticulousin recording their position on the new, modestly
improved map, he earned gentle and then not-so-gentle ribbing from the others. The Vermiculate was far
too enormous to explore, even athousand years. But their flex-skin car took them to areas of interest,
and before they stepped away from each base camp, he made histeam memorize the local layout of
tunnels and chambers. Heinsisted that everyone stay with at least one companion. He begged for the
othersto carry severa kinds of torches aswell aslocator tools, noisemakers, and laser flares. But
eighteen days of that kind of mothering caused one of Quee Leg'sfriendsto break every rule. She picked
arandom passageway and ran for parts unknown, at least to her. She was carrying nothing but one small
torch and a half-filled water bottle, and after ten hours of solitary adventuring, she discovered that she
had no good ideawhere shewasin the universe.

One night alone was enough of alesson. Perri and Quee Lee found the explorer Sitting in a dead-end
chamber, shivering insde her heated clothes-shivering out of hunger and anxiety. And from that moment
on, everyone's wandering was done with at least the minima precautions.

It was the boredom that began to defeat the explorers.

The Vermiculate's wals were stone buttressed with low-grade hyperfiber. No human eye had ever seen
these tunndls, but the novelty was minimal. Some places were beautiful in their shape and proportions,



but it was an accidental beauty. The Ship's builders might have had a purpose for each twist and turn,
every sudden room, and for the little tubes that gave access to the next portion of the maze. But to most
eyes, nothing here was strange or particularly interesting, and, after two months of wandering, the novice
adventurerswerelosing interest.

One by one, the expedition shrank.

Firg to leave was the woman who hadn't gotten lost. Then Perri's friends complained about these dreary
circumstances, each demanding aride to the nearest exit point. The only ones|eft wereidentica twin
brothers and that dear old friend of Quee L ee who had gotten lost and scared, and then discovered a
genuine fondnessfor speunking.

Or maybeit was the brotherswho held her interest. One night, when the camp lights were dropping
down to anightly glow, Quee Lee spotted the twins dipping into her friend'slittle shelter-entering her
home from opposite ends, and neither appearing again until morning.

Another month of wandering brought few highlights. Half adozen tunnels showed evidence of foot traffic
over thelast few thousand years. The desiccated dimetrail of a Snail-As-God was amodest surprise.
Inside one cave, they discovered the broken scale from a harum-scarum shin, and afew metersfarther
aong, aliter of petrified blood left behind by ahuman male. And then came that momentous afternoon
when they discovered agraveyard of surveying robots-ten thousand machinesthat had pulled themselves
into neat, officious piles before dropping into what had become an eternal deep.

Two days|ater, Perri brought histeam to the bottom of a deep, deep chimney. Mathematical wizards
hed labeled that location as"mildly interesting.” The Vermiculate had patterns, predictable and
occasionally repeatable, and, according to sophisticated caculations, that narrow hole should leed to a
large"somewhere s But the unknown refused to expose itsdlf with aglance. Two little tunnelswaited
at the bottom of the chimney, but every sonic pulse and cursory examination showed that they were
merely long and exceptiondly ordinary.

The five humans broke into two groups.

Perri and Quee Lee dipped into the shorter tunnd. Asaways, they brought tracking equipment aswell
asthe sniffersthat congtantly searched for organic traces | eft by past visitors, and along with heated
clothes and survivdl rations, they carried avariety of lightsto offer feeble glows or sun-blazing fires. But
the mogt effective sensor came in pairs, and it was the bluish-yellow eyesthat noticed the sudden holein
thefloor.

"Stop,” said Perri.

Quee Lee paused, one gloved hand dropping, fingertips reaching to within a hairsbreadth of the
emptiness.

"Look," he advised.

"l seeit,” shesad. But she didn't know what she saw. After days and weeks of staring at structural
hyperfiber, she recognized that something here was different. It was the area surrounding the hole that
was peculiar. Holding avariable beam to the floor, she dipped through a series of settings. Hyperfiber
was the strongest baryonic substance known-the bones of the Ship and the basis of every star-faring
civilization-yet she had never seen light flickering againgt hyperfiber quitelikeit did just then. It was asif
the floor wasfedling their weight, and the photons were betraying the vibrations.

"Do you know what thisis?" Perri asked.



"Doyou?'
"The source," he announced. " The source of our rumor."

She shone a second light up and down the tunnel. There was no sign of disabled robots or the detritus | eft
by mapping crews. But the captains could have cleaned up thelr trash, Since captains liked to keep their
Secrets secret, particularly when it came to curious passengers.

"Thisholeisfresh,” Perri decided. And when Quee Lee reached toward the edge, he said, "Don't. Unless
you want to cut off afinger or two."

The floor was pure hyperfiber—a skin only afew atomsthick at itsthickest. Because the stuff was so
very thin, the light flickered. What they were trusting with their weight was close to nothing, likeworn
paint stretched across empty air, and the edge of the reved ed hole was keener than the most deadly
sword.

"But arobot should have noticed,” she guessed. "If we can see that the floor hereis different...”

"I've given that somethought,” Perri offered. "Were about as deep into the Vermiculate as you can go,
or so we thought. A few surveyors probably started working above us, and when they were
overwhelmed, they stopped and ate the rock and replicated themselves."

"Imperfect copies?' she guessed.

"Maybe." He shrugged, enjoying the game but taking nothing too serioudy. "Whatever the reason, the
machinethat first crawled into this tunnel wasn't paying close attention. It didn't notice what should have
been obvious, and that's why the Ship's map wasincomplete.”

"Just like the rumor says," Quee Lee agreed. "Except there isn't much mystery, isthere? Becauseif the
captains had found something remarkable down here—"

"Wewouldn't get within ten kilometers," Perri agreed.

With every toal, including her warm brown eyes, Quee L ee examined the floor and the hole and the
blackness below.

Perri did the same.

And then, for thefirgt timein perhaps athousand years, one of them managed to surprise the other.
It wasn't the adventurous spouse who spokefirst.

Pointing down, Quee Lee said, "That hole'sjust wide enough for me."

"If we gtring tethersto the ceiling,” Perri mentioned, "and if there's another floor worth standing on below
lel

"What about our friends?" she asked.
"I'll go gather them up,” he began.

"No." Then, for the second time, she surprised her husband. "WElI leave a note behind. We can tell them
tofallow, if they want."

Perri smiled at the ancient creature.



"Thisisour adventure,”" she concluded. "Y ours, and mine."

What lay below was very much the same as everything above. Which was what they had expected. The
only difference was that no public map showed these particular cavities and chimneys, and thelong
tunnes and little sde vents dways led to awealth of new places devoid of names. According to Perri's
navigationa equipment, they had wandered nearly twelve kilometers before beginning their hunt for a
campsite. A series of eectronic breadcrumbs led back to the origina hole and their left-behind note, and,
gpeaking through the crumbs, Quee Lee discovered that her lady friend and the twins hadn't bothered to
come looking for them. She speculated asto why that might be, and they enjoyed alewd laugh. Then,
following one promising passageway around itsfina bend, they entered what seemed to be thelargest
room they had seen for weeks.

The floor of the room was an undulating surface, like water stirred by deep currents. They selected a
spacious bowl of coal gray hyperfiber, and, with the camp light blazing beside them, they made love.
Then they ate and drank their fill, and at a point with no obvious significance, Perri strolled over to his
pack and bent down, intending to snatch sometiny item out of one of the countless pockets.

That was the moment when every light went out.

Quee Lee was gtting on her memory chair, immersed in sudden darkness. Her firg ingtinct wasto believe
that she wasto blame. Their camp light wasin front of her. Had she given it some mideading command?
But then she thought about their other torches and, redlizing that the night wastotd, she naturally
wondered if for some peculiar reason she had gone completely blind.

Then from adistance, with amoderately concerned voice, her husband asked, "Darling? Are you there?"

"l am," sheremarked. Perri was blind too, or every one of their lights had failed. Either way, something
unlikely had just occurred. "What do you think?" she asked.

"That it'sridiculoudy dark in here" Perri dlowed.
Perfectly, rlentlesdy black.

"Doyoufed dl right?" heinquired.

"] fed fing" shesad.

"l do, too." He was disgppointed, asif some little ache might help answer their questions. "Except for
being worried, | suppose.”

One of Perri'sfeet kicked the pack.
"Darling?' she asked.
Hesad, "Sing to me. I'll follow your voice."

Softly, Quee Lee sang one of the first tunesthat she had ever learned—a nursery rhyme too old to have
an author, its beguiling lyrics about rowing and time wrapped around alanguage long considered dead.

Moments later, she heard Perri settle on the ground directly to her right.

She stopped singing.



Then Perri called from somewhere off to her |eft, from adistance, telling her, "Don't quit Snging now. I'm
dill trying to find you, darling.”

For along moment, nothing happened. The darkness remained silent and unknowable. And then from her
right, from a place quite close, avoice that she did not recognize softly inssted, "Y es, please. Sing,
please. | rather enjoy that wonderful little tune of yours."

AV
Quee Lee began to jump up.

"No, no," the voice implored. "Remain seated, my dear. Thereis absolutely no reason to surrender your
comfort.”

She settled dowly, warily.

Perri said her name.

Clearing her throat, Quee Lee managed to say, "I'm here. Here."
"Areyoudl right?'

"Wes"

"But | thought | heard-"

"Yes"

"Is somebody with you?'

In the same moment, two voicessad, "Yes"

Then the new voice continued. "1 was hoping that your wifewould sing alittle more," it remarked. "Buit |
suppose | have spoiled the mood, which ismy fault. But please, Perri, will you join us? Sit beside Quee
Lee and | promise: Neither of you will cometo any harm. A little conversation, alittle taste of
companionship... that'sal | wish for now."

Again, with urgency, Perri asked, "Areyou dl right?*

How could she answer that question?"I'm fine, yes." Except that she was startled, and for many rationa
reasons, she was scared, and with the darkness pressing down, she wasfedling athrilling lack of control.

Her husband's footsteps seemed louder than before. In the perfect blackness, he stepped by memory,
and then, perhaps sensing her presence, he stopped beside her and reached out with one hand, dry warm
fingertips knowing just where her face would be waiting.

She clung to his hand with both of hers.
"Sit, please,”" the stranger insisted. "Unless you absolutely must stand.”

Perri settled on one edge of her soft chair. His hand didn't leave her grip, and he patted that knot of
fingerswith hisfree hand. Aswell as she knew her own bones, Quee Lee knew his. And she leaned into
that strong body, glad for his presence and confident that he was glad for hers.

"Who areyou?' Perri asked.



Silence answered him.

"Did you disable our lights?* he asked.

Nothing.

"You must have," Perri decided. "And my infrared corneas and nexus-links, too, | noticed.”
"All temporary measures,” the stranger replied.

"Why?

Slence.

"Who areyou?' Quee Lee asked. And in the same breath, she added, "What is your name?"

Something about that innocuous question was humorous. The laughter sounded genuine, weightless, and
smooth, gradudly faling away into an amused silence. Then what might or might not have been adeep
breath preceded the odd statement, "Asarule, | don't believein names.”

"No?"' Quee asked.

"Asarule” the voice repested.

Perri asked, "What species are you?"

"And | will warn you," the voice added. "I don't gladly embrace the concept of species either.”

The lovers sat as close as possible, speaking to each other with the pressure of their hands.

Findly, Quee Leetook it upon hersdf to say, "We're human. If that mattersto you, one way or another."
Slence.

"Do you know our species?' she asked.

And then Perri guessed, "Y ou're aV apor-track. Nocturnd to the point where they can't endure even the
weekest light-"

"Yes, | know humans,” the stranger responded. "And | know V apor-tracks, too. But | am neither. And
believe me, | am naither nocturnal nor diurnal. Thetime of day and the sirength of the ambient light are of
absolutely no concernto me.”

"But why are you down here?' Quee Lee asked.
Their companion gave no response.

"Thisisavery remote corner of the Ship," Perri said. "Why would any sentient organism seek out this
place?'

"Why do you?" was the response.
"Curiosty," Perri confessed. "Isthat your motivation?"

"Not intheleast." The voice was more maethan femae, and it sounded nearly as human asthey did. But
those qualities could be artifacts of any good trandator. It occurred to Quee Lee that some kind of



deception was a work here, and that what they heard had no bearing at al on what was beside them. "I
could imaginethat | am asubstantia puzzle for the two of you," the voice dlowed.

The humans responded with their own silence.

"Fair enough,” their companion said. "Tdl me: Where were each of you born?"
"On the Great Ship,” Perri volunteered.

"I comefrom Earth,” Quee Lee offered.

"Names," the stranger responded. "1 ask, and you ingtantly offer me names.”
"What else could we say?" asked Quee Lee.

"Nothing. For you, there are no other polite options. But asarule, | prefer placesthat don't wear names.
Cubbyholes and solar systemsthat have remained uncata oged, indifferent to whichever label that a
passerby might try to hang onitsdick invisbleflesh.”

Quee Leelistened to her husband's quick, interested breathing.

After reflection, Perri guessed, "And that's why you're here, isnt it? Thisis one place insde the Great
Ship that has gone unnoticed. Until now."

"Perhapsthat ismy reason,” the voice alowed.
"|sthere a better answer?' Perri asked.
Slence.

"Y ou have no name?"' Quee L ee pressed.

The silence continued, and then, suddenly, an explanation was offered. "1 don't wear any name worth
repesting. But | do have anidentity. A sdlf. With my own history and limitations aswell asawealth of
possibilities, most of which will never cometo pass.”

They waited.

The voice continued. "What | happen to be isagovernment officid. A harmless and noble follower of
rules. But when necessary, | can become a brazen, fearless warrior. Except when my best choiceisto be
adetermined coward, in which case| can flee any threat with remarkable skill. Y &t, in most
circumstances, | amjust an officid: theloyd servant to aexceptiondly fine cause.”

"Which cause?' both humans asked.

"In serviceto the gdactic union,” the entity replied. "That ismy defining role... arolethat | have played
successfully for the last three hundred and seven million years, by your arbitrary and salf-centered count.”

Surprise and doubt ran through their bodies.
Quee Leetook it upon hersdlf to confess, "I'm sorry. But we don't entirely believe you."
"Y ou claim you were born on Earth. Isthat true, my dear?

She hesitated.



" 'Earth.’ Y our home planet carriesasimple utterance. Am | right?”
Shesad, "Yes"

"I do happen to know your small world. But when | made my vist, the stars were completely unaware of
that sef-given name.”

"And what do you know about Earth?' Perri asked.

"Actudly, | know quitealot,” their companion promised. Then once again, it fell into along, long slence.

Vv

Separately, Quee Lee and Perri had cometo identical conclusions: The voice was rhythmic and deep,
not just easy to listen to but impossible to ignore. Every word was ddlivered with clarity, like the voice of
ahighly trained actor. But woven through that perfection were hints of breathing and little clicks of
tongues or lips, and, oncein agreat while, a nebulous sound that would leak from the mouth or nogtrils...
or some other orifice hiding in the darkness. Whatever was speaking to them was dightly taler than their
ears, and their best guess was that the creature was Sitting on alump of hyperfiber less than three meters
from them. There was mass behind the voice. Sometimes alimb would move, or maybe the body itself.
Perhaps they heard the creak of its cargpace or the complaining of tiff leathery clothes, or maybea
tendril was twisting back againgt it-self-unless there was no sound, except what the two humansimagined
they could hear out in the unfathomable blackness.

Asfar asthey could determine, their namel ess companion was adone. There wasn't any second presence
or awhisper of another voice. And it somehow had dipped into their camp, perhaps even before the
lights died, and neither one of them had perceived anything out of the ordinary.

Maybe the voice wasjust that.

Sound. Or aset of elaborate sounds, contrived for effect and existing only as so much noise, produced
by nothing but the unlit air or the fierce motions of individua atoms.

Perhaps somebody was playing an e aborate joke on the two of them. Perri had many clever friends. A
few of them might have worked together, going to the trouble necessary to bring him and Quee Leeinto
thisempty hole, snatching them up in some game that would continue until the fun was exhausted and the
lights returned. Quee Lee could envision just that kind of trick: One moment, amysterious voice. And
then, just as suddenly, athousand good friends would be standing around them, congratulating the
married pair on one or another minor anniversary.

"Isthisaspecial occason?' Quee Lee asked hersdlf.

That route seemed lucrative. She smiled, and the nervousnessin her body began to drain away. How
many months and years of work had gone into this silly joke? But she had seen through all of the
cleverness, and, for an instant, she considered a preemptive shout and laugh, perhaps even throwing out
the names of thelikely conspirators.

The creature continued explaining what might or might not bered. "My preferred method of travel,” it
proclaimed, "isto move aone, and aways by the most invisible means. Thisis standard behavior for
officidslike mysdf. Wewill finish onetask in some portion of the Union, and, with that success, another
task issupplied. Since newstravels dowly across the gdaxy, an entity like mysdlf is granted consderable
freedom of action. Few organizations are confident enough to tolerate such power in their agents.”



"What kind of tasks?"' Perri asked.
"Would you like an example?’
"Please”

"I am thinking now of awarehouse that | had built and stocked. A hidden warehouse in an undisclosed
location. And in the very next moment, | was suddenly dispatched into my next critical mission.”

"A warehouse?' Perri asked.

"A vad, invisblefacility full of rare and vauableitems. | haven't returned to that particular location since,
but it mogt likely remains locked and unseen today. Unused, but always at the ready. Waiting for that
critical, well-imagined age when its contents help with some greet effort. But that isthe Union'sway: We
have an eaborate structure, robust and overlapping. Enduring and invincibly patient. Whichisonly
natural, Snce we happen to be the oldest, most powerful politica entity within thisgaaxy."

"TheUnion?" Perri said dubioudly.
"YS"
"That'saname," he pointed out. "'l thought you didn't approve of such things.”

"| offer it because you expect some kind of labd. But like dl names, 'the Union' doesntt truly fit what is
red.” A smug, superior tone had taken hold, but it was difficult for the audience to take offense. After dl,
thiswas just avoicein the night, and who could say what was true and what was sane?

"Simply stated,” their companion continued, "my Union isacollection of entities and beliefs, memesand
advanced toals, that have been joined together in acommon cause. And what you call the Milky Way
happens to be our most important possession. The centra state indde avast and ancient empire.”

"No," Perri said. "No."

Slence.

Quee Leefdt her husband'stension. Leaning forward, she told their companion, "There are no empires.”
A long black silence held sway, and then came a sound not unlike the creak of ajoint needing ail.

"Many, many species havetried to build empires,” she continued, naming afew candidatesto prove her
knowledge of the subject. "The galaxy's first sentient races accomplished the most, but they didn't do
much. The galaxy isenormous. Its planets are too diverse and far too numerousto be ruled by any one
government. And starflight has alway's been adow, dangerous business. When a speciesrises, it can gain
control of only avery limited region. When you measure the history of empires againgt the life stories of
suns and worlds, even the most enduring ruleisatemporary, very tiny busness.”

Quee Lee concluded by saying, "No single authority has ever controlled any significant portion of the
galaxy.”

"| gpplaud your generous sense of doubt,” the stranger replied. "May | ask, my dear? What are you?"
"What do you mean?"

"By blood, | think you must be Chinese. Am | right?’



"Mostly, yes" she admitted.
"And the city of your birth?"
"Hong Kong," she whispered.

"Hong Kong, yes. A place| know of, yes. Of course you understand that your Chinawas a great
empire, and more than once. And as| recal from my long-ago studies of Earth, there was a period-a
brief but not unimportant time-when the port of Hong Kong bel onged to the grestest empire ever to exist
on your littleworld. Therewasaminor greenidand sitting in acold distant sea. It caled itself Great
Britain, and, with its steam-driven fleets, it somehow managed to hang its flag above afat fraction of the
world's population.”

"I know about Britain," shereplied.

"Now tell methis" their companion continued. "There lives an old rickshaw driver who plies histrade on
the narrow Hong Kong streets. Does that lowly man care who happensto serve as governor of hishome
city? Does it matter to him if the fellow on top happensto have yellow hair, or isaMongol born onthe
plansof Ada, or even aHan Chinesewho isathird cousin to him?”

"No," she admitted. "He probably didn't think much about those matters.”

"And what about the peasant farmer struggling to feed himsdlf and hisfamily from apatch of land
downstream from Evered... theruler of afarm that has never even once falen under the indifferent gaze
of the pae northern man who worksinsde adistant government building? Does that farmer concern
himself with the man who signsalong list of decrees and then dies quietly of malaria? And doeshe care
at al about the gentleman who comes to replace that dead civil servant... another northern man who
bravely sgns more unread decrees before he dies of cholera?’

Quee Lee said nothing.

"Condder the Mayan woman nursing her daughter in Belize, or the Maasai cattle herder in Kenyawho
happensto bethetadl strong lord to his herd. Do they learn the English language? Can they even

recognize their rulers aphabet? And then thereisthe Aborigind hunter sucking the precious juice out of
an emu egg. Ishe even aware that fleets of enormous cod-fired ships are landing and then leaving from
his coast each and every day?

"These souls are busy, embroiled in thair rich and complex, if painfully brief, lives. Within the British
Empire, hundreds of millions of citizens go about their daily adventures. The flavor of each existenceis
nearly changeless. Taxes and smdl blessings come from on high, but these trappings accomplish little,
regardless of which power happensto beflying theflags. A peasant's story isusudly the ssame ashis
forefathers stories. And if the peasant's children survive, they will inherit that same stubborn, amost
ageessnardive.”

Neither human spoke.

"Do these little people ever think of that distant green idand?’
"I wouldn't be surprised if they didn't,” Quee Lee alowed.
"But if they did think of Britain,” the stranger began.

"What?' Perri prompted.



"Would they love the Empirefor itsjugtice, order, and the rare peace that it brings to the human world?’
Neither responded.

"Of course, they do not. What you do not know, you cannot love. Thisistrue of emperorsaswell as
mates. So long as the peasants lives remain small and steady, they won't be capable of hating the British.

"Which isnot to say they are unsophisticated souls. They arefar from smple, in fact. But their livesare
confined. By necessity, the obvious and immediate are what matter to them. And the colors and shape of
today's flag could not have less meaning.”

"Suppose we agree," said Perri. "We accept your premise: For humans, empires tended to be big, distant
machines”

"Asthey arefor most other species,” wasthereply.
In the dark, Quee Lee and her husband nodded.

"But | don't agree with that word 'big," " the stranger continued. "I believe that even the greatest empire,
at the height of its powers, remainsvanishingly small. Nearly invisble, even.”

"I don't understand,” confessed Quee Lee.

"Let meremind you of this: Severd million whales swam in your world'slittle ocean. They were great
beasts possessing language and old cultures. But did even one species of cetaceans bow to the British
flag? And what about the tiger eating venison on the Punjab? Did he dream of the homely human queen?
And whét role did the ants and beetles, termites and butterflies, play in the world? They did nothing for
Britannia, | would argue. .. except for what they would have done anyway if I€eft to their own marvelous
devices"

Perri tried to laugh.
Quee Lee could think of nothing useful to say.

"Thetrouble," the voice began. Then it paused, perhaps reconsidering its choice of words. ™Y our
mistake," it continued, "is both inevitable and comforting, and it isvery difficult to escape. What you
assumeisthat the names in history areimportant. Because you have smart, educated minds, you have
taught yoursalves much about your own past. But even the most famous nameislost among thetrillions
of nameless souls. And every empire that you think of when the subject arises... well, that politica entity,
no matter how impermanent and trivia, was visble only because it wasted itslimited energies making
certain that its name would outlive both its accomplishments and its crimes.”

"Maybe s0," Quee Leedlowed.

"Names," the voice repested. "The worlds you know share that unifying trait. A name bringswith it a
sense of purpose and a handle for its recorded history. Attached to one or a thousand words waits some
center of trade, anucleus of science, and you mistakenly believe that the most famous names mark the
hubs of your grest cosmopolitan gaaxy.”

Perri squeezed hiswifé's hand, fighting the temptation to spesk.

"But the bulk of the galaxy... its asteroids and dust motes, sunless bodies and dark corners without
number... those are the features that truly matter."



"Towhom?' Quee Lee asked.

"To theants, of course. And the lowly fish. The beetles and singing whales, and our rickshaw driver who
knows the twisting Streets of Hong Kong better than any Chinese emperor or British civil servant. The
nameless citizens are those who matter, my dear.” Their companion shifted itsweight. Perhaps.
Something creaked, and the voice drifted dightly to one sde. "And | will confessthat my empireislikeal
those others, if not more so. The Union that | love... that | have served sdlflesdly for eons... isvast and
ancient. But where England made maps and gave every corner itsown label, my Union haswisdly built
itself upon places unknown."

Husband and wife contemplated that peculiar boast.

Then Quee Lee remembered an earlier thread. "Y ou have visited Earth, you clamed.”
"l did once, yes."

"Before or after your invisible warehouse?'

"After, asit happens. Soon after.”

"Y ou mentioned receiving anew mission then," Perri coaxed.

"Which leads directly to an interesting story, | believe." The next sound was soft, contented. "My new
orders came by amost usud route. Whispered and deeply coded. Ingtructions from my superiors that
were designed to resemble nothing but asmeared flicker of light thrown out from adistant laser array.”
The words were strung together with what fdlt like agrin. "Alone, | left my previous post. Alone, | rode
ingde atiny vehicle meant to resemble ashard of old comet, usng asmpleion motor to boost my
velocity to where my voyage took dightly lessthan forty centuries—"

"By our arbitrary and saf-centered count,” Perri interjected.

"Whichisnot avery long time." Those words were ordinary and matter-of-fact, yet somehow with the
sound of them-in their clarity and decidedly dow pace—the voice conveyed long reaches of time and
unbounded patience. "I traveled until 1 came to a namelessworld. There was one ocean and severa
continents. The forests were green, the skies blue with white watery clouds. To fulfill the demands of my
new misson, | selected an idand not far from the world's main continent: ayoung volcanic idand where
thelocal inhabitants built boats driven by oars and square sails, and they put up houses of wood and
stone, and they planted haf-wild cropsin thefertile black soil. And their moments of free time werefilled
with the heartfelt worship of their moon and sun-the two bodies that ruled a sky that they would never
truly understand.”

"Wasthis Earth?' Quee Lee asked.
Therewas a pause.
In the darkness, motion.

And then the voice told them, "When these particular events occurred, my dear, there was no world
cdled 'Earth.""

Quee Lee wrapped both hands around her husband's arm.

"Remember this," the voice continued. "The Union isthe only power that truly matters. And the Unionis
interested only in those dark realmsthat appear on no worthwhile map.”



\

"A king happened to rule that warm, sun-washed idand. He was smple and rather old, and | was
tempted to kill him in some grand public fashion before taking his throne for mysdlf. Y et my study of his
species and its superdtitions showed me aless bloody avenue. The king's youngest wife was pregnant,
but the child would be tillborn. It was asmple matter to replace that failed infant and then bury what
was Meingdeits healthy native flesh. Once born, | proved to the kingdom that their new prince was
gpecid. | wasalanky boy, physicaly beautiful, endowed with an unnatura strength and the gentle grace
of wild birds. | didn't merely walk at an early age, | danced. And with abold musica voice, | spoke
endlesdy on every possible subject, people fighting to knedl closeto me, desperate to hear whatever
marvel | offered next.

"The wise old women of my kingdom decided that | must be agod's child as much asaman's.

"On adaily basis, | predicted the wegather and the little quakes that often rattled the idand. | boasted that
| could seefar into the skies and over the horizon, and to prove my brave words, | promised that a boat
full of strangerswould soon drift past our idand.

"I made my prediction in the morning, and by evening | was proved right. Thelogt trireme wasfilled with
traders or pirates. On aworld such asthat, what is the difference between those two professions?
Whatever their intentions, my people were waiting for them, and after suitable introductions, | ordered
the strangers murdered and their possessions divided equaly among the generd populace.”

The voice paused.
In the darkness, Quee Lee leaned hard against her husband.

Then, without comment, the story continued. "I was dmost grown when that little old king stood before
his people and named his heir. Two of my brothers were insulted, but | had anticipated their clumsy
attempts at revenge. In adud with bronze swords, | removed the head of the more popular son. Then |
turned my back, alowing my second brother to run his spear through my chest—amoment used to
provethat | was, as my people had aways suspected, immortal.

"With my own hands, | yanked the spear from my hesart.
"In anguish, my foeflung himsdf off oneof our idand'shigh diffs

" 'Someday | will follow my brothersinto the Afterlife,' | promised the citizens. 'But for the rest of your
days, | will remain with you, and together we shadl do the work of the gods:’

"And that was the moment, at long last, when the heart of my misson findly began.”
Their companion paused.
Finaly Perri asked, "Are you going to explain your misson?"

"Hints and teases. | will share exactly what is necessary to explain myself, or at least | will giveyou the
illuson of ingghts, placing you where your imaginations can fill in the unnamed reaches.”

"About these natives," Quee Lee began. "Y our people... what did they look like?"

Quietly and perhaps with atouch of affection, the voice explained, "They were bipedal, asyou are. And
they had your generd height and mass, hands and glands. Like you, they presented hairlessflesh to the
world, except upon their faces and scalps and in their private corners. Asarule, most were dirty and



drab, and on that particular idand, their narrow culture reached back only afew generations. But their
species had potentid. Following ordinary pathways, natura sdlection had given them graceful fingersand
an evolving language, busy minds and acompelling sense of tribe. In those following years, | showed my
people how to increase the yields and quality of their crops. | taught them how to purify their water, how
to carve and lift gigantic stones, and | helped them build superior shipsthat could chase the fat fish and
dow leviathansthat could never hide from my godly eyes. Then, in the shadow of their smoldering
volcano, | laid out a spacious paace surrounded by a solid home and wide avenues, and for three
generations, my devoted followers built the finest city that their species had ever known."

Once again, the voice ceased. But the silence was neither empty nor unimportant, accenting a sense of
time crossed with clear purpose. Then came a smooth laugh, and their companion remarked, "If the two
of you were dropped into smilar circumstances, you would accomplish most if not al of my tricks. You
are borderlineimmortals. Spears through your hearts would be nuisances at day's end. Armed with the
knowledge common to your happy lives, you could visit some name essworld and convince its residents
that you were divine, and in the next breath you could cal for whatever riches and little pleasures that
your worshippers might scratch together for you.

"What pleasures me isserving the Union.

"What | wanted... what my orders demanded from this one place, insde this single moment... wasthe
congruction of asgnificant machine, adevice that would demand the full focus of ahdf-born civilization.”

"What kind of machine?' asked Perri.
"If it provesimportant to know that, then | will tell you."

Except Perri couldn't accept that evasive answer. "How many people lived in your city? Five thousand?
Fifty thousand?| don't know what you were building. Granted. But you're implying advanced
technologies, and I'd have to guess that you'd need alot more hands and minds than you would ever find
on atiny idand in the middle of the sea.”

Thefirst answer was prolonged silence.

Then came the sharp creak of alimb or cold leather, and with quiet fury the entity replied, "Y ou have not
been ligening carefully enough, Sir. Pay dtrict attention to everything that | tell you."

"Remind mewhat you said,” Perri snapped.
Another pause.

Then the voice continued, explaining, "'l sat on my thronefor seventy summers and several months. Then
oneday | abruptly announced that my city wasfaling me. With awave of my fig, | told my followersthat
they were not truly devoted, that they were not sufficiently thankful for my wise counsd, and | was
contemplating the complete obliteration of their idand-nation.

"With the next sunrise, the great volcano erupted. Therich rocky earth split wide. Ash was coughed into
the sky, lavaflowed into the boiling sea, and boulders as big as houses dropped onto the cowering,
inadequate heads around me. But then | pretended a sudden change of mind. | showed pity, even
empathy. On the following day, after the dead were buried and the damage assessed, | dressed ina
feathered robe and walked to the summit, where| told the mountain to deep again. Which it would have
done on its own, since the eruption had run its course. But a single moment of theater erased the last
shreds of doubt. Again, | had convinced my followersthat | was supreme. Y ou could not hear one
muttered complaint about me, or doubts about my powers, or the dightest question concerning each of



my past decisions.
"That seamless devotion was necessary.

"Y ou see, the eruption was not arandom event. And | didn't make the mountain tremble and belch just to
scaretheloca souls.

"Even as| sat on my throne, | had been working. My assgnment demanded the kinds of energy
generated by top-grade fusion reactors. But reactors produce signatures visible at a great distance.
Neutrinos are difficult to shidd, and | didn't want prying eyesto notice my industrid plant. So instead of a
reactor, | employed the lake of magma.directly beneath our feet, creating an inefficient but enormous
geothermal plant. When that plant awoke-when the first seawater poured down the pipes and into the
reaction vessels—my idand was shoved upward like abaloon inflating. Watchful eyes noticed that every
tide pool was suddenly baking in the sun. Our idand was sgnificantly taler, athousand hot springs
flowed out of the high crevices, and the black ground was itself warm to the touch.

"On that good day, | ordered every woman of breeding age to come to the paace, to arrive with the
evening bell, and | welcomed each of them individually, giving them afeast and plenty to drink, aswell as
jewdry and robes finer than anything they had known. Then to this nervous, worshipful gathering, |
announced that each of them was carrying achild now. My offspring were riding contentedly inside them.

"l promised my wives untroubled pregnancies and hedlthy, superior babies.
"Both promises cametrue.

"And you are correct, Perri. Sir. Fifty thousand followers would never have been enough. No natura
species can bring the menta capacity demanded by thiskind of ddlicate, highly technical work. Sol
enlarged the natives craniums and restructured their neurd networks, flinging them acrossfifty thousand
generations of natural sdlection. Then | served asthe children's only teacher. | taught them what they
needed to know about the high sciences, and | made them expertsin engineering, al while carefully
preparing my kingdom for the next change.”

Perri said, "Wait."

In the dark, Quee Leefdt her husband's body shifting. She recognized his excitement and interest, his
emotions mirroring her own.

Agan, hesad, "Wait."

"y e

"I've been thinking about what you'vetold us."
"Good."

"Whereyour logic leads..."

Silence.

"If you were willing to rewrite the biology of one species,” Perri began, "you could just aswell reshape
others, too."

"Ants?' Quee Lee blurted. "Were you agod to the idand's ants?'

"Ants have no need for gods,” the voice corrected. "They demand nothing but a queen blessed with



spectacular fertility. But you've seen my logic, yes. Y ou are paying attention. But then again, | sensed that
the two of you would prove to be aworthy audience.”

Some smdll object clattered againgt hyperfiber-aclear, dmost bell-like sound expanding and diminishing
inddethe gigantic room.

Then the voice returned, explaining, "By the time my first grandchildren were born, the ocean around my
idand waslit from below. Which was only reasonable, since the city above was just one portion of a
much greater community—a nation numbering in the billions. My people supplied the genius, but to serve
them, | had built amultitude of obedient mindstrained for narrow, exceptiondly difficult tasks. A full
century of careful preparation had made me ready to begin the construction of a single mechanical
wonder.

"Which was the moment, | should add, when my troubles began.”

VII

In the smothering blackness, Quee Lee held her husband by an arm, by hiswaist. And then she twisted
her body in aparticular way, inviting agroping hand, not caring in the least that the namel ess entity might
be able to make out their timeless, much-cherished intimacies.

Perri started to offer anew question.
"What troubles-?" he began.

But the voiceinterrupted him, claming, "Human beings are an extraordinarily fortunate species. Wouldn't
you agree?"

"| fed lucky," QueeLeesad.
"Lucky because of the Great Ship?' Perri asked.
"Tdl meyour opinion: Isthisvesse ablessing for you?'

Perri laughed. "I know at least athousand other speciesthat could havefound it first. That should have
found it before us. They were more powerful than we, and far more numerous. One of them should have
grabbed it up before we ever knew it existed.”

"It'samagica machine" Quee Lee offered.

The entity made afew soft, agreeable noises. Then it continued, saying again, "Our gaaxy has stubbornly
refused to be dominated by any single species. But your kind stumbled across the Ship while it was till
drifting on the outskirts of the galaxy. Y ou claimed the prizefirst, and you have held onto it since. A
single possession haslifted the human animal into an exceptionaly rare position. Y our best captains have
no choice but to thank the stars and Providence for this glorious honor. Today, your artisans and
scientigts are free to drink in thewisdom of the galaxy. Y our wedlthiest citizens can make thisjourney in
safety, sharing their air with the royalty of ahundred thousand worlds. But | think your greatest success
rises from the hungriest, bravest souls among you.

"Each year, on average, seventeen and athird colonial vessals push away from the Ship's ports. How
many of your willing cousins are dropped to the surface of wild worlds and lucrative asteroids? How
many homes and shopes are being erected, entirely new societies sprouting up in your wake? Now
multiply those impressive numbers by the hundreds of thousands of yearsthat you planto invest inthis



circumnavigation of the galaxy. Thetotals are staggering. No society or species or even any compilation
of cooperative souls has enjoyed this human advantage.

"And now consider this: How many diens buy berths on board the Ship? Thousands arrive each year,
and, intrade for asafe journey, they surrender every local map, plus cultura experiencesand
open-ended promises of help. That'swhy each of your new colonies has arespectable, even enviable,
chance of surviva. And that'swhy your speciesis hugging asmall but respectable probability of
dominating the richest portions of the galaxy.

"So now | ask you: When will thiswilderness of ours, from its dwarf satellitesto its black core, be known
everywhere and to every species as 'the Milky Way'?

"In other words, when will the galaxy be your possession?”
Congdering that possibility, the humans couldn't help but smile.
But then Quee Lee sighed, shaking her head as she said, "Never? Isthat the answer you want?"

Quietly, the voice explained, "That kind of success shal never happen. Never, no. Even in your blessed
circumstances, thislittle whirlpool of creation remainstoo vast and far too complex for any single species
to dominate. And your makeshift empireisdoomed at its birth. The best result that you might
achieve-and even thisisan unlikely future-isfor the Great Ship to completeitsfull circuit of the galaxy
without being stolen from you, and for you to leave behind twenty million human worlds. But what are
twenty million worlds againgt those trillions of rocks big enough to be called planets? And | can promise
that no matter the blessingsit startswith, each one of your colonieswill struggleto survive. Itisinevitable.
Y our speciesisrelatively late on the scene; easy rich worlds are scarce and typically belong to someone
else. By the minute, our galaxy grows older. And with every bregth, the sky grows dightly more
crowded. New species are congtantly evolving, thinking machines are being born every moment, and
amogt everything that lives strives hard to live forever, or nearly so."

The smiles had vanished.
For along moment, neither human spoke.

Then Quee Lee suggested, "Maybe our empire should stop naming our worlds. If we emulated your
Union... if human beings decided to rule the dark and empty and the unmapped-"

"No," the voice interrupted.

Then, with apa pable scorn, it added, "'l will share with you one common principle known by every true
empire. Whether you are British or Mongolian, Roman or American: Y ou may never, ever dlow any
competing empire to sprout within your sacred borders.

"My Union standsaone.
"Never forget that.

"And when theinevitable future arrives... when thefind star burns out and the universe pullsitsdf intoa
great empty cold... my Unionwill persg, and it will thrive, living happily on this galaxy's black bones: a
force as near to Always asthat word might ever allow.”

VIl

The humansfelt chastened and alittle angry, powerless to respond but nonetheless intrigued by the stark



implications. They held each other in ways that spoke—the touch of fingers, the pressure of aplump
knee, and the shared tastes of expelled air carrying odors that could only come from Perri, and only
come from Quee Lee.

Thevoicereturned, quietly mentioning, "My misson had begun so easly, with much promise. Y et now its
nature changed. In relaively quick succession, three problems emerged, each one capable of threatening
the project and my sterling reputation.”

A thoughtful pause ended with abrief, disgusted sound.

"Remember the pirates mentioned before? The seefarerswhom | let my peoplekill? They had floated out
from the main continent, and with another hundred years of experience, their descendants were eager to
return. That rocky green wilderness dtill lay over the horizon, but now it was speckled with dirty cities
and fledging nations. Unlike my littleidand, those far places had dways enjoyed culture and a deep
history, every corner of their rich landscape adorned with some important little name.

"Bronze-and-brick technology was at work. Kings and educated minds were beginning to piece together
thefirst, most obvious meaning of the universe. Their largest triremes could wander far from land, and
their captains knew how to navigate by the stars and moon. That those captains would try to visit my
idand wasinevitable, which iswhy | took precautions. The leviathans patrolling my bright waterswere
instructed to scare off every explorer, and, should fear not work, they were entitled to crush the wooden
hulls and drown those stubborn crews.

"A few shipswere sunk off our coast.

"The occasiond corpse washed up on shore, swollen by rot and chewed upon by curious or vengeful
mouths.

"One of the dead had been ascientist and scholar, and, while he drowned, he managed to grab hold of
hisliféswork-along roll of skin covered with dense writing and delicate sketches.

"The body was|ooted, and the book eventudly found itsway into the gppreciative hands of one of my
grandchildren.

"Theidand'sorigina natives could never have understood the intense black scribblings. But my
grandchild wasn't merdy intelligent and highly crestive, he was dso curious and unabashedly loya to me.
Using code-breaking agorithms, he taught himsdlf the dead man'slanguage. In his spare moments, he
managed to trandate the text in full. His purpose, it seems, was to make me proud of his genius. He was
certainly thrilled of his own accomplishment, which was why he shared what he had learned with close
friends and lovers. Then he walked to the palace and kneeled before my throne, presenting both the
artifact and histrandation for my honest gppraisa.

" "They speak of us,' the young man reported. 'The rest of our world believesthat we are gods or the
angels of gods, or that we have descended from the stars. They have convinced themsalvesthat if they
defeat the sea monsters and outsmart the currents, they can row into our harbor and stand among us, and
they will be heroesin the gods eyes. And for their extraordinary bravery, we will award them with the
secretsof All.™

A brief pause.
"I'll ask thisquestion again,” said Perri. "This speciesyou're telling us about. .. were they human?

There was asound, soft but disgusted.



"Atlantis?' Quee Lee whispered. "Isthat what thisstory is?"

"My thought exactly," Perri confessed, hugging her until her ribs ached. Then he said the ancient word for
himsdf, pronouncing, "Atlantis" in the gppropriate dead language.

"Once agan,” the voicereplied, "you have forgotten: The gaaxy had no namefor that world, much less
for that long-ago idand. But | cannot siop you from imagining your Earth and itslegendary lands. And |
won't fight the labelsthat help you follow what | happen to say."

In the darkness, Perri squeezed hiswife again, and she pushed her mouth into hisear, saying, "It must
be" with relish.

They had decided, together.
Atlantis, yes.

"My grandchildren," the voice continued. " Severa generations had passed since thefirgt of them were
born, and | should confessto one inevitable event. | have dways taken loversfrom thelocas. A lover
serves as asource of information, and oftentimes atool for good methodical management. Bedding those
who are most beautiful and intriguing is just anatural consequence of my station. But one of those
grandchildren proved more irresistible than usua. She was ayoung woman, asit happened. Though it's
just aslikely that she could have been aman.

"By the standards of her species, shewas small and exceptionally lovely.
"Among her gifted peers, she was consdered brilliant and singularly blessed. Thefinest of thefine.

"That | took her into my bed was perfectly naturd. That she retained her virginity until that night only
enhanced her reputation with her own people and, to adegree, with me. The bloodied sheet was hung
from the palace wall for afull day, and when she appeared again in public, cheers made her sand tall as
aqueen-the center of attention smiling at her appreciative world.

"l was very fond of that little cresture.

"Asalover, shewasfearless and caring, bold and yet compliant, too. And when we were not making
love, shewould ask me smart little questions about al matters of science and engineering. Her particular
expertise involved the heart of the device that we were building together. There were puzzlesto work
through, mattersthat | didn't understand fully mysdlf. I had never built such an object, you see. That's
why the brilliant grandchildren were critical to me. But even though she understood many of the ideas
behind our work, she dways wanted to know more and, if possible, hold what she knew more deeply.

"Charming and crafty, shewas, and | let mysdlf be fooled. | confessed that there were subjects that could
never, ever be discussed with her people. Y ou will not repeat any of thisagain,' | warned. 'Not even to
thewind.'

" She promised to remain mute.

"Then | explained to her the true shape of the galaxy, and its great age, and | told the violent history of
our glorious universe.

"And yes, there were occasions when | mentioned the Union and my small, critica rolewithin it.

"Then, because she seemed so very interested in the subject of Me, | confessed my true age and
delivered abrief but thorough accounting of past missons aswell as some of thetricksthat | was capable



of."
Thevoicefdl avay.
In the blackness, abody stretched until the bones or carapace creaked and gave asharp dry crack.

"That lover was my second chdlenge," said the voice. "Although at that particular moment, | didn't
appreciate the danger.”

Quee Leeleaned away from Perri, begging her dark-adapted eyesto find any trace of wayward light. If
she could just make out the creature that was Sitting so close to them—

No. Nothing.

"One of our shared nights never seemed to end,” the voice offered. "Norma fatigues don't trouble me,
but my lover, no matter how much improved genetically, needed deep. Shelived for dreams. Y et the girl
somehow resisted every urgeto close her lovely dark eyes. Twicein the dark, she managed to surprise
me with tricks she had never shown before. | was appreciative. How could | not be? But then as the full
moon set and the bright summer sun began to rise, she whispered, 'l waswondering my lord... about
something dse!

" 'What? | asked.
" 'But maybe | shouldn't,” she conceded.

" Ask me anything,' | said, never voicing the obvious possibility that | wouldn't reply, or that | might
smply lie

"'l am curious,” my lover confessed, her voice deepy and dow. "When you speak of old missions, you
usualy seem to be out between the stars, or huddled beside some dying star, or cloaked ingde astorm
cloud of interstellar dugt.

"For amoment, she seemed to drop into deep.

"But then she roused hersdf with a gasp, straightening her little body and asking, "Why come here? Why
vigt our littleworld, my lord?

"It suitsmy present misson,' | conceded. 'Y our volcano and the seawater are rich with rare eements
and ussful minerds

" 'But you have told me beforethis... on other nights, you explained that in the baby days of any solar
system, some, if not mogt, of the new worlds are flung out into the night. Their oceans freeze. Their
atmospheresfall as snow. Buit radiation keepstheir iron cores molten, and volcanoes still bubble up
beneath the bitter ice, and agod like you could surdly bring atemporary life to those unnamed reams:’

"| listened, perhaps not quite bdieving just how bright she was.

"Then, very quietly, | reminded her, ‘Like those cold places, thisworld possesses no name. Asfar asthe
universeis concerned, your homeisarandom lump of dust and still-amplelife-forms!

"For along while, she stared at me.

"Those beautiful dark eyes... | cannot mention those eyes and not feel shame... aburning shame that
keeps me from describing to you just how deep their hold wason me...



"But then the eyes closed, and my lover drifted into arich, much deserved deep. | thought the matter was
finished. | didn't want to entertain any other possibility. And redly, what reason did | have to believe that
thisworshipful little cresture was athrest, or, even if shewas, that she could be ever be agenuine danger
to the likes of me?

"| covered her with afinelinen sheet.

"Then, for the following days and months, and years, nothing changed. No word or incident raised even
the tiniest suspicion on my part. My lover was the same to me as she had always been, and | was as
pleasant and giving to her and to al of my people.

"And then my third challenge arrived. Thisdanger came from the sky and, even at agreat distance, it
brought the worst possible trouble. Out on the edge of the solar system was an automated probe. A
harum-scarum probe, asit happened, moving a asmall fraction of lightspeed. The harum-scarums have
aways been aggressive in their explorations and colonizations, and now one of their sharp-eyed robots
was plunging out of the darkness, threatening to fly past my world while taking note of everything that
might bear interest.

"I couldn't alow myself or my good work to be seen.

"And sadly, the machinesthat | had |eft in orbit couldn't protect me. | needed to leave theidand. Wisdly,
| didn't offer reasons or predict when | would return. Asfar as my people knew, | would be back among
them with the next sunset or the coming full moon. But | begged them to continue our work-the delicate
fabrication of asingle machine that meant everything to me and to them."”

In the dark, the voice seemed to sigh.

Then quietly, but with an unhealed pain, their companion said, " This was the moment when the rebellion
began. And | think you can guesswho stood on the silk cushions of my empty throne, whirling atitanium
hammer above her head, shouting to the throng, 'It istime to save our world, my friends! To rescue our
futures and gain control over our souls!" "

I X

Within the silence lay emotions rich and fresh, born out of a sadnessthat could not be forgotten. Or
maybe there was only silence, black and seamless, and the misery and burning sense of losswere
supplied entirely by the human audience. It wasimpossible to tell which answer was correct, or if both
were alittle true. But then the humans heard alimb flex, the invisible body cresking asit shifted, not once
but three timesin quick successon. When the voice returned, it seemed dower. Each word was
delivered done, and between one word and the next lay atiny slence, like acold black mortar pushed
between warm red bricks.

"I could have destroyed the automated probe at a distance. | could have used methods that would have
made harum-scarum scientists believe that bad luck was respongible. Just some random rock, acosmic
hazard that dipped past the machine's various armors. Nothing would seem too unusual about that. But
erasing the danger was not the only problem. Harum-scarum probes are relatively common in our galaxy,
and if | blithely obliterated them whenever our paths crossed, somebody would eventua ly see the pattern
inmy dumsiness.

"No, what | did wasrise up into the sky to meet the danger directly.

"Likeyou, | am theloyd subject to avariety of laws concerning motion and energy. | had to race out into
the solar system for a considerable distance, and then, with methods that | cannot share, | invisibly



changed my trgectory, racing back again, making certain that my momentum carried me closeto the
probe's vector.

"Together, that machine and | dove into the hot glare of the sun. | studied my opponent while it absorbed
images of the two inner worlds. Then we climbed away from the sun and, at a moment when | would
escape notice, | drifted close and touched the machine with athousand fingers, dlowing its giant eyesto
do their work even as| changed asmal portion of what it could see.

"Together, we passed between the gray moon and my blue-green world.

"Soon the danger was finished. The probe turned its attentions to the little red world coming up next, and,
with my chore accomplished, | happened to glance backward, examining my home with my own
congderable eyes.

"Therebdlion waswell under way.

"Twenty different security systems had been fooled or, by various means, disabled. And now my clever
little grandchildren had full control over their land and the ocean around them.

"Feigning loydlty, they had continued to build the machine,

"Pretending subservience, most of them moved through their livesin the expected ways. But others
openly prayed that | was dead, even while they planned my murder should | return. And still others
pretended to die, their names removed from the city's rosters, freeing them to journey over to the
mainland, taking with them tools and skillsaswell asastory that would ingpire the primitive soulsthey
would find waiting there,

"l wasfurious,
"Inways quite rareto me, | felt apowerful, consuming need for revenge.

"But motion and energy gtill held sway. | could not roar homein the next ingant, and if | didn't wish to be
noticed by the probe beside me, | would have to be patient enough to obey my original plan.

"Easing out the probe's view consumed many days.

"1 gpent another month pushing againgt the universe, dowing mysdlf to anear hat before turning and
plunging back into the brilliant sunshine,

"By then, the harum-scarum eyes were distant. If the probe happened to glance back a my world, it
could have noticed an idand exploding, adark cloud spreading, and a deep bubbling calderaleft in the
idand'splace. But | resisted that ingtinctive violence. Destroying my own work would have been an
unacceptable cost, and worse, it would have been graceless.

"And | could have remotely shut down the entire operation, protecting my investment from malicious
hands. But that meant new risks aswell aslong delays.

"Instead, | decided to dance with complete disaster, but aiming for total success.”
After those words, along pause seemed necessary.
Findly Perri said, "You won' tell us. | know. But we would appreciate knowing what the stakes were."

"I'd like to know," Quee Lee voted.



"What exactly you were building?* her husband pressed.

"Britannia," thevoicereplied. "Like any empireworth itssdt.” A wesk laugh washed over them. "How
can you separate atrue empire from al of thelittle pretenders? What did the British possessthat their
vanquished opponents lacked? Why were those northern men superior to the peasantsin thefield and the
dogsin the street?

"Any good empire holds a least one skill thet isits own.

"The Greeks had their highly trained hoplites and severd unique if competing forms of government. The
Chinese had the most enduring civil services ever seen on your world. Romans were possessed of thelr
engineering and their brutal legions. And so long as British boats owned the sees, their power was
accepted by aworld that saw no option but bow in their mighty presence.

"An empireis aways smarter than its competition.

"And my Unionisfar, far smarter than the human species. Or any other speciesyou can name, for that
métter.

"The devicel wasbuilding? Well, | will tel you that it was just a single component meant to be st insde
amuch larger machine. And that it was extremely rare and very valuable, embodying sciences that you
have never mastered. Once assembled, the full apparatus can wield principles that your most brilliant
minds might recognize as possible, but only that. The apparatusismagic. It isgorgeous. It was, and is,
worth every cost.”

A brief pause ended with Quee Lee's voice.

"So you returned to Earth,” she said. "To Thera, or Atlantis. Although it wore different namesthen, |
suppose.”

"Whatever theworld, whatever theidand,” said the voice. "Yes, | returned, yes. To find my
grandchildren engaged in an artful rebdlion.”
Therewas along, contemplative pause.

Findly Perri asked, "And what happened?!

"Worth every codt," the entity said once again. "I speak without doubts, telling you what | did that day.
And for that matter, what | would do on thisday, in aninstant, if | saw that there was any threat to my
enduring Union."

X

Until that moment, the voice had been just SO much noise. It was interesting and entertaining noise, the
wordsintriguing if not completely believable. The narrative was compelling enough, the humansfeding
empathy and hope for the creatures that could well have been their own ancestors. They listened carefully
to every portion of the digointed tae, trying to guess what would happen next and then next after that;
but there was no moment when they stopped wondering what kind of body was connected to the voice.
Until then, that was the central question that kept begging to be answered.

Then they heard the words " To protect the Union," and that s mple utterance changed everything.

Wrapped around a bald statement was tiff, unyielding emotion. Quee Lee and Perri heard the threet, the
promise, the conviction and purpose-and they ingtantly believed what they heard. Now both of them



were consdering what it would mean if this story, as unlikely asit seemed, wasin some fashion or
another true. And that was when the formless entity beside them-mysterious and unknowable, bristly and
proud-became markedly lessinteresting than the grim bit of history it was sharing with them now.

Human hands grabbed one another.
Each lover fdt the other's body bracing for whatever came next.

Another silence was what the voice decided to offer. And then, from the perfect darkness, came a sound
not unlike atongue or two licking againg lips threstening to grow dry.

Quee Lee and Perri had been married for tens of thousands of years. But aslong asthat might seemto
be, marriage wasinfinitely older than their sngle relaionship. And there were speciesthat took intimacy
to higher levels than humans could manage. The Janusians, for instance: Their little husbands rooted into
the body of femde hogts, literdly joining into One. But among human animals, Quee Lee and Perri were
famous. Their rdationship had evolved gradually, becoming something complex and robust, enduring and
very nearly impossible to define. There were afew humans who spent more time together than the two of
them. Unlikely asit seemed, some married souls enjoyed their physical lives even more than these two
managed to. But no one could believe that any other human pair, on the Ship and perhaps anywhere else
inthe universe, was emationdly closer than that ancient Earth-born lady and her boyish life-mate.

At some point, everybody tried to tease them.

The happy couple generdly wel comed good-natured barbs and admiring glances. But when asked to
explain their success-when some friend of afriend indgsted on advice for less perfect relationships-they
grew testy and impatient, and even alittle defensve. The truth was that they were heplessto define their
relationship. A marriage was dways larger than its participants, and what they possessed here was as
mysterious and unlikely to them asit seemed to distant eyes. They couldn't understand why they had
drawn so closaly together. They didn't see why life had not yet found the meansto yank them apart. But
they were undeniably intimate and deeply dependent, up to the point where Quee Lee and Perri could
never imagine being separated from each other in any lasting, meaningful way.

"Can you read each other's thoughts?' people wanted to know.
Not at dl, no.

"But it seemslike you can,” some maintained. "The way you each know what the other wants, what
they're about to say and do.”

Did they do that?

"Therésatrick at work," afew declared. "' Dedicated nexuses that do nothing but let your minds share
thoughts and fedings. Isthat what you're doing right now?"

Not at dl, no. Infact, they made a point of avoiding mechanical shortcutsto real conversation.
Eventuadly, somebody would ask, "When did you fed closes?!
What did that mean? Close how?

"When was the day-the incident-when you fdlt asif you were asingle brain shared by two independent
bodies?'

There were thousands of stories worth repeating, each ableto satisfy their audience. They had afew



dozen favorites that had become minor legends among the passengers. But the best answer was never
offered, not even to the closest, dearest friends. It happened on that particular evening asthey sat in that
perfect darkness, deep insde the unmapped Vermiculate, immersed in the most isolated corner yet
discovered within the Great Ship. That proud and stern and eternd voice told them that it would do
anything to protect the Union, and for that sngular moment, Quee Lee and Peril were oneirreducible
soul.

That waswhen they finaly believed the unlikdy story.

Then they heard the unseen tongueslicking at dry lips, and the two lovers held each other with strong
ams, sharing aflurry of thoughts, speaking with nothing but the touch of fingers, the sound of breathing.

"ThereisaUnion," they decided voicelessly together. "It isred.”

And, in the next moment, it occurred to them that the Union'sloyal servant did nothing that did not, in
small ways or great, help its ageless cause.

Quee Lee pressed hard againgt her hushand, and she shivered, and just before the voice spoke again,
she pushed an obvious thought into her husband's skull:

"Our new friend ison amisson! Now!"

And, in the next ingtant, with thrilled horror, Perri replied, "It'stelling usthe Sory for areason... we are
themisson!"

Xl

With a sense of deeply buried pain, or at least an old, much practiced anger, the voice continued once
agan.

"Atlagt, | returned to theidand. At last, | touched down in the Sunset Plaza, on an élipse of crimson
glass brick reserved for my shuttle and my immortal body. The plazawas flanked by tall apartment
buildings buried beneath masses of vines-engineered greenery that thrived in the volcanic warmth,
producing enough fruit and sweet nuts to feed the resdents within. A thousand of my grandchildren
quickly gathered around me, while thousands more sneaked |ooks from behind the curtains of their
comfortable little homes. Every face made an effort to smile. Every head dipped in ashow of
respect-gestures that | had never demanded from my subjects, that arose naturaly long ago on their own.
Only one important face was missing. But the brave traitors anticipated my first question. Severa knelt
before me, pamsto the sky, and they explained that | had been gone longer than anticipated, and my
arriva had proved quite sudden, but yes, my mistress was as happy as anyone could be. In fact, shewas
waiting for me a the palace, rapidly making hersalf ready for my plessures.

"The avenue was lined with pruned trees thriving insde big copper pots and rows of intricate geometric
sculptures cut from the black native stone. The smalest citizens barely noticed my passing. They werethe
ants and fat beetlesthat | had reinvented for the purpose of little jobs, and, unburdened by the demands
of awe, they continued cutting down the weeds and disposing of trash. But a crew of enhanced crabs
was pulling superconductive cables under the pavement, and when | passed nearby, they paused long
enough to sdlute me with their elegant pincers.

"The grandchildren continued to stare, al working to appear nothing but worshipful, to shinewith joy,
and afew of them even managing to convince themsdves that they were being honest.

" 'Y ou were gonetoo long,’ several complained, at different moments, but always with the same worried,



dightly put-upon tone. And then one or two remarked, "We feared you were log, that some horrid
disaster had claimed you.'

"If hope lay ingde those voices, it was kept hidden.

"Then, a the mouth of an dleyway, | noticed avery young grandchild standing in the shadows, waiting
for something. Not for me, it seemed... but in his stance and attitude, | could see anticipation.

"| paused and asked his name, even though | had aready found hisface in the public files. He introduced
himsdf, and, with acharming little smile, mentioned that he had no memory of me. | had left for my
errand among the slarswhile he was till just atoddler.

"Hewas barely more than that now. | smiled, telling him that it was my pleasure to meet him.

"He mentioned that | looked exactly as he expected meto look, except that | wasn't tall enough, and then
his gaze drifted off toward the idand's dumbering volcano.

" 'What are you waiting for? | inquired.

" 'For you," hereplied. But before there was any misunderstanding, he added, 'I'm waiting for you to
pass, and then | can go about my business.’

" 'Whichis?

" 'To wak down to the Sunset Plaza and watch the night come," he explained.

" 'Y ou like the setting sun, do you?

"The young eyes smiled, and the mouth, too. Then asmart little voice said, 'Y es," and nothing €l se.
"The bodies surrounding us began to relax.

"With afond hand, | stroked the boy's thick black hair and kissed him on the nose, and then continued
with my triumphant stroll to the palace.

"No one wasinvited to follow meinside, and no one asked to join me. My shadow passed firgt through
the iron gates and benegth the brass arches and into the grand hall. The air was scented with spice and
smoke. Thefloor and walls and high ceiling weretiled in afractd pattern, cultured sapphiresand
diamonds lending accents to an example of mathematica beauty that | have dways gppreciated. My
throne stood at the end of the hall—the oldest object in the palace, gold flourishes and silk laid over my
adoptivefather'sorigind chair.

"My shadow hesitated, and so did .
"My grandchildren stood in a crowd outside, waiting for meto vanish.

"Suddenly agreat damp shape emerged from aback door, walking on long mechanica legs. The
cresture was aleviathan whose ancestors had swvum in thelocal sea. | had made him smdl while changing
his lungs and flesh to where he could thrive indoors, adeptly serving me with whatever little duty that |
might require.

"With ahigh-pitched warble, he welcomed me home,

"Whatever plotswere lurking about, | sensed that he was not involved and most certainly unaware of
them.



"l asked if | had been missed.

" 'Always," hereplied with aquick seriesof clicks.
" 'Whereisshe now? | inquired.

"'Inyour quarters, lord."

" 'And has she been faithful to me?

" 'No, the creature replied, without hesitation. 'l have seen her use her hands and severa plastic devices.
And once, the edge of alarge pillow.’

" "Thank you for your honesty,’ | said. And good evening to you.'

"No shadow led the way now. Alone, | climbed along flight of dimly lit steps and entered anarrow
halway that only seemed endless... anillusion lined with tall doors meant to impress and confusetherare
vigtor. | walked a short distance and opened what seemed to be arandom door. There was only one
bedroom inside the palace, and it never occupied the same position twice. | entered through arandom
wall, and my lover flinched in surprise, starting to pull the sheets over her naked body before redizing that
it wasme, only me.

"Together, we celebrated my return.

"I had been absent even longer than | had anticipated. The young creature that | had |eft in this bed was
noticeably older. A few white hairs and a hundred little erosons marked the natura decline of acresture
not born immortal and never told to expect such blessings. But shewas just asfierce alover asaways,
and maybe more 0. Sheingsted on satisfying herself by various means, and whenever my attentions
seemed to waver, shewould offer encouragements or measured complaints.

" 'What kind of god are you? she teased me once, in the dark. 'Are you going to let this old lady beat
you a your game?

"'l am tempted to lose, yes," | confessed.

"Perhaps she heard more than one message in those words, because she paused and pulled away from
me. Then, like ahundred times before, she settled on my chest, legs spread, the smell of her thick and
close.

"In awhigper, she mentioned, 'Y our journey must have
been considerable!’
" 'My task was difficult, | replied.

" 'We have continued with our work.' She said, 'Our work,' to make certain that | would hear the loyalty
in those words. Then, after apause, she added, 'But of course you kept track of our progress.” "

"'Always,' | sad.
" 'Have we missed any goas?
" 'Never.'

" 'Areyou proud of us?



" 'Along the narrowest tangents, yes. Yes, | am very proud.’

" She refused to be surprised by my measured answer. And what worry she let show was small and easily
controlled. The creature was exceptiondly bright, after al. And she waswisein rare, precious ways.
Extraordinary dangers were lurking about, and she realized that there was no way to keep me from
seeing pieces of her scheme.

"Silently, she dropped her face to my face and kissed me.

"Then | placed my hand againgt her little throat, feding her breath and the flinching of soft muscles, and |
eased her back up into asitting position. Then with aflat, cool tone, | said, ‘It was sensible, holding to the
work schedule. And | was most impressed with the methods you used, how you managed to fool my
security systems!’

"Perhaps her plan wasto claim innocence. 'l didn't try to fool anything,' she might have said. 'l don't
know what you're accusing me of.' Denid might have given the plotters precioustime. But it might have
angered me, which would have brought my wrath down on them even sooner than they had planned.

"So instead of lying, my lover decided on poise. She shrugged her shoulders, asking, "What do you
know?

" "That the good machine being built ingde our mountain isadmaost finished. But your lieutenants have
surreptitioudy dipped other devicesinto itsworkings. Y ou devised some very clever, extremdy powerful
bombs that you hope will obliterate the purpose of my coming to thisworld.'

"Most soulswould have tensed, hearing those words. Many would have panicked. But for my lover, that
moment brought relief. Her duplicity waslaid bare, and the smplefact that she was dive meant that
perhaps she till retained some little chance of success here,

"| felt her throat relax against my hand.

"Then with great seriousness, | added, 'l dso know you hope to murder me. Tonight, if possible. You
have an array of wegpons hiding here, and you have modified any piece of machinery that might injure
me. | can even see dangersinsde you, darling. Y our body fat has been laced with acids that can be set
freewith athought. .. turning you into a burning puddle that falls over my writhing, helpless body'

"She stared down at me.

"In her gaze, | could see her asking hersdlf if thiswas the moment for suicide. But why would | lie
beneath her if | fdt a dll at risk?

"With areasonable tone, she asked, 'Can wekill you?
"'If I wasfoolish and alittle blind, perhaps. But | am not, and | am not.’
" She nodded, accepting that verdict.

"And then she tensed through the shoulders and along her back, and with a voice that was small and
furious, she asked, ‘But why shouldn't we try to kill you? When your work isfinished, you intend to
murder dl of us. Isn't that so?

"| didn't respond immediately.

" 'Y ou told me as much," she claimed. 'When you sang about your secret Union and your need for



nameless places... you practically confessed that when you were finished with this place, you wouldn't
leave any witnesses behind.'

" 'You don't understand,’ | warned her.

"Then | dropped my hand, the fingers and broad palm stroking her body down to the point where her
legsjoined together. 'Y ou are aspecid, specia soul,' | told her. 'My work would have been finished in
another few years, and my plan was to take you with me. Out to the stars, out into therich cold
darkness.’

"The shock rolled across her features.
"Quietly, dmost angrily, she said, 'No, you'relying.
"But | was speaking the truth.

"With afond, dightly paternal voice, | asked, 'How do you think | was brought into the Union? No oneis
born into this noble service. The rank and respongbilities are earned only on exceptiondly rare
occasions. In my case, another servant visited my home world and built severd marvels before retreating
back into the darkness with his treasures, including the man lying beneath you now.'

" 'No," she whispered.

"And then, in pain, she said, 'Maybe. But this changes nothing. | wouldn't abandon my world, and |
certainly won't let you to blow up this volcano and make it as though this place never was!'

" 'Isthat what you think will happen? | asked. "That | would daughter you and yours for no reason but
my convenience?

"She hesitated. Then with afigurative acid on her tongue, she asked, "What do you mean?
" 'Unless provoked, | will not murder.’

"By thelight of the moon, my lover looked into my face. And then the beginnings of an explanation
occurred to her. 'Y ou won't murder, but you might take back al of your gifts. Our minds. The genetic
manipulations. Wipe clean the ideas and concepts you brought down here to serve your damned Union.'

"l interrupted her by throwing my palm across her mouth.

"Then | yanked her close, and said, 'Y es. That was my kind, responsible plan. Y ou would come with me,
and my magica device would comewith us, and the other grandchildren would wake that following
morning to discover.... nothing. Nothing but ashared dream of amagicd civilization. .. apublic memory
that would turn to legend in another day, and, in another ten generations, vanish into amuddled,

impossible story.'
"Shelay against me, her heart beating againgt what passed for my ribs.
"'l am sorry,' shetold me.

"Into my ear, she said, 'Redlly, we haven't done anything wrong. Not yet. | can give commands, and
every wegpon will be put away, and you won't have to worry about any of uslifting so much asalard
knife againg you.'

" "That isnot enough,’ | replied.



"'And you can kill me,' she promised. Then she repested her offer, sounding asif shewas begging. 'Kill
me, and maybe the other adults. But leave our children. They don't know anything.’

" 'Likethe boy | spoke to? The child waiting between the plaza and the palace?
"She hesitated.

" 'At thismoment,' | said, 'that tiny fellow is Sitting beside the water, bare toesin the surf. And do you
know what he iswatching with al of hisinterest, every shred of passon? He watchesthe sky.’

"Shedid not move.
" '"Thesky, | repeated. 'And in particular, thisnight's very bright stars!'
"The woman could not breathe.

" 'Y ou are acrafty soul, my dear. My darling.' | told her, 'l am extremely impressed by the thoroughness
and audacity of your plan. Threatening the machine aswell asmy ownimmorta sdf... well, those arethe
tactics that anyone would expect. But you also dispatched ateam of techniciansto the mainland. You
convinced the worshipful soulsliving there that they should help you. Since then, our people and theirs
have been living in adistant valley, secretly fabricating an amazing machine of their own.

" 'A radio beacon, asit happens.

" 'To the best of your ability, you have been marking my passage across the heavens. Y ou guessed thet |
was subverting a set of prying eyes, and you were correct. Y our hope was to broadcast a huge,
important signa. Y ou wanted to be noticed. By the probe, perhaps. Or if you missed that mark, then at
least there would exist aloud intelligent scream that would race its way through the heart of our gaaxy.

" 'Y our secret hope was to accomplish what | would never alow.

" 'Y ou wanted to name your world, and to nameit in exactly the way that would make the universe take
note of your presence.

" 'Y ou wereright, my sweet darling. That would have been your only genuine hope of salvation.

" 'But just thismorning, | visited that far valley and your secret beacon, and | destroyed the dishes and
power plant, and | have daughtered everyonein my reach, but left the local communication system intact.
During these last hours, every time you spoke to your fellow rebels, you were actudly speakingtome.' "

Finaly, the voice paused.
In the perfect darkness, a deep useless breath was taken.

Then the entity was speaking again, quietly admitting, "I gave my lover onelast freedom. She could be
thelast to die, or first. She choseto befirgt, and she did that herself, releasing the acids inside her body.
But | was dready standing at a safe distance from our bed, my back to the carnage. Hearing the screams
and smdling the blistered flesh, | kept my eyes averted, reminding myself that theworst of thisawful night
wasfindly finished."

XI1
The two humans clung to each other.

In the same moment, in arough chorus, they asked, "What happened? What did you do? What about the



other people? What?'
A tight dow cresk was audible, old |eather or old bones moving.
From apoint markedly closer than before, amouth opened and breathed and then breathed again.

"l did exactly what | promised.” The voice seemed to be within arm'sreach. "However imperfectly, |
have dways strived to serve my cause, and that includes punishing those who dare rise up against me. |
had no choice but to gather the worst of the offenders on the Sunset Plaza, and, with the rest of the
grandchildren watching, | removed them from the living world. Then | ordered the low animalsto clean
the bricks of blood and pink tissues, and the dead bones were ground up and piled high on the nearest
beach. And within five years, those who had survived my justice had managed to make up for lost time.
Within ten years, my work wasfinished, and | carved away the gray summit of the volcano and pulled
from the hot workroom a single machine encased in the finest hyper-fiber-awonder of geniusand
competence that made my stay on that world worth any cost.”

The voice drifted even closer and, feding the intrusion, Quee Leeinginctively leaned away.
Perri held her and spoke past her, asking, "When did the mountain erupt?”

Nothing.

"After you abandoned the world, did the idand explode?’

A sound of amusement, weary and cool, ended with the smple pronouncement, "Never, no."
They waited.

"Y our assumption has been that thiswas Earth. And that is a reasonable, wrong assumption. But | et you
believe what you wanted. Asarule, every species, no matter how open to odd notions and aien fancies,
will find its own storiesto be the most compeling.

"No, thiswasn't your cradle world. And its people were perhaps not quite as human as| might have let
on."

"What happened to them?' Quee L ee pressed.

"As| promised my lover, | undid my fancy tinkering. | made her citizenssimple again, just as| pulled
back the engineering of the other species. The population scattered. The palace was abandoned. Without
trained hands to make repairs, the city fdl into ruins. Within afew years of my departure, theidand wasa
mystery aready famous across half of that world. But its mountain would never erupt. My work had
stolen away too much hesat, and the magmalake below had cooled and turned to stone.”

The voice paused.

Then, with amatter-of-fact tone, it explained, "Earth is blessed in many ways. It has amature, very stable
sun. Comets are rare beauties in the sky, not constant hazards. And it possesses arelatively thin crust,
eadly pierced and quick to bleed. But thisworld that | speak of was notably different. Its skinismuch
thicker than Earth's, and much more resilient. Asits core generates heat, oceans of magma build up
dowly, millions of yearsrequired to reach that critica point when athousand eruptions come at once.

"That harum-scarum probe surely recognized the inevitable—aworld perched on the margins of agrand,
yet thoroughly naturd, disaster.



"| left thet world and placed my magica machinein asecret place. A new misson caled to me from the
sky, and | was en route when that nameless world suddenly and violently attacked itself.

"The sulfurous gases and blistering lava flows achieved everything that | had counted upon. Every
convincing trace of my visit was erased. The continents were wracked by quakes. Ten thousand
volcanoes spat ash and fire, and then they exploded, flinging their poisonsinto the stratosphere. Every
forest burned. Every breath brought blisters and misery. The ocean floors were wrenched upward,
forcing salt water over the coast-lands. My little idand was washed clean beneath a quick succession of
tsunamis, erasing even the palace. The humanlike creatures were reduced to afew scattered populations,
ignorant and desperate. And after another thousand years of geologic horror—when the skiesfindly
cleared and the lava cooled to glass—not asingle example of that very promising species could be found
in Cregtion."

Those deadly words were absorbed in silence.
Then Quee Leesad, "How awful."

Softly, the voice asked, "In what way isthis awful ?'
"Y ou alowed that to happen,” she began.

"But the people were doomed long before | knew of their existence. And despite my considerable
powers, there waslittle | could have done, except delaying the story's end by one day, or maybe two."

The humans said nothing.

"If you need righteous anger," it continued, "direct your emotions toward the harum-scarums. Their probe
saw the samefuture that | saw. Three of their colonies were near enough and powerful enough to launch
rescue missions. Better than |, they could have saved aworthy sampling of those people before they
passed out of existence. But no missions were launched. The costs and the benefits were too much and
too little, respectively. The battered world remained namel ess until a starship eased itsway into orbit.
That particular ship was bringing colonists, | should mention-people who didn't care about the bones
under their feet, people who wanted nothing but to start new lives on thisrich empty place.”

Quietly, Perri asked, "Isit another harum-scarum world?!

"No," thevoicereplied, "it isnot."

"Thenwho?'

"Who dsewould be alikdy suspect, my friend? Remembering adl that we have discussed by now..."

Humans had claimed the empty world. The colonists might even be humans that had come from the Greet
Ship... people whom Quee Lee and Perri had met and even known well & one time or another.

Quee Lee was desperate to talk about anything else.
And Perri was, too. With ascornful, demanding tone, he said, "'l till don't believeinyour Union.”
"No? In what ways do you doubt it?"

"When you describe this organization, it sounds like an exclusive club or somebody's secret society. Not
theimperid underpinnings of apowerful political machine.”

There was along pause, and then the voice said, "Power," four times, each utterance employing a



different emotion. Amusement was followed by disgust, and then came contempt, and findly, adifferent
gpecies of amusement. A joyful, dmost giddy rendering of theword "Power." After that, therewasa
laugh that lingered until the voice decided to spesk again.

"Asyou must have guessed by now," it told them, "1 am embroiled in anew task in the service of my
Union. A misson full of facetsand difficult chalenges, yes."

The humans held their bresth.

And now the voice pushed even closer, less than an arm's length away, and from amouith that they could
only imagine came the reminder, "I did once visit your cradleworld. Your Earth. Yes, | did.”

Quee Lee nodded.
"Beforeit was named," Perri recaled.

"Moments before," the voice added. And then the bulk of an invisible body drifted even closer, hovering
within atongue'slength of Quee Lee's ear, and an intimate whisper offered her asingle date. A specific
time. Then aplaceingde acity that shewould never see again.

Quee Lee shivered.

Perri reached out with one arm, aiming for the face that had to be lurking in the blackness... but his hand
closad on nothing, and nothing el se came from the voice, and, after afew moments more of clinging
comfort, their camp lights returned-a scorching white glare of photonsthat |eft them blinking, blinded ina
new way atogether.

X111

They didn't deep that night, and they didn't start missing deep until the middle of the following morning.
By then, Perri and Quee L ee had thoroughly explored the enormous room and most of the little tunnels
leading out from it. But they didn't find any traces of visitors other than themsdlves. Their snifferstasted
surgicaly clean surfaces and cold air uncluttered by even asingleflake of lost skin, and, just as puzzling,
none of their machines could explain why they had failed last night. Whatever the voice was, it had been
careful. With its absence, it proved its great powers... at least when it came to fooling a couple of
peasants who were ignorant of the real powers of agalaxy that they had barely begun to know.

Therewastak about returning to the flex-car, or at least contacting their missing friends.

But onelast tunnel needed aquick examination. And with Perri at the lead, they marched up into an
increasingly narrow space that turned sharply, reveding apair of security robots waiting for anyone who
might wander where they didn't belong.

The robots were in dumber mode, facing in the opposite direction.

Perri retreated, pulling hiswife dong behind him. "They'rethelast in astring of sentries,” he decided. "'|
bet if we could find our way to the other side, we'd come across barricades and officia warnings from
the captains not to take one step farther.”

"The captains don't know about our route?'

"Not yet,” he dlowed. Then, with asoft conspiring voice, he added, "Maybe we should hurry home.
Now. Before we get noticed.”



They discovered their friends waiting at the flex-car. An argument had just ended, and one of thetwin
brothers refused to say anything to anyone. Apparently he had lost out on the competition for therich
woman's affections, and his anger helped avoid any of the usua questions.

Thetiny expedition abandoned the V ermicul ate before evening.

Home again, the old married couple made love and ate enough for ten hungry people, and throughout the
sex and the dinner, they congtantly discussed what they should do next, if anything. And then Quee Lee
dept hard for three dream-laced hours. When she woke up, Perri was standing over her. He was smiling.
But it was agrim, concentrated smile-the look of aman who knew something enormous but unsatisfying.

"Want to hear arumor?" he asked.
She sat up in bed, answering him with alook.

"Like we heard before, the captains did discover the holein their maps, and they sent an old robot down
into the hole. But it got lost and climbed out again, and it couldn't explain whereit had gone wrong.”

"That's the story | remember,” she allowed.
"Engineerstore open the robot. Just to identify the mafunction. And that's when they found amessage.”
Quee Leeblinked, and waited.

"Addressed to the Master Captain,” he continued, his smile growing warmer by the moment. "After a
thousand security checks, the invitation was delivered. Except for the Master Captain, and maybe afew
Submasters, nobody knows what the message said. But afew days later, done, the Master Captain
walked down that tunndl and vanished for nearly five hours. And when she emerged again, she looked
gck. Shaken sick. Therumor claimsthat she actudly cried in the presence of her security troops, which
iswhy the whole story refusesto get wings and soar. It doesn't sound at al like the benign despot we
know so wdll."

Hiswife agreed with anod. Then she asked, "When did this happen?’

"Ten years ago, nearly.”

"And sncethen?'

"Well," Perri dlowed, "the Master Captain has quit weeping. If that'swhat you're curious about.”
She lay back on her pillows.

"No," her husband said.

"Why not?'

"I didn't wake you just to tell you something that might have happened. Or even to give you another
mystery to chew on.”

"Thenwhy am | awvake?"

"I know aman," Perri said. "And heé'svery good at pulling old memories out of very old skulls.”

* % k % %



The magician was named Ash.

He was human, but he lived indgde an dien habitat where the false sun never set. Sitting in aroom full of
elaborate machinery, Ash told his newest clients, "I can make promises, but they don't mean much. This
dateisavery big problem, madam. Y ou were dive then, yes. But bardly. Thisisafew years before
bioceramic brains cameinto existence. Y ou could have been the brightest young thing, but my tricks
work best with the galactic-standard minds. .. brainsthat employ quantum many-world modelsto
interface with atrillion Sster minds.”

Perri asked, "Can you do anything?"

"| can take your money," Ashreplied. "And | can aso dig into the old data archives. Y ou claim you have
aplacein mind?'

"Yes," Quee Lee said. Then she repeated the location exactly asthe voice had given it to her.
"l assume you think you were there then,” Ash said.

"l don't know if | was."

"Andthisisimportant?’

"Well see" sheremarked.

Ash began to work. He explained that on Earth, for this very brief period of history, security systemsas
well asordinary individuastried to keep thorough digita records of everything that happened and
everything that didn't happen. The trouble was that the machinery was very smple and unreliable, and the
frequent upgrades aswell as afew nasty eectromagnetic pulses had wiped clean alot of records. Not to
mention the maicious effects of the early Als-—-entitieswho took greet delight in creeting fictions that they
would bury inside whatever data banks would accept their artistic works.

"The chances of success," Ash beganto say.

Then he saw something entirely unexpected and, lifting his gaze, he mentioned to Quee Lee, "You werea

preity young lady."
"Did you find me?' she asked expectantly.

"Too eadly,” he dlowed. Then he showed her aportion of the image-agirl who was nine or maybe eight
yearsold, dressed in the uniform mandated by a good private schoal.

With ashrug, Ash dlowed, "No need for paranoia. This does happen. On occasion.” He gave
commands to abrigade of invisible assstants and then said, "If | can dig up afew morerecords, | think |
can piece together what you and the man talked about.”

"What man?' she asked.

Perri asked.

"Theman standing besde you," Ash remarked. "The man with the golden balloon." Then he showed them
an image captured by anearby security camera, adding, "1'm assuming he's your father, judging by his

looks."

"Hesnot," she whispered.



"And now we have asecond digita record,” Ash said happily. "Hey, and now athird record. Seethe
adolescent boy down the path from you? Wearing the medallion on his chest? Wdll, that was a camera
and avery good microphone. Hisvideo has been logt, but not the audio. | can't tell you how unlikdly it is
to havethiskind of recording survivelong enough, in any usable form.”

"What isthe man saying to me?' Quee Lee asked nervoudy.
"Let meseeif | canpull it up."

And suddenly, avoice that she hadn't thought about for severa seconds returned. The young girl and the

stranger were standing in Hong Kong Park, on the cobblestone path beside the lotus pond. A short white
picket fence separated them from the water. In the background stood towers and a bright blue sky. With
the noise of the city and other passersby erased, the voice began by saying, "Hello, Quee Lee."

"Helo?" theyoung girl replied, nervousin very much the same fashion that the old woman was now. "Do
| know you?'

"Hardly a dl," the man replied.

The girl looked about, asif expecting somebody to come save her now. Which there ought to have been:
Quee Leewasthe only child of avery wedthy couple who didn't et her travel anywhere without
bodyguards and a personal servant. "Where are my people now?"' she seemed to ask hersdlf.

Thevoicesad, "I will not hurt you, my dear.”
Hearing that promise didn't help the girl reax.
"Ask mewhere | came from. Will you please?’
The youngster decided on silence.

But the strange man laughed and, pretending that the question had been asked, he remarked, "'l came
from the gars. | am here on agreat, important misson, and it involves your particular species.”

The girl looked up at aface that possessed a distinct resemblance to her face. Then she looked back
down the path, hoping for rescue.

"Inalittlewhile," said the stranger, "my work here will be complete.”
"Why?" the girl muttered.

"Because that iswhen one of your mechanica eyeswill ook a the most lucrative portion of the sky, at
the perfect moment, and almost everything that you will need to know about the universe will be
delivered to your doorstep.”

The pretty black-haired girl hugged her |aptop bag, saying nothing.

"When that day comes,” said the man, "you must try to remember everything. Do you understand me,
Quee Lee? Thiswill be the most important moment in your species history."

"How do you know my name?"' she asked again.

"Andthatisnot dl I am doing on your world." The man was quite handsome but ordinary, nothing about
him hinting at anything that wasn't human. He was wearing a smple suit, rumpled a the edges. Hisright
hand held the string that led up to asmall balloon made from helium and gold Mylar. He smiled with



fiercejoy, tdlling her, "It has been decided. Y our pecies hasagreat destiny in service of the Union.” In
the present, two people gasped quietly. "What's the Union?" the girl asked.

"Everything," wasthereply. "Andit isnothing."
The girl was prettiest when she was puzzled, like now.

"Y ou won't remember any portion of this conversation,” the man promised. "Ten minutes from now, you
won't remember me or my words."

One hand smoothed her skirt, and she anxioudy stared at her neat black shoes.
"But before | leave you, | wanted to tell you something. Areyou listening, Quee Lee?"
"No," sheclamed.

The man laughed heartily. Then he bent down, placing their faces on the same level, and when he had her
gaze, he said, ™Y ou were adopted, only your parents don't know that. The baby inside your mother had
died, and | devised you out of things that are human, but also dements that were inspired by an old friend
of mine"

Thegirl tried to step back but couldn't. Discovering that her feet were fixed to the pavement, she looked
down and then up at the other adults walking past the long brown pond. When shetried to scream, no
sound came from her open mouth.

"l am not gracelesdly crud,” the stranger told her. ™Y ou may think that of me one day. But even though |
liveto aid the workings of an enormous power, | make certain that | find routes to kindness and, when it
offersitsdf, tolove."

Thelittle girl couldn't even make hersdlf cry.

"Part of you," he said. Then he paused, and from two different perspectives, the audience watched ashis
free hand touched the girl's bright black hair. " The shape of your mind was born on another world, a
world too distant to be seen today. And | oncelied to that mind, Quee Lee. | told it that | could stand
asdeand watch it dieforever."

But the man was crying, hisface wet and sorry.

"l wish | could offer more of an apology,” he said. And then he rose up again, pulling the balloon's string
closeto hischest whilewiping at hiswet face with awrinkled deeve. "But muchisat stake... morethan
you might ever understand, Quee Lee... and thisis as close to insubordination as this good servant can

manage.

Then he glanced at the security camera hidden in the trees and handed the string and balloon to the girl
besde him. "Would you likethis, Quee Lee? Asalittle gift from your grandfather?”

Thegirl discovered that she could move again.
"Takeit," he advised.
She accepted the string with onelittle hand.

For abrief ingtant, they were posing, staring across the millenniain a stance that was strained but sweet
nonetheesstheimage of alittle girl enjoying the park with some undefined adult relative.



"l will seeyou later,” he mentioned.

Quee Lee released the string, watching the gold ball rise faster than she would have expected-shooting
into the ky asif it weighed nothing at al.

When her eyes dropped, the stranger had stepped out of view.

A few moments later, her father ran up the path to join her, asking, "Where did you go? | couldn't find
you anywhere."

"l didn't go anywhere," the girl replied.

"Tel methetruth,” the scared little man demanded. "Did you talk to somebody you shouldn't have talked
to?"

She said, "No."
"Why areyou lying?' he asked.

"But I'm not lying," she protested. Then with awide, smart grin, the young Quee Lee added, "The sky is
going to talk, Father. Did you know that? And he promised methat | am going to seehim again later!”

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

We had been riding for two hourswhen | tugged sharply on the reinsto bring my pony to ahalt. Tenger,
my escort, rode on for afew paces before glancing back irritatedly. He muttered something in
annoyance-a phrase that contained the words "stupid” and " dyke'-before steering his horse back
adongsdemine.

"Another sghtseeing stop?' he asked, as the two mismatched animals chewed their bits, flared their
nodtrils, and flicked their heads up in mutua impatience.

| said nothing, damned if | was going to give him the pleasure of an excuse. | only wanted to takein the
view: the deeply shadowed valey below, the rising hills beyond (curving ever upward, like atida wave
formed from rock and soil and grass), and the little patch of light down in the darkness, the square
formation of the still-moving caravan.

"If you redly want to make that appointment-" Tenger continued.
"Shut up.”
Tenger sniffed, dug into aleather flap on his bdt, and popped something into his mouth.

"On your own head beit, Ydlow Dog. It certainly won't be my neck on the line, keeping the old man
wating."

| held both reinsin one hand so that | could cup the other against my ear. | turned the sde of my head in
the direction of the caravan and closed my eyes. After afew moments, | convinced myself that | could
hear it. It was asound dmost on the edge of audibility, but which would become thunderous, calamitous,
world-destroying, asthey drew nearer. The sound of thousands of riders, hundreds of wheeled tents,
dozens of monstrous siege engines. A sound very much like the end of theworld itsdlf, it must have
seemed, when the caravan approached.

"We can go now," | told Tenger.

He dug his spursin, dmost drawing blood, his horse pounding away so quickly that it kicked dirt into my
eyes.

Goyo snorted and gave chase. We raced down into the valey, sending skylarks and snipe barreling into
theair.

* % %k % %

"Just going by therules, Ydlow Dog," the guard said, apologizing for making me show him my passport.
We were standing on the whedled platform of theimperia ger. The guard wore aknee-length blue
sash-tied coat, long black hair cascading from the dome of hishdmet. "Wereon high alert asitis. Three
plausblethreatsin the last week."

"Usud nut jobs?' | said, casting awary glance at Tenger, who was attending to Goyo with a
bad-tempered expression. | had beaten him to the caravan and he did not like that.

"Two Idamist sects, one bunch of Nestorians," the guard answered. "Not that I'm saying that the old man
has anything to fear from you, of course, but we have to follow protocol."

"l undergtand fully.”



"Frankly, we were beginning to wonder if you were ever coming back.” Helooked a me solicitoudy.
"Some of uswere beginning to wonder if you'd been disavowed.”

| smiled. "Disavowed? | don't think so."
"Jugt saying, were dl assuming you've got something suitably juicy, after dl thistime.”

| reached up to tie back my hair. "Juicy's not exactly theword I'd use. But it's definitely something he has
to hear about.”

The guard touched afinger to the pearl on hiscollar.
"Better goindde, in that case."
| did as| wasinvited.

My audience with the khan was neither as private nor aslengthy as| might have wished, but, in al other
respects, it was asuccess. One of hiswiveswasthere, aswell as Minister Chiledu, the national security
adviser, and the khan was notorioudy busy during this ceremonia restaging of the war caravan. | thought,
not for thefirst time, of how old helooked: much older than the young man who had been eected to this
office seven years earlier, brimming with plans and promises. Now he was graying and tired, worn down
by disappointing polls and the pressures of managing an empire that was beginning to fray at the edges.
The caravan was supposed to be an antidote to dl that. In this, the nine hundred and ninety-ninth year
since the death of the Founder (we would celebrate this birthday, but no one knows when it happened),
aspecid effort had been madeto create the largest caravan in decades, with dmost every locd system
commander in attendance.

As| stepped off the ger to collect Goyo and begin my mission, | felt something periloudy closeto
elation. The datal had presented to the khan-the troubling Signs | had detected concerning the
functioning and security of the Infrastructure-had been taken serioudy. The khan could have waved asde
my concerns as an issue for his successor, but-to his credit, | think-he had not. | had been given license
and fundsto gather moreinformation, even if that meant voyaging to the Kuchlug Specia Adminigtrative
Volume and operating under the nose of Qilian, one of the men who had been making life difficult for the
khan these last few years.

And yet my mood of eation was short-lived.

| had no sooner set my feet on the ground than | spied Tenger. He was bullying Goyo, jerking hard on his
bridle, kicking aboot againgt his hocks. He was so preoccupied with his businessthat he did not see me
approaching from behind his back. | took hold of agood, thick clump of hishair and snapped his head
back asfar it would go. He released the bridle, staggering back under the pressure | was applying.

| whispered in hisear. "No one hurts my horse, you ignorant piece of shit." Then | spun him around, the
hair tearing out in my fist, and kneed him hard in the groin, so that he coughed out agroan of pain and
nausea and bent double, like a man about to vomit.

* * % % %

Some say that it is Heaven's Mandate that we should have the stars, just asit wasthe will of Heaven that
our armies should bring the squabbling lands of Greater Mongolia under one system of governance, a
polity so civilized that awoman could ride naked from the western shores of Europe to the eastern edge
of Chinawithout once being molested. | say that it issmply the case that we-call usMongoals, cal us
humans, it scarcely matters now—have always made the best of what we are given.



Takethe nexusin Gansu system, for instance. It was a medium-sized moon that had been hollowed out
nearly dl theway to itsmiddle, leaving ashel barely ahundred i thick, with asmal round kernel
buttressed to the shell by ninety-nine golden spokes. Local traffic entered and departed the nexus via
gpertures at the northern and southern poles. Not that there was much local traffic to speak of: Gansu,
with its miserly red sun-only just large enough to sustain fusion-and handful of desolate, volatile-poor, and
radiation-lashed rocky worlds, was neither afinancia nor military hub, nor a place that figured
prominently in tourist itineraries. As was often the case, it was something of a puzzle why the wormlike
khorkoi had built the nexusin such amiserablelocation to begin with.

Unpromising materid, but in the five hundred years since we first reopened aportd into the
Infrastructure, we had made a glittering bauble out of it. Five mgor trunk routes converged on Gansu,
including ahigh-capacity branch of the Kherlen Corridor, the busiest path in the entire network. In
addition, the moon offered portals to a dozen secondary routes, four of which had been rated stable
enough to alow passage by juggernaut-class ships. Mogt of those secondary routes led to stellar
population centers of some economic importance, including the Kiriltuk, Tatatunga, and Chilagun
adminigrative volumes, each of which encompassed more than fifty settled syssiems and around a
thousand habitable worlds. Even the routes that led to nowhere of particular importance were well
traveled by prospectors and adventurers, hoping to find khorkoi relicsor, that fever dream of al
chancers, an unmapped nexus.

We did not know the function of the ninety-nine spokes, or of the core they buttressed. No matter; the
core made auseful foundation, a place upon which to build. From the vantage point of therising shuttle, it
was ascribble of luminous neon, packed tight asamigraine. | could not distinguish the lights of individua
buildings, only the larger glowing demarkations of the precincts between city-sized districts. Pressurized
horseways awhole li wide were thin, snaking scratches. The human presence had even begun to climb
up the golden spokes, pushing tendrils of light out to the moon'sinner surface. Commercia dogans
spdled themsdvesout in lettersten |i high. On Founder's Day, drink only Temujin Brand Airag.
Sorkan-Shira rental ponies have low mileage, excellent stamina, and good temperament. Treat
your favorite wife: buy her only Zarnuk Slks. During hunting season, safeguard your assets with
New Far Samarkand Mutual Insurance. Think you're a real man? Then you should be drinking
Death Worm Airag: the one with a sting at both ends!

| had spent only one night in Gansu, arranging a eunuch and waiting for the smaller ship that would carry
usthe rest of the way to Kuchlug. Now Goyo, the eunuch, and | were being conveyed to the Burkhan
Khaldun, avessd that was even smdler than the Black Heart Mountain that had brought me to Gansu.
The BK wasonly one li from end to end, less than a quarter of that across the bow. The hull wasa
multicolored quilt of patch repairs, with many scratches, craters, and scorches yet to be attended to. The
latera tabilization vanes had the dightly buckled look of something that had been badly bent and then
hammered back into shape, while the yaw dampeners appeared to have originated from a completely
different ship, fixed on with slvery fillets of recent welding work. A whole line of windows had been
plated over.

Asold asthe BK might have been, it had taken more than just age and neglect to bring her to that Sate.
The Parvan Tract was a notorioudy rough passage, quickly taking itstoll on even anew ship. If the
Kherlen Corridor was awide, Satdly river that could almost be navigated blindfold, then the Tract was a
series of narrow rapids whose treacherous properties varied from trip to trip, requiring not just expert
input from the crew, but passengers with the congtitution to tolerate a heavy crossing.

Once | had checked into my rooms and satisfied mysdlf that Goyo was being taken care of, | made my
way back to the passenger area. | bought a glass of Temujin airag and made my way to the forward
viewing platform, with its wide sweep of curved window—scratched and scuffed in places, worryingly



garred in others-and leaned hard againgt the protective railing. The last shuttle had aready detached, and
the BK was accelerating toward the portd, its great human-made doorsirising open at the last possible
moment, SO that the interior of Gansu was protected from the Parvan Tract's unpredictable energy
surges. Even though the Infrastructure shaft Stretched impossibly far into the distance, my mind kept
inggting that we were about to punch through the thin skin of the moon.

The ship surged forward, the duggish atificid gravity generators struggling to maintain theloca vertical.
We passed through the door, into the superlumina machinery of the Infrastructure. The tunnd wallswere
many li away, but they felt closer—as they raced by at increasing speed, velocity traced by the luminous
squiggly patterns that had been inscribed on the wall for inscrutable reasons by the khorkoi builders, |
had the impression that the shaft was congtricting, tightening down on our fragilelittle ship. Y et nothing
seemed to disconcert or even arouse the interest of my fellow passengers. In ones and twas, they drifted
away from the gallery, leaving me aone with my eunuch, observing from adiscrete distance. | drank the
airag very dowly, looking down the racing shaft, wondering if it would be my fortune to see a phantom
with my own eyes. Phantoms, after al, were what had brought me here.

Now al | had to do was poison the eunuch.

The eunuch answered to "eunuch,” but hisreal name (I learned after a certain amount of probing) was
Tisza. He had not been surgicdly cadtrated; there was an implant somewhere in hisforearm dispensing
the necessary cocktail of androgen-blockers, suppressing hislibido and lending him amildly androgynous
gppearance. Other implants, smilar to those employed by government operatives, had given him
heightened reflexes, spatial coordination, and enhanced night vision. He was adept with wegpons and
unarmed combat, as (I had no cause to doubt) were all Batu eunuchs. | had no need of his protection, of
course, but appearances were paramount. | was posing as awoman of means, awell-healed tourist. No
women in my circumstances would ever have traveled without the accompaniment of aman such as
Tisza

He served my purpose in another way. We shared the same rooms, with the eunuch deeping inasmall,
doorless annex connected to mine. Because | might (conceivably) be drugged or poisoned, Tiszaaways
ate the same meals as me, served at the same time and brought to my cabin by one of the BK's white
uniformed stewards.

"What if you get poisoned and die on me?" | asked, innocently, when we were sitting across from each
other a my table.

He tapped apudgy finger againgt hisbdly. "It would take alot to kill me, Miss Bocheng. My condtitution
has been tailored to process many toxinsin common circulation among would-be nsand
miscreants. | will becomeill much sooner than you would, but what would kill you would merdly make
me unwell, and not so unwell that | could not discharge my duties.”

"l hope you'reright about that.”

He patted his chin with napkin. "It isno occasion for pride. | am what | am because of the chemica
intervention and surgery of the Batu Escort Agency. It would be equaly pointlessto understate my
abilities"

Later, feigning nervousness, | told him that | had heard anoise from his annex.
"It isnothing, | assure you. No one could have entered these rooms without our knowing it.”

"It sounded like someone breathing.”



He smiled tolerantly. "There are many foreign sounds on aship like this. Noises carry agresat distance
through the ducts and conduits of the air-circulation system.”

"Couldn't someone have crawled through those same conduits?
He rose from the table without a note of complaint. "It isunlikely, but | shdl investigate."

As soon as he had vanished through the door into hisannex, | produced avia from my pocket and
tipped its sugary contents onto the remains of hismedl. | heard him examining things, pulling open
cupboard doors and diding drawers. By the time he returned, with areassuring expression on hisface,
the toxin crystals had melted invisibly into hisfood and the vid was snug in my pocket.

"Whatever you heard, therés no onein mere.”

"Areyou sure?!

"Completely. But I'mwilling to look again, if it would put your mind at ease.”

| looked abashed. "I'm just being silly."

"Not at dl. You must not be afraid to bring thingsto my attention. It iswhat you have hired mefor."
"Tuck in," | said, nodding a hismed, "beforeit gets cold.”

* * % % %

Tiszawas moaning and sweeting on the bed, deep in fever, as Mr. Tayang appraised him warily. "Did he
tell you he could detect poisons? They don't dl come with that option.”

"He can. Isn't that the point?”

"It could just be abug he's picked up. On the other hand, he may have been hit by something intended
for you that his system wasn't designed to filter out.”

"A poison?'
"It'sapossbility, Miss Bocheng.”

Tayang was a seward, ayoung man with a pleasant face and ahighly professional manner. | had seen
him around earlier, but-as was the case with dl the crew-he had steadfastly refused to engage in any
conversation not related to my immediate needs. | had counted on this, and contrived the poisoning of the
eunuch to give me heightened access to one or more of the crew. It need not have been Tayang, but my
ingtincts told methat he would serve excdlently.

"Thenwhy isnt it affecting me?' | asked.

"l don't wish to darm you, but it could bethat it's going to in avery short while. We need to get both of
you into the sick bay. Under observation, we should be able to stabilize the eunuch and ensure you come
to no harm.”

Thiswas the outcome | had been hoping for, but some indignation was called for. "If you think I'm going
to spend the rest of thistrip in some gtinking sick bay, after I've paid for thiscabin..."

Tayang raised acaming hand. "It won't befor long. A day or two, just to be on the safe side. Then you
can enjoy therest of thetrip in comfort.”



Another pair of stewards was summoned to help shift the hapless Tisza, while | made my way to the sick
bay on foot. "Actudly,” | said, "now that you mentionit... | dofed alittle peculiar.”

Tayang looked at me sympatheticaly. "Don't worry, Miss Bocheng. Well have you right asrainin no
time"

The sick bay was larger and better equipped than | had been expecting, dmost asif it belongedina
different ship entirely. | wasrelieved to see that no one else was using it. Tayang helped me onto a
reclined couch while the other stewards pulled a screen around the stricken eunuch.

"How do you fed now?" Tayang asked, fastening a black cuff around my forearm.
"Sill abit funny.”

For the next few minutes, Tayang—who had clearly been given basic medica training-studied the
readouts on ahandheld display he had pulled from arecessin thewall.

"Well, it doesn't look-" he began.

"l should have listened to my friends" | said, shaking my head. "They told me not to come here.”

He tapped buttons set into the side of the display. ™Y our friends warned you that you might end up
getting poisoned?”

"Not exactly, no. But they said it wasn't agood idea traveling on the Burkhan Khaldun, down the
Parvan Tract. They wereright, weren't they?"

"That would depend. So far, | can't see any sign that you've ingested anything poisonous. Of courseg, it
could be something that the anayzer isn't equipped to detect—"

"And the eunuch?"

"Just amoment,” Tayang said, leaving the display suspended in the air. He walked over to the other bed
and pulled aside the curtain. | heard amurmured exchange before he returned, with abit less of aspring
inhisstep. "W, thereé's no doubt that something pretty heavy's hit his system. Could be addliberate
toxin, could be something nasty that just happened to get into him. We're not far out of Gansu; he could
have contracted something there that's only just showing up.”

"He's been poisoned, Mr. Tayang. My bodyguard. Doesn't that strike you as adightly ominous
development?'

"l il say it could be something natura. Well know soon enough. In the meantime, | wouldn't necessarily
jump to the conclusion that you're in immediate peril."

"I'm concerned, Mr. Tayang."

"Wadl, don't be. You'rein excellent hands." He leaned over to plump my pillow. " Get under the blanket if
you fed shivery. Isthere anything you'd like meto fetch from your room?”

"No, thank you."

"Inwhich case, I'll leave you be. I'll keep the andlyzer attached just in caseit flags anything. The other
sewards are fill here. If you need anything, just cal.”

"Twill."



He was on the verge of leaving-1 had no doubt that he was a busy man—when something caused him to
narrow hiseyes. "So if it wasn't about being poisoned, Miss Bocheng, why exactly wasit that your
friends didn't want you taking this ship?"

"Oh, that." | shook my head. "It'sslly. | don't know why | mentioned it at dl. I1t'snot asif | believe any of
that nonsense.”

"Any of what nonsense, exactly?'

"Y ou know, about the phantoms. About how the Parvan Tract is haunted. | told them | was above dl
that, but they still kept going on about it. They said that if | took this ship, | might never come back. Of
course, that only made me even more determined.”

"Good for you."

"| told them | was arationdist, not someone who believesin ghosts and goblins.” | shifted on the couch,
giving him asympathetic look. "I expect that you're fed up with hearing about al that, especialy asyou
actudly work here. | mean, if anyone would have been likely to see something, it would be you, wouldn't
it, or one of the other crew?"

"That would make sense," he said.

"Well, thefact that you obvioudy haven't... there can't be anything to it, can there?' | crossed my arms
and smiled triumphantly. "Wait until | tel my friends how slly they've been.”

"Perhgps,”" he began, and then fell silent.

* * % % %

| knew that | had him then; that it would be only amatter of time before Tayang felt compelled to show
me evidence. My ingtincts proved correct, for within aday of my discharge from the sick bay (the eunuch
was gill under observation, but making satisfactory progress), the seward contrived an excuseto visit
my quarters. He had aclean towel draped over hisarm, asif he had cometo replace the onein my
bathroom.

"I brought you afresh one. | think the cleaning section missed this corridor thismorning.”

"They didn', but | gppreciate the gesture dl the same.”

Helingered, asif he had something to get off his chest but was struggling to find the right words.
"Mr. Tayang?' | pressed.

"What we were talking about before.”
"Yes?' | inquired mildly.

"Widl, yourewrong." He said it nicely enough, but the defiance in hiswordswas clear. " The phantoms
exi. | may not have seen anything with my own eyes, but I've seen datathat's just as convincing.”

" doubt it."

"l can show you easily enough.” He must have been intending to say those words from the moment he
had decided to cometo my cabin, yet now that he had spoken them, hisregret wasimmediate.

"Reglly?"



"l shouldn't have."

"Tdl me" | sad forcefully. "Whatever thisis, | want to seeit.”
"It means your friends were right; and you were wrong."
"Then | need to know that."

Tayang gave meawarning look. "It'll change the way you think. At the moment, you have the luxury of
not believing in the phantoms. | know that there's something out there that we don't understand,
something that doesn't belong. Are you sure you want that burden?”

"If you can handleit, | think | can. What do | have to do?'
"I need to show you something. But | can't do it now. Later, during the night shift, it'll be quieter.”
"I'll beready," | said, nodding eagerly.

* * % % %

Close to midnight, Tayang came for me. Remembering to keep in character for someone half convinced
shewasthetarget of an assassin, | did not open up immediately.

IIYSI?I
"It'sme, Tayang."
| cracked open the door. "I'm ready.”

He looked me up and down. "Take off those clothes, please.”

"I'm sorry?*

He glanced away, blushing. "What | mean is, wear as much or aslittle as you would wear for bed.” |
noticed that he had ajacket draped over hisarm, asif he was ready to put it around my shoulders.

" Should we meet someone, and should questions be asked, you will explain that | found you

deepwalking, and that I'm taking you back to your cabin viathe most discrete route | can think of, so
you don't embarrass yourself in front of any other passengers.”

"| see. Y ou've given this some thought, haven't you?'

"You aren't thefirst skeptical passenger, Miss Bocheng." | closed the door and disrobed, then put on thin
slk trousers and an equaly thin silk blouse, the one scarlet and the other dectric yelow, with adesign of
small bluewolves. | untied my hair and messed it to suggest someone only recently roused from the bed.

Outsde, aswas customary during the night shift of the BK's operations, the corridor lights were dimmed
to adeepy amber. The bars, restaurants, and gaming rooms were closed. The public lounges were
deserted and silent, save for the scurrying mouselike cleaning robots that dways emerged after the
people had gone away. Tayang chose hisroute well, for we did not bump into any other passengers or
crew.

"Thisisthelibrary," he said, when we had arrived in asmall, red-lit room, set with shelves, screens, and
movable chairs. "No one uses it much—it's not exactly a high priority for most of our passengers. They'd
rather drink away the voyage with Temujin airag.”

"Arewe dlowed here?"



"Well, technicdly thereéd be nothing to stop you visiting this room during norma ship hours. But during
normal ship hours, | wouldn't be able to show you what I'm about to." He was trying to be nonchal ant
about the whole adventure, but his nervousnous was like aboy on adare. "But don't worry, wewon't get
into trouble.”

"How isalibrary going to change my mind about the phantoms?"

"Let me show you." He ushered meto one of the terminals, swinging out apair of hinged stoolsfor usto
ston. | sat to theleft of him, while Tayang flipped open adust cover to expose akeyboard. He began to
tap at the keys, causing changes to the hooded data display Situated at eyelevel. "Asit happens, these
consoles are connected to the Burkhan Khaldun's own computers. Y ou just have to know theright
commands.”

"Won' this show up?'

He shook his head. "I'm not doing anything that will come to anyone's attention. Besides, I'm perfectly
entitled to accessthis data. The only thing wrong isyou being with me, and if anyone comes down here,
well have timeto prepare for them, to makeit look asif | caught you deepwaking.” Hefel slent for a
minute or S0, tapping through options, obvioudy navigating hisway through to theinformation stored in
the computer's memory bank. "I just hope the company spooks haven't got to it aready,” he murmured.
"Every now and then, someone from Blue Heaven comes aboard and wipes large chunks of the BK's
memory. They say they're just doing routine archiving, clearing space for more data, but no one believes
that. Lookslike werein time, though. | didn't see any spooks nosing around when we were in Gansu:
they'll probably come aboard next time we're back.” He glanced over his shoulder. "I'll show it to you
once. Thenwego. All right?'

"Whatever you say, Mr. Tayang."

"The BK has cameras, pointed into the direction of flight. They detect changesin the tunnel geometry and
feed that data to the servomotors driving the stabilizing vanes and yaw dampers, so that they can make
adjustments to smooth out the turbulence. They're a so there as an emergency measure in case we
encounter another ship coming the other way, one that isn't on schedule or hasn't got an active
trangponder. The cameras give us just enough warning to swerve the BK to one Side, to give passing
clearance. It's bumpy for the passengers when that happens, but alot better than a head-on collision at

tunnel speeds.”

"| take it the cameras saw something,” | said.

Tayang nodded. "Thiswas a couple of trips ago, about hafway between Gansu and Kuchlug. They only
got eight clear frames. Whatever it was was moving fast, much quicker than one of our ships. Thefourth,
fifth, and sixth frames are the sharpest.”

Hetapped keys. A picture sprang onto the display, al fuzzy green hues, overlaid with date ssamps and
other information. It took a moment before | was surewhat | was |ooking at. There was some kind of
pae green smudgefilling haf the frame, arandom-looking shape like the blind spot one sees after looking
at the sun for too long, and beyond that, a suggestion of the curving squiggles of the tunnel's khorkoi
patterning, reaching away to infinity.

| pressed afinger againgt the smudge. "That's the phantom?”

"Thisisframethree. It becomes clearer on the next one.” He advanced to the next image and | saw what
he meant. The smudge had enlarged, but aso become sharper, with details beginning to emerge. Edges



and surfaces, ahint of organized structure, even if the overdl shape was il dusive.
"Next frame," Tayang mouthed.

Now there could be no doubt that the phantom was some kind of ship, eveniif it conformed to the
pattern of no vessdl | had ever seen. It was deek and organic-looking, more like adarting squid than the
clunky lines of the BK.

He advanced to the next frame, but-while the image did not become substantialy clearer-the angle
changed, so that the three-dimensiond structure of the phantom became more apparent. At the same
time, hints of patterning had begun to emerge: darker green symbols on the sde of the hull, or fuselage, or
body, of whatever the thing was.

"That's about as good asit gets," Tayang said.
"I'mimpressed.”

"Y ou see these armlike gppendages?’ he asked, pointing to part of theimage. "'I'm guessing, of course,
but | can't help wondering if they don't serve the same function as our stabilization vanes, only inamore
elegant fashion."

"I think you could beright."

"Onething I'm sure of, though. We didn't build that ship. I'm no expert, Miss Bocheng, but | know what
counts as cutting-edge ship design, and that thing isway beyond it."

"| don't think anyone would argue with that.”

"It wasn't built by the government, or some mysterious splinter group of Idamist separatists. In fact, |
don't think it was built by humans at dl. We'relooking at dien technology, and they're using our
Infrastructure system asif they own it. More than that: every now and then you hear about entire ships
and message packets going missing. They're not just trespassing in our network, they're steding from it as
wdl."

"| can see Blue Heaven would rather this didn't get out.”
Tayang closed the display. "I'm sorry, but that'sall | can show you. It's enough, though, isn't it?"
"Morethan enough,” | said.

Of course, | had my doubts. Tayang could have easily faked those images, or been the unwitting victim of
someone ese'sfakery. But | did not think that was the case. | had been looking at genuine data, not
something cooked up to scare the tourists.

| was just beginning to plot my next move-how | would get a copy of the data, and smuggle it back to
NHK while | continued with my investigations in Kuchlug space-when | became aware of apresence
behind me. Tayang must have sensed it, too, for he turned around as | did. Standing in the doorway to
the library was one of the other stewards, an older man whose name | had yet to learn. | noticed that the
deevesof hisuniform weretoo short for him.

Wordlessly, heraised ahand. Init glinted the smooth aloy form of asmall, precise wegpon: the kind
often carried by government spies such as mysdlf. He shot me; | had amoment to stare at the barb
embedded in my thigh, and then | passed ouit.

* * % % %



| came around in my cabin, gripped by avile nausea, aheadache like adowly closing iron vice, and no
conception of how much time had passed since Tayang and | had been disturbed in the library. Getting
out of bed—I had been placed on top of the sheets-| searched the adjoining annex for the eunuch,
before | remembered that he was till inthe sick bay. | tried my door and found that it had been locked
from the outside; there was no way for meto leave my room.

Understand, | did not accept my imprisonment lightly, but understand aso that al my attempts at escape
proved futile. I could not even sgueeze through the conduit | had mentioned to the eunuch: such methods
succeed in adventure Sories, but notinred life.

Of course, it was desired that | be kept dive. The man who had shot me could have administered afata
dose smply by twisting adia in the grip of hisweapon. He had chosen not to, and it was no accident that
food and water appeared in the room's serving hatch at regular intervals. But asto who had chosen to
detain me, | was uninformed.

| could guess, though.

Hewas the first to see me when the ship docked in Kuchlug space. He came to my room, accompanied
by guards. He was as squat and muscled as awrestler, his bare armsfully asthick as my thighs. Hewore
aleather jerkin, crisscrossed by thick black belts to which were fastened various ceremonia weapons
and symbols of martid authority. A carefully tended mustache curled down on either side of his mouith,
with atiny but ddliberate tuft of hair preserved under hislower lip. A giff leather hemet, long at the Sides
and back, covered therest of his head. The only visible part of hishair was ablunt, wedge-shaped fringe
terminating just above his eyebrows, which were at oncefindy drawn, expressive, and deeply quizzical.

Of course, | knew theface.
"Commander Qilian,” | said.

"Yes, | get about." His hands were impressively hairy, scarred and knotted like the roots of avery old
tree. He snapped hisfingers at the guards. "Have her brought to the debriefing facility on the Qing Shui
moon. Bring the pony aswdl." Then he poked one of those fingers under my chin, lifting it up so that our
eyes met. "Give some thought to the particulars of your story, Miss Bocheng. It may make dl the
difference”

* % %k % %

They took me down to the moon. We landed somewhere and | was carried through dark, rusting
corridors to awindowless holding cell. The floor rocked with adow, sickening motion, asif | wason a
ship at seain ahigh swell-even though there were no oceans on the Qing Shui moon. They stripped me,
took away my belongings, and gave me prison clothing to wear: asmple one-piece affair in orange silk. |
pretended to be shocked and disoriented, but | was aready summoning my training, recollecting those
stratagems | had been taught to withstand prolonged detention and interrogeation. Asthe guards were
shutting the door on me, | contrived to dip afinger into the crack between the door and itsframe. When
the door closed, | yelped in pain and withdrew my hand with the fingertip squashed and red from the
pressure.

| sucked it in my mouth until the pain abated.
"Stupid bitch," someone said.

There was abunk, aspigot in thewall that dribbled tepid, piss-colored water, and aholein thefloor,
with chipped ceramic sides stained an ungpeakable brown. Light seeped in through a grille in the door.
Neither willing nor ableto deep, | lay on the bunk and shivered. Presently-no more than two or three



hours after my arrival—men came to take me down the corridor, to an interrogation room.

It is not necessary to document al that happened-the many weeks that it took for me to permit themto
ped back the layers of identity | had wrapped around mysdlf, each time thinking that the victory was
theirs

Sufficeit to say that most of what they did to meinvolved eectricity and chemicasin varying
combinations. They did break two fingers on my left hand, including the one | had trapped in the door,
but when they pulled out one of my fingernails, it was from the other hand, not the one | had hurt. They
beat me around, broke my teeth, extinguished Y esugei brand cigarettes on my skin, but only cut me
superficialy, to demongrate that they could and would. Then they had other men comein to terilize and
dress the wounds. Once in awhile, agowned doctor with a Savic face cameto the cell and gave mea
thorough, probing medica examination.

It was during one of the doctor's examinationsthat | elected to revedl myself asagovernment spy. Asthe
doctor was examining me, | alowed my hair—stiff and greasy with dirt—to fal away from the nape of
my neck. | knew instantly that he had taken the bait. | felt hisfingers pressinto the area around the
subcutaneous device, feding for the hard-edged component lodged under the skin.

"What isthis?'
"What iswhat?' | asked, al innocence.
"Theré's something under your skin."

They took me back to the interrogation room. My hair was shaved and my neck swabbed. The Savic
doctor dithered over the medical tools on the shelves until he found the bundle he wanted. He brought the
instruments onto the table, unrolling the towel so that | could see whét lay in store for me. When he was
done, the implant was placed on a piece of clean towel in front of me. It was bloodied, with bits of
whitish flesh dtill attached to itsfederlike input probes.

"Looks like government,” someone said.

| did not admit to it immediately; that would have made them rightfully suspicious. It was amatter of
judging the moment, making my confession gppear naturd, rather than a scripted event.

In hindsight, | wish that | had arranged my confession sooner.

| was brought to a different room. There was awindow in the wall, before which | was encouraged to sit.
A clamp was fitted around my eyes so that | could not look away. The doctor dripped some agent into
my eyesthat had the effect of pardyzing thelids, preventing mefrom blinking. When the lightscameon in
the room on the other side of the window, | found myself looking at Goyo.

He was upside down, suspended in ading, rotated on his back in the manner that horses are prepared
for veterinary work. The ding was supported from aheavy white framework mounted on trolley wheels.
Goyo'slegs had been bound together in pairs using thick adhesive materid. Even his head and neck had
been braced into position using cushioned supports and clamps. A leathery girth strap enclosed hiswaist,
preventing him from thrashing around. His abdominad region, between fore and hind limbs, had been
shaved to the skin. A white sheet, not much larger than atowel, had been draped over part of that
shaven area. There was ared stain in the middle of the sheet, where it formed a depression.

Goyo'seye, the onethat | could see, was white and wild and brimming with fear.

Qilian waked into the room. He was dressed as | remembered him from our encounter on the BK,



except that his hands and forearms were now gloved. The gloves had a heavy, martia ook to them, with
curved sted talons on the ends of the fingers. He stopped next to Goyo, one hand resting on the frame,
the other stroking my pony's neck, asif he sought to placate him. When he spoke, hisvoice came
through amicrophone.

"We think we know who you are, but some corroboration would be welcome. What is your operationa
code name? To which section are you assigned? Are you one of the Thirteen?'

My mouth had turned dry. | said nothing.

"Very well," Qilian continued, asif he had expected as much. He reached over and whisked the white
sheet away from Goyo's abdomen. There was awound there, ared sucking hole wide enough to plunge
afig through.

"No," | said, trying to bresk free of the straps that bound me to the chair.

"Beforeyou arrived,” Qilian said, "certain surgica preparations were made. A number of ribs have
already been removed. They can be put back, of course, but their absence now means that thereisan
unobstructed path through to your pony's heart.”

With hisright hand, he reached into the wound. He frowned, concentrating on the task. He delved in
dowly, cautioudy. Goyo responded by thrashing againgt hisrestraints, but it wasto no more avail than
my own efforts. In ashort while, Qilian's entire fist was hidden. He pushed deeper, encountering
resstance. Now thefist and fully half of hisforearm were gone. He adjusted his posture, leaning in so that
his chest was braced against Goyo's shoulder. He pushed deeper, until only the top extremity of the glove
remained visble,

"l am touching his beating heart now," Qilian said, looking directly at me. "He's a strong one, no doulbt
about that. A fine pony, from good Mongol stock. But | am stronger, &t least when | have my hand on his
heart. Y ou don't think | can stop it beating? | assure you | can. Would you like to see?' The expression
on hisface dtered to one of concentrated effort, little veins bulging at the side of histemple. Goyo
thrashed with renewed energy. "Y es, hefedsit now. He doesn't know what's happening, but abillion
years of dumb evolution tells him something's not right. | don't doubt that the pain isexcruciating, at least
inanima terms. Would you like meto stop?'

The words spilled out, feding like agenuine confession. "1 am Ydlow Dog. | am agovernment operative,
oneof the Thirteen."

"Y es, we thought you were Y dlow Dog. We have the non-officia cover list for al of the Thirteen, and
we know that Ariunaa Bocheng is aname you've used before, when posing asajourndist.” He broke
off, took a deep breath, and seemed to redouble his efforts. "But it's good to get it from the horse's
mouth, so to speak.”

"Stop now."

"Too late. I've dready started.”

"You said you'd stop,” | replied, screaming out the words. ™Y ou promised you'd stop!™
"| said nothing of the sort. | said the ribs could be put back. That remains the case.”

In an ingtant, Goyo stopped thrashing. His eye was ill open, but al of a sudden there was nothing
behindit.



* * % % %

Severa weeks|ater-1 could not say precisdy how many-Qilian sat opposite me with hisbig hairy hands
clasped in slent contemplation. The documents on his desk were kept in place by gridy paperweights:
little plinth-mounted bones and bottled, shrunken thingsin vinegary solution. There were swords and
ceremonid knives on thewall, framing afamiliar reproduction watercolor showing the landing of the
invasion fleet on Japanese soil.

"Youweregood," hesaid eventudly. "I'll give you that. My men genuindly thought they'd hit bottom when
they got you to confessto being thejournalist. It was asurprise to al concerned when that identity turned
out to beacover."

"I'mglad | provided you with some amusement,” | said.

"If it hadn't been for that implant, we might never have known. Y our people redly should give some
thought into making those things less detectable.”

"My people?’ | asked. "Thelast time| checked, we were dl working for the same government.”

"| don't doubt that's how it fedsin New High Karakorum. Out here, it'sa different story. In case you
hadn't realized, thisisaspecid adminigrative volume. It's part of the empire, but only in avery tenuous,
politically ambiguous sense. They want what we can give them—raw materids, chegply synthesized
chemicas, mass-produced low-bulk consumer goods-but they don't want to think too hard about what
we haveto do to keep that river of commerce flowing. Laws have to be bent here, because otherwise
thered be no here. Look out the window, Y dlow Dog."

Vishble through the partidly shuttered window of hisoffice, agood four or five li below, was abrutal,
wintery landscape of stained ice, reaching al the way to the horizon. The sky was arose pink, shading to
midnight blue at the top of the window. Cuitting through it dong adiagona wasthe twinkling, sicklelike
curve of aplanetary ring system. Canyon-deep fissures cracked the surface, leaking feathery quills of
yelow-white steam into the thin, poisonous atmosphere of that windswept sky. Here and there, an elbow
of splintered rock broke the surface. There were no fixed communities on the moon. Instead, immense
piderlike platforms, mounted on six or eight intricate jointed legs, picked their way acrossthe
ever-shifting terrain in awesome dow motion. The platformsvaried in Size, but at the very least each
supported acluster of squat civic buildings, factories, refineries, and spacecraft handling facilities. Some
of the platforms had deployed drilling rigs or cablesinto the fissures, sucking chemical nourishment from
under theicy crust. A number were connected together by long, dangling wires, dong which | made out
thetiny, suspended forms of cable cars, moving from platform to platform.

"It'svery pretty,” | said.

"It'sahdlhole, frankly. Only three planetsin the entire volume are even remotely amenable to
terraforming, and not one of those threeis on track for completion inside five hundred years. WEll be
lucky if any of them are done before the Founder's two thousandth anniversary, let aone the thousandth.
Most of the eighty million people under my stewardship livein domes and tunnels, with only afew aids of
soil or glass between them and ahorrible, choking death.” He unclasped his handsin order to run afinger
across one of his desktop knickknacks. "It's not much of an existence, truth betold. But that doesn't
mean we don't have an economy that needs fuding. We have jobs. We have vacancies for skilled |abor.
Machines do our drilling, but the machines need to be fixed and programmed by people, down at the
cutting face. We pay well, for those prepared to work for us."

"And you come down hard on those who displease you.”



"Local solutionsto local problems; that's our mantra. Y ou wouldn't understand, cozied up in the middle
of the empire. Y ou pushed the dissidents and troublemakers out to the edge and left usto worry about
them." He tapped afinger againgt his desk. "Nestorian Christians, Buddhists, ISamigts. It's athousand
years since we crushed them, and they till haven't got over it. Barely aweek goes by without some
regressive, fundamentaist e ement stirring up trouble, whether it's sabotage of one of our industrid
fecilitiesor aterrorist attack againgt the citizenship. And yet you it therein New High Karakorum and
shake your headsin disgust when we have the temerity to implement even the mildest security measures.”

"I wouldn't call mass arrests, show trids, and public executions'mild,' " | said tartly.
"Thentry living here

"| get theimpression that's not redlly an option. Unlessyou mean living in prison, for therest of my life, or
until NHK sends an extraction team.”

Qilian made a pained expression. "Let's be clear. Y ou aren't my enemy. Quite the contrary. Y ou are now
an honored guest of the Kuchlug specid adminidrative volume. | regret what happened earlier, but if
you'd admitted your true identity, none of that would have been necessary.” He folded hisarms behind
his neck and leaned back in his chair with a cregk of leather. "Weve got off on the wrong footing here,
you and |. But how are we supposed to fed when the empire sends undercover agents snooping into our
territory? And not only that, but agents who persist in asking such puzzling questions?' He looked at me
with sudden, sharp intensity, asif my entire future hung on my response to what he was about to say.
"Just whet is it about the phantoms that interests you so much, Y dlow Dog?'

"Why should you worry about my interest in a phenomenon that doesn't exist?' | countered.
"Do you bdieve that, after what you saw on the Burkhan Khaldun?"

"I can only report what | saw. It would not be for me to make inferences.”
"But ill."
"Why are we discussing this, Commander Qilian?'

"Because I'm intrigued. Our perception was that NHK probably knew alot more about the phenomenon
than we did. Y our arrival suggests otherwise. They sent you on an intelligence-gathering mission, and the
thrust of your inquiry indicatesthat you are at least as much in the dark aswe are, if not more s0."

"I can't speak for my superiors.”

"No, you can't. But it seemsunlikely that they'd have risked sending avalued asset into atrouble spot like
Kuchlug without very good reason. Which, needlessto say, is deeply darming. We thought the core had
the matter under control. Clearly, they don't. Which only makesthe wholeissue of the phantoms even
more vexed and troubling.”

"What do you know?"
Helaughed. "Y ou think I'm going to tell you, just like that?"

"Y ou've as much as admitted that this goes beyond any petty politica differencesthat might exist between
NHK and Kuchlug. Let me report back to my superiors. I'll obtain their guarantee that therell bea
two-way trafficinintelligence.” | nodded firmly. "Y es, we migudged thisone. | should never have come
under deep cover. But we were anxious not to undermine your confidence in us by revealing the depth of
our ignorance on the phenomenon. | assure you that in the future everything will be aboveboard and
trangparent. We can set up abilatera investigative team, pooling the best experts from here and back



home"

"That easy, en? We just shake hands and puit it al behind us? The deception on your part, the torture on
ours?'

| shrugged. "Y ou had your methods. | had mine."

Qilian smiled dightly. "There's something you need to know. Two days ago—not long after we dug that
thing out of you—we did in fact send acommunique to NHK. Weinformed them that one of their agents
was now in our safekeeping, that she was being more than helpful in answering our questions, and that
we would be happy to return her &t the earliest opportunity.”

"Goon."

"They told usthat there was no such agent. They denied knowledge of either Ariunaa Bocheng or an
operative named Y dlow Dog. They made no demands for you to be returned, athough they did say that
if you were handed over, you'd be of 'interest’ to them. Do you know what this means?' When |
refrained from answering—though | knew precisdy what it meant—Qilian continued. ™Y ou've been
disavowed, Yellow Dog. Left out in he cold, like astarving mongrel.”

* * % % %

Hismen camefor me again, several dayslater. | wastaken to a pressurized boarding platform, aspindly
structure cantilevered out from the side of the government building. A cable car waswaiting, adull gray,
bulbous-ended cylinder swaying gently againgt its restraints. The guards pushed me aboard, then
dammed the airtight door, before turning amassive whed to lock it shut. Qilian was aready aboard the
car, dtting in adimpled leather chair with one leg crossed over the other. He wore huge fur-lined boots
equipped with vicious spurs.

"A littletrip, | thought," he said, by way of welcome, indicating the vacant sest opposite his.

The cable car lurched into motion. After reaching thelimit of the boarding ares, it passed through along
glassairlock and then dropped sickeningly, plunging down so far thet it descended under the lowest level
of buildings and factory structures perched on the platform. One of the huge, skeletd legswasrising
toward us, thefoot raised asif it intended to ssomp down on the fragile little cable car. Yet just when it
seemed we were doomed, the car began to climb again, creaking and swaying. Qilian waslooking at
something through apair of tiny binoculars, some piece of equipment-aprobe or drill head, |
presumed-being winched up from the surface into the underside of the platform.

"Isthere apoint to thisjourney?" | asked.

He lowered the binoculars and returned them to aleather case on hisbdt. "Very much so. What | will
show you congtitutes akind of test. | would advise you to be on your guard against the obvious.”

The cable car did across the fractured |andscape of the moon, traversing dizzyingly wide crevasses,
dodging geysers, skimming past tilted rockfaces that seemed on the verge of toppling over at any
moment. We rose and descended severd times, on each occasion passing over one of the walking
platforms. Now and then, there was an interruption while we were switched to a different line, before
once more plunging down toward the surface. After more than half an hour of this-just when my ssomach
was beginning to settle into the rhythm-we came to adefinite halt on what wasin al respectsjust another
boarding platform, attended by afamiliar retinue of guards and technica functionaries. Qilianand |
disembarked, with his spurs clicking against the cleated metd flooring. With acompany of guardsfor
escort, we walked into the interior of the platform'slargest building. The entire place had an oily



ambiance, rumbling with the vibration of distant drilling processes.

"Itsacover,” Qilian sad, asif he had read my thoughts. "We keep the machinesturning, but thisisthe
one platform that doesn't have auseful production yidd. It'sa study facility instead.”

"For studying what?'
"Whatever we manage to recover, basicaly.”

Deep in the bowels of the platform, at aleve that must have meant they were only just above the
underside, was ahuge holding tank that-so Qilian informed me-was designed to contain the unrefined
liquid durry that would ordinarily have been pumped up from under theice. In this platform, the tank had
been drained and equipped with power and lighting. The entire space had been partitioned into about a
dozen ceilingless rooms, each of which gppeared to contain a collection of garbage, arranged within the
cdlsof aprinted grid laid out on the floor. Some of the cells held sizable clusters of junk; others were
empty. Benches arranged around the edges of the cells were piled with bits of twinkly rubbish, aong with
animpressive array of andysistoolsand recording devices.

It looked asif it should have been aliterd hive of activity, but the entire place was deserted.

"Y ou want to tell mewhat I'm looking at here?" Qilian indicated aladder. "Go down and take alook for
yourself. Examine anything that takes your fancy. Use any toolsyou fed like. Look in the notebooks and
datafiles. Rummage. Break suff. Y ou won't be punished if you do.”

"Thisis phantom technology, isn't it? Y ou've recovered pieces of dien ships." | said thisin akind of awed
whisper, asif | hardly dared believe it mysdif.

"Draw whatever conclusion you seefit. | shal beintensely interested in what you haveto say.”

| started down the ladder. | had known from the moment | saw the relicsthat | would be unableto resist.
"How long have | got? Before I'm judged to have failed thistet, or whatever it is."

"Takeyour time" he said, amiling. "But don't take too much.”

There seemed little point agonizing over which room to start with, assuming | had the time to examine
more than one. The one | chose had the usua arrangement of grid, junk, and equipment benches. Lights
burned from arack suspended overhead. | stepped into the grid, striding over blank squares until she
arrived a apromising little clump of mangled parts, some of them glittery, some of them charred to near
blackness. Gingerly, | picked up one of the hits. It was a curving section of metalic foil, ragged dong one
edge, much lighter and gtiffer than | felt it had any right to be. | tested the edge against afinger and drew
abead of blood. No markings or detail of any kind. | placed it back down on the grid and examined
another item. Heavier thistime, solid in my hands, like a piece of good carved wood. Flowing, scroll-like
green patterning on one convex surface: a suggestion of script, or afragmented part of some script, ina
language | did not recognize. | returned it to the grid and picked up ajagged, bifurcated thing like avery
unwieldy sword or spearhead, formed in some metallic red materia that appeared mirror-smooth and
untarnished. In my hands, the thing had an unsettling buzzing qudity, asif there was till something going
oningdeit. | picked up another object: a dented blue-green box, embossed with dense geometric
patterns, cross-woven into one another in amanner that made my head hurt. Thelid of the box opened
to reved six egglike white ovas, packed into spongy black materid. There were six ditinct spiral
symbols painted onto the ovalss, in another language that | did not recognize.

| perused more objectsin the grid, then moved to the benches, where more items were laid out for
ingoection.



| moved into one of the adjoining rooms. There was something different about the degree of organization
thistime. The grid was the same, but the objectsin it had been sorted into rough groupings. In one corner
cdll wasapile of spiky, metallic red piecesthat obvioudy had something in common with the swordlike
object | had examined in the other room. In another lay acluster of dense, curved pieces with fragmented
green patterning on each. Each occupied cell hdd asimilar collection of vaguely related objects.

| examined another room, but soon felt that | had seen enough to form aready opinion. The various
categories of relic clearly had littlein common. If they had dl originated from the phantoms-either
wrecked or damaged or attacked as they passed through the Infrastructure-then there was only one
conclusion to be drawn. There was more than one type of phantom, which, in turn, meant there was
more than one kind of dien.

Wewere not just dealing with oneform of intruder. Judging by the number of filled cells, therewere
dozens-many dozens-of different alien technologiesat play.

| felt the hairs on the back of my neck bristle. Our probes and instruments had swept the galaxy clean
and till we had found no hint of anyone else out there. But these rooms said otherwise. Somehow or
other, we had managed to miss the evidence of numerous other galaxy-faring civilizations, dl of which
were a least astechnologically advanced asthe Mongol Expansion.

Other empires, somehow coexisting with ours!

| was ready to return to Qilian, but, at the last moment, as| prepared to ascend the ladder, something
held me back. It had dl been too smple. Anyone with apair of eyesin their head would have arrived a
the same conclusion as| had. Qilian had said it would be atest, and that | must passit.

It had been too easy so far.
Therefore, | must have missed something.

When we were back on the cable car, nosing down to the geysering surface, Qilian stroked afinger
againg his chin and watched mewith an intense, snakelike fascination.

"Y ou returned to the rooms."

"es"

"Something made you go back, when it looked asif you'd dready finished.”

"It wouldn't have been in my intereststo fail you."

Therewasagleamin hiseye. "So what wasit, Y ellow Dog, that made you hesitate?

"A feding that I'd missed something. The obviousinference was that the collection implied the presence
of more than oneintruding culture, but you didn't need meto tell you that."

"No," he acknowledged.

"So there had to be something else. | didn't know what. But when | went back into the second room,
something flashed through my mind. | knew | had seen something in there before, eveniif it had beenina
completely different context.”

| could not tell if hewas pleased or disappointed. " Continue.”

"The green markings on some of the relics. They meant nothing to me at firgt, but | suppose my



subconscious must have picked up on something even then. They were fragments of something larger,
which I'd seen before.”

"Which was?'
"Arabicwriting,” | told him.
"Many people would be surprised to hear there was such athing.”

"If they knew their history, they'd know that the Arabs had awritten language. An elegant one, too. It's
just that most people outside of academic departmentswon't have ever seen it, any more than they know
what Japanese or the Roman aphabet lookslike."

"But you, on the other hand-"

"In my work for the khanate, | was obliged to compile dossiers on dissdent e ements within the empire.
Some of the Idamist factions sill use aform of Arabic for internal communications.”

He sniffed through his nostrils, looking at me with his penetrating blue eyes. The cable car cresked and
swayed. "It took my andysis experts eight months to recognize that that | ettering had ahuman origin. The
test isover; you have passed. But would you care to speculate on the meaning of your observation? Why
arewe finding Arabic on phantom relics?'

"] don't know."
"Butindulgeme.”

"It can only mean that there's an Idamist faction out there that we don't know about. A group with
independent space-faring capability, the meansto use the Infrastructure despite dl the access restrictions

dready inplace”
"And the other relics? Where do they fit in?’
"l don't know."

"If | told you that, in addition to items we consider to be of unambiguoudy dien origin, we'd aso found
scraps of other vanished or obscure languages—or at least, scripts and symbol's connected to them-what
would you say?'

| admitted that | had no explanation for how such athing might be possible. It was onething to allow the
existence of a secret enclave of technologically advanced Idamists, however improbable that might have
been. It was quite another to posit the existence of many such enclaves, each preserving some vanished
or atrophied branch of human culture.

"Hereiswhat's going to happen.” He spoke the words asif there could be no possibility of dissent on my
behdf."Ashas dready been made clear, your old lifeis over, utterly and findly. But thereis till much
that you can do to serve the will of Heaven. The khanate has only now taken ared interest in the
phantoms, whereas we have been dert to the phenomenon for many years. If you care about the security
of theempire, you will see the sensein working with Kuchlug.”

"Y ou mean, join the team andlyzing those relics?"

"Asamatter of fact, | want youtoleadit." He smiled; | could not tell if the idea had just occurred to him,
or whether it had always been at the back of hismind. "Y ou've dready demonstrated the acuteness of



your observations. | have no doubt that you will continue to uncover truths that the existing team has
overlooked."

"I can'tjudt... take over, likethat."
He looked taken aback. "Why ever not?"

"A few daysago, | wasyour prisoner,” | said. "Not long before that, you were torturing me. They've no
reason to suddenly start trusting me, just on your say-0."

"Y ou're wrong about that," he said, fingering one of the knives strapped across his chest. "They'll trust
who | tell them to trust, absolutdly and unquestioningly.”

"Why?' | asked.

"Because that's how we do things around here."

* * % % %

Soit was. | joined Qilian'sinvestigative team, immersing myself in the treasure trove of dataand relics his
people had pieced together in my absence. There was, understandably, a degree of reluctance to accept
my authority. But Qilian dedlt with that in the expected manner, and dowly, those around me cameto a
pragmatic understanding that it was either work with me or suffer the consequences.

Rdics and fragments continued to fall into our hands. Sometimes the shipsthat intruded into the
Infrastructure were damaged, asif the passage into our territory had been aviolent one. Often, the
subsequent encounter with one of our ships was enough to shake them to pieces, or at the very least
didodge mgor components. The mgority of these shards vanished without atrace into the implacable
machinery of the Infragiructure. Even if the khorkoi gpparatus was beginning to fail, it was till more than
capable of attending to the garbage |eft behind by its users. But occasiondly, pieceslingered in the
system (asif the wals had indigestion?), waiting to be swept up by Qilian's ships, and eventually brought
home to this moon.

Asoften as not, though, it was atrivia matter to classfy the consagnments, requiring only aglance a ther
contents. The work became so routine, in fact-and the quantity of consignments so high-that eventudly |
had no choice but to take a step back from hands-on analysis. | assembled six teams and let them get on
withiit, requiring that they report back to me only when they had something of note: anew empire, or
something odd from one of those we aready knew abott.

That was when the golden egg fell into our hands. It wasin the seventh month of my service under Qilian,
and | immediately knew that it originated from a culture not yet known to us. Perhapsit was a ship, or
part of one. The outer hull was dmost entirely covered in aquilt of golden platelets, overlapping in the
manner of fish scales. The only parts not covered by the platel ets were the dark apertures of sensors and
thruster ports, and asmall, eye-shaped area on one side of the teardrop that we quickly identified asa
door.

Fearing that it might damage the other rdlicsif it exploded under our examinations, | ordered that the
andysis of the egg teke place in adifferent part of the mining structure. Soon, though, my concern shifted
to the welfare of the egg's occupants. We knew that there were beingsinsdeit, even if we could not be
aureif they were human. Scans had illuminated ghosily structuresingde the hull: theintestina complexity
of propulsion subsystems, fue lines, and tanks packed ingenioudly tight, the fatty tissue of insulating
layers, the bony divisons of armored partitions, the cartilaginous detailing of furniture and life-support
equipment. There were even ranks of couches, with eight crew ill reclining inthem. Dead or in



suspended animation, it wasimpossibleto tell. All we could see was their bones, a suggestion of
humanoid skeletons, and there was no movement of those bonesto suggest respiration.

We got the door open easily enough. It was somewhat like breaking into a safe, but once we had
worked out the underlying mechanism—and the curioudy aien logic that underpinned its design-it
presented no insurmountable difficulties. Gratifyingly, there was only amild gust of equdizing pressure
when the door hinged wide, and none of the sensors arrayed around the egg detected any harmful gases.
Asfar aswe could tel, it wasfilled with an oxygen-nitrogen mix only dightly different from that aboard
our own ships.

"What now?" Qilian asked, fingering the patch of hair benegth hislip.
"WEell send machines aboard now," | replied. "Just to be safe, in case there are any booby trapsinsde.”

He placed a heavy, thick-fingered hand on my shoulder. "What say we skip the machines and just take a
look insde oursdlves?' Histone was playful. "Not afraid, are we, Y ellow Dog?!

"Of course not,” | answered.
"Therésno need to be. I'll goinfird, just in casethere are surprises.”

We waked across the floor, through the cordon of sensors, to the base of the attenuated metal staircase
that led to the open door. The robots scuttled out of the way. My staff exchanged concerned glances,
aware that we were deviating from a protocol we had spent weeks thrashing out to the last detail. |
waved down their quams.

Insde, aswe aready knew from the scans, the egg was compartmented into several small chambers,
with the crew in the middle section. The rear part contained most of the propulsion and life-support
equipment. Up front, in the sharp end, was what appeared to be akind of pressurized cargo space. The
egg il had power, judging by the presence of interior lighting, although the air aboard it was very cold
and ill. It was exceedingly cramped, requiring me to duck and Qilian to stoop amost double. To pass
from one compartment to the next, we had to crawl on our hands and knees through doors that were
barely large enough for children. The externa door was larger than the others, presumably because it had
to admit acrew member wearing a spacesuit or some other encumbrance.

Qilian wasthe firgt to see the occupants. | was only afew seconds behind him, but those seconds
stretched to years as | heard hiswords.

"They are diensafter dl, Yellow Dog. Strapped in their seats like little pale monkeys. | can seewhy we
thought they might be human... but they're not, not at al. So much for the theory that every empire must
represent a human enclave, no matter how incomprehensible the artifacts or script.”

"That was never my theory, Sr. But it'sgood to haveit dismissed.”
"They have maskson. | can seetheir faces, but I'd like a better look.”
Stll on my knees, | said, "Be careful, gir.”

"They'redead, Y dlow Dog. Stiff and cold asmummies.”

By thetime | reached Qilian, he had removed one of the intricate masks from the face of his chosen dien.
In hishands, it wastiny, like adelicate accessory belonging to adoll. He put it down carefully, placing it
on the creature's lap. The alien was dressed in a quilted gold uniform, cross-buckled into the couch. It
was the 9ze of an eight-year-old child, but greatly skinnier in build, itstorso and limbs el ongated to the



point where it resembled asmaller creature that had been stretched. Though its hands were gloved, the
layout of the long, dainty-looking digits corresponded exactly to my own: four fingers and an opposed
thumb, though each of the digits was uncommonly sender, such that | feared they might snap if we
attempted to remove the gloves. Its head-the only part of it not covered by the suit-was ddlicate and
rather beautiful, with huge, dark eyes set in patches of black fur. Its nose and mouth formed one snoutlike
feature, suggestive of adog or cat. It had deek; intricate ears, running back along the sdes of its head.
Save for the eye patches, and ablack nose at thetip of the snout, its skin varied between a pale buff or
off-white.

Thedien'shands rested on apair of small control consoles hinged to the sides of the couch; the consoles
were flat surfaces embossed with golden ridges and studs, devoid of markings. A second console angled
down from the celling to form a blank screen at the creatures eye level. The other seven occupantsall
had similar amenities. There were no windows, and no controls or readouts in the orthodox sense. The
diensweredl dike, with nothing on their uniformsto indicate rank or function. Fromwhat little | could
see of their faces, the other seven were identical to the one we had unmasked.

| suppose | should have felt awed: here | was, privileged to be one of thefirst two peoplein history to set
eyesontruediens. Ingtead, al | felt wasakind of creeping sadness, and atawdry, unsettling feding that
| had no businessin this place of death.

"I've seen these things before,” Qilian said, anote of disbelief in hiswords.

"Thesediens, Sr? But thisisthefirg time we've seen them.”

"l don't mean that. | mean, isn't there something about them that reminds you of something?’
"Something of what, Sr?*

Heignored my question. "I aso want this vehicle stripped down to the last bolt, or whatever it isthat
holdsit together. If we can hack into its navigation system, find an Infrastructure map, we may be ableto
work out where they came from, and how the hdll we've missed them until now."

| looked at the embossed gold console and wondered what our chances were of hacking into anything,
let donethe navigation system.

"And the diens, Sr? What should we do with them?'

"Cut them up. Find out what makesthem tick." Almost as an afterthought, he added, " Of course, make
surethey're dead first."

The dienswere not the greatest surprise contained in the egg, but we did not redlize that until the autopsy
was under way. Qilian and | observed the procedure from aviewing gdlery, looking down on the
splayed and dissected creature. With grest care, bits of it were being removed and placed on Sterile
meta trays. Theinterior organswere dry and husklike, reinforcing the view that the dienswerein agtate
of mummification: perhaps (we speculated) some kind of suspended animation to be used in emergency
Stuations. But the function and placement of the organswere dl too familiar; we could have been
watching the autopsy of amonkey and not known the difference. The dien even had atall, lightly striped
in black and white; it had been contained within an extension of the clothing, tucked back into a cavity
within the seet.

That the crestures must have been intelligent was not open to dispute, but it was till dismaying, when
they were cut up, to learn how human their brainslooked. Smdl, certainly, yet with clear divison of brain
hemispheres, frontal and temporal |obes, and so on. Y et the red shock lay in the blood. It was not



necessarily asurpriseto find that it had DNA, or even that its DNA appeared to share the same protein
coding aphabet as ours. There were (1 was led to believe) sound arguments for how that state of affairs
might have arisen independently, dueto it being the most efficient possible replicating/coding system,
given the thermodynamic and combinative rules of carbon-based biochemistry. That wasdl well and
good. But it entirely failed to explain what they found when they compared the dien's chromosomesto
ours. More on awhim than anything else, they had tested the aien blood with human-specific probes and
found mat chromosomes 1 and 3 of the aien were homeol ogous to human chromosomes 3, 9, 14, and
21. There were dso unexpectedly strong signasin the centromeric regions of the alien chromosomes
when probed for human chromosomes 7 and 19. In other words, the alien DNA was not merely smilar
to ours, it was shockingly, confoundingly, dike.

The only possible explanation was that we were related.

Qilian and | weretrying to work out the ramifications of thiswhen news came in from the team examining
the pod. Uugan—my deputy—came scuttling into the autopsy viewing room, rubbing sweety hands
together. "Wevefound something,” he said, dmost tongue-tied with excitement.

Qilian showed him the hot-off-the-press summary from the geneticsandysis. "So have we. Those diens
aren't dien. They came from the same planet we did. | thought they looked like lemurs. That's because

they are.™

Uugan had as much trouble dealing with that aswe did. | could amost hear the gears meshing in his
brain, working through the possibilities. "Aliens must have uplifted lemur stock in the deep past, using
genetic engineering to turn them into intelligent, tool-using beings." Heraised afinger. "Or, other diens
spread the same genetic material on more than one world. If that were the case, these lemurs need not be
from Greater Mongolia after dl.”

"What news do you havefor us?' Qilian asked, smiling dightly at Uugan'swild theorizing.
"Cometo the egg, please. It will be easier if | show you."

We hastened after Uugan, both of us refraining from any speculation asto what he might havefound. As
it happened, | do not think either of us would have guessed correctly.

In the sharp end of the egg, the investigators had uncovered a haul of cargo, much of which had now
been removed and laid out on the floor for ingpection. | glanced at some of the items as we completed
the wak to the pod, recognizing bits and pieces from some of the other cultures we already knew about.
Here was a branching, sharp-tipped metallic red thing, like an instrument for impaling. Herewas a
complexly manufactured casket that opened to reveal ranks of nested white eggs, hard as porcelain.
Herewas a curving section of razor-sharp fail, polished to an impossible luster. Dozens more relics from
dozens of other known empires, and still dozens more that represented empires of which we knew
nothing.

"They've been collecting things, just likeus," | said.
"Including this," Uugan said, drawing my attention to the object that now stood at the base of the egg.

It was the Size and shape of alarge urn, golden in construction, surfaced with bas-rdlief detailing, with
eight curved green windows st into its upper surface. | peered closer and rested ahand against the urn's
throbbing skin. Through the windows burbled adark liquid. In the dark liquid, something paefloated. |
made out the knobbed ridge of a spine, abackbone pressing through flawless skin. It was aperson, a
human, aman judging by his musculature, curled into fetal position. | could only see the back of his heed:
bald and waxy, scribed with fine white scars. Ridged cables dangled in the fluid, running toward whet |



presumed was a breathing apparatus, now hidden.

Qilian looked through one of the other windows. After alengthy silence, he straightened himself and
nodded. "Do you think he wastheir prisoner?’

"No way to tell, short of thawing him and out and seeing what he hasto say on the matter,” Uugan said.

"Do what you can,” Qilian told Uugan. "'l would very, very much like to speek to this gentleman.” Then he
leaned in closer, asif what he was about to say was meant only for Uugan's ears. "Thiswould be an
excdlent time not to make amigtake, if you understand my meaning.”

* * % % %

| do not believe that Qilian's words had any effect on Uugan; he was either going to succeed or not, and
the difference between the two outcomes depended solely on the nature of the problem, not his degree of
application to the task. Asit happened, the man was neither dead nor brain dead, and hisreviva proved
childishly smple. Many weeks were spent in preparation before the decisive moment, evaluating all
known variables. When the day came, Uugan's intervention was kept to aminimum: he merely opened
the preservation vat, extracted the man from hisfluid cocoon, and (it must be said, with fastidious care)
removed the breathing apparatus. Uugan was standing by with al the tools of emergency medica
intervention at hisdigposal, but no such ass stance was required. The man smply convulsed, drew in
severd gulping breaths, and then settled into anormal respiratory pattern. But he had yet to open his
gyes, or sgna any awarenessin the change of his surroundings. Scans measured brain activity, but at a
level indicative of comarather than consciousness. The same scans a so detected a network of
microscopic machinesin the man's brain and much of hiswider nervous system. Though we could not see
these implants as clearly as those we had harvested from the lemur, they were clearly derived from a
different technology.

Where had he come from? What did he know of the phantoms?

For weeks, it appeared that we would have no direct answer to these questions. There was one thing,
one clue, but we dmost missed it. Many days after the man'sremova from the vat, one of Uugan's
technicians was working aone in the [aboratory where we kept our new guest. The lights were dimmed
and the technician was using an ultraviolet device to sterilize some culture dishes. By chance, the
technician noticed something glowing on the side of the man's neck. It turned out to be akind of tattoo, a
sequence of horizontal symbolsthat wasinvisible except under ultraviolet stimulation.

| was summoned to examine the discovery. What | found wasaword in Arabic, Altair, meaning eegle,
and agtring of digits, twenty in dl, composed of nine numerica symbols, and the tenth, what the
pre-Mongol scholars caled in their dead language theca or circulus or figura nihili, the round symbol
that means, literdly, nothing. Our mathematics incorporates no such entity. | have heard it said that there
issomething in the Mongol psyche that abhors the very concept of absence. Our mathematics cannot
have served us badly, for upon its back we have built afive-hundred-year-old gaactic empire-even if
the khorkoi gave usthetrue keysto that kingdom. But | have dso heard it said that our system would
have been much less cumbersome had we adopted that Arabic symbol for nothing.

No matter; it was what the symbols told me that was important, not what they said about our choice of
number system. In optimistic anticipation that he would eventualy learn to speek, and that histongue
would turn out to be Arabic, | bused mysdf with preparations. For aprovincid thug, Qilian had alibrary
as comprehensive as anything accessible from NHK. | retrieved primers on Arabic, most of which were
tailored for use by security operatives hoping to crack Idamist terror cells, and set about trying to
become an interpreter.



But when the man awoke—which was weeks later, by which timeit fdt asif | had been studying those
primersfor haf my life—dl my preparations might aswell have been for nothing. Hewas sitting upin
bed, monitored by machines and watched by hidden guards, when | came into the room. Aside from the
technician who had first noticed his return to consciousness, the man had seen no other human being
gncehisarivd.

| closed the door and walked to hisbedside. | sat down next to him, adjusting the blue silk folds of my
skirt decoroudly.

"l an'Ydlow Dog," | told him in Arabic, speaking the words dowly and carefully. ™Y ou are among
friends. We want to help you, but we do not know much about you."

Helooked at me blankly. After afew seconds | added: "Can you understand me?"

His expression and response told me everything | needed to know. He spoke softly, emitting astring of
words that sounded superficialy Arabic without making any senseto meat al. By then | had listened to
enough recordings to know the difference between Arabic and baby talk, and dl | was hearing was
gibberish.

"I'msorry,” | said. "I do not understand you. Perhapsif we started again, dower thistime." | touched a
hand to my breast. "I am Y ellow Dog. Who are you?"

He answered me then, and maybe it was his name, but it could just as easily have been acurt refusd to
answer my question. He started looking agitated, glancing around the room asif it was only now that he
was paying due regard to his surroundings. He fingered the thin cloth of his blanket and rubbed at the
bandage on his arm where a catheter had been inserted. Once more| told him my name and urged himto
respond in kind, but whatever he said this time was not the same as his first answer.

"Wait," | said, remembering something, a contingency | had hoped not to have to use. | reached into my
satchel and retrieved aprintout. | held the filmy paper before me and read dowly from the adhan, the
Mudim cal to prayer.

My pronunciation must till not have been perfect, because | had to repeat the words three or four times
before some flicker of recognition appeared behind his eyes and he began to echo what | was saying.

Y et even as he gpoke the incantation, there was a puzzlement in hisvoice, asif he could not quite work
out why we should be engaged in this odd parlor game.

"So | washdf right," | said, when he had fallen slent again, waiting for meto say something. ™Y ou know
something of 1damic culture. But you do not understand anything | say, except when | speak words that
have not been permitted to change in fifteen centuries, and even then you only just grasp what | mean to
say." | smiled, not in despair, but in rueful acknowledgment that the journey we had to make would be
much longer and more arduous than | had imagined. Continuing in Mongol, so that he could hear my
tongue, | said: "But a least we have something, my friend, astone to build on. That's better than nothing,
intit?’

"Do you understand me now?" he asked, in flawlessMongoal.

| was astonished, quite unable to speak. Now that | had grown accustomed to his baldness and pallor, |
could better appreciate those aspects of hisface that | had been inclined to overlook before. He had
delicate features, kind and scholarly. | had never been attracted to men in asexual sense, and | could not
say that | felt any such longing for thisman. But | saw the sadnessin his eyes, the homesick flicker that
told me he was along way from family and friends (such as| have never known, but can easily imagine),
and | knew that | wished to help him.



"Y ou spesk our language,” | said eventudly, asif the fact of it needed Stating.

"Itisnot adifficult one. What isyour name? | caught something that sounded like 'filthy hound,” but that
cannot have been correct.”

"l wastrying to speak Arabic. And failing, obvioudy. My nameisYéelow Dog. It'sacode, an
operationd identifier.”

"Therefore not your real name.”
"Ariunag," | said softly. "I use it sometimes. But around herethey cdl me Y elow Dog."
"Muhunnad,” he said, touching his sternum.

"Muhunnad,” | repeated. Then: "If you understood my name-or thought you understood it-why didn't you
answer me until 1 spoke Mongolian? My Arabic can't be that bad, surely.”

"Y ou speak Arabic like someone who has only heard awhisper of awhisper of awhisper. Some of the

words are dmost recognizable, but they arelike glints of gold in astream.” He offered me aamile, asif it
hurt him to haveto criticize. Y ou were doing your best. But the version of Arabic | speak isnot the one
you think you know."

"How many versons are there?'

"Morethan you redlize, evidently." He paused. "I think | know wherel am. We are inside the Mongol
Expansion. We were on the same track until 659, by my calendar.”

"Wheét other cdendar isthere?!

"Y ou count from the degth of awarrior-deity; we count from the flight of the Prophet from Mecca. The
year now is 1604 by the Caliphate's reckoning; 999 by your own, 2226 by the caendar of the United
Nations. Redlly, we are quibbling over mere centuries. The Smiling Ones use amuch older deting system,
asthey must. The"

| interrupted him. "What are you talking about? Y ou are an emissary from a previoudy hidden Idamic
date, that isal. At some point in the five hundred years of the Mongol Expansion, your people must have
escaped central control to establish asecret colony, or network of colonies, on the very edge of the
Infrastructure.”

"Itisnot likethat, Ariunaa. Not likethat a al." Then he leaned higher on the bed, like a man who had
just remembered an urgent errand. "How exactly did | get here? | had not been tasked to gather
intelligence on the Mongols, not thistime around.”

"Thelemurs" | answered. "We found you with them."

| watched him shudder, asif the memory of something awful had only just returned. ™Y ou mean | was
their prisoner, | think." Then helooked at me curioudy. ™Y our questions puzzle me, Ariunaa. Our dataon
the Mongolswas never of the highest qudity, but we had awaystaken it for granted that you
understood.”

"Understood what ?'

"Thetroubling nature of things," he said.

* * % % %



The cable car pitched down from the boarding platform, ducking benesth the base of theimmense
walking platform. After ashort while, it cameto an abrupt hat, swaying dightly. Qilian pulled out his
binoculars and focused on adetail under the platform, between the huge, dowly moving machinery of the
skeletal support legs.

"There," he said, passing me the binoculars.

| took them with trembling hands. | had been on my way to Muhunnad for one of our fruitless but not
unpleasant conversational sessons, when Qilian's men had diverted meto the cable car platform.

"What am | supposed to be looking at?
"Pressthe stud on the side.”

| did so. Powerful gyroscopes made the binocularstwist in my hands, tracking and zooming inon a
specific object, athing hanging down from the undersde like the weight on the end of aplumblline. |
recalled now thething | had seen thefirst time Qilian had accompanied mein the cable car, the thing that
he had been examining with the binoculars. | had thought it was some kind of test probe or drilling gear
being winched back into the platform. | saw now that | had been wrong.

| did need to see hisface to know that | was|looking at Muhunnad. He had been stuffed into aprimitive
spacesuit, blackened by multiple exposures to scorching heet and corrosive dements. They had him
suspended from his feet, with his head nearest the ground. He was being lowered down toward one of
those outgassng riftsin the surface of the Qing Shui moon.

"You can't bedoing this™ | said.

"If there was any other way," Qilian said, in atone of utter reasonableness. "But clearly thereisn't. He's
been dragging his hedss, giving us nothing. Spoke too soon early on, confided too much in you, and chose
to clam up. Obvioudy, we can't havethat." Qilian opened awalnut-veneered cabinet and took out a
microphone. He clicked it on and tapped it againgt his knee before speaking. "Can you hear me,
Muhunnad? | hope your view is as spectacular as ours. | am speaking from the cable car that you may be
ableto seeto your right. We are about level with your present position, although you will soon be
consderably lower than us."

"No," | said.

Qilian raised acaming hand. He hadn't even bothered to have metied into the seat. "Do you hear that,
Muhunnad?Y ou gtill have an admirer.” Then he said: "Lower theline, please. Take him to haf his present
devation.”

"Can you seethat he'stold you everything he knows?' | asked, tossing the binoculars against the floor.

"He'stold usaslittle as he could get away with," Qilian replied, placing ahand over the end of the
microphone to muffle hiswords. "We could go through the usud rigmarole of conventiond interrogation,
but I think thiswill prove much more effective.”

"WEell learn far more from him dive than dead."

Helooked at me pityingly. "Y ou think | don't know that? Of course I'm not going to kill him. But very
soon—unless he chooses to talk-hell bewishing | did.”

The winch dropped Muhunnad to within fifteen or twenty aids of the surface, just above the point where
the outgassing materid became opague.



"I can hear you," avoice said over the cable car's speaker system. "But | have told you everything |
intend to. Nothing you can do now will make any difference.”

"Well see, won't we," Qilian said. To me, confidingly, he sad: "By now, hewill bein extreme discomfort.
You and | arefine, but we have the benefit of afunctioning life-support system. His suit is damaged. At
the moment, his primary concern is extreme cold, but that will not remain the case for very much longer.
Ashenearsthefissure, it isheat that will begin to trouble him.”

"Y ou can tdl the woman—Ariunaa-that | am sorry it was necessary to withold information from her,"
Muhunnad said. "Her kindness was appreciated. | think sheisthe only one of you with a heart.”

"Theré's no need for meto tdl her anything,” Qilian replied. "She'sligening in. Aren't you, Y elow Dog?!
Somewhat to my surprise, he passed me the microphone. "Tak to him. Reason with your favorite
prisoner, if youimagineit will hep.”

"Muhunnad,” | said. "Listen to me now. | have no reason to lie to you. Qilian meanswhat he says. He's
going to put you through hell until he finds out what you know. I've seen him murder people dready, just
to get a thetruth.”

"| appreciate the concern for my welfare,”" he said, with asincerity that cut meto the bone.

"Lower himtofive aids," Qilian said.

* % %k % %

Isit necessary to document al that happened to Muhunnad? | suppose not; the essentia thing isthat the
pain eventualy became intolerable and he began to tell Qilian some of the things my master was desirous
of knowing.

What we learned was. Muhunnad was a pilot, aman surgically adapted for optimum control of aship
with extreme Infrastructure agility. Hisimplants were part of the interface system by which heflew his
vehicle. It turned out that Muhunnad's people had become aware of the breakdown of Infrastructure
integrity many decades ago, long before it had come to our attention. The difference was, rather than
pretending that the problem did not exis, or entrusting it to asingle agent like mysdlf, they had dedicated
amogt their entire sate gpparatus to finding asolution. Think of Qilian's research, multiplied by a
thousand. There were countless men and women like Muhunnad, brave angel s tasked with mapping the
wesk spotsinthe

Infrastructure, the points of leakage, and learning something of the other empires beginning to spill into
their own. They knew enough about the properties of those weak points, enough to dip through them,
gather intelligence, and Htill return home. Therate of atrition was il high. Muhunnad was acrimind,
convicted of acrime that would have been considered petty in our own society, but normally merited the
death pendty in his. In his case, he had been offered the chance to redeem himself, by becoming a pilot.

They knew about us. They had been intercepting our lost message packets for years, and had even found
acouple of our shipswith living crew. That was how they had learned Mongolian. They aso knew about
dozens of other empires, including the lemurs.

"They caught me," Muhunnad said, "asthey catch any unwary traveler. They areto befeared.”
"They look so harmless” Qilian answered.

"They are vicious beyond words. They are ahive society, with little sense of self. The beings you found,
the dead ones, would have sacrificed themselves to ensure their cargo returned homeintact. It did not



mean that they did so out of any consideration for my well-being. But there are worse things than the
lemurs out there. There are the beingswe call the Smiling Ones. Y ou will meet them sooner or later. They
have been in space for millions of years, and their technology is only matched by their loathing for the
likes of you and me."

"Tel usabout your gate," Qilian probed.

"Wecdl it the Shining Cdiphate. It isan empire encompassing seven thousand star systems, comprising
twenty thousand settled worlds, half of which are of planet class or at least the Size of mgor moons. A
third of those worlds are terraformed or on the way to completion.”

"You arelying. If an empire of that Sze dready existed, we would have seen signs of it."

"That is because you are not looking in theright place. The Shining Cdiphateis here, now, al around
you. It occupied much the same volume as your own empire. It even has the same home world. Y ou call
it Greater Mongolia. Wecdl it Earth.”

"Lied"

But I knew Muhunnad was not lying to us. | think it likely that even Qilian knew it, too. Hewas a brutal
man, but not astupid or unimaginative one. But | do not think he could bare to contemplate hisplacein a
universe in which Muhunnad spoke the truth. Qilian was a powerful man, with an empire of hisown on
the very edge of the one he was meant to serve. If our empire was a map spread across atable, then he
controlled more than could be covered by the palm of ahand. Y et if what Muhunnad said was correct,
then that map was but one unexceptional pagein avad atlas, each page adominion inits own right, of
which our own was neither the most powerful nor the most ancient. Set againgt such immensty, Qilian
controlled amost nothing. For aman like him, that redlization would have been intolerable.

But perhgps| am crediting him with too much intelligence, too much imagination, and he was smply
unableto grasp what Muhunnad wastdling us.

What he could grasp, however, was an opportunity.

| was with them when we brought Muhunnad to the room where the couch had been prepared. | had
heard of the existence of the couch, but thiswas my first Sght of it. Even knowing itsfunction, | could not
help but seeit as an ingrument of torture. Muhunnad's reaction, to begin struggling against the guards
who held him, showed that he saw the couch in smilar terms. Behind the guards loomed white-coated
doctors and technicians, including the Siav who had torn out my implant.

"Thisisn't to hurt you," Qilian said magnanimoudly. "It'sto help you."
The couch was askeletal white contraption, encumbered with pads and restraints and delicate hinged
accessories that would fold over the occupant once they had been secured in place.

"I do not understand,” Muhunnad said, athough | think he did.

"We have studied your implants and deduced something of their function,” Qilian said. "Not enough to
learn everything about them, but enough to let you control one of our ships, instead of the one you were
meant to fly."

"It will not work."

"No oneispretending it will be easy. But it isin your interests to do what you can to make it succeed.
Help us navigate the Infrastructure-the way you do, finding the wesk points and dipping through
them-and we will let you return home.”



"l do not believeyou.”

"Y ou have no option but to believe me. If you cannot assst mein this matter, you will have concluded
your usefulnessto me. Given thetrouble | would get into if New High Karakorum learned of your
existence, | would have no option but to dispose of you."

"Hemeansit," | said forcefully. "Help usfly the ships, Muhunnad. Whatever happens, it's better than
staying here."

Helooked at me asif | wasthe onething in the universe he waswilling to trust. Given dl that had
happened to him since leaving his people, it did not surprise mein the dightest.

"Plug himin,” Qilian told the technicians. "And don't be too tender about it.”

* % % % %

The name of the ship wasthe River Volga. Shewas haf ali inlength, her frontal stabilization spines
suggesting the curving whiskers of a catfish. She had been a merchant vehicle once; later, she had been
equipped for scouring the Parvan Tract for phantom relics, and, most recently, she had been hardened
and weaponed for an exploratory role. Shewould carry six of us: Muhunnad, Qilian, Uugan, and two
more members of the technica staff-their names were Jura and Batbayar-and mysalf. Next to her,
identical in amogt dl respects, was the Mandate of Heaven. The only sgnificant distinction between the
two craft was that Muhunnad would be piloting the River Volga, whilethe Mandate of Heaven
followed close behind, daved to follow the same trgjectory to within afraction of an aid. The navigation
and steering mechanisms of both ships had been upgraded to permit high-agility maneuvers, including
reversals, close-proximity wall skimming, and suboptima portal trangts. It did not bear thinking about the
cost of equipping those two ships, or where the funds had been siphoned from, but | supposed the
citizens of the Kuchlug specid adminigtrative volume would be putting up with hardships for alittle while

longer.

We spent five daysin shakedown tests before entering the Tract, scooting around the system, dodging
planets and moonsin high-gee swerves. During that time, Muhunnad'sintegration into the harnesswas
dowly improved, more and more ship systems brought under hisdirect control, until he reported the
utmost confidence in being able to handle the River Volga during Infrastructure flight.

"Areyou sure?" | asked.

"Truly, Ariunaa. This ship feelsas much apart of me asanything | ever flew in the Shining Cdiphate.”
"But indescribably less sophigticated.”

"I would not wish to hurt your fedings. Given your resources, you have not done too badly.”

Thetrangt, when it came, was utterly uneventful. The Mandate of Heaven reported some minor
buffeting, but thiswas soon negated following arefinement of the control linkage between the two ships.
Then we had nothing to do but wait until Muhunnad detected one of the points of weakening where, with
ajudicious dteration in our trgiectory, we might dip from one version of the Infrastructure to another.

Did | serioudy think that Qilian would keep his promise of returning Muhunnad to his own people? Not
redlly, unless my master had hopes of forging some kind of dliance with the Shining Cdiphate, to use as
leverage againgt the centrd authority of New High Karakorum. If that was hisintention, | did not think he
had much hope of succeeding. The Caliphate would have every reason to despise us, and yet-given the
demongtrably higher leve of both their technology and their intelligence-there was nothing they could



possibly want from us except craven submission and cowering remorse for the holocaust we had visited
upon their culture nearly athousand years earlier.

No; I did not think Muhunnad stood much chance of returning home. Perhaps he knew that aswell. But
it was better to pretend to believe in Qilian's promises than incur his bored wrath back on the Qing Shui
moon. At least thisway, Muhunnad could continue to be materialy useful to Qilian and, therefore, too
vauableto hurt.

The detection of aweakening in the tunnel geometry, Muhunnad explained, was only just possble given
the blunt sensibilities of our instruments. The Caliphate kept detailed maps of such things, but no record
had survived his capture by the lemurs, and the information was too voluminous to be committed to
memory. Herecalled that there were four week pointsin the section of Infrastructure we called the
Parvan Tract, but not their precise locations or detailed properties.

No matter; he had every incentive to succeed. We overshot the first weakening, but the incident gave
Muhunnad a chance to refine the manner in which he sfted the sensor data, and he was confident that he
would not make the same error twice. Rather than attempt areversal, it was agreed to push forward until
we encountered the next weakening. It happened two days | ater, hafway to the Gansu nexus. Thistime,
Muhunnad started to detect the subtle changes in the properties of the tunnel intimeto initiate ahard
dow-down, echoed by the Mandate of Heaven immediately to our stern.

We had been warned that the passage would be rough; this was an understatement. Fortunately, we
were dl braced and ready when it came; we had had two minutes warning before the moment arrived.
Even then, the ship gave every indication of coming close to breakup; she whinnied like ahorse, her
gructurad members singing asif they had been plucked. Severd steering vanes broke loose during the
swerve, but the River Volga had been equipped to withstand losses that would have crippled anormal
ship; al that happened wasthat hull plates swung open and new vanes pushed out to replace the missing
ones. Behind us, the Mandate of Heaven suffered dightly less damage; Muhunnad had been able to
send correctiond steering Signalsto her guidance system, alowing her to follow alesstreacherous path.

And then we were back in the tunnd, traveling normaly. To dl intents and purposes, it was asif nothing
had happened. We appeared to be still insde the Parvan Tract.

"We have become phantoms now," Muhunnad informed us. "Thisis someone e se's Infrastructure.”

Qilian leaned over the control couch, where our pilot lay in astate of partid pardyss, wired so deeply
into the River Volga's nervous system that his own body was but an incidental detail. Around us, the
bridge instruments recorded normal conditions of Infrastructure trangt.

"Where arewe?'
"Therésno way of telling, not with these sensors. Not until we emerge.”
"In the Gansu nexus?"

"Yes" hereplied. "Or whatever they cdl it. Therewill berisks, you will not have seen many phantoms
emergeinto your verson of the nexus because most such shipswill make every effort to dip through
another weskening."

“Why?

He spoke asif the answer should have been obvious. "Because unlessthey are pilots like me, on specific
intelligence-gathering missions, they would rather keep transitioning between versions of the



Infrastructure, than emerge into what islikely to be adensdy populated interchange. Eventudly, they
hope to detect the microsignaturesin the tunnel physicsthat indicate that they have returned home.”

"Signaturesthat we can't read,” | said.

"I will attempt to refine my interpretation of the sensor data. Given time, | may be able to improve
matters. But that is some way off."

"Well take our chanceswith Gansu,” Qilian said.

Therewas, as| understood it, asmdl but nonnegligible possibility that the weakening had shunted us
back into our own verson of the Tract—we would know if we emerged into the nexusand | saw
advertisementsfor Sorkan-Shira rental ponies. Muhunnad assured us, however, that such an outcome
was very unlikely. Once we were e sewhere, we would only get home again by throwing the dice
repestedly, until our own specia number came up.

For dl that, when we did emerge into the Gansu nexus, my first thought was that Muhunnad had been
wrong about those odds. Somehow or other, we had beaten them and dropped back into our own
space. Asthe door opened to admit us back into the spherical volume of the hollowed-out moon, | had
the sameimpression of teeming wedlth; of acity packed tight around the centrd core, of luminous
messages rising up the ninety-nine golden spokes, of the airgpace thick with jewe -bright shipsand
gaudily patterned, mothlike shuttles, the glittering commerce of ten thousand worlds.

And yet, it only took a second glimpse to see that | waswrong.

Thiswas no part of the Mongol Expansion. The shipswere wrong; the shuttles were wrong: cruder and
clumsier even than our most antiquated ships. The city down below had a haphazard, ramshackle ook to
it, its structures ugly and square-faced. The message on the spokes were spelled out in the angular |etters
of that pre-Mongol language, Latin. | could not tell if they were advertisements, news reports, or political
dogans.

We dowed down, coming to a hovering standstill relative to the golden spokes and the building-choked
core. The Mandate of Heaven had only just cleared the porta entrance, with the door still open behind
it. | presumed that some automatic system would not permit it to close with aship ill so close.

Qilianwasamodd of patience, by his standards. He gave Muhunnad several minutesto digest the
information arriving fromthe River Volga's many sensors.

"Well, pilot?" he asked, when that interval had € gpsed. "Do you recognize this place?!
"Yes," Muhunnad said. "I do. And we must leave, now."

"Why s0 nervous? I've seen those ships. They ook even more pathetic and fragile than ours must have
seemed to you."

"They are. But thereis no such thing asaharmlessinterstdlar culture. These people have only beenin
space for acouple of hundred years, barely a hundred and fifty since they sumbled on the Infrastructure,
but they still have weaponsthat could hurt us. Worse, they are aggressors.”

"Who arethey?" | whispered.

"The culture | mentioned to you back on the Qing Shui moon: the ones who are now in their twenty-third
century. You would call them Chrigtians, | suppose.”



"Nestorians?' Qilian asked, narrowing hiseyes.

"Another offshoot of the same cult, if one wishesto split hairs. Not that many of them are believers now.
There are even some |damists among them, dthough thereislittle about the Shining Caliphate that they
would find familiar.”

"Perhaps we can do business with them,” Qilian mused.

"I doubt it. They would find you repulsive, and they would loathe you for what you did to them in your
higory."

It was asif Muhunnad had not spoken at al. When he alluded to such matters, Qilian paid no heed to his
words. "Take us closer to the core," he said. "We didn't weld dl thisarmor onto the Volga for nothing.”

When Muhunnad did not show readiness to comply with Qilian's order, adisciplinary measure was
adminigtered through the input sockets of the harness. Muhunnad stiffened againg hisrestraints,
then-evidently deciding that desth at the hands of the Christians was no worse than torture by
Mongols-he began to move us away from the porta.

"l am sorry," | whispered. "I know you only want to do what's best for us."

"I am sorry aswel," he said, when Qilian was out of earshot. " Sorry for being so wesk, that | do what he
asks of me, even when | know it iswrong."

"No one blamesyou,” | replied.

We had crossed five hundred li without drawing any visible attention from the other vessels, which
continued to move through the sphere asif going about their norma business. We even observed severa
ships emerge and depart through portals. But then, quite suddenly, it was asif agreat shod of fish had
become aware of the presence of two deek, hungry predators nosing through their midst. All around us,
from one minute to the next, the various craft began to dart away, abandoning whatever course or errand
they had been on before. Some of them ducked into portals or lost themsalvesin the thicket of spokes,
while othersfled for the cover of the core.

| tensed. Whatever response we were due was surely on itsway by now.

Asit happened, we did not have long to wait. In contrast to the civilian vessdls attempting to get asfar
away from us as possible, three ships were converging on us. We studied them on high magnification, on
one of the display screensin the River Volga's bridge. They were shaped like arrowheads, painted with
black and white stripes and the odd markings of the Christians. Their blade-sharp |leading edges bristled
with what could have been sensors, refueling probes, or weapons.

From his couch, Muhunnad said: "We are being signaded. | believe | can interpret the transmission.
Would you liketo seeit?’

"Putit on," Qilian sdid.

We were looking at awoman who was wearing a heavy black uniform, shiny like waxed legther. She
was pinned back into a heavily padded seat: | did not doubt that | was looking at the pilot of one of the
shipsracing to intercept us. Much of her face was hidden under a globular black helmet, with ared-tinted
visor lowered down over her eyes. On the crown of the helmet was a curious symbal: alittle drawing of
Earth, overlaid with lines of latitude and longitude, and flanked by what | took to be apair of laurel
leaves. She was speaking into amicrophone, her words coming over the bridge speaker. | wished | had
studied more dead languages at the academy. Then again, given my lack of successwith Arabic, perhaps



| would still not have understood her Latin either.

What was clear was that the woman was not happy; that her tone was becoming ever more strident. At
last, she muttered something that, had she been spesking Mongol, might have been some dismissive
invitationto go to hell.

"Perhaps we should turn after al,” Qilian said, or started to say. But by then, the three ships had loosed
their missiles: four apiece, grouping into two packs of sx, one for the Mandate of Heaven and onefor
us

Muhunnad needed no further encouragement. He whipped us around with al haste, pushing the River
Volga's thrust to its maximum. Again, the stress of it was enough to set the ship protesting. At the same
time, Muhunnad brought our own wesgponsinto use, running those guns out on their magnetic cradles and
firing a the missles asthey closed distance between us and the Christians. Given the range and efficacy
of our beam weapons, it would not have troubled him to diminate the three ships. In concentrating on the
missiles, not the pursuers, hewas doing dl that he could not to inflame matters further. As an envoy of
Greater Mongolia, | suppose | should have been grateful. But | was aready beginning to doubt that the
fate of my empire was going to be of much concern for me.

Because we had turned around, the Mandate of Heaven was the first to reach the porta. By then, the
door had begun to close, but it only took a brief assault from the Mandate's chaser gunsto snipaholein
it. Muhunnad had destroyed nine of the twelve missiles by this point, but the remaining three were proving
more elusive; in witnessng the deaths of their brethren, they appeared to have grown more cunning. By
thetime the Mandate cleared the portd, the three had arrived within fifteen |i of the River Volga. By
switching to adifferent fire pattern, Muhunnad succeeded in destroying two of them, but the last one
managed to evade him until it had comewithin five li. At that point, bound by the outcome of some
ruthlesslogica decision-making agorithm, the missle opted to detonate rather than risk coming any
closer. It must have hoped to inflict fatal damage on us, even at five li.

It very nearly did. | recalled what our pilot had said about there being no such thing asaharmless
interstellar culture. The blast inflicted severe damage to our rear shieding and drive assembly, knocking
off another two stabilization vanes.

And then we were through, back into the Infrastructure. We had survived our first encounter with another
gdacticempire.

Morewereto follow.

* % %k k% %

In my mind'seye, | have animage of asolitary tree, bare of leaves, so that its branching structureislaid
open for ingpection. The point where each branch diverges from alarger limb isamoment of historical
crisis, where the course of world events is poised to swerve onto one of two tracks.

Before his death, our founder spoke of having brought asingle law to the six directions of space, words
that have adeep resonancefor dl Mongols, asif it was our birthright to command the fundamenta fabric
of redlity itsdlf. They were prescient words, too, for the bringing of unity to Greater Mongolia, let done
thefirgt fatering steps toward the Expansion, had barely begun. Fifty-four years after hisburia, our fleet
conquered theidands of Japan, extending the empire asfar east asit was possible to go. But the day
after our fleet landed, aterrible storm battered the harbors of those idands, one that would surely have
repelled or destroyed our invasion fleet had it still been at sea. At thetime, it was considered agreat
good fortune; a sure sign that Heaven had ordained thisinvasion by delaying that ssorm. Yet whoisto
say what would have become of Japan, had it not fallen under Mongol authority? By the same token,



who isto say what would have become of our empireif its confident expansion had been checked by the
loss of that fleet? We might not have taken Vienna and the cities of western Europe, and then the great
continents on the other sde of the ocean.

| thought of Muhunnad's Shining Caliphate. The common view isthat the Idamists were monotheistic
savages until swept under thetide of the Mongol enlightenment. But | am mindful that history isaways
written by the victors. We regard our founder as aman of wisdom and learning first and awarrior
second, aman who was respectful of literacy, was curious about the sciences, and possessed a keen
thirgt for philosophicd inquiry. Might the conquered have viewed him differently, | wonder? Especidly if
our empirefell, and we were not there to gilden his name?

No matter; al that need concern usisthat solitary tree, that multiplicity of branches, reaching ever
upward. After the moment of crigs, the point of bifurcation, there should be no further contact between
one branch and the next. In one branch, the Mongols take the world. In another, the Idamigts. In
another, some obscure sect of Chrigtians. In another, much older branch, none of these empires ever
become agleam in history's eye. In an even older one, the lemurs are masters of Creation, not some
hairless monkey.

But what mattersisthat al these empires eventualy find the Infrastructure. In someway that | cannot
quite grasp, and perhaps will never truly understand, the khorkoi machinery exiss acrossal those
branches. Not smply as multiple copies of the same Infrastructure, but as a single entity that in some way
permits the reunification of those branches: asif, having grown apart, they begin to knot back together

again.
| do not think thisisintentiond. If it were, the leaky nature of the Infrastructure would have been

gpparent to usfive hundred years ago. It ssems more likely to methat it is growing lesky; that some kind
of insulation is beginning to wear away, an insulation that prevents history short-circuiting itself, asit were.

But perhaps | am wrong to second-guess the motives of aienswhose mindswe will never know.
Perhapsdl of thisis unfolding according to some inscrutable and delirioudy protracted scheme of our
unwitting wormlike benefactors. | do not think we will ever know.

* % %k k% %

| shdl spare you the details of dl the encounters that followed, as we dipped from one point of weakness
to another, always hoping that the next transition would be the one that brought us back to Mongol

gpace, or at least into an empire we could do businesswith. By the time of our eighth or ninth trangition, |
think, Qilian would have been quite overjoyed to find himself aguest of the Shining Cdiphate. | think he
would have even sttled for ahumbling return to the Chrigtians: by the time we had scuttled away from
empires as strange, or as brazenly hogtile, as those of the Fish People or the Thin Men, the Christians had
come to seem like very gpproachable fellowsindeed.

But it was not to be. And when we dared to imagine that we had seen the worst that the branching tree
of hitorica possibilities could offer, that we had done well not to stray into the dominion of the lemurs,
that Heaven must yet be ordaining our adventure, we had the glorious misfortune to fal into the rellm of
the Smiling Ones.

They came hard and fast, and did not trifle with negotiation. Their clawlike green ships moved without
thrugt, cutting through space asif space itself was akind of fluid they could swim againg. Their beam
weapons etched glimmering lines of violet across the void, despite the fact that they were being deployed
in hard vacuum. They cut into uslike scythes. | knew then that they could have killed usin aflash, but
that they preferred to wound, to maim, to toy.



The River Volga twisted like an animal in agony, and then there was a gap in my thoughts wide enough
for alifetime.

* x % k %

Thefirgt thing that flashed through my mind after | returned to consciousness was frank amazement that
wewere dill dive; that the ship had not burst open like aripefruit and spilled usal into vacuum. The
second thing was that, given the proximity of the attacking vehicles, our stay of execution was unlikely to
belong. | did not need the evidence of readoutsto tell me that the River Volga had been mortaly
wounded. Thelightswere out, artificia gravity had failed, and in place of the norma hissand chug of her
air recirculaors, there was an ominous silence, broken only by the occasional creak of some stressed
structural member, cooling down after being heated closeto boiling point.

"Commander Qilian?" | called, into the echoing darkness.

No immediate answer was forthcoming. But no sooner had | spoken than an emergency system kicked in
and supplied dim illumination to the cabin, traced in the wavery lines of fluorescent strips stapled to wals
and bulkheads. | could still not hear generators or the other sounds of routine shipboard operation, so |
presumed the lights were drawing on stored battery power. Cautioudy, | released my restraints and
floated free of my chair. | felt vulnerable, but if we were attacked again, it would make no difference
whether | was secured or not.

"Ydlow Dog," avoice cdled, from further up the cabin. It was Qilian, sounding groggy but otherwise
sound. "I blacked out. How long was | under?”

"Not long, gr. It can't have been more than aminute sSincethey hit us." | started pulling mysdlf toward
him, propelling mysalf with acombination of vigorous air-swimming and the use of the Srgpsand
handholds attached to the wals for emergency use. "Areyou dl right, Sir?"

"I think-" Then he grunted, not loudly, but enough to let me know that he wasin consderable pain.
"Arm's broken. Wasn't quite secure when it happened.”

He was floating with his kneestucked high, inspecting the damage to hisright arm. In the scarlet backup
lighting, little droplets of blood, pulled spherica by surface tenson, were pae, colorless marbles. He had
made light of theinjury but it wasworse than | had been expecting, a compound fracture of the radius
bone, with a sharp white piece glaring out from his skin. The bleeding was abating, but the pain must have
been excruciating. And yet Qilian caressed the skin around the wound asiif it was no moreirritating than
amild rash.

| paddied around until | found the medicd kit. | offered to help Qilian apply the splint and dressing, but
he waved aside my assistance save for when it cametime to cut the bandage. The River Volga continued
to creak and groan around us, like some awvesome monster in the throes of anightmare.

"Have you see the others?'
"Uugan, Jura, and Batbayar must till be at their stationsin the midship section.”
"And thepilot?"

| had only glanced at Muhunnad while | searched for the medical kit, but what | had seen had not
encouraged me. He had suffered no visible injuries, but it was clear from his extreme immobility, and lack
of response as| drifted by him, that al was not well. His eyeswere open but apparently unseeing, fixated
on ablank piece of wall above the couch.



"I don't know, Sir. It may not be good.”
"If he's dead, were not going to be able to cut back into the Infrastructure.”

| saw no point in reminding Qilian that, with the ship in its present state, M uhunnad's condition would
make no difference. "It could bethat he's just knocked out, or that therés afault with hisinterface
harness," | said, not redlly believing it mysf.

"I don't know what happened to usjust before | blacked out. Did you fed the ship twist around the way
| did?'

| nodded. "Muhunnad must have logt attitude control."

Qilian finished with his dressing, ingpecting the arm with alook of quiet satisfaction. "'l am going to check
on the others. See what you can do with the pilot, Yelow Dog."

"Il do my best, Sr."

He pushed off with his good arm, steering an expert course through the narrow throat of the bridge
connecting door. | wondered what he hoped to do if the technical staff were dead, or injured, or
otherwise incapable of assisting the damaged ship. | sensed that Qilian preferred not to look desath in the
eyeuntil it wasamaost upon him.

Forcing my mind to the matter a hand, | moved to the reclined couch that held Muhunnad. | positioned
mysdlf next to him, anchoring in place with afoothold.

| examined the harness, checking the various connectors and status readouts, and could find no obvious
break or weaknessin the system. That did not mean that there was not an invisible fault, of course.
Equaly, if apower surge had happened, it might well have fried his nervous system from the insde out
with little sign of externa injury. We had built safeguardsinto the design to prevent that kind of thing, but
| had never decelved mysdlf that they were fool proof.

"I'm sorry, Muhunnad,” | said quietly. "Y ou did well to bring usthisfar. No matter what you might think
of me, | wanted you to make it back to your own people.”

Miraculoudy, hislips moved. He shaped aword with a mere ghost of breath. "Ariunaa?"
| took hold of his gloved hand, squeezing it as much as the harness alowed. "I'm here. Right by you."

"I cannot see anything," he answered, speaking very dowly. "Before, | could see everything around me,
aswel| asthe sensory information reaching me from the ship's cameras. Now | only have the cameras,
and | am not certain that | am seeing anything meaningful through them. Sometimes| get flashes, asif
something isworking. .. but most of thetime, it islike looking through fog."

"Areyou sure you can't make some sense of the cameradata?’ | asked. "We only have to pass through
the Infragtructure portd.."

"That would be like threading the eye of a needle from hafway around the world, Ariunaa. Besides, |
think we are paralyzed. | have tried firing the steering motors, but | have received no confirmation that
anything has actualy happened. Have you felt the ship move?’

| thought back to al that had happened since the attack. "In the last few minutes? Nothing at al.”

"Then it must be presumed that we are truly adrift and that the control linkages have been severed.” He



paused. "I am sorry; | wish the news was better."

"Thenweneed hep,” | said. "Areyou sure there€'s nothing else out there? The last time we saw it, the
Mandate of Heaven was till in one piece. If she could rendezvous with us, she might be ableto carry us
dl totheporta.”

After amoment, he said: "There is something, an object in my vicinity, about one hundred and twenty It
out, but | only senseit intermittently. | would have mentioned it sooner, but | did not wish to raise your

hopes.”
Whatever he intended, my hopes were rising now. "Could it be the Mandate?"
"It issomething like theright Sze, and in something like the right position.”

"We need to find away to Sgnd it, to get it to comein closer. At the moment, they have no reason to
assumethat any of usaredive.”

"If 1 agnd it, then the enemy will dso know that some of usare till dive," Muhunnad answered. "1 am
afraid | do not have enough directional control to establish atight-beam lock. | am not even certain | can
broadcast an omnidirectiona transmisson.”

"Broadcast what?' Qilian asked, drifting into the bridge.

| whedled around to face him; | had not been expecting him to return so quickly. "Muhunnad saysthere's
agood chance the Mandate of Heaven is nearby. Since we don't seem to able to move, she's our only
chance of getting out of here.”

"Issheintact?"

"No way to tell. There's definitely something out there that matches her sgnature. Problem is, Muhunnad
isn't confident that we can Sgnd her without |etting the enemy know we're still around.”

"It won't make any difference to the enemy. They'll be coming in to finish us off no matter what we do.
Sendthesgnd.”

After amoment, Muhunnad said: "It'sdone. But | do not know if any actua transmission has taken place.
Theonly thing I can do ismonitor the Mandate and see if she responds. If she has picked up our signd,
then we should not have long to wait. A minute, maybe two. If we have seen nothing after that time, |
believe we may safdy assumethewors.”

Wewaited aminute, easily the longest in my life, then another. After athird, therewas ill no changein
the faint presence Muhunnad was seeing. | am more certain than ever that it isthe Mandate" he
informed us. "The Signature has improved; it matches very well, with no Sign of damage. Sheisholding at
one hundred and twenty |i. But sheisnot hearing us."

"Then we need another way of sgnding her,” | said. "Maybeif we gected someair into space..."”

"Too ambiguous,” Qilian countered. "Air might vent smply because the ship was bresking up, long after
wewere dl dead. It could easily encourage them to abandon us completely. What do we need this ship
for in any case? We may aswdll gect the lifeboats. The Mandate of Heaven can collect them
individualy."

After aingtant of reflection, Muhunnad said: "I think the commander is correct. Thereisnothing to be
gained by staying aboard now. At the very leadt, the lifeboats will require the enemy to pursue multiple



targets.”

There were six lifeboats, one for each of us.

"Let'sgo,” Qilian replied.

"I'll seeyou at thelifeboats," | said. "1 have to help Muhunnad out of the harnessfirg.”

Qilian looked a me for amoment, some dark ca culation working itself out behind his eyes. He nodded
once. "Bequick about it, Yellow Dog. But we don't want to lose him. He's still avalued asset.”

With renewed strength, | hauled the both of us through the echoing labyrinth of the ship, to the section
that contained the lifeboats. It was clear that the attack had wrought considerable damage on this part of
the ship, buckling wall and floor plates, constricting passageways, and jamming bulkhead doorstight into
their frames. We had to detour halfway to the rear before we found a clear route back to the boats. Y et
although we were ready to don suitsif necessary, we never encountered any loss of pressure.
Sandwiched between layers of the River Volga's outer hull was akind of foam that was designed to
expand and harden upon exposure to vacuum, quickly sealing any leaks before they presented athreat to
the crew. From the outside, that bulging and hardening foam would have resembled amass of swollen
dough erupting through cracksin the hull.

There were six lifeboats, accessed through six armored doorways, each of which was surmounted with a
panel engraved with both operating instructions and stern warnings concerning the penaties for improper
use. Qilian wasfloating at the far end, next to the open doorway of the sixth boat. | had to look at him for
along, bewildered moment before | quite redlized what | was seeing. | wondered if it wasatrick of my
eyes, occasoned by the gloomy lighting. But | had made no mistake. Next to Qilian, floating in Sates of
deceptive repose, were the bodies of Juraand Batbayar. A little further away, asif he had been surprised
and killed on his own, was Uugan. They had all been stabbed and gashed: knife wounds to the chest and
throat, in dl three instances. Blood was sill oozing out of them.

In hisgood hand, Qilian held abloody knife, wet and dick to the hilt.

"l an sorry," hesad, asif dl that Stuation needed was areasonable explanation. "But only one of these
sx boatsisfunctiond.”

| stared in numb disbelief. "How can only one be working?"

"The other five are obgtructed; they can't leave because there is damage to their launch hatches. Thisis
the only one with a clear shaft al theway to space.” Qilian wiped theflat of the blade againgt hisforearm.
"Of course, | wish you the best of luck in proving mewrong. But | am afraid | will not be around to
witnessyour efforts.”

"You fucking-" | began, beforetrailing off. | knew if | caled him acoward he would smply laugh a me,
and | had no intention of giving him even thetiniest of mord victories. "Just go,” | said.

He drew himsdlf into the lifeboat. | expected some last word from him, some mocking reproach or
grandiloquent burst of sdlf-justifying rhetoric. But there was nothing. The door clunked shut with agasp
of compressed air. There was amoment of silence and stillness and then the boat launched itself avay
from the ship on arapid stutter of electromagnetic pulses.

| felt the entire hull budge sdewaysin recoil. He was gone. For severa seconds, al | could do was
bresthe; | could think of nothing useful or congtructive to say to Muhunnad, nothing beyond stating the
obvious hopelessness of our predicament.



But instead, Muhunnad said quietly: "We are not going to die.”
At fird, | did not quite understand hiswords. "I'm sorry?"

He spoke with greater emphasisthistime. "Weare going to live, but only if you listen to me very, very
carefully. Y ou must return meto the couch with al haste.”

| shook my head. "It'sno good, Muhunnad. It'sal over.”
"No, itisnot. The River Volga isnot dead. | only made it seem thisway."
| frowned. "I don't understand.”

"Thereisn't timeto explain here. Get me back to the bridge, get me connected back to the harness, then |
will tel you. But make haste! Weredly do not have very much time. The enemy are much nearer than
youthink."

"Theenemy?'

"Thereisno Mandate of Heaven. Either she scuttled back to the portd, or she was destroyed during the
same attack that damaged us."

"Butyousad..."
"l lied. Now help me move!”
Not for thefirst timethat day, | did precisely as| wastold.

Having aready plotted aroute around the obstructions, it did not take anywhere near aslong to return to
the bridge as it had taken to reach the lifeboats. Once there, | buckled him into the couch—he was
beginning to retain some limb control, but not enough to help me with the task—and set about
reconnecting the harness systems, trusting mysalf not to make amistake. My fingers fumbled on the ends
of my hands, asif they wereathousand li away.

"Start talking to me, Muhunnad,” | said. "Tell mewhat's going on. Why did you lie about the Mandate!"

"Because | knew the effect that lie would have on Qilian. | wished to give him areason to leave the ship.
| had seen the kind of man hewas. | knew that he would save himsdlf, even if it meant therest of us

dying.”

"I still don't understand. What good hasit done us? The damageto the ship..." | completed thefind
connection. Muhunnad gtiffened as the harness took hold of his nervous system, but did not appesar to be
inany obvious discomfort. "Areyou dl right?' | asked warily.

"Thiswill take amoment. | had to put the ship into a deep shutdown, to convince Qilian. | must bring her
back system by system, so as not to risk an overload.”

The evidence of hiswork was dready gpparent. The bridge lights returned to normd illumination, while
those readouts and displays that had remained active were joined by othersthat had falen into darkness.
| held my breath, expecting the whole ensemble to shut back down again a any moment. But | should
have known better than to doubt Muhunnad's ability. The systems remained stable, even asthey cycled
through startup and crash recovery routines. The air circulators resumed their dull but reassuring chug.

"l shdl dispensewith artificid gravity until we are safely under way, if that is satisfactory with you.”



"Whatever it takes," | said.

Hiseyes, ill wide open, quivered in their sockets. "I am sweeping locd space,” he reported. "There was
some red damage to the sensors, but nowhere asbad as| made out. | can see Qilian'slifeboat. He made
an excdlent departure.” Then he swallowed. "I can also seethe enemy. Three of their shipswill shortly be
within attack range. | must risk restarting the engines without a proper initidization test.”

"Agan, whatever it takes."
"Perhaps you would like to brace yoursdlf. There may be a degree of undamped acceleration.”

Muhunnad had been right to warn me, and even then it came harder and sooner than | had been
expecting. Although I had managed to secure myself to ahandhold, | was nearly wrenched away with the
abruptness of our departure. | felt acceleration rising smoothly, until it was suppressed by the dampeners.
My arm was sore from thejolt, asif it had been dmost pulled from its socket.

"Thatisdl | cando for usnow,"” Muhunnad said. "Running isour only effective strategy, unfortunately.
Our weaponswould prove totally ineffective againgt the enemy, even if we could get close enough to fire
before they turned their own guns on us. But running will suffice. At least we have the mass of oneless
lifeboat to consider.”

"| till don't quite get what happened. How did you know there'd sill be one lifeboat that was il
working? From what | saw, we came very closeto losing dl of them.”

"Wedid," he said, with something like pridein hisvoice. "But not quite, you see. That was my doing,
Ariunaa. Before the ingtant of the attack, | adjusted the angle of orientation of our hull. | made sure that
the energy beam took out five of the six lifeboat launch hatches, and no more. Think of aknifefighter,
twisting to alow part of hisbody to be cut rather than another.”

| stared at him in amazement, forgetting the pain in my arm from the sudden onset of acceleration. |
recalled what Qilian had said, his puzzlement about the ship twisting at the onset of the attack. ™Y ou mean
you had al this planned, before they even attacked us?'

"| evaluated gtrategiesfor digposing of our mutua friend, while retaining the ship. This seemed the one
most likely to succeed.”

"l am... impressed.”

"Thank you," he said. "Of course, it would have been easier if | had remained in the harness, so that we
could move immediately once the pod had departed. But | think Qilian would have grown suspiciousif |
had not shown every intention of wanting to escape with him.”

"You'reright. It wasthe only way to convince him.”

"And now thereis only one more matter that needs to be brought to your attention. It is till possibleto
gpesk to him. It can be arranged with trivial ease: despite what | said earlier, | am perfectly capable of
locking on atight beam.”

"Hell have no ideawhat's happened, will he? Hell ill think he's got away with it. He's expecting to be
rescued by the Mandate of Heaven a any moment.”

"Eventually, the nature of his predicament will become gpparent. But by then, heislikdly to have cometo
the attention of the Smiling Ones."



| thought of the few things Muhunnad had told us about our adversaries. "What will they do to him?
Shoot him out of the sky?"

"Not if they sense a chance to take him captive with minima losses on their own side. | would suggest
that an unpowered lifeboat would present exactly such an opportunity.”

"And then?'

"Hewill die. But not immediately. Like the Shining Caliphate and the Mongol Expansion, the Smiling
Ones have an insatiable gppetite for information. They will have found others of hiskind before, just as
they have found others of mine. But | am sure Qilian will till provide them with much amusement.”

"And then?" | repested.

"An gppetite of another kind will comeinto play. The Smiling Ones are cold-blooded creatures. Reptiles.
They condder the likes of us-the warm, the mammdian-to be akind of affront. Aswell they might, |
suppose. All those millions of years ago, we aetheir eggs.”

| absorbed what he said, thinking of Qilian faling to his destiny, unaware for now of the grave mistake he
had made. Part of me wasinclined to show clemency: not by rescuing him, which would place us
dangeroudy closeto the enemy, but by firing on him, so that he might be spared an encounter with the
Smiling Ones.

But it was not alarge part.
"Timeto porta, Muhunnad?'
"SiX minutes, on our present heading. Do you wish to review my intentions?”'

"No," | said, after amoment. "l trust you to do the best possiblejob. Y ou think welll makeit into the
Infrastructure without faling to pieces?’

"If Allahiswilling. But you understand that our chances of returning to home are now very dim, Yelow
Dog? Despite my subterfuge, thisship is damaged. It will not survive many more trangtions.”

"Then well just have to make the best of wherever weend up,” | said.

"It will not fed like hometo aither of us" hereplied, histone gently warning, asif | needed reminding of
that.

"But if there are people out there... | mean, ingtead of egg-laying mongters, or sweet-looking devilswith
talls, thenit'll be better than nothing, won't it? People are people. If the Infrastructure istruly bresking
down, alowing al these timelines to bleed into one another, than we are dl going to have get along with
each other sooner or later, no matter what we dl did to each other in our various histories. We're al
going to haveto put the past behind us."

"It will not be easy," he acknowledged. "But if two people as undike asyou and | can become friends,
then perhapsthereis hope. Perhaps we could even become an example to others. We shdl have to see,
shan't we?'

"We shdl haveto see" | echoed.

| held Muhunnad's hand as we raced toward the portal, and whatever Heaven had in store for us on the
other sde.



THE SEER AND THE SILVERMAN

Stephen Baxter

Taken from the Short Story Collection “ Galactic Empires’ (2008) edited by
Gardner Dozois

Like many of his colleagues here at the beginning of a new century, British writer Stephen Baxter
has been engaged for more than a decade now with the task of revitalizing and reinventing the
"hard-science" story for a new generation of readers, producing work on the cutting edge of
science that bristles with weird new ideas and often takes place against vistas of almost
outrageously cosmic scope.

Baxter made hisfirst sale to Interzone in 1987, and since then he has become one of that
magazine's most frequent contributors, as well as making salesto Asmov's Science Fiction, Science
Fiction Age, Andog, Zenith, New Worlds, and el sewhere. He's one of the most prolific new writers
in science fiction, and is rapidly becoming one of the most popular and acclaimed of them as well.
In 2001, he appeared on the Final Hugo Ballot twice, and won both Asmov's Readers Award and
Andog5 Analytical Laboratory Award, one of the few writers ever to win both awardsin the
same year. Baxter'sfirst novel, Raft, was released in 1991 to wide and enthusiastic response, and
was rapidly followed by other well-received novels such as Timdike Infinity, Anti-lce, Hux, and the
H. G. Wells pastiche—a sequel to The Time Machine-The Time Ships, which won both the John W.
Campbell Memorial Award and the Philip K. Dick Award. His other books include the novels,
Voyage, Titan, Moonseed, Mammoth, Book One: Silverhair, Manifold: Time, Manifold: Space,
Evolution, Coaescent, Exultant, Transcendent, Emperor, Resplendent, and two novels in collaboration
with Arthur C. Clarke, The Light of Other Days and Times Eye, a Time Odyssey. His short fiction
has been collected in Vacuum Diagrams. Stories of the X eelee Sequence, Traces, and Hunters of
Pangaea, and he has released a chapbook novella, Mayflower I1. Coming up are a flood of new
novels, including Conqueror, Navagator, Firstborn, Weaver, Flood, and The H-bomb Girl.

Baxters Xeelee series is one of the most complex sequences in science fiction history, a tapestry of
dozens of stories and many novels (Raft, Timelike Infinity, Flux, Ring, Cilia-of-Gold) that spans
millions of years of time as well as most of the galaxy, and brings humans into contact (usually
hostile contact) with dozens of alien races, many of theminitially more powerful and advanced
than humanity itself. Here, in a scenario roughly halfway through the entire arc of the sequence,
he pictures the attempt of two Galactic Empires formerly locked in conflict to uneasily
coexist-with the stakes about as high as they can possibly get.

[VERSION HISTORY]

v1.0 by the N.E.R.D's. Page numbers removed, paragraphsjoined, formatted and spell checked. A full
read through is required.

His mother's screaming filled the lifedome. "He's gone. The Ghosts have taken him. Lethe, Benj isgone!™
Shocked awake, Donn Wyman grabbed arobe and ran out of his cabin.

His mother and father werein the plaza, in their deep clothes, clinging to each other. They were outsde
Benj's cabin. The door was open. Donn could see at a glance that the room was empty.



Only seconds after wakening, he had a sickening, immediate sense of what was wrong. The abduction
from out of the heart of his home was bewildering, asif part of redity had been cut away, not just a
human being, not just his brother.

"Now, Rima, don't take on." Samm Wyman wastrying to cam hiswife. He was a careworn man, dight
of build and with hisfamily's pae blue eyes. Donn knew that spreading cam was hisfather's fundamenta
drategy inlife.

But Rimawas struggling in hisarms. "He'sgone! Y ou can seefor yoursdlf!" Her hair waswild, her face
tattoos unanimated, just dead black scars on her cheeks.

"Y es, but you're jumping to conclusions, you alwaysthink the worst straightaway.”

She pushed him away. "Oh, get off me, you fool. What else could it be but an abduction? If hed gone
out through the ports, the lifedome Al would know about it. So what good is being calm? Do you think
you can just wish thisaway?"

Donn said uncertainly, "Mother—"

"Oh, Donn-help melook. Just in case he's somewhere in the dome, somewhere the Al hasn't spotted
him."

Donn knew that wasfutile, but they had to look. "All right.”

Rima snapped a her husband. "And you find out if he's anywhere else on the Reef. And cdll the
Commissary. If the Codlition are going to meddlein our affairs, they may aswell make themsdves useful.
They could start by finding out where every Ghost on the Reef wasast night-and the Silvermen.”

She stalked off and began throwing open doors around the rim of the plaza. The bots followed her, their
aged servoswhirring.

Samm eyed hiselder son. "1 dready called Commissary Elah. Who knows? Maybe the Coalition goons
will be some use for once. She'sjust taking out her anger on me. Shelll take it out on you, too, before
she'sdone. It'sher way. Don't let it upset you.”

"l won't, Dad. But thisisbad, isn't it?"
"I'm afraid s0, son. Go on, get searching.”

Donn cut across the center of the plaza, the lifedome's centra floor space. Much of it was given over to
green, for the crew of thisold ship, his mother's distant ancestors, had crossed the stars with a chunk of
forest brought from Earth itself, acopse of mature trees, oak, ader, and lime, old enough to have
wrapped thick roots around the struts of the lifedome's frame. But Donn, twenty-five years old, had
never been to Earth, and to him the treeswere just furniture,

Of course, there was no sign of Benj. Why would he have hidden away among the trees? Benj, at
twenty-one, liked his comforts. And even if hewas here, the Al's survelllance systems would have
known about it.

Something whirred past Donn's face, tiny, metalic. It was arobot insect. And afine spray of water
descended on him. Helifted hisface and saw droplets condensing out of the air, an artificia rain bornin
the summit of the lifedome and falling al around him. Above therain, the transparent dome showed astar
field that had barely changed for centuries: the Association, acluster of stars dominated by the Boss, a
sngle mongtrous star amillion times as bright as Earth's sun, an unforgiving point of light. He was getting



dowly wet, but he didn't mind; he found the sensation oddly comforting on thisdifficult morning.
"Beautiful, isn'tit? The gar fidd."
The smooth voice made him start. He turned.

Commissary Elah stood beside him. Her eyeswere large and dark, her gaze fixed on hisface, calculating,
judgmental. Taller than Donn, she was dressed in a Commissary's floor-length black robe, a costume so
drab it seemed to suck al the light out of the air. Her scalp was shaved, a starkness that emphasized the
beauty of her well-defined chin and cheekbones, and her skin gleamed with droplets of the artificid rain.
Donn had no idea how old shewas.

"l didn't mean to sartleyou,” she said.

Something about her made Donn pull his robe tighter around his body. "Commissary. It's good of you to
have come out so quickly. My parents will be reassured-"

"l hope so. I've brought some specidist help. A woman cdled Eve Raoul—a Virtud, actudly, but quite
expert. Thisiswhat we're here for, the Commisson for Historical Truth. To help.” Her accent sounded
odd to aReefborn, dightly strangulated at the back of the throat—an accent from Earth. "The Coalition
understands.”

"l supposeit must,” Donnsaid. "If it seekstorule.”

"Not torule,” said Elah gently. "Tojoin al of scattered mankind behind acommon purpose. And by
helping you sort out issues like thiswith the Ghosts—"

"Nobody knowsfor sureif the Ghosts are behind these abductions.”

She eyed him. "But the Ghosts aren't denying it. Areyou loya to the Ghosts or your family, Donn
Wymen?'

"I-" Hedidn't know what to say to that direct question; he didn't think in such terms. "Why must |
choose?'

She reached out with a pale hand and stroked the trunk of an oak tree. "Remarkable, these plants. So
srange. So strong!”

"They aretrees. Don't you have any on Earth anymore?!

She shrugged. "Probably. In laboratories. Earth has other purposes now than to grow trees.” She glanced
around. "Y ou know, I've visited the Miriam Berg severd times. But I've never stood in this very spot,
beneath these trees. Trade, your profession, isnt it?"

"I'm an interspecies factor, specidizing in reations with the Ghost enclaves.”

"It'sal so delirioudy archaic. And anti-Doctrinal, of course, your way of life, your ship's existence, its
very name, dl reics of aforbidden past!" She laughed. "But don't worry, weve no intention of turning
you out summaxily. All thingsintime." She pushed a the earth, the grass, with abare foot. "We're on the
ship'saxis here, yes? Over the spine. Y our mother's family cameto the Reef in mis ship, didn't they, a
thousand years ago? | imagine there are access hatches. Isit possible to reach the drive pod from here?”

"That's nothing to do with you." Samm came bustling up. Beside Elah's cool compaosure, hisfather looked
acrumpled mess, Donn thought, his hair sticking up like the grass under their feet, hisface shining with



the sweat of deep.
"l gpologize” Elah said easily. "Y ou did invite me here”

With hisarms outstretched, Samm escorted her away from the copse. "To help with looking for Benj.
Not to go snooping around the Miriam." But as she walked with him, he backed down, nervous of
offending the new agency from Earth that had taken over dl their lives. "Were dl distressed.”

"| undergand.”

Donn lingered for another few seconds under the artificia rain. He wondered why hisfather should care
about the Commissary, or any Codition agent, snooping around this thousand-year-old heap of junk.
Maybe he had trade goods tucked down there in the spine-given the Codlition's new tax codes, Donn
thought that was quite likely-but if so, he couldn't have Sgnded it any more clearly. Not subtle, Donn's
father, whatever other qualities he might have.

But as Donn stood there, the complexities of Reef politics faded, and the redlity of hisbrother'sloss
crowded back into his head, the true tory of the day. For months, the abductions had been an arbitrary
plague. Nobody could rest, for at any moment, you could be taken, too, from the most secure place.
What ahorror it was. And now it had come here, to his own family. He wondered, in fact, how it was he
felt so cam himsdf. Shock, perhaps.

Hetrailed after hisfather, and the Commissary. And in alounge at the edge of the plaza, he found a
Virtua woman trying to console hismother.

"Before| died, | spent most of my working life exploring the principles of remote trandation systems.”

Thevigtor sat beside Rimaon acouch. Donn's mother's face was twisted with grief and anger. Bots
hovered before them, bearing trays of drinks and pastries-breskfast; it was still early.

The vistor was dim, modestly dressed in apae blue coverdl. Her hair was gray, and shepulled a a
stray lock of it absently. Donn had never seen anybody with gray hair before, though he knew it had once
been the default shade for the aging. Evidently the visitor's projection was good enough to fool the
serving bots, but Donn observed that her interfacing with the chair wasn't quite right, and a haze of tiny
pixels shimmered around the underside of her legs.

Rimaasked, irritated, impatient, "Remote trandation systems?”

Commissary Elah said, "Teleportation, to you and me. Donn Wyman, meet Eve Raoul. The expert | told
you about.”

Eve stood. Donn clumsily offered this Virtual visitor ahand to shake. She bowed, apparently unoffended.
"I'm sorry to meet you in such circumstances.”

"Eve Raoul," Donn said, "do you have aconnection to the Raoul, Jack Raoul 7

"Hewas my husband. | died before him." She gestured at her dim body. "It'sthanksto him that this
representation was reconstructed from my old Notebooks. He liked to have me around in person to
counsel him about quantum mechanics and the like, in the course of hiswork. And inthework he did, his
dedlings with the Ghosts, therewas a lot of that."

Elah said, "Eveisaspecidist in the sort of technologies that seem to be deployed here-abduction through
some sort of teleport device, apparently. And so we employ her to offer advice and counseling to
relaives of abductees.”



"Counsding,” said Rima, skepticdl. "Jack Raoul died eight years ago.” She glared at Elah. "Or rather he
was executed for his'crimes. He was pretty old by that time wasn't he?

"Over two hundred yearsold," Eve said softly. "He left my Notebooks to the Commission, and to the
Ghogts."

"He must have loved you," Donn blurted. Jack Raoul waswell remembered here, a hero for the Reef's
multispecies community, for hiswork in bringing about constructive working rel ationships between
humans and Ghosts. Evidently, he was capable of great passion, too.

But Eve grimaced. "1 was hislegacy to an alien species. That tellsyou al you need to know about what it
was like to be loved by Jack Raoul. However, herel am. And, sincel know you're thinking it, it'smore
than ahundred and fifty years snce my own death.”

Rimasnorted. "Then what use are you? How can these Notebooks of yours be up-to-date?"

"It'sthe best we have," Elah said gernly. "Rima, much human knowledge was lost during the Qax
Occupation of Earth. That was addliberate policy of the occupying power, in fact. One of our purposes
in recontacting lost communitieslikethisone.”

"Weweren't lost," said Donn.

Elah plowed on. "Our purpose isto reacquire such lost knowledge. And Eve and her Notebooks are a
treasure. It'sgood of her to work with the Codlition, especidly after the difficulties surrounding her
husband's case."

Eveignored this barrage of euphemism. "I haveto tdll you, though,” she admitted, "that | may not be
much help at dl. Human technol ogists have never got very far with teleportation. How could atrandation
device work? Perhaps by scanning the position of every particlein an object, you might think. That
information could be transferred somewhere else and a copy congtructed of the origina, exact down to
the last eectron.”

Donn frowned. "But that couldn't work. The uncertainty principle—you can't specify aparticle's
momentum and position precisay.”

"Correct,” she said gpprovingly. "In quantum mechanics, such quantities as postion are derived from
probabilistic wave functions—mathematica descriptionsthat underlie dl redity. But the principle says
nothing about transferring exact data about the wave functions themsalves. That was the gpproach | was
working on, before | died.”

Rimaasked, "What about Ghost technology?"

"My husband, in the course of his career dedling with the Ghosts, came across one example of a
teleport-like device. It was dl to do with breaking up eectrons: dividing indivisble particles.”

They looked at her blankly.

Eve sad, "L ook—an dectron's quantum wave function is sphericd in itslowest energy state. But inits
next highest energy state, the wave function has adumbbell shape. Now, if that dumbbell could be
stretched and pinched, could it be divided? If S0, when the function collapses, it could be asif an eectron
legpt ingtantaneoudy from one bubble to another.”

Rimawas fighting her way through thisfog of words. "Isthat how the Ghoststook away my son?"

"No," Evesad regretfully. "I'm sorry. The sort of processes I've described would leave behind physical



traces. Various exotic particlesthat your Al would record. We'reinvestigating every case. I'm hopeful
that when we do start to turn up physical traces of some kind—"

Samm said suddenly, "What about supersymmetry?'

Rima shook her head. "What?"

"Another corner of physics. Just an interest of mine. Have the Ghosts worked with that?"
"Not that we know of," said Eve.

Rimaglared a her husband. "Don't waste time, you fool "

Donn felt he had to say, "Everybody keeps saying it's the Ghosts. We don't even know if it is the Ghosts
behind this"

Rimasaid bitterly, "Oh, of courseit's the wretched Ghosts. Everybody knowsit." She glanced upward at
the Boss, the gleaming star that cast shadows even here ingde the lifedome. "I grew up thinking the
Ghostswere dl right. But things have changed. They're up to something. Everybody knowsthat. They
say there'sanew sort of Ghost up there, deeper in the Association. A Seer, who can seeinto past and
future

"Now, that'sal rumor,” Samm said. "Gossip. Trouble-making.”

"No wonder they can take away our children, if that's true. Because if they can seeinto the future, they
could snegk in here with one of those Silvermen of theirs”

"Oh, Rima," Samm said, distressed.
Eve said uncertainly, "Getting back to teleportation-"

"What use are you?' Rimasnapped. "Y ou don't know anything. Y ou've said so."
Elah said smoothly, " She's here to assure you that the Commission isdoing dl we can.”
Rimagot to her feet and pointed. "And | suppose you brought that with you to reassure me.”

They dl turned.

A Silver Ghost hovered in the plaza, only paces away from them, asilver sphere, quite festureless, a
mercury droplet astall asaman. It shifted alittle asit hovered just above thefloor, asif itsimmense bulk
could be pushed by the breezes of the air-conditioning.

"Youtook him," Rimasaid. "Y ou took my son."
Samm tried to get hold of hiswife. "Rima, becam.”

But she shook him away. "What have you donewith him?' Sheran a the Ghog, her figsflalling. Her fists
just passed through its hull, scattering slvery pixds. The Ghost hovered impassively. Samm pulled Rima
away. "Give him back," she begged. "Oh, give him back!"

Eve Raoul stood, obvioudy distressed, asif shelonged to help. The Commissary smply watched, cold,
observant. Donn was hot with anxiety and embarrassment.

The Ghogt said: "1 apologize for theintruson. | am the Sink Ambassador.”



Samm snapped, "The what?"

"The Heat Sink, Dad,” Donn said, "which isthe sky, to them. He'stheir Ambassador to the sky."
The Ambassador said, "Eve Raoul-it isgood to see you again.”

"I wish | could say thesame," Eve said.

Samm, bewildered, tortured, looked from one to the other. "What do you want, Ghost?"

The Ghogt rolled. "Donn Wyman, we need your help."

The Sink Ambassador said therewastroublein abar called Minda's Savior, set in ageneration Starship
near the heart of the Reefsthree-dimensiond tangle of ships-a Silverman, in somekind of trouble.

Elah faced the Ghost Virtual. " Ambassador to the Heat Sink, you call yoursdif.”
llYall
"Y ou know Eve through Jack Raoul."

"I worked with Jack Raoul on many complex and demanding issues. | like to believe we were friends,
Eveandl, and Jack and I."

Elah laughed at that, the idea that humans and Ghosts could be friends. "And now you consult Donn
Wyman. He'sjust afactor, atrade negotiator.”

Donn felt dismissed, vaguely insulted.

The Ambassador said, "Since the collapse of the old Raoul Accords, the legal interface between Ghost
and human communities has been shredded. But humans like Donn, and Ghosts like mysdlf, must work
together over trade; the Ghost enclaves here could not survive without trade. And individua contacts
made in such circumstances serve well in trying to resolve other issues asthey arise.”

"Therewas no need to call on amerefactor,” Elah said. "l am aCommissary. | represent the Coalition,
mankind's highest authority.”

"Thenitisagood thing that you happen to be here" the Ghost said, without atrace of inflectionin its
atificid voice.

"Andit'sal about abar. A Ghost artifact in troublein abar,” Elah said. She laughed. "How squalid. How
absurd. Such athing could never happen on Earth.”

"Evidently," Eve murmured, "thisisnot Earth.”

"Thisissupid,” Donn said. "It's got nothing to do with Benj."

"But we need you," the Ambassador said smply. ™Y ou personaly.”

"Go," Samm said. "There's nothing you can do a the Miriam, for now. If anything turnsup..."
"Mom?'

Rima, her face buried in ahandkerchief, waved him away.

So the four of them crowded into the bubbldike transparent hull of the Suzy 1V, Samm Wyman'saging



flitter: Donn, Elah, the Ghost, and Eve Raoul. Where the Virtuas brushed againgt the Hitter's hull, they
crumbed; Eve Raoul brushed stray pixelsfrom her deevelikeflies.

Y ou could get from any point to any other on the Reef by walking through the innards of the old ships, or
by walkways and bridges thrown up over the centuries. Donn would have preferred to walk, to burn off
some energy. But the Suzy would be quicker, and so here they were. Elah had insisted on coming aong,
as"trouble" of any sort was now the Commission's business, and so Eve had to come too—that or be
shut down, Donn supposed, as Eve seemed tied to Elah, no doubt through some projection system
lodged on her person.

So theflitter closed up around them, its systems humming, and rose from the Reef of shipslike astone
thrown up into abowl of stars.

Donn peered down as the Reef opened up benesth them. It was alogjam of ships, aroughly lenticular
mass with ragged edges, entirely lacking in symmetry. The Bosswas afierce lantern at the zenith, so that
the tangle of superstructures cast complex shadows. Many of the ships, like the Miriam, were of the
ancient, durable GUTship design, astalk topped and tailed by lifedome and GUTdrive. But there were
more exotic designs, including the old generation starship at the hub of the complex, afrozen ocean of
comet ice meant to propel its crew's descendants to a new world that had never been reached. Here and
there in the long shadows of the Reef, you could see tangles of silver rope, shipswithout hulls or bridges
or obvious drive units—shipsthat weren't of human design at dl.

And today, ships of the Codlition's Navy hovered over the crowded craft. They were Spline warships,
living ships, balls of flesh studded with sensor mounts and wegpons emplacements. They rolled like
threatening moons, the green tetrahedral sigil of afree mankind tattooed onto their flanks.

Elah lifted her faceto thelight of the brilliant star that hung over dl this. "I've been tationed here ayear
aready, and | just can't get used to the sky. Strictly speaking, the Bossis catadoged as VI Cygni Number
Twelve. Did you know that? Recently it's been flaring—there's some remarkable imagery; | can show
youif you like. And this grouping of starsis called the Cygnus OB2 Association. It'sal so different from
what you'd see from Earth. That centra monster casts shadows light-years long from clouds of interstellar
dugt, shadows distorted by the finitude of lightspeed—quite astonishing.”

Donn was more interested in the cultural Sde of what she had to say. " Cygnus? What does that mean?"
Elah waved a hand, dismissve. "An old name from Earth. Pre-Occupation. Itsmeaning islost.”

Donn had never given much thought to Earth, aplace remote in space and in history-or it had been, until
the Codlition came. "Whereis Earth, from here?

Eve glanced around and pointed. " About five thousand nine hundred light-years away, thataway. Right
around the Galaxy's spiral am."”

"Can you see the Association from Earth?!
"Y ou'd be able to see the Boss with the naked eye if not for dust cloudsin the way."
"Humans have traveled far from their origins™" the Ghost said.

"Y ou bet we have," Elah said with fervor. She pointed at right anglesto Earthward. "Werefilling up this
spird arm, and we're heading that way-toward the Galaxy Core. We've already pushed into the next
spird arm inward, the Sagittarius Arm.”

The Ghost spoke, its artificia voice sonorousin the enclosed space. "And that, of course, isthe source of



dl our trouble

Donn knew it wasright. Thanksto the explosive expansion of mankind, suddenly the Ghost communities
scattered around the Association, including the enclavesin the Reef itsdlf, had become dien idands
stranded in human space.

The Reef asawhole had moved severa times since its formation, embedded hyperdrive engineslifting
the whole shebang across light-years, dways moving further from Earth, off dong the sar lanes of the
gpiral arm. The Association had proven agood placeto live, with plenty of worldlets and asteroidsto
mine for resources—even afew human colonies, refugees of one caamity or another, to trade with.

And here the Reefborn had forged tentative links with the Silver Ghosts, who were undergoing their own
expansion out of the heart of the Galaxy They welcomed smal Ghost coloniesinto the Reef itsdlf. You
could say that the Reef culture was a composite of human and Ghost, an experiment in cohabitation.

For atime, even after the Codlition had made contact, the Reefborn had profited from trade between
two interstellar empires. There had been a strange period when autonomous Ghost enclaves had been
granted room to live under the new regime: Silver Ghodts, living under Codlition authority .

But times had changed, and the Coalition's embrace had become harsh.

Those elderly hyperdrive engines had al been confiscated or disabled, for agtart, to be refitted into Navy
ships. The Reef would never again go jaunting out of human ken into the dlien dark. And the Ghosts had
been taxed, margindized, and suffered discrimination of al kinds.

With the crises over the Silvermen and the abductions, the Ghosts position was becoming untenable.
And perhgps, Donn thought, it was al coming to a head, with himsdf caught mysterioudy in the middle of
it.

The Suzy began its descent into the forest of infrastructure.

Minda's Savior: the bar announced its name in Sgnswritten in several human languages, and some
nonhuman. Donn had once been shown how the name was inscribed in e ectromagnetic patternsinvisble
to human senses but vivid to a Ghost. There was even an image, painted rather than Virtua, of ayoung
human girl accepting the gift of its very hide from ahovering Ghost. All thiswas based on a story, three
centuries old, that the first contact between humans and Ghosts had involved ayoung girl who had been
saved from freezing by a Ghost sacrificing itsown lifefor hers. But the officid Commission line wasthat
the Minda story was just Ghost propaganda.

Inside, the Savior was basicaly abar, seling intoxicating chemicals of various kinds diluted by theice of
acomet that had once orbited Sol. But there was al'so akind of mud bath, salty and warm, meant to
accommodate Ghost patrons. Thelight in this corner of the bar came not from the usua hovering
light-globes but from glowing rope draped from the celling, Ghost technology.

There was no Ghost in the mud bath today, no Ghost in the bar save the Virtual projection of the Sink
Ambassador. Only the Ambassador-and a Silverman, standing like a chromed statue in one corner,
confronted by an angry human crowd.

They weren't actively doing anything to it, not touching or harming it in any way. Y et they surrounded it,
gtting slently, defiantly drinking the Navy drink called Pooles Blood, waling in the Silverman with human
flesh. Donn knew some of these people. Here was Bareth Grieve, one of the Reef'selders, afriend of his
mother's and amember of the Reef's Grand Council. This morning Grieve and the rest barely
acknowledged him. They were just amob who had trapped a Silverman.



Elah wastaller than most in the bar, asindeed was Eve. Donn had heard an insulting theory that Reefborn
were becoming dwarfed, as populations stranded on idands often were, apparently. "What a spectacle,"
Elah said now, with utter contempt. "M akes you ashamed to be human.”

The Ambassador murmured, ™Y ou can see why we have a problem. They've been like thisfor hours.”
Eve sad, "Something has been done to mat Silverman. Look, Donn-can you see?!

At firg glance the Silverman wastypica of its sort: akind of sketch of a human figure, head, torso, arms,
and legs, but shorter than an average human-like a satue in Ghost-hide silver. It lacked detall, it had
fingers but no toes, no fingernails, no navel, no genitaia, the face just abland outline, al orifices sealed up
save the eyes and mouth. It was asidentical to the rest of itskind, just as every Ghost looked the same
asevery other. But this one had asort of collar around its neck, of some heavy blue metdl.

"That doesn't look like Ghost technology to me, that collar,” Eve murmured. "That's human. They've
done something to thisthing. What, though?' She snapped her fingers, and a data date appeared in her
hands.

"It isan eerie condruct, that Silverman,” Elah said. "L ook at it, all but faceless, expressonless, waking
among us... And if you were going to develop aweagpon to penetrate a society like this, an assassinto
work in ahuman environment of rooms and corridors, ahuman shapeis exactly what you would giveit.
It'snot surprising people are wary, especidly in apaliticaly underdevel oped society likethisone.”

Donn bridled at her casud insults. But the Silvermen were odd. They had only been appearing on the
Reef sncethearriva of the Codition, while relationships between the Ghost and human communities on
the Reef had steadily deteriorated. They wandered the Reef's corridors and haunted its bars and libraries,
theaters and forums, even its churches. They smply looked. They stepped out of the way of humans.
They would tolerate being touched, their silver flesh poked by curious children. They would speak if
spoken to, answer questions if asked, but only of the most direct sort. But they volunteered nothing.

The Silvermen were a strange, eerie, uncomfortable presence. And they smply showed up, appearing as
suddenly and as randomly as the human abductees disappeared. The Silver-men were antiabductees.

And they were clearly Ghogt artifacts, for that slvery flesh was Ghost hide.

The Ambassador asked, "What are these people doing?'

"Maybethisis punishment,” said Donn, "for the abbductions. People want something to hit back at.”
"They arenot harming it."

"I wouldn' like being trapped like that. Pinned up against awall, ignored.”

"A human sort of harm, then. To learn such lessonsisthe Silverman's purpose. So | believe.”

Donn stared at the Ghost. Asfar as he knew, thiswasthe first time any Ghost had discussed a**purpose”
behind the Silverman vigtations.

Elah, naturdly, had overheard, too. "It's hereto learn, you say?'

"l speak at second hand,” the Ambassador said. "Y ou know that Ghost society is not like yours, not
hierarchica. Our society islike our bodies, an embracing of diversty. But | believe that the faction behind
the Silvermen intends them as an experiment to learn more of humanity.”



"By sending these homunculi among usas spies,” Elah said.

"Not that. They aredl but mindless, intended as passive observers. They smply liveafacsmile of a
human life, for aperiod. Theway each of usthinksis shaped by how we sense the universe, how we
experience it and manipulate it; we are our bodies aswell as our minds. We understand what you are
doing," it said bluntly to Elah. ™Y our Codlition and the Expansion it isdriving. We do not understand why
you do mis. Perhaps your restlessnessis something to do with your ape anatomy, your manipulating
hands, your heritage of the trees and the savannah.”

Elah laughed. "Y ou insult uswithout even trying, don't you? So do you think the experiment has
worked?'

The Ghost admitted, "1 don't believe we anticipated the hodtility they have encountered.”
Donn sad, looking over at the Silverman. "It isn't human enough, perhaps.”

Elah said, "In some corners of this Reef, people gang up on the Silvermen and dress them up in clothes!
All to reduce that fedling of otherness about them. And in other corners, the Silvermen areinsulted,
abused by the families of the abducted. There's never been aphysica attack before, however." She
faced the Ambassador. "If you want usto help you, Ghost, you need to be honest with us. How are
these homunculi being planted in the Reef? I sit through some tel eportation mechanism? And isit the
same mechanism that is used to abduct humans from the Reef 7

Again that long hestation. "Thereis another faction-its motives are noble.”

"Tdl us, Ghogt!"

"Yes'" it sad softly.

Donn blew out his cheeks. "I never heard it confirmed before, about the abductions.”
Elah said stonily, "Are you disappointed?”

"Y es. Because it meansthat al the paranoids were right-al those who swallowed your anti-Ghost
propaganda, Commissary.”

"Don' push your luck, boy," she murmured.

"It does explain what they've done to that wretched Silverman over there,” Eve said now. "I've been
running sometests." She showed them adate of resultsthat meant little to Donn.

Elah nodded. "That collar they stuck onit isfull of processors. It's a sentience booster.” She smiled at
Donn. "Do you see? Thislynch mob has made the Slverman smarter. More self-aware.”

Donn frowned. "Isthat legd? And, why?"

"I don't think the law matters much here. And asto why-isn't it obvious? Y dling at those other dim
homunculi was no longer enough to get rid of the rage. They made this creature smart enough to
understand what it was suffering, what its perceived crime was. And who knows what they have planned
for it once thislong vigil isdone? Can't you see the logic, Donn Wyman?"

At the sound of his name, the Silverman turned. It wasthefirst movement it had made since Donn and
the others had walked into the bar. "'Y ou are Donn Wyman?"

"Yes" said Donn uncertainly.



The Silverman walked straight toward Donn. It pushed through the barrier of drinkers, knocking acouple
of men aside. Some of them got to their feet. "Don't you take another step, you Ghost mongter.”

But Elah raised her hand, ahating motion. The Reefborn had learned to recognize the authority of a
Commissary.

The Silverman stood before Donn. It came up to his chest, like aboy dipped in slver. Evenitseyebdls
were slvered. "We need your help." Its voice wasidentica to the Ambassador's.

The Ambassador said, "Thisiswhy | asked you here, Donn Wyman. It has been asking for you,
gpecificaly. It'snot very articulate, but it does seem to know what it wants.”

"Sorry," said the homunculus.
"For what?'

"For this." The Silverman reached up and wrapped its arms around Donn'swaist, a powerful, cold,
unbreskable hug.

And the bar, the Commissary, the Ghost-all vanished.

No air.
His chest fdt asif it would explode.

A raw Ky, star-littered. Ice under hisfeet, hard, sucking the heat out through his thin boots. The
Siverman'sface before him, filling hisvison, chromed eyesfrogting over.

No air! He opened hismouth. Air gushed from hislungs, ashower of crystals. But when hetried to
breathe in, there was nothing, no air. He was drowning in vacuum. His eyesfilmed over. He could not
blink. Pain stabbed in hisears.

Still the Slverman held him.
Machinery flashed, ablade, spinning in vacuum silence. The Silverman fell away.

Somebody stood before him. Short, dim, agirl perhaps, wrapped in asiver suit, her visor trand ucent.
She held awegpon and amass of silver cloth. Shethrew the cloth at him. It closed up around him,
shutting out the sars.

Air flooded into hislungs. He gasped, and nearly fdll. The silver materid was squirming around his body,
seding itsalf up, forming deeves and leggings. A pand before hisface beganto clear.

Thewoman's face hovered before him. "'If you want to live, run." Her voice whispered in Donn'sears.
Sheturned away.

He ran. But even as he staggered over theice, utterly bewildered, the face of the girl stayed in hismind,
delicate, beautiful, twisted in asnarl of anger.

Hisfirg few stepswereliketrying to wak in adeflating balloon. But gradudly, step by step, it got easier,
because the blanket itself was knitting itsalf up around him, the seams becoming finer around hislimbs,
thejoints at his hips, knees, shoulders, ebows becoming moreflexible. It was unlike any human
engineering, slvered on the outsde and oddly skinlike on the indde where it wasin contact with his
clothes, hisflesh.



He knew what thiswas, what it must be. It was the hide of a Silver Ghost. And if he now possessed this
hide, then surely there was a Ghost somewhere that lacked it.

Heran on, sumbling.

Wherever hewas, gravity was high, abit higher than the Earth sandard maintained by the Reef'sinertid
fields. The sky above was black, littered with stars. Most of the light came from one brilliant star directly
above his head, abright pinpoint source. Surely that was the Boss, surdy he was il in the Association.
It seemed brighter than he remembered, and he thought he saw asplinter of light coming fromit, some
immense flare. Perhaps he had come closer to the Boss then, deeper into the Association. But other than
that-

He tripped on something, aledge sticking out of theice, and fell flat. He lay there, bewildered, winded.

Helifted his head. Where the girl ran, vapor exploded upward, a sparkling fountain with every footfal.
"Wait," hecdled. "Please.”

Sheignored him.

He had no choice. He dragged himsdlf to hisfeet. His chest where he had hit the ground felt like one vast
bruise.

He cameto structures, just bits of ssonewall sticking out abovetheice. The remainsof acity? There was
nothing like a human geometry here, no right angles among these bits of straight line.

He ran through a patch of some softer frogt, lying over the weter ice, that gathered in the lee of the low
walls. It sparkled around hisfootfalls, evidently vaporized by waste heat. When he looked back, he saw
traces of green in the boot prints that faded as suddenly asthey had come.

He cameto ahole in the ground, awell, ragged and dark. The girl waited. "Y ou've seen the flowers.”
"What flowers?'

"Look at this" Shelifted something up. It waslike ahuman arm, smdl, like achild's, with a perfectly
formed hand. Donein silver, it waslike abit of a broken statue.

"It'sthearm of aSlverman,” he sad.

"Correct. The onethat carried you over. Thelittle bastard got away, but | hurt him. Watch this" She
took aknifefrom her belt and stabbed the arm, ditting its Slver skin from the base of the wrist up through
the pit of the elbow to whereit had been severed. Then she hauled at the skin, briskly peding it off. What
was exposed was bloody and steaming. Without the containing skinit fell gpart into individua creatures,
bloodred and wormlike, some of which wriggled feebly, till alive, even asthey froze. The girl dropped dl
of thison the ground. A cloud of vapor rose up, quickly freezing back to ice and falling back.

And al around the bloody mess, green things blossomed, akind of moss, what looked like shoots of
grass, even akind of flower that fired off seedslike aminiature cannon. But the heat was evanescent, and
the living things quickly shriveled and died.

"They wait for abit of hest. Billions of yearsif they have to. And when it comes, they take their chances.
Thedory of dl life, isnt it?"

"Who areyou?'



"l don't have aname."

He did not recognize her accent. It wasflat, toneless. "Everybody has aname. My nameis Donn

"I only have the number the fatballs gave me. | am Sample 5A43 Stroke 7J7 Stroke.™

"Wecdl her Five," came amale voice, perhaps somebody down in the pit. "Quit showing off, Five, and
get down here."

Five grinned a Donn. "All right, Hama." She kicked apart the bloody mess on the ground and made for
the hole, climbing down eeslly.

Donn saw that there were handholds cut into the water ice. He followed with more difficulty, not trusting
the grip of his Ghost-hide gloves, which continued to mold themsdalves around hisfingers. He cameto a
membrane, stretched acrossthe well. The girl had just dropped through this, so he followed. The
membrane opened up around him, clinging closaly like the meniscus of some high-surface-tension fluid; it
was atight band passing up the length of his body.

Beneath the membrane, he reached the bottom of thewell. Hewasin akind of cellar, walled by rock-or
maybe it was anatura feature, acave. He had never visited a planet and knew nothing about rock
formations. The walls were draped with silvery blankets, what |ooked like more Ghost hide. On some of
them, tetrahedrons had been crudely scribbled, the 9gil of free mankind. Thelight came from lengths of
slvery, shining cable that had been draped over thewadlls, cruddly nailed into place: Ghost technology.
He saw low corridors cut into the rock leading off into the dark. Evidently thiswas a complex, down
here under theruinsof an dien city.

And there were people here—not many, maybe a dozen. Some wore suits of Ghost hide, their hoods
back. Others went naked. They sat in small groups, eating from silvered bowls, or they dept on ledges.
One woman nursed an infant a her breast. They were dl ages, from the infant up through adulthood to
old age. Some glanced incurioudy at Donn, standing therein his Ghost-hide suit; others didn't bother
looking around &t all.

Thegirl, Five, stood before him. She had pulled back the hood of her own suit. Sherapped at his
trand ucent visor with her fingernail. "It's safe to come out of there. We have warmth and air, thanksto
thefatball hide pands.

"I don't know how."

"Youjust pull." Shetook hold of the hide over his cheeks, and hauled. His hood split open easily,
sundering right down the middle of hisvisor. Warm, fuggy air washed over him; he smdlled fartsand
swesat and piss, and afood smell, something like boiled cabbage. "Welcometo therat hole" Five said.

With her help, he pulled the rest of his suit away. When he was done, standing there in the clothes he had
worn in Mindas Savior, aman gpproached him. He was dready naked, and Five was stripping down,
too. The man was short, his head shaved, and his body was scrawny, hisribs showing. He was atypical
earthworm, Donn thought.

"I am HamaBek," he sad. It was a Codition accent. "Y ou can see we go naked in here.”
"I think I'll keep my clothes on, for now."

Five shrugged. "Suit yoursdlf. We don't wear clothes because the fatballs don't bother with clothesfor
their Samples, so theré's noneto stedl. Unlessyou fed like robbing avirgin Sample. That's known." Her



face was as hard as her language.

She had short-cropped blond hair. She was dim, her body wiry and supple; it was hard to tell how old
she was-no more than eighteen or nineteen, surely. She had obvioudy been badly damaged in her short
life. Donn fdlt sorry for her-aridiculous reaction in the circumstances.

Hesaid, "Sted ? Rob? Isthat how you live?"

"Thisis Ghostworld. We are al escaped Samples.” She gestured at the nursing mother. "Or the children
of Samples. We came here with nothing. All we have, we sted from the fat-balls.”

"Induding their hides."

Five snapped, "We have away of things here, virgin. Y ou were saved by a Ghost hide. Now you must
saveinturn. Youmust kill afatbal and strip it of its hide, when you get the chance. Carry it with you, and
save another if you can."

Herecoiled. "1 work with Ghosts. Look, my nameis Donn Wyman. | work as afactor on the Reef-that
is, | develop trading relationships with the Ghosts. Perhaps |-

"I don't care what you do, or did. None of that matters now, your old life. Y ou've died and been reborn.
Now you'rejust another Sample, like us. Y ou don't even have anumber, as| do, Since you weren't
processed by the Ghosts before you were liberated.”

"Samples. Numbers." Donn saw it now. "This, wherever | am, iswhere you go when you're abducted.”

"Youvegot it," HamaBdk said. " Just asthe snatching is random, so isthe depositing. Usually you end
up in aprocessing chamber, surrounded by athousand Ghosts. That's what happened to me before the
rats busted me out. Others end up on the surface, exposed—evidently the transfer isn't ahundred
percent reliable. There are places where the strays end up, and we wait for them, with blankets; that's
how Fivefound you."

"How doesit work, thistransfer, the snatching?’

"Wdll, we don't know," Hamasaid. "Doesit matter?'

"And those exposed on the surface?!

"They die, if they aren't found in a heartbeat by Ghost patrols, or by usrats."
"RAS"

"Us" said Five. "Wild humans, living in the cracks. Though | persondly have never seenarét, |
understand the concept.”

"How come you haven't seen arat? Never mind. Have you heard of Benj Wyman? My brother. Hewas
abducted only hours before |-"

"No," Fivesad bluntly.

"Look," Donn said, "you can see there's been some kind of mix-up. I'm not an abductee, aSample as
you cal them. | came herewith a Silverman. Y ou saw it. Y ou cut itsarm off! Maybe if you hadn't chased
it off—if | could talk to it—"

Fivelaughed in hisface. "Every virgin Sample saysthe same thing. 'I'm not supposed to be here. I'm
specid, I'm amother or afather, | have this or that back home." "



"How do | get back?"
Shejust laughed a him again. She walked away, and knelt down by the nursing mother.

All at once, the hardness of her manner, the shock of all his experiencestoday, hit Donn. He staggered,
and ssumbled back againgt thewall.

Hama grabbed hisarm. "Here. Sit down. Look, there'saledge." He handed Donn asilver bowl. "Try to
eat some of this. It'l warm you up.”

"It'sjust S0 sudden.” Helooked at Hama. "1 hadn't even taken in my own brother's abduction. And

"Well, you've plenty of timeto get used to it. Take the broth.” It contained a brownish dudge, like athick
soup.

"More Ghost technology." Donn dipped a cautious finger in the bowl and tasted the gloop. It was
lukewarm and tasted faintly of mushrooms.

"Yes. Wejust scrape up the green shit from our footsteps outside and drop it in. Thisis how they feed
the Samples. Here, your ears are bleeding.” He handed Donn a scrap of cloth.

Donn dabbed at his ears, the cloth came away bloody. "I don't even know where | am.”

Hama shrugged. "None of usdo. We're obvioudy ill in the Association. And thisis obvioudy arogue
planet, far from any sun. But aside from that, we can't tell. After al, asFive said, nobody's ever been
back to tell thetale. We just cdl it Ghost-world.”

Donn nodded. "It seemslike atypica Ghost colony world, from what | know of them."
"Yes. Weweretaught al about Ghostsin our training, on the way herein the Spline ships.”

The Ghosts world was once Earth-like: blue skies, ayelow sun. But asthe Ghosts climbed to awvareness
their sun evaporated, killed by acompanion pulsar. The oceans froze and life huddled inward; there was
frantic evolutionary pressure to find ways to keep warm.

"That'sthe story," Hama said. "Though many of usin the Commission wonder if thisistrue, or just some
kind of creation myth. Or propaganda. Certainly thething we call a Silver Ghost isredly acommunity of
symbiotic creatures. an autarky, aminiature biospherein its own right, al but independent of the universe
outsde. Even the skin that saved you isindependently aive."

"Even when you takeit from the Ghog, it liveson.”

"1 wouldn't be judgmentdl,” Hamasaid evenly. "I mysdlf wasaclerk in the Commission for Historical
Truth. Working on the reeducation of the Reef population. | come from Mercury, actually, asister planet
of Earth. | hadn't been on the Reef long, before the lottery of the Sampling picked me. But none of that
matters now.” He looked at his hands. "All I have hereis mysalf and those around me. And | do what |
must to day dive."

"Why do they bring us here? Why the Samples?’

Hamaeyed him. "Y ou said you worked with Ghogts. Y ou don't know? 1 think it's because they aretrying
to understand us, the Ghogts. They fear us, for right now the Third Expansion is overwheming them. But
you can't defeat what you don't understand.”



"So they take usfor study.” Donn shook his head. "But these random abductions, of achild from a
mother, afather from a daughter—my own brother was taken. The Ghosts couldn't antagonize us more if
they tried.”

"l guessthat shows how little they understand us, yes?'
"And what about Five, the girl with no name?"

"Ah. She was taken as an infant, under two yearsold, | think. As she grew, she was surrounded only by
Ghosts. The only human she ever saw was her own reflection in the hide of aGhost. She grew up
thinking that she was some kind of deformity, amutant, disabled Ghost.

"Eventudly, arat pack broke into her cage. She thought they were as diseased as shewas. | think they
raped her. She was only thirteen, fourteen. What awelcome to humanity! Somehow, she came through
that, and emerged as afunctioning human being-I say functioning: dl sheknowsisthis, lifeasarat, and dl
shewantsto doisto kill Ghogts." He smiled. " She'sinventive about it, though.”

Donn watched Five with the mother. "I'll bewary."

"Yes, do. Don't get any foolish ideas of saving her. And there are worse. Rat packs that prey on
humans, other Samples. Even at the moment of abduction.”

Donn looked at him curioudy. "And what do you want, Hama?"

"| cameto the Association to save you, Donn, dl of you living non-Doctrinaly out hereinthe dark. If dl |
candoislivehereasif inaguerrillacell behind thelines, killing afew Ghosts before my short lifeis
over—waell, maybe that's enough. It ismy duty to die. A brief life burns brightly?

Donn sad carefully, "'l think I'm more afraid of you than of theferd girl over there.”
Hamalaughed.

Five cameto stand over Hamaand Donn. Naked, lithe, her body was a pae streak in the silvery light,
her nipples hard, her public hair ablond tuft. "Rested, are you? We're mounting araid. Y ou're lucky,
Donn Wyman. We've been planning this one for awhile; you'l be there for the payoff.”

Donn madeto protest. "I only just got here. | need to find my brother-the Silverman-"
But she was aready waking away.

Hama nudged him. "That wasn't arequest. Come on, on your feet.”

Donn gruggled up, hischest il aching from hisfall.

A party of adozen adults suited up.

They clambered up through the airtight membrane into the spectra stillness of the landscape. Donn was
shocked that the Boss had shifted in the sky, moving away from the zenith, and the shadowsit cast were
long. But Donn had never seen asunset, or adawn; thiswas a planet, not an artifice like the Resf.

They checked each other's suits and were handed weapons. Donn was astonished to be given a spesr.
Then, following Five'slead, they set off over theice.

The weapons were mostly crude, things with spinning blades, or even cruder than that, daggers and
swords, pikes and spears, lengths of barbed wire and ugly tangles of spikes and hooks. But therewere a



few more sophisticated instruments, akind of projectile wegpon like a bazooka, even what looked like a
Qax-eragravity-wave handgun, much repaired, polished smooth by usage.

They carried these weapons, walking to war.
"I can't believe were doing this," Donn said to nobody in particular. "Were like preindustria savages.”

"l know how you fed," said awoman walking beside him. "I was afood technician back on the Reef. I'm
the nearest thing to abiologist thislittle crew has. But by day I'm a spear-carrier.” Brisk, purposeful, she
was perhaps forty; she might once have been plump, but now the skin of her cheeks and neck sagged, as
if emptied. "My name's Kanda Fors, by theway."

III an'"

"Weadl heard who you are." She smiled, adogged sort of expresson. "Weliketo act indifferent. | guess
that'sto do with Five's hold over us. But wait until she's adeep. WEII dl be a you then, finding out what
you know of home, our families. We only get news from Samples. And it'sdl one-way."

With her cdm Reef accent, she was more like Donn's family than anybody else he had yet met here.
"Thisisred, isntit?" hesaid dowly. "I think maybe I'm working through some kind of shock." Helooked
at the spear he had been given. It was clearly improvised from some ripped-off bit of equipment, not
much more than asted rod with itstip laborioudy sharpened. "'l redly am stuck here, at the wrong end of
aone-way funnd to thisshitholeintheice."

HamaBek said, "It isn't so bad here. It's not just ascramble for survival, you know. We're till human.
We can dill have higher gods™

"Likewhat?"
"Likescience" Kandasaid. "Thereislife here, for ingance."
"l saw it. In my footsteps.”

"That'swhat survives." Thisrogue world had been detached from its parent star by a close stellar
encounter perhaps, or agravitationa dingshot by awandering Jovian. "Any civilization must have been
smashed quickly. Quakes, tides, even before the oceans froze over, water ice setting hard as rock, and
then the air froze out on top of that. But thereislife here, fill. Y ou saw it in your footsteps. And,” she
sad dreamily, "thereis other life. A more exatic sort, blown in from the stars, cold-lovers, psychrophiles,
colonizing this cold world."

"Psychrophiles?’

"Watch." Shetook the index finger of her left hand in her right and squeezed the fingertip of her glove. A
seam broke, and ice crystals gushed out into the vacuum. She bent and pressed this breach to the frozen
ground, just for asecond. Then she pulled back her hand and sedled up the glove. "Ouch, that's enough.
| can do without frostbite. Now, look."

Where she had touched, a pit opened up in the ground, the width of afig, thelip pulling back asif
recoiling. Thelittle pit closed up again in acouple of seconds. But when Kanda tirred it with afingertip,
it was broken up, like dust. "Seethat? I ce, permafrost, even rock, broken up to powder."

"What'sgoing on?'

Kanda grinned. " Cryo-panspermia bugs.”



There were waysthat even terredtrid life could survive at extremely low temperatures. There was dways
the odd scrap of water even in the coldest ice, in brine pockets perhaps, or in nanofilms, kept liquid
through pressure contact. And even on this frozen world, there were nutrients, seeping up from the core,
or drifting down from space, comet dust.

"At these temperatures, you can't be ambitious,” Kandasaid. "Y ou don't aim to grow much, just repair a
bit of cdlular damage once every millennium or so. Chemistry can be ahelp. Thereisagloopy, sarchlike
materia called exopolymer that has away of preventing the formation of ice crystals. To such creatures,
though, even the Ghosts are refugees from awarmer regime, bals of liquid water, like lavamongters.
There's awhole ecosphere here, Donn, that we know hardly anything about. | long to come back here
someday and do some proper science. Fascinating.”

"Fascinating,” Donn repeated. "While we march to war like gpes.”

"But thereis sciencein thefighting, too," Hamasaid, dmogt enthusiagticaly. "Mogt andyststhink it will
take millennia of war before the Ghosts are exterminated. There will be plenty of need for hand-to-hand
combat-it's dwaystrue in any war. So the ways we learn to fight the Ghosts, here today, could be
remembered forever."

"That'salovey thought."

Kandafrowned. "Listen, Donn Wyman. Y ou'd better take our miserablelittle war serioudy. We need the
resources we steal from the Ghosts, or we'd die. Smple asthat. So when Fivetellsyou to fight, fight. We
don't have alot of spare capacity for passengers. Of course, she can hear every word we say."

Fiveturned. "Y es, though at least the Ghosts cannot hear your pointless babbling. Ever trained to fight a
Ghogt?'

"No." The very thought shocked Donn.

"The easest way to bring him down isjust to puncture his hide, and follow thetrail of excrement and
blood and heat until he dies, which might take aday or two. Well show you how to skin afatbal later.”

"You'reamonster," Donn blurted.
"No. I'mdive." Sheamiled a him, her beauty dazzling.

After perhaps an hour'swalking, only afew kilometers, they crested afrozen ridge. And here Five had
them hunch down and approach more cautioudy.

So Donn got hisfirst glimpse of aGhost city. Sprawled over avdley carved by some long-frozenriver, it
was aforest of globes and half globes draped in a gleaming netting. The colony lacked a clear center, and
there was no smple geometry; it looked asif it had grown in place, and perhapsit had. A dim tower
dominated, slvered like the rest, with asharp eectric-bluelight pulsing at its summit.

Ghogts streamed everywhere, following their own enigmatic business, like slver blood flowing through
the open carcass of their Slver city. The Boss cast highlights from every hide, so the city gleamed, asif it
had been scattered with diamonds.

Five grinned a Donn. " So what do you think of your prey, hunter?'
"I'm no hunter. I'm surprised we're so closeto acity.”

Hama shrugged. "We are dl escapees from the Sample zoosin that city, or else we were teleported to



theice nearby.”

Fivesad, "Actudly, everywhere on thisworld is near a Ghost city. The planet isfilthy with them, the
fatbdls, billionsor trillions, swarming.”

That dectric-blue light winked mournfully. "What's the tower?"

"Wdll, we don't know," Hamasaid. "Best guessis, it'sa Destroyer tower. The Commission knows of
such things on other Ghost worlds.”

"Destroyer?

"In ancient times, the Ghosts ancestors understood full well that it was the rogue pulsar that was
destroying their sun. So they venerated it. They madeit agod.”

Kandamurmured, "Actualy, it'sfascinating. Humans have aways worshiped gods who they believed
created the world. The Ghosts worship the one that destroyed it."

"Quiet," hissed Five. "Thistak is purposdess.”
"Taking iswhat people do, child," said Kanda
"We are not people. We arerats. We are here to fight, not to talk."

Donn looked down at the extraordinary, beautiful city in dismay. "Fight for what? Resources? Hides,
equipment-"

"That," Five said, "and the destruction of the Seer."
Donn frowned. "What do you know of the Seer?"
"Not much more than you do on your Reef," Hama said.

Fivesaid, "The Ghoststalked of it, when | wasin their zoos, when they thought | could not understand.
Those who dedlt with me were far from the centers of power. Yet it exigts.”

"Sowhat isit?'

"We don't know," said Hama. "But if the chance arisesto destroy it, we should take it. The Green Army
has learned that Ghost concentrations are hard to defeat, short of out-and-out genocide. It'slike stabbing
on apooal of mercury with afork; it just fragments and runs away. They lack hierarchies, like human
societies, which makes them impossible to decapitate. Assassnations are usaless. But in this particular
case you have this Seer, whatever it is, asource of power. So if we could get to that, we could indeed
inflict agreat defeat inthiswar."

"Were not a war," Donn said.

"Ohyes, weae"
Five whispered, "Let'smovein.” Shewaved them forward.

Donn approached the Ghost city, running at a crouch from one bit of cover to the next, watching the
slvered backs of his companions running ahead-slvered asthe city itsdlf was silvered, for their suitswere
made of the same tuff.

Thecity itsdf loomed huge before them now, a sculpture park of silvered monumentsthat hovered off the
ground, utterly ill. Light ropetrailed everywhere, linking onefloating building to the next, and filling the



wholewith asilver-gray glow. And Donn heard music. The ground throbbed with a bass harmonization,
asif he could hear the heartbesat of the frozen planet.

Fiveraised ahand to cdl ahdt. They were at the head of akind of thoroughfare that led into the heart of
the city, reasonably clear, reasonably straight. Therats got to work, laying barbed wire and spiky
obstacl es across the smooth surface of the roadway.

Donn murmured to Kanda, "Whét are they doing?"

"Setting traps,”" shereplied. "Ghosts don't follow human ideas of geography, you know that. But if they
need to evacuate fast, they'll use thoroughfareslike this. In fact, they come swarming along the ground
when they're darmed. Some primitiveingtinct, but useful for us. They'll hit the trgps.”

"What is going to make them evacuate?"
Fivegrinned a him. "We are. Comeon."
Leaving half adozen hunters behind at the barricade, the rest moved deeper into the city.

The crowded tangle of light ropes grew thicker over their heads. In the complexity, Donn saw denser
concentrations-nurseries of Ghost subcomponents, perhaps, or control centers, or smply areas where
Ghosts lived and played-little more than patches of slvery shadow inthetangle. It was characteristic
Ghogt architecture, vibrant, complex, beautiful, aive, totaly inhuman.

And there were Ghogts dl over. They drifted over and through the tangle, following pathwaysinvisible to
Donn, or they would clugter inlittle clusters, whirling in chainslike necklaces, gpparently for the fun of it.

In one place, Donn saw an orderly queue of Ghosts, dmost like aline of human schoolchildren waiting
for apunishment. They filed patiently into afloating dodecahedral box that opened to embrace each
Ghogt, closed around it, and opened again, empty, ready for the next.

There must have been thousands of Ghostsin the patient line, he saw. And as the dodecahedral chamber
hovered, far from any building, it was hard to see where dl the Ghogts it swallowed were going.

He pointed this out to Hama. "What's that?"

"| suppose there are two possible answers,” Hamasaid. "It's either an extermination chamber. Or it'sa
teleport.”

The thought excited Donn. "Like the Sampling, the abductions. So where arethey going?'

"We only have rumors,” Hamasaid cautioudy. "Briefings from the Commission, gossp from the zoos. It
may have something to do with the Seer.”

"Or," Kandasad, "it may haveto do with the ingtability of the star. The Boss-dl that flaring.”
"Y ou're suggesting the Ghogts are trying to mend afailing star?*
"We know they think big," Hamasaid. "Anyhow, it makes no differenceto us."

Donn gared at the chamber, avid. For if thiswas atdeport termind, it might be away off thisdismd
planet. But the dodecahedra chamber wasn't their destination.

The party came to a big transparent sphere, apparently pressurized. At the center of the sphere, abig ball
of mud hung in theair, brown and viscous. It seemed to be heeted from within; it was dowly boiling, with



big sticky bubbles of vapor crowding its surface, and it was laced with purple and red smears. Tubesled
off from the mud bdl to the hull of the pod. Ghosts clustered there, sucking up the purple gunk from the
mud.

Donn crouched with the others, awed. "The Ghosts are feeding."”

"Yes" Kandasad. "Thisishow Ghogslive. Even on their home world, degp benegth their frozen
oceans, alittle primordia geotherma heat must leak out till, dragging minerads up from the depths.
Life-formsfeed. And the Ghosts feed on them.™

So thismud ball was akitchen-and no wonder the Ghosts liked alittle sea-bottom ooze to play in at
Mindas. " So what are we doing here?"

Kanda murmured, "It's not the kitchen itsdlf that's the target. It's about the warmest placein the city.
What weintend to do isrelease dl that heat, dump it into the environment.”

IIWMI
"We're going to give them indigestion,” Five murmured. "Positions.”

The hunters spread out. Their projectile wegpons were aimed at the feeding pod and that antiquated
handgun.

Fivecdled, "Three, two, one."

Fire burst from the projectile weapons, and cherry-red star-breaker light ripped from the ancient
handgun. The pod'swall was dadtic; it burst like a soap bubble, and that big floating mud ball splashed to
the ground amid ahall of ice droplets.

Steam flashed, ingtantly frosting. The feeding Ghostsfled in panic.

And asthe mud's heat was dumped, the ground subsided, a pit dilating open, like an immense version of
the fingertip dimple Kanda had made on thewak here.

Kanda said, "We've been seeding thiswhole areawith cryo nests for weeks. If you hit the cryos with too
much hegt, they have ways of hitting back."

Away from the smashed pod, larger structures began to dip into the widening pit, or they floated away,
gravitationa anchors broken. The disruption spread rapidly as buildings far from the center were hauled
over by the rope tangle. The hunters started to make the damage worse, dashing light cableswith chain
saws.

Ghosts spilled out of the tangle. They poured down the open throughway and flowed over the ground out
of the city, just as Kanda had suggested. And they started to get caught in the traps the humans had set.

Five stood in the open. "WEell have fifteen, twenty minutes before they organizeto get rid of us. Let's get
thisdone." Sheraised her spesr.

Donn watched Five daughter one Ghost.

Its skin was already punctured where it was snagged on the wire, and bloody water and air fountained,
crystaline, from the wounds. Now Five legpt on the Ghogt, landing sprawled on its hide. Gripping with
her legs, she coiled her back upward and struck down with a stabbing sword, as hard as she could. The
blade was buried up to the hilt in the Ghost's carcass. But the hilt was attached by aropeto astake



driven into the hard ground, and as the Ghost thrashed, its own motions tore gougesinto its flesh.

Fivedid to the ground, then lunged in again. Thistime she used atoal like along-handled hook to dig
into the gaping wounds, and she dragged out alength of bloody rope, intestine perhaps. It coiled on the
ground, steaming and freezing.

All around Donn, the humans labored at the trapped Ghosts with chain saws and axes and swords and
daggers. Hama and Kanda worked as hard as the rest. One man thrust akind of lance into the side of a
Ghost. Donn couldn't seeits purpose, the wound didn't seem deep, but it thrashed in agony. Kandatold
him it was arefrigeration laser, cannibalized from a crashed Ghost ship, invisibly pouring out the Ghost's
precious hoarded hedt.

Abovether heads, even asthe daughter went on, Ghosts fled from the collapsing city, shimmering
mercury droplets drifting away.

Five gpproached Donn. She held out the knife to him, handlefirst. "Here. Finish thisone. Easy firg kill,
my trest."

Donn took a step forward, toward the Ghost she had eviscerated. He actudly held out his hand, holding
the knife. He knew thiswas the only way he was going to survive here.

But dl the emotions, dl the shock of this extraordinary day, focussed into this moment. He felt detached
from theice world, from the grinning girl before him, detached from it by more than the smear of frozen
blood on his Ghost-hide visor.

He stepped back. "No," he said.

She glared a him. Shetook back the knife and cut through the Ghost's intestine with a savage swipe.
Dark fluid poured out, congeding onto the ice, freezing immediady. The Ghost subsided, asif deflating.
Fivefaced Donn. "'l knew you were awesk one the minute | saw you."

"Thenyou wereright.”

"Weonly survive here by killing Ghogts. If you won't kill, you have noright to live.”
"l understand that."

Sheheld out her hand. "Y our suit. Giveit back to me. I'll find a better usefor it."

He nodded. He had nothing else to say. He reached up and pinched his hood by the cheeks. Onefirm
tug and-

llWa'tlll

A human being came walking out of the calamitous Ghost city-walking without a pressure suit, of
Ghost skin or otherwise. It was Eve Raoul. And a Ghost rolled at her shoulder. 1t wasthe Sink
Ambassador, Donn knew it must be.

The humans, Hamaand Kanda and the rest, stood back from their butchery. They were crusted with
frozen blood, wegponsin their hands.

Trembling, exhaugted, Donn felt irritated. It could all have been over in an instant. No more changes, no
more trangitions, no more choices. Death would have been easier, he felt, than facing whatever came
next.



Around them, the Ghosts were starting to organize.

"We can il get out of here,” Five said, "if werun. Now."
"No more running for me," Donn said. "Whatever happens.”
"That'swise, Donn Wyman," said the Ambassador.

Eve Raoul stood at its Sde. She looked down at her feet, up to her anklesin frozen air. The Virtud
protocol violations must be agonizing for her, Donn thought; it was supposed to hurt if you walked out
into the vacuum without a suit. She turned to the Ambassador. "1 did the job you wanted. | snagged their
attention." Y es, Donn thought. As no Ghost, among amillion Ghosts, ever could. "Let me go now.
Peas="

"Thank you, Eve Raoul."

Eveturned to Donn. "Listen to the Ambassador. Do what it says. It's more important than you can
imagine." Her voicetralled off, and she broke up into acloud of blocky pixesthat dwindled and
vanished.

Donn said, "How did you know | would be here?!

"You are not hard to track," the Ambassador said. ™Y our biochemica signature-none of you can hide.
Not even you, Sample 5A43."

Fiveflinched. "Y ou know where we are, our bunker?"

"Of coursewedo."

"Then why don't you hunt us down, kill us?'

"For what purpose? We brought you here to understand you, not kill you."

Hamasad, aknifein his hand, " Perhaps seeing humansin the wild like this hel ps you understand a bit
more, eh, Ambassador?’

Kandasaid, "Y ou do not stop us even when we come to daughter you?"

The Ambassador lifted off the ground and hovered over the deflated corpses of itskind, impaled on the
crude human traps. "We seem to have trouble anticipating such actions as this. We do not think the way
you do. | supposewe lack imagination.”

Donn said, "What do you want, Ambassador? Will you take me home?

"Not yet." It was another voice. A Silverman came walking from the chagtic city-the Silverman, Donn
saw, the one from Mindas Savior, with its human-tech neck band and one arm lopped off above the
elbow. "We need your help.”

" 'We? Ambassador, since when have you and the Silver-men condtituted a ‘we'?"

"Since you made this one as smart as any Ghost. Y ou Reef-born made him intelligent enough to suffer.
But sentience always has unexpected consegquences. In fact, he has been intdligent enough, and human
enough, to be able to anticipate what humanswill do next."

"Do?'



"When you learn what we have been up to. Donn Wyman, we need you to tell the humans. They would
not ligen to us. Y ou, though, might be believed. We will show you. Come."

The Silverman turned and walked back toward the city. The Ambassador followed.

Donn saw that they were heading for the dodecahedrd transfer station. ™Y ou want me to get into that
"Yes" said the Ambassador.

"Wherewill it take me?'

"To somewhere beyond your imagination.”

"And what will | meet there?'

"The one known in your human rumors asthe Seer.”

Kandalaughed. "Y ou lucky cuss. Go, man. Go!"

But till Donn hesitated. "I'll come with you if you let these others go. Back to their cave under theice.
And send them home. Don't harm them further.”

The Ambassador didn't pause. "Done.”
"Thank you," whispered HamaBelk.
Kandagrinned. "A brief life, Hama?'

"Not that brief, thanks."

Donn said, "One more thing, Ambassador.”

The Ambassador rolled. 'Jack Raoul would have admired your nerve.”
"Find my brother. Benj Wyman. He's here somewhere, one of your 'Samples.” "

"Not mine. The faction who—"

Donn cut him off. "Find him. Send him home, too."

"Done”

"All right." Donn took a step toward the Ambassador.

"Wait." It was Five. "Take me with you, virgin. If you're to meet the Seer, | want to be there.”
"Why?Tokill it?"

"If it's necessary, you'll need somebody to do it. You wont, that'sfor sure.”

Donn asked, " Ambassador?’

The Ambassador rolled. " Abandon your wegpons, Sample 5A43."

"Fve. My nameisFive"

"Abandon your wesgpons.”



Fivewas obvioudy reluctant. But shetook her heavy projectile weapon and her quiver of arrows and her
stabbing sword and handed them al to Hama.

Donn held out his hand to her. "Come, then. But no more of the 'virgin.

She clasped his hand; he could fed her strength through the double layer of Ghost fabric. They waked
together, following the Silverman and the Ambassador, back into the devastated city.

Theflow of Ghostsinto the dodecahedra transport termina had stopped, perhaps disrupted by the
chaos the humans had caused. But Ghosts were il pouring out of the crumpled heart of the city, while
more were flowing the other way, as a purposeful operation of recovery began. Donn found it hard not to
flinch, asif al these suspended masses might come tumbling down on his head. The Ambassador assured
them they would be safe.

Five's gloved hand grasped Donn's hard.
Donn asked, "So how are you feding?'

"LikeI'mtwo yearsold again,” she said. " Stripped of everything I've built for mysdlf. They've got me
back, haven't they?'

"No," Donn said firmly. ™Y ou walked into this-your choice. And you'll be walking back out of it, too."
She thought about that. ™Y ou promise, virgin?'

"l promise" And you were wrong, Hama, hethought. | did get to save her after all-or at least
there's chance. "So, Ambassador. This device—isthis how you've been snatching people?”

"Shall we avoid such loaded words, Donn Wyman? We have been developing anew nonlocal
trangportation technology. It isthe outcome of awide-ranging program of physical research.”

The Ghodts origin, under afailing sun, had led them to believe they lived in aflawed universe. So they
wished to understand its fine-tuning.

"Why are we here?You see, thereisonly anarrow range of the constants of physicswithin which life of
any sort is possible. We study this question by pushing at the boundaries-by tinkering with the laws that
sustain and contain us dl. Thuswe explore the boundaries of redlity."

"While snatching children,” Five sad.
"Get to the point, Ambassador,” Donn said.

"We have found away to adjust the value of Planck’s constant, which gives, in human physics, the scale
of quantum uncertainty.”

Donn frowned. "Jack Raoul was involved in astuation where Ghosts messed with Planck’s congtant.
They reduced it.”

"Y es. We were endeavoring to produce an Al of arbitrarily large capacity.”

"It was adisaster.”

"Well, yes. But in the end, a useful technology was derived-Ghost hide, asyou cdl it."

Fivewas struggling to follow dl this. "And isthiswhat you've done here? Y ou've decreased this Planck
number again?'



"No. Thistimewe haveincreased it, Five."

Donn saw it. "Y ou've increased the uncertainty in the universe—or abit of it." Hethought fast. "A particle
has a quantum function, which describes the probability you'l find it in any given location. But the
probability is nonzero everywhere, throughout the universe. And if you increase Planck, then you
increase al those probabilities.”

"Y ou're beginning to seeit," the Ambassador said. "It is hard to imagine amore e egant mode of
transport, in theory: you smply make it more likely that you are a your destination than your starting

point."

Donn was stunned by this audacity. "In theory."

"The engineering detailsare soluble.”

Donn laughed. "Evidently. Or we wouldn't be standing here, would we?'
" 'Soluble!

'Evidently' " Five stared at Donn. "Y ouretalking to thisGhost asif al thisis normal. Asif you're
discussing anew kind of stabbing sword." She turned to the Ambassador. "How do you change the laws
of physics?'

"Quagma,” said Donnimmediiately.

He understood some of this. The principle of the GUT-drive, which powered ancient shipslike his
mother'sown Miriam Berg, was related. Quagma was the state of matter that had emerged from the big
bang, amagma of quarks—aquagma. And at such temperatures, the fundamenta forces of physics
unified into asingle superforce. Quagmawas bound together only by the superforce. And when quagma
was allowed to cool and expand, the superforce decomposed into the four sub-forces. By controlling the
decomposition, you could select the ratios between those forces, ratios that governed the fundamental
constants—including Planck’s congtant.

Humans knew the importance of quagma. Donn's father's family had alegend of an earlier Wyman
involved in ajaunt nearly two hundred years ago, when humans had raced Ghoststo retrieve alode of
this primordid treasure.

Donn said, "Y ou scare us, with what you do, you Ghosts. Y ou always have and dwayswill."

The Ghost rolled and bobbed. " Sometimes we scare ourselves, believeit or not. Shal we proceed?’ And
it swept boldly into the open dodecahedral chamber. Doors dilated closed around it, and when they
opened, only a second later, the Ghost had gone, atonne of spinning flesh vanished.

Donn and Five were |eft done, surrounded by anonymous shoas of Ghosts. Donn grabbed Five's hand
agan. "Together?'

"Let'sget onwithit."

The chamber was a blank-walled box, slvered like dl Ghost architecture. When the doors closed behind
them, they were suspended in the dark, just for a heartbest.

And when the doors opened, they were not in the dark anymore.

"Do not be afraid,”" said the Sink Ambassador.



The Ghost hovered before them, bathed in dazzling light. Behind it Donn saw the slent figure of the
Silverman, the sump of its severed arm ajarring asymmetry.

Five squeezed Donn'shand. "Virgin?"'

"It'sdl right. | mean, if they were going to kill us, they'd have doneit by now. And stop calling me'virgin.'
Comeon." Deliberately, he stepped forward, into the light. Keeping tight hold of his hand, Five followed.

Donn found himsdlf standing on asilvered platform, three or four meters across. The Ghost hovered
before him. He couldn't see any support for the platform, though gravity felt about normd. They were
entirely bathed in pure white light, above, below, dl around, an abstraction of asky. The light was bright,
not quite dazzling. And as Donn's eyes adjusted, he gradualy made out structure in thelight: billowslike
clouds, dl around, dowly evolving, vacuoles bailing.

When he glanced back, he saw that the dodecahedra transit chamber had vanished; somehow he wasn't
surprised.

The Ambassador said, "Where do you think you are?!

"Inthe heart of adtar," Five said. "Where else?'

"But not just any dar.”

"The Boss" Donn said. "But that'simpossible. Isn't it, Ambassador?'

"How did you phraseit earlier?'Evidently not. Or we wouldn't be standing here, would we? "

The Slverman said, "I understand, Donn Wyman. | am human enough to fear faling. Don't be afraid.
Step to the edge. Look down.”

Five wouldn't move. She stood there, her hide suit gtill stained by Ghost blood, bathed in starlight. But
Donn stepped to the rim of the floating disk.

And he looked down on aGhost base in the heart of the sar. It was a hollowed-out moon, arock ball
that must have been athousand kilometers wide, riddled with passages and cavities.

The disk began to descend. The motion was smooth, but Five lunged forward and grabbed at Donn's
am.

The moon turned into a complex, machined landscape below them. Ghost ships and science platforms
swept over the pocked landscape, tangles of shining net. And Ghosts themsdlves drifted up from the
chambers and machine emplacements, bobbing like balloons, shining in the star's deep light. Behind the
moon, there were threads of amore intense brightness, just at the limit of visibility, dead straight. All over
the moon's surface, vast cylindrical structures gleamed. The Ambassador said these were intrasystem
drives and hyperdrives, systems that had been used to fling this moon into the body of this star and to
hold it here.

And there was quagma down there, the Ambassador said, little packets of the primordia stuff, buried in
the pits of ancient planetesmal craters. | knew it, Donn thought.

"Thework hereishard,” the Ambassador said. "Often lethal. We have poured workersinto this mine of
light endlesdy.” And Donn thought of the stream of Ghosts he had seen filing patiently into the
transportation booth on Ghostworld. "Few come back, despite al our precautions. But now thework is
nearly done."



Five asked, "So how come we aren't dl burned up? We'rein the middle of a star.™

"Perhaps you can see those illuminated threads? Those are refrigeration lasers. By making oursalves
hotter even than this star's core, we can dump our hegt into it. Of course, what you are seeingisa
representation, heavily processed. Starsiuff isin fact very opague.”

Donn said, "Y ou are messing with physics again, aren't you, Ambassador?' He thought back to the
Codlition's recent observations of the Boss. "Weve been observing flares. Are you trying to mend the
dtar, to stop the flares? No, not that. Sink Ambassador, are you destabilizing this star?"

The Ambassador rolled. "How would Jack Raoul have put it?'Guilty as charged.' What do you
understand of stellar physics?

Every star wasin equilibrium, with the pressure of the radiation fromits fusing core balancing the
tendency of itsouter layersto fal inward under gravity. A giant star like the Boss, crushed by itsown
tremendous weight, needed a | ot of radiation to keep from imploding. So it ran through the hydrogen fuel
it used to fuse quickly, and adetritus of helium ash collected in its core.

"But that 'ash’ can fuse too,” the Ambassador said. " The fusion process produces such elements as
carbon, oxygen, slicon, each of which fusesin turn. The chain endsin iron, which cannot fuse, for if it did
soit would absorb energy, not releaseit. And so an inner core of iron builds up at the heart of agtar like
this. A core bigger than most worlds, Donn Wyman!"

Five asked, "So how comeit doesn't just collapse?!

"Its components are aready crushed together asfar asthey will go. Thisisaproperty of atomic matter.
Humans know it as the Pauli exclusion principle. Of course, in time, as the dead zone spreads through the
heart of the sar, the repulson will finally be overcome. Electronswill be forced to merge with protons,
producing neutrons-a neutron star will be born, smaler and denser than theiron core. And then there will
be a collapse of the outer layers, a catastrophic one. But not yet, not for along time; this sar is stable.”

"Or it was, before you cameaong,” Donn said. "But now you're changing things, aren't you? Planck's
congdtant again?"

"Jack Raoul would be proud of you, Donn. Like you, he was agood guesser.”
"If you were to use your moon-machine to reduce Planck in the star's core—"
"Then Pauli repulsion would be reduced. Theiron core would collgpse prematurdly.”

The Ghost showed them aVirtual representation of what would happen next. Theimploson would
rapidly mutate into an explosion. Shock waves would form and rebound from the inner layers, and avast
pulse of neutrinos would power further expansion.

"The Bosswill be blown apart,” said Donn, wondering.

"Yes. A detonation over in seconds, after years of preparation. But the explosion will be asymmetricd,
that layer heated by the neutrinos turbulent. Thisisthe key to such explosions, and it isthis turbulence we
are hoping to control. For the asymmetry will blast the neutron star out of the debris of the Boss-it will
leave with aggnificant velocity—while rdleasing a pulse of gravitationa wave energy that we would hope
to tap and-"

"A supernova,” Five said. "That's what you're talking about, isn't it? Y ou're going to turn the Bossinto a
supernova.”



"Webdieveit will bethefirg artificial detonation of itskind in the evolution of the universe. A
supernova used as a cannon to fire out a neutron star, directed as we please! History iswatching us,
Donn Wymen."

The Slverman comicaly raised its ssump of an arm. "Magnificent!”

Donn paced around. "Y ou'reinsane.”

"Now you do sound like Jack Raoul," said the Ambassador.

"You will devestate worldd™

"Actudly, ars, too," said the Ambassador. "Nearby stars will be boiled awvay."

"And the Reef," Donn said grimly. " Surely, we're too closeto survive.™

Fivesad, "The Reef isshipsjoined up together, isn't it? | don't remember. Y ou could just fly away."

"We don't have hyperdrive," Donn said. "Confiscated by the Codition for their Navy ships. | don't
imagine they will be handing them back.” He turned on the Ambassador. "Thisis mass murder. Why are
you doing this?'

"Because of the Seer." The new voice was awoman's, Eve Raoul's. Donn heard her words moments
before a cloud of pixels popped into existence and coalesced into her thin form.

She stepped to the edge of the platform. "My. Quite aview. Quite adrop, too." She reached out
absently, but none of them had a Virtua hand to offer her, and she stepped back.

"l wasn't expecting to seeyou again,” Donn said.

"Well, | didn't expect to berevived again,” she said with atrace of bitterness. "At least I'm notin any pain
thistime. | guessit'sgood to be useful.”

"Useful how?!

The Ambassador sad, "Eveis hdping us understand an entity of our own creation, an entity whose
wishes have brought us dl here today.”

Donn's heart thumped. "Y ou mean the Seer.”
"Turn around, Five, Donn."

They turned. The Silverman was holding, in his one hand, abox, atetrahedron ten centimetersor soto an
edge. It seemed to have clear walls, and itsinterior was black and full of stars, starsthat swarmed-that,
at any rate, was Donn'sfirst impression. Five and Donn both stepped closer to look. The "stars' were no
more than dust motes, pushed to and fro by random currentsin whatever air filled the box.

Donnsad, "It'slikeatoy. What isit?"
"The Seer," Evesad.

The Ambassador said, "The control of the core of agiant star during a catastrophic explosionis
ferocioudy difficult. Even modeling it was beyond our processing resources. So we devised anew
generation of Al."



Fivesad, "Thisbox of dust?'

"Thisbox of dugt,” Eve said, "is about the most advanced Al were aware of. For amachine likethis,
physicaly you need components that are small enough to be influenced by quantum effects, yet large
enough to fed the effects of gravity. A swarm of smart microprobes—dust motes.”

"A machinelikewhat?'
"A quantum gravity Al."
"Onthe Miriam, we have quantum Als" Donn said.

"Right," Eve said, nodding. "And that gives you an edge. A smple switch can only bein onedatea a
time—on or off. A quantum switch holdsinformation about all possble states of the switch at any one
time. And so you can useit to do parald processing. Many inputs, many outputs. Y ou get a speed
advantage, and asgnificant one.

"But a quantum gravity machine goes one step further. Y ou abandon causdity atogether.”

The blurring of position and velocity in quantum mechanics made traditiona causdity problematic. Andin
reldivity, too, lightspeed limits ensured that causdity was more an aspiration than aniron law.

Donn garted to see. "And if you put quantum mechanics and relativity together—"

"In aquantum gravity computer, cause and effect are thoroughly mixed up. Y ou don't even need to have
input before output, causally. In practice, | think, the Seer isable to glimpse the outline of asolution to a
given problem even before it has begun its caculation, and so can guide its processing efficiently to that
outcome. In retrospect, itsthinking fedls like guesswork, an unlikely series of inductive legps. But it's
adwaysright, and very, very fast."

"The Seer redly can seethefuture,” Five said, "just asthe rumors say.”

"But itsvisons are limited to the outcomes of computing agorithms afew microseconds ahead-or to the
furthest future, millenniaor more away."

Five glared at the Ambassador. " So why the tetrahedron, fatball? Why isthis ultimate brain in abox the
shape of the symbol of human freedom?’

"A tetrahedron was the most suitable shape for-"

"It'satotem, that'swhat | think. Some of the Samples believe Ghosts are starting to worship humans,
because we're becoming so good at killing you. Hence the Silvermen, walking human statues. Hence the
tetrahedral box."

The Ambassador said evenly, "We Ghosts do have a propensity for worshipping that which destroys us,
itistrue. But you are not yet agoddess, Sample 5A43."

Donn said sharply, "Enough. Eve, you said how the Seer'sthinking feels. How can you know that?

"Ah. Good question. Because, not for the first time, the Ghosts had trouble with an Al that ended up not
performing quite as specified.”

"Likethe Slverman.”

"Well, yes. And, not for thefirst time, I, or an avatar of myself, was asked to help interpret for it." She



looked at Donn, her gray hair shining in thelight of the stellar core. "It seesthe future, Donn. And it is
afrad.”

Donn watched Eve. Her eyes were unfocused, and he thought her representation was degrading, her skin
smoothing from lack of definition, alock of her gray hair flickering. He wondered how it must beto be
her, arepresentation every bit as sentient as he was, and yet having endured multiple lives aready—and
now locked into a consciousness like no other.

She sad, "The Seer is sentient, born of dust into abaffling, acausal universe. But it isa Ghost artifact.
And 0 it shares Ghost values, Ghost assumptions. The Ghosts survived the degth of their world through
symbioss, dissmilar life-forms gathering together. The Ghosts have faith that the life-forms of this eraof
the universe, atransent age of light- and water-based chemistry, will smilarly use cooperation and
symbiosisto survive the transition to the new cold age to come when the last Sar dies.”

Five shuddered. "How can you think like that?'

"This has happened dready, in the universgs higtory,” Eve said. "There arelife-forms extant now, in this
age of matter, that are survivors of earlier epochs, the age of radiation and of annihilation and of
superforces and of—"

"Enough,” Donn said. Her speech had become rapid, automated, asif she was hypnotized. "Go on, Eve.”

"But when this age ends, when dark energy comes to predominate and the fabric of space-timeistorn
apart-when this happens, and the Seer can see it-there will be no Ghost |eft diveto witnessit, and no
symbiotic descendant of the Ghogts.”

"Why not?'

"Because of us,” said Five savagely. "Because of humans. We win. | don't need a quantum-gravity
computer to tell methat!"

"Y ou must understand,” the Ambassador said. " The detonation of this sun-we do this because we, this
Ghost enclave, have been cut off from our home range by the forces of your Codition. Billions of
individuals, awhole world, trapped behind the lines. We were desperate. We looked for away to
change the parameters-the rules of the game. That isour way of resolving problems. We were looking
for away out. Now we see we must do more than that; we must take the Seer and its dreadful counsel
to our home ranges. We need time to consider what must be done.”

"Such aswhat?' Five asked.

"Such as escape.”

Escape to where? Donn wondered. Where could the Ghosts go to escape arampant, Codition-led
mankind? Out of the Galaxy? Out of the cosmos atogether? He tried to focus on his own Situation.
"Then why have you brought us here? Why tdll usthis?'

"Because of me," said the Silverman. He stepped forward, still cradling the Seer. ™Y ou made me smart to
punish me. But | am human enough to guess how you would fed about an exploding sar.”

The Ambassador said, "We did not mean to engineer this star as an act of war, only as ameans of
escgpe. We understand now that humans might not seeit that way."

"Y ou redly don't get human psychology, do you?' Donn said.



"No," said the Silverman cheerfully. "Donn Wyman, you must warn your people. Make them believe, as
we could not. Make them flee. And make them believe the Ghogts did not mean war."

"That'satal order.”
"You are our only hope," the Ghost said smply.

Donn felt empty. Could it be true that o much was pivoting on this moment? Because if so, he thought,
| am not strong enough to deal with it.

"Y ou don't have much time," said the Ambassador. It floated toward the lip of the platform.

Donn followed and looked down &t the engineered moon. Ghosts swarmed, pinpricks of dazzling light
againg the worked regoalith. "How long?"

"The mathematicsis uncertain.”

"There are human colonies scattered through the Association,” Donn said. "Many of them have
hyperdrive, | think. But the main human concentration isthe Reef. And we no longer have hyperdrive.

"Ask your father," the Ambassador said.
"Wha?'

"I, too, approved of the Silverman's wish to contact you personaly, Donn Wyman. Because | know that
your family has resources. We will send you home now, Donn Wyman."

They pulled back and stood in arow, the Silverman with the tetrahedra box, the looming Ghogt, and the
Virtud of Eve, gradudly disntegrating.

Everaised her hand. "Thereismore," she said solemnly. "Human and Ghosts must both join the great
confluence of mind in the far future, join with the rest. That isthe only way the next trangtion can be
survived by either of us."

Donn was shocked by this latest bit of bad news. "And if humans destroy the Ghosts-"
"Then neither will survive. Remember,” she said, her voice scratchy. "Remember—"

Five ran toward the Silverman, who stood stock-till, dow to react. Sheraised her fistsand dammed
them down on the Seer. Her hands passed through its substance, scattering pixels.

Donn pulled her away.

"Just an avatar," she said, bregthless. "Worth atry. To strike such ablow.... it would have been
megnificent.”

The Ghost and its companions were surrounded by acloud of pixels now. The star'slight flickered.

And Donn was home.

His mother ran up to him and grabbed him. "Oh, Lethe, Donn! | never thought I'd seeyou again!" He let
her weep on his shoulder. "Benj is back, too," she whispered. "He's back!™

Donn saw Five, gill in her bloodstained Ghost-hide suit, looking even more scared and bewildered than
in the center of the Sar. There was Samm, hisfather, grinning hugely, grabbing onto Benj ashard ashis
mother wasto Donn. The Commissary, Elah, was here, too. She looked as shocked as any of them at



Donn's sudden gppearance, but she was |ooking up into the sky with some adarm and muttering into the
ar, evidently communicating with her Codlition colleagues.

Donn couldn't resst grinning at his brother. Benj was wearing a plain white bathrobe; al his hair had been
shaved off. "Benj, what happened to you?'

"I've been astark naked lab rat for aday. If it wasyou who got me out—"
"It was. You oweme."
"Damn."

There were twin concussions, soft explosions, and a breeze of displaced air. Hama Belk and Kanda Fors
had coaesced, under the lifedome. Grubby, scrawny, they both staggered in the sudden change of
gravity, and they clung to each other in shock. Then they redized where they were, and their clinging
turned to ahug of joy.

Then Hama spotted Elah in her black Commissary's robe, and he went over to her immediately.
Donn gently disengaged his mother. "Mom—you have guesis”
Rimaturned. "Do | know you?'

Kanda, recovering her composure quickly, came forward. "Kanda Fors. Food tech, from the Michael
Poole. Wemet acouple of times, | think... I've been lost for anumber of years.”

"It'saday of shocksfor usadl." Rimastepped forward, and the women clasped hands. Rimasface
tattoos flared dectric blue, and Donn was proud of her.

Amid more concussions, more of the ragged rats from Ghostworld started to appear, many naked,
bewildered. One woman cradled a baby.

Donn took Five by the hand and led her to his mother. "Mom, thisone's called Five. Long story. | think
she'd appreciate some help, her and her people. Some clothes, for agtart.” But Five flinched back.
"She'sbeen living wild,” Donn murmured. "It will take sometime.”

"Weveadl thetimein theworld. Come, child. And, Kanda, you'll be wanting to tell your family you're
back?'

" fed nervous about it. Yes, of course.”

"And you—Five, wasit? What about your family?

"l don't remember them.”

"I'm sure we can trace them. Come on, welll sort it out.”

Donn approached hisfather. "Dad, | need to talk to you. We're in trouble. The Boss—"

"I know. Look at this" He showed Donn animage, returned by faster-than-light inseparability linksfrom
aCoadlition drone observer closeto the giant star. It was spitting, flaring, gecting knots of plasmalarge
enough to swallow Earth's sun whole. "It's becoming unstable.”

"Itsworsethan that." Asurgently as he could, hetold hisfather al he had witnessed, the Ghost
experiments at the heart of the Boss—the coming supernova. Samm listened gravely.



"You do believe me?’
"Of course| believe you."
"Asdowe," Elah said, walking over.

Hamafollowed in her wake. Though he was just as grimy and underfed, he didn't seem to Donn to be the
same person he had been on the Ghostworld; he had immediately retreated into hisrole, like a shadow of
the Commissary.

"What you say," Elah went on, "tiesin with the projections we have been making of the gar'singability."

Samm folded hisarms. "Y ou say you're here to protect us, you of the Codlition. What are you going to
do about this?'

"We have aready put out awarning to the other human coloniesin the Association. Most of them have
hyperdrive ships; they will be ableto fleein time. Other Codlition centers are arranging refugee facilities.”

"Blankets and hot water. Great. But what about us? Y ou know damn well the Reef containsthe largest
human population in the Association. Y ou took away our hyperdrives”

"In order to serve the greater needs of the Third Expansion.”

"That star's going to expand before long, and cook us all. Going to give us back our technology, are
you?"

"That isn't practicd,” Elah said amply. Shelistened absently. "Come," she said to Hama. "Theflittersare
lifting Caodition personne from the Reef in fifteen minutes™

"And us?' Samm tried to grab her arm, but she shook him off. "What of us? Y oureleaving usto die!"

From nowhere, Elah produced a handgun, a starbreaker. " This conversation is over, regrettably.”
Backing up, she and Hama made for the door cut into the lifedome.

Samm made to follow, but Donn stopped him. "Dad, let me. Wait, Commissary." Cautioudy, he
approached Elah and Hama. In afew rushed words, hetried to tell them more of what the Ghost had
told himwithin the gtar.

"The Ghosts don't want thisto be seen as an act of war."

"Then they shouldn't detonate supernovasin human space,”" Elah said.
"They're only doing it to escape the cage we put themin.”

"They put humansin cages. Y our friend Five, Hama here."

"They fear we will drive them to extinction. That's what the Seer foresees. And if that's so, we may
destroy oursdlves aswell.”

Elah thought that over. "Better aGdaxy inruins,” she said, "than aGaaxy that isnot ruled by us. Good
luck, Donn Wyman." She backed to the door, and |eft. Hamalooked back once, but it was asif he
barely recognized Donn anymore, and he followed his superior.

Donn went back to hisfather. "I failed."



"Well, what did you expect?Y ou aren't going to overturn an ideology like the Codlition's with a couple of
sentences. But the Commission for Historica Truth records everything that transfixes-everything.
Maybe they will figure al this out one day, after a couple of thousand years study in somelibrary on
Earth—maybe you planted afew seedsfor the future. In the meantime, we've a supernovato dea with."
Samm eyed his son. " So, did your new Ghost best buddy give you any advice?'

"It sad | should ask you."

Samm sghed. "Smart of it. Okay, son. | guessit'stimeyou learned alittle family history." Carrying his
datadate, he walked off toward the copse at the center of the dome, chlorophyll green leaves shining
under thelight of the burgeoning supernova.

Donn hurried after him. "Where are we going?”'

"Theengineroom."

The kilometer-long eevator descent dong the ship's spine was dow, frustrating.

Donn knew hisway around the control room at the heart of the Miriam's GUTdrive pod. He used to
come down here as akid, to play with his brother, and later, as ayoung man, to learn about the
technologica legacy of his mother's family. There wasn't much to see: a couple of seats and couches, a
water dispenser, an emergency pressurized locker. The ingtruments were blank, antique datadatestiling
thewalls. All around this space, vast engines brooded, capable of harnessing the energies of cosmic
inflation to drive the ship forward. But the engines hadn't been fired up in Donn'slifetime, not once.

Donn expected hisfather to boot up these control dates. He didn't. Instead he took the small portable
date he had carried down from the lifedome and pressed it against awall. It lit up with acrowded pand
of displays. "Thereyou go,” Samm said. "Two hundred years old, and it fires up like it was brand-new."

"What does?'

"This"" He tapped the date and showed Donn an external view of the Miriam, seen from below, its
lifedome embedded in the rough plane of the Redf, its spine and engine compartment dangling likea
lantern. Samm zoomed in on the hull of the engine compartment, where ablack dab clung like aparadite.

Donn leaned forward and stared. "What is that?"

"The family secret." Samm eyed his son. "L ook, Donn-you aren't the first Wyman to have run into the
Sink Ambassador. Y our grandfather afew times removed—his name was Joens Wyman—got involved
inakind of intergalactic race with the Ghosts. He was an entrepreneur. And he wanted to get his hands
on"

"A cache of quagma," Donn said. ™Y ou told me about this."

"The trouble was, the cache was somewhere over twelve billion light-years away-thefigures are
uncertain. Too far even for hyperdrive. But Joens Wyman didn't use hyperdrive. He used an experimental
human technology. It was called a Susy drive."

"Susy? That'sthefritter's name.”

"Theflitter, and a secret space drive. It was kind of risky. It's not like hyperdrive. Look, they taught you
at school that the universe has more dimens ons than the macroscopic, the three spatia, and one of time.
Most of the extradimensions are extremely small. When you hyperdrive, you sort of twist smoothly
through ninety degreesinto an extradimension, and go skimming over the surface of the universelikea



pebble over apond. Simple. Whereas with supersymmetry, you're getting into the real guts of physics.”

There were two types of particles: fermions, the building blocks of matter, like quarks and e ectrons, and
force carriers, like photons. The principle of supersymmetry had it that each building block could be
trandated into aforce carrier, and vice versa. " The supersymmetric twins, the s-particles, are inherently
fascinating, if youreaphyscigt, which I'm not," said Samm. "But the magic comes when you do two
supersymmetric transformations-say, electron to selectron and back again. Y ou end up with an eectron,
of course—but an eectron in a different place.”

"And that's the Susy drive."

"Yep. A principle the Ghosts have never explored. Joens Wyman pumped his money into thisthing, and
got asfar asaworking prototype. But in those days, nobody would invest in human research and
development; it was always easier and cheaper to buy aien tech off the shelf. Joens hoped to cut his
losses by sending his Susy-drive ship in search of treasure nobody else could get to."

"The quagma What happened?’
"Joens finished up with nothing but the Susy drive and the clothes he stood up in. Hefled his creditors.”
"He came here”

"Y es. Good place to hide, beyond Codition law—anyhow, it was then. His son married into your
mother'sfamily, who owned the Miriam.™

"And helodged the Susy drive on the hull of the ship.”

"Y eah. Soit's come down the generations. My father told me about it and gave me the data on thisdate.
| think Joens always thought this old monster might be useful asalast resort. Well, hewasright.”

Donn gtared a hisfather. Thiswas aside of him Donn hadn't seen before, this decisive adventurer. But
maybe no son saw that in hisfather. "Dad, you're not serious. Y ou're not planning to fire up this Susy
drive, thistwo-hundred-year-old disaster.”

"Y ou have a better idea?"
"When wasit last tested?"

"When do you think? Look, according to these displays, the field it generates will envelop the whole of
the Reef. Well get out of here, dl of us. And then you and | will go down to Mindas Savior and drink
free Poole's Blood for the rest of our lives."

"If it works. And if it doesn't work?"

"Then what have we lost?" He tapped the screen. It switched to the externa image. Panels blew out from
the black casing fixed to the base of the pod; azoomed-in view showed them the jeweled guts of the

Susy drive.
Then the data date chimed an darm. The Susy-drive display cleared, to revea an image broadcast from
the Codlition monitor drone—an image of an exploding Star.

"Damn,” said Samm. "I didn't imagineit would be so quick.”

"Dad, look." The explosion was strongly asymmetrica, aflower of ugly light splashed acrossthe date.
And there was a denser knot to one side of the supernova.



Samm tapped the screen, overlaying anadyses of mass density and velocity vectors. "That's aneutron Star.
The core of the Boss? It's been spat out of there like an apple seed-thousands of kilometers a second.”
He brought up a Galactic digplay. "Look at that! It's been fired straight out of the Association toward the
SagittariusArm.”

"The Ghost home range." Green asterisks began to appear around the fleeing neutron star. "What's that?"

"Ghost technology... Ghost ships, popping up out of nowhere. Settling into orbit around that neutron
star. And, wow, ook at that."" A mgor green anomaly. "It hasto have the mass of aplanet.”

"The Ghostworld."
"Lookslikeit. How arethey bringing al thisto the neutron star?"

Donn said, 'Just by making it more likely that the planet should be in orbit around the neutron star than
wherever it used to be."

"To move an entire planet has to take amess of energy. The gravity waves from the supernova? The
Ambassador talked about tapping into that. They must be shielding the world from the supernova shock,
too. They did it, Dad! Just as the Ambassador said they would. Oh, the Codlition ships can pursue them,
but arunaway neutron star will smash through the Codlition lines asif they were made of rice paper.”

Samm brought back the Susy display and began to scroll through outputs. "L et's just hope this damn
Susy drive lands us outside the Codition's clutches, too."

"Dad-don't you know?""

"I told you. It'skind of unreliable. We ought to end up just alittle above the Galactic plane, however.
Okay, it'sready."

"Asquickly asthat?'

"Well, that supernova shock wave is going to take awhile to get here—years, aswe're light-years of f
from the Boss. But we can't expect rescue for years either, even if the Codition iswilling to try; the
gravity waves from the detonation are going to churn up hyperspace for along time. Best to get out of

here now if we can—and if this doesn't work, we might have time to figure out something ese. I've sent
an darm out through the Resf."

"Shouldn't we ask Mom first? It's her ship.”
"She'd only say no. Hang onto that rail. Good luck, son!" He stabbed afinger at his data date.

The Association stars turned to streaks and disappeared.

S0, just as hisfather had tried to explain, Donn was legpfrogged through Susy-space. What he hadn't
been told waswhat it would fedl like,

Susy-space was another universe, laid over Donn's own. It had its own laws. He was transformed into a
supersymmetric copy of himsaf—an s-ghost in Susy-space. And it was... different. Thingswere blurred.
Susy-space cut through the distinction between Donn, here, and the stars, out there. Donn could fedl the
scae of thejourney, asif the arch of the universe were part of his own being. Distance crushed him.



But at last it was done.

The Reef of ships popped out of Susy-space, sparkling with se-lectrons and neutralinos.
Samm and Donn stared at each other. "Let's not do that again," said Donn.

"Agreed." Samm tapped his data date, to get an externa view.

Darkness, broken only by the faintest smudges of gray light.

"Arethey gaaxies?' asked Donn.

"Oops," said Samm.

THE TEAR

lan McDonald

Taken from the Short Story Collection “ Galactic Empires’ (2008) edited by
Gardner Dozois

British author lan McDonald is an ambitious and daring writer with a wide range and an
Impressive amount of talent. Hisfirst story was published in 1982, and since then he has appeared
with some frequency in Interzone, ASmov's Science Fiction, and elsewhere. In 1989 he won the
Locus "Best First Novel" Award for his novel Desolation Road. He won the Philip K. Dick Award
in 1992 for his novel King of Morning, Queen of Day. His other books include the novels Out on
Blue Six, Hearts, Hands and Voices, Termina Cafe, Sacrifice of Fools, Evolution's Shore, Kirinya, Ares
Express, and Cyberabad; and a chapbook novella, Tendeleo's Story; as well as two collections of
his short fiction, Empire Dreams and Spesking in Tongues. His novel River of Gods was a finalist for
both the Hugo Award and the Arthur C. Clarke Award in 2005, and a novella drawn fromit,
"The Little Goddess," was a finalist for the Hugo and the Nebula. His most recent book is another
new novel that'sreceiving critical raves, Brasyl. Born in Manchester, England, in 1960, McDonald
has spent most of hislifein Northern Ireland, and now lives and works in Belfast.

In the lyrical and dazzing story that follows, one filled with enough wild new ideas, evocative
milieus, bizarre characters, and twists and turns of plot to fill many another author's four-book
trilogy, he takes usto a quiet waterworld to follow a young boy setting out on a voyage of
discovery that will take him to many unexpected destinations both across the greater universe
beyond and in the hidden depths of his own soul, one that will embroil himin the deadly clash of
Galactic Empires, and that will take him home the long way to find that enemies can be as close
and familiar asfriends.

[VERSION HISTORY]

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

PTEY, SAILING

On the night that Ptey voyaged out to have his soul shattered, eight hundred stars set sail acrossthe sky.
It was an evening a Great Winter's ending. The sunlit hours raced toward High Summer, each day



lavishly morefull of light than the one before. In thislatitude, the sun hardly set & dl after the spring
equinox, rolling dong the horizon, fat and idle and pleased with itself. Summer-born Ptey turned hisface
to the sun asit dipped briefly benesth the horizon, closed hiseyes, enjoyed itslingering warmth on his
eydids, inthe angle of hischeekbones, on hislips. To the Summer-born, any loss of thelight wasa
reminder of the terrible, sad months of winter and the unbroken, encircling dark.

But we have the stars, hisfather said, aWinter-born. We are born looking out into the universe.

Prey'sfather commanded thelittle machinesthat ran the catamaran, trimming sail, winding sheets, setting
course by the tumble of satdllites; but thetiller he held himself. The equinoctia gales had spun away to the
west two weeks before and the catboat ran fast and fresh on a sweet wind across the darkening water.
Twin hulls cut through the ripple-reflections of gasflaresfrom the Temeveri ail platforms. Asthe sun
dipped beneath the huge dark horizon and the warmth fell from the hollows of Ptey'sface, o hisfather
turned hisface to the sky. Tonight, he wore his Steris Aspect. Theritual selves scared Ptey, so rarely
werethey unfurled in Ctarigphay: births, namings, betrothals and marriages, divorces and deaths. And of
course, the Mani-foldings. Familiar faces became distant and formd. Their language changed, their
bodies seemed dower, heavier. They became possessed by strange, special knowledges. Only Steris
possessed the language for the robots to sail the catamaran and, despite the whedl of positioning satellites
around tilted Tay, the latitude and longitude of the Manifold House. The catamaran itself was only run out
from its boathouse, to strong songs heavy with clashing harmonies, when achild from Ctarisphay onthe
edge of adulthood sailed out beyond the outer mole and the fleet of il platformsto have hisor her
persondity unfolded into eight.

Only two months since, Cjatay had sailed out into the oily black of alate winter afternoon. Ptey was
Summer-born, a Solgtice boy; Cjatay alate Autumn. It was considered remarkable that they shared
enough in common to be able to speak to each other, |et done become the howling boys of the
neighborhood, the source of every broken window and borrowed boat. The best part of three seasons
between them, but here was only two moons later, leaving behind the pulsing gas flares and maze of pipe
work of the shdltering ail fidds, heading into the greet, gentle oceanic glow of the plankton blooms,
steering by the star's, the occupied, haunted stars. The Manifolding was never athing of moons and
cdendars, but of mothers watchings and grandmothers knowings and teachers notings and fathers
murmurings, of subtly shifted razors and untimely lethargies, of deep-swinging voices and stained
bedshests.

On Etjay Quay, where the porcelain houses |eaned over the landing, Ptey had thrown his friend's bag
down into the boat. Cjatay's father had caught it and frowned. There were observances. Ways. Forms.

"Seeyou," Ptey had said.

"Seeyou." Then thewind caught in the catamaran'stdl, curved sails, and carried it away from the
rain-wet, shiny faces of the houses of Ctarigphay. Ptey had watched the boat until it waslogt in the light
dapple of the city's lamps on the winter-dark water. See Cjatay he would, after his six months on the
Manifold House. But only partidly. There would be Cjatays he had never known, never even met. Eight
of them, and the Cjatay with whom he had stayed out al the brief Low Summer nights of the prith run on
the fishing staithes, skinny asthe piers wooden legs silhouetted against the huge sun kissing the edge of
the world, would be but a part, adream of one of the new names and new personalities. Would he know
him when he met him on the greet floating univeraty that was the Manifold Houss?

Would he know himsaf?

"Arethey moving yet?' Steriscaled from thetiller. Ptey shielded his dark-accustomed eyes against the
pervasive glow of the carbon-absorbing plankton blooms and peered into the sky. Sail of Bright



Anticipation cut two lines of liquid black through the gently undulating sheet of biolight, fraying at the
edgesinto fractal curls of luminescence as the sheets of microorganisms sought each other.

"Nothing yet."

But it would be soon, and it would be tremendous. Eight hundred stars setting out across the night.
Through the changes and domestic rituals of his sudden Manifolding, Ptey had been aware of sky-watch
parties being arranged, star-gazing groups setting up telescopes along the quays and in the campaniles,
while day on day the story moved closer to the head of the news. Half the world-that half of theworld
not blinded by its extravagant axid tilt-would be looking to the sky. Watching Sterisrig Sail of Bright
Anticipation, Ptey had felt cheated, like asick child confined to bed while festival raged across the boats
lashed beneath hiswindow. Now, asthe swell of the deep dark of hisworld's girdling ocean lifted the
twin prowsof Sail of Bright Anticipation, on hisweb of shock-plastic mesh ahead of the mast, Ptey felt
his excitement lift withit. A carpet of lightsbelow, asky of sarsabove: al hisadone.

They were not stars. They were the eight hundred and twenty-six space habitats of the Anpreen
Commonwedl, spheres of nanocarbon ice and water five hundred kilometersin diameter that for twice
Ptey'slifetime had adorned Bephis, the ringed gas giant, like anecklace of pearlshidden in avelvet bag,
far from eye and mind. The negotiationsfel into eras. The Panic; when the world of Tay became aware
that the gravity waves pulsing through the huge ripple tank that was their ocean-bound planet were the
bow-shocks of massive artifacts decelerating from near lightspeed. The Denid, when Tay's governments
decided it was Best Redlly to try to hide the fact that their solar system had been immigrated into by eight
hundred and some space vehicles, each larger than Tay's petty moons, falling into neat and proper order
around Bephis. The Saliciting, when it became obvious that Denid was futile-but on our terms, our terms.
A fleet of space probeswas dispatched to survey and attempt radio contact with the arrivals-as yet silent
asice. And, when they were not blasted from space or vaporized or collgpsed into quantum black holes
or any of the plethora of fanciful destructionsimagined in the popular media, the Overture. The Sobering,
when it was redized that these Sar-visitors existed primarily as swarms of free-swimming
nanoassemblersin the free-fal spherica oceans of their eight hundred and some habitats, one mind with
many forms; and, for the Anpreen, the surprise that these archaic hominiforms on this backwater planet
were many saves within one body. One thing they shared and understood well. Water. It ran through
their histories, it flowed around their ecologies, it mediated their molecules. After one hundred and twelve
years of near-lightspeed flight, the Anpreen Commonweda was desperately short of water; their spherica
oceans shriveled dmost into zero gravity teardrops within the immense, nanotech-reinforced ice shells.
Then began the era of Negotiation, the most prolonged of the phases of contact, and the most complex.
It had taken three years to establish the philosophica foundations: the Anpreen, an ancient species of the
great Clade, had long been a colonid mind, arranged in subtle hierarchies of self-knowledge and ability,
and did not know whom to talk to, whom to ask for adecison, in apalitical system with as many
governments and nations as there were idands and archi pel agos scattered across the world ocean of the
fourth planet from the sun.

Now the eraof Negotiation had become the era of Open Trade. The Anpreen habitats spent their last
drops of reaction massto break orbit around Bephis and move the Commonwed in-system. Their
destination was not Tay, but Tegaphay, Tay's sunward neighbor, a huge waterworld of unbroken ocean
one hundred kilometers deep, crushing gravity, and endless storms.

A hillion years before the seed ships probed the remote Star system, the gravitationa interplay of giant
worlds had sent the least of their number spirding sunward. Solar wind had stripped away its huge
atmosphere and melted its mantle of water ice into a planetary ocean, deep and dark as nightmares. It
wasthat wink of water in the system-scale interferometers of the Can-Bet-Merey people, haf amillion
years before, that had inspired them tofill their night sky with solar sails as one hundred thousand dow
seed ships rode out on flickering launch lasers toward the new system. An evangelicdly pro-life people



were the Can-Bet-Merey, zedous for the Clade'simplicit dogma that intelligence was the only forcein
the universe capable of defeating the physical death of space-time.

If the tens of thousand of biologica packages they had rained into the world-ocean of Teaphay had
germinated life, Tay's probes had yet to discover it. The Can-Bet-Merey did Strike rootsin the
afterthought, thet little blue pearl next out from the sun, atear spun from huge Tejaphay.

One hundred thousand years ago, the Can-Bet-Merey had entered the postbiological phase of
intelligence and moved to that level that could no longer communicate with the biologicd lifeof Tay, or
even the Anpreen.

"Canyou see anything yet?' A cdl fromthetiller. Sail of Bright Anticipation had left behind the
carbon-soaked plankton bloom; the ocean was deep dark and boundless. Sky and sea blurred; stars
became confused with the riding lights of ships close on the horizon.

"Isit time?' Ptey caled back.
"FHveminutesago.”

Ptey found afooting on the webbing and, one hand wrapped in the sheets, stood up to scan the huge
sky. Every child of Tay, crazily tilted a forty-eight degreesto the ecliptic, grew up conscious that her
planet was abal rolling around the sun and that the ars werefar, vast and dow, dmost unchanging. But
gtars could change; Bephis, that soft smudge of light low in the southeast, blurred by the glow of eight
hundred moon-si zed space habitats, would soon be once again the hard point of light by which his
ancestors had steered to their Mani-foldings.

"Giveittime" Ptey shouted. Time. The Anpreen were dready voyaging; had switched on their drives and
pulled out of orbit amost an hour before. The dow light of their embarkation had still not reached Tay.
He saw the numbers spinning around in his head, accelerations, vectors, space and time dl arranged
around him like fluttering carniva banners. It had taken Ptey along time to understand that not everyone
could see numbers like him and reach out and make them do what they wanted.

"Well, I'll be watching the football,” Cjatay had declared when Teacher Deu had declared aspecia class
project in conjunction with the Noble Observatory of Pteu to celebrate the Anpreen migration. "We'reaall
jumping up and down, Anpreen this, Anpreen that, but when it comes down to it, the diens and we don't
know what they redlly want; no one does.”

"They'renct diens,”" Ptey had hissed back. "There are no diens, don't you know that? Werredl just part
of theonebig Clade.”

Then Teacher Deu had shouted at them, Quiet you boys, and they had straightened themselves at their
knedling-desks, but Cjatay had hissed, "So if they're our cousins, why don't they give ustheir
dtar-crosser drive?’

Such was the friendship between Ptey and Cjatay that they would argue over nodes of free-swimming
nanotechnology orbiting agas giant.

"Look! Ohlook!"

Sowly, very dowly, Bephiswas unraveling into aglowing smudge, like one of the swarms of nuchpas
that hung above the waves like smoke on High Summer mornings. The fleet was moving. Eight hundred
worlds. The numbersin his skull told Ptey that the Anpreen Commonwed was dready at ten percent of
lightspeed. Hetried to work out the relativistic deformations of space-time but there were too many
numbers flocking around him too fast. Instead, he watched Bephis unfurl into agalaxy, that cloud of stars



dowly pull away from the bright mote of the gas giant. Crossing the ocean of night. Ptey glanced behind
him. In the big dark, hisfather's face was hard to read, especidly as Steris, who was sober and focused,
and, Ptey had learned, not particularly bright. He seemed to be smiling.

It isadeep understanding, the redlization that you are cleverer than your parents, Ptey thought. Behind
that first smirking, satisfied sense of your own smartness comes amore profound understanding; that
smatisonly smart a somethings, in some stuations. Clever is conditiond: Ptey could cdculate the
space-time distortion of eight hundred space habitats, plot a course across the dark, steepening sea by
the starsin their courses, but he could never harness the winds or whistle the small commandsto the
machines, al the weather-clevernesses of Steris. That ishow our world has shaped our intelligences. A
sdf for every season.

Theravd of starswas unwinding, the Anpreen migration flowing into aribbon of sparkles, ascarf of night
beyond the veils of the aurora. Tomorrow night, it would adorn Tejaphay, that great blue guide star on
the edge of the world that had become a glowing smudge, athumbprint of the dien. Tomorrow night,
Ptey would look at that blue eye in the sky from the minarets of the Manifold House. He knew that it had
minarets, every child knew what the Manifold House and its sister houses dll around the world |ooked
like. Great hulks of gray wood gone silvery from sdt and sun, built over upon through within dongside
until they werefloating cities. Cities of children. But the popular imaginations of Teacher Deu'sgrade
eight class never painted them bright and loud with voices, they were dark, sooty labyrinths sailing under
aperpetua cloud of black diesdl smoke that poured from athousand chimneys, taller even than the masts
and towers. Theimages were sharp in Ptey's mind, but he could never see himsdlf there, in those winding
wooden staircases loud with the cries of seabirds, looking out from the high ba conies across the glowing
sea

Then hisbreath caught. All hisimaginings and failuresto imagine were made true as lights disentangled
themsalves from the skein of stars of the Anpreen migration: red and green tars, theriding lights of the
Manifold House. Now he could fed the thrum of its engines and generators through the water and the
twin hulls. Ptey set hishand to the carbon nanofiber mast. It sang to deep harmonic. And just asthe sars
are dways further than you think, so Ptey saw that the lights of the Manifold House were closer than he
thought, that he wasright under them, that Sail of Bright Anticipation was dipping through the outer
buoys and nets, and that the towers and spires and minarets, rising in hisvision, one by one, were
obliterating the dars.

NEJBEN, SWIMMING

Beneath a sky of honey, Ngjben stood hip deep in water warm as blood, deep asforgetting. ThisHigh
Summer midnight, the sun was il clear from the horizon, and in its congtant heat and light, the wood of
the Manifold House's old, warped spires seemed to exhae a spicy musk, the distilled pheromone of
centuries of teenage hormones and sexua angsts and identity crises. In cupped hands, Nejben scooped
up the waters of the Chaybeate Pool and let them run, gold and thick, through hisfingers. He savored
the sensudity, observed the flash of sunlight through the falling water, noted the cool, deep plash asthe
pool received itsown. A new Aspect, Ngben; old in observation and knowledge, for the body remained
the same though aflock of selves cameto roost init, fresh in interpretation and experience.

When Ngben first emerged, shivering and anoxic, from the Chalybeate Poal, to be wrapped in slvery
thermal sheets by the agisters, he had feared himsalf mad. A voicein his head that would not go away,
that would not be shut up, that seemed to know him, know every part of him.

"It's perfectly normd," said agister Ashbey, a plump, serious woman with the blackest skin Ng/ben had
ever seen. But he remembered that every Ritua Aspect was serious, and in the Manifold House the
agisterswere never in any other Agpect. None that the noviceswould ever see. "Perfectly naturdl. It
takestimefor your Prior, your childhood Aspect, to find its place and relinquish the control of the higher



cognitive levels. Giveit time. Tak to him. Reassure him. He will fed very logt, very done, like he haslost
everything that he ever knew. Except you, Negben."

Thetime-free, sun-filled daysin the sunny, smoggy yards and cloisters of the First Novitiate were full of
whisperings, boys and girlslike himsdf whispering good-bye to their childhoods. Nejben learned his
Prior's dreads, that the self that had been called Ptey feared that the numbers, the patterns between them,
the ability to reduce physical objects to mathematics and seein an instant their relationships and
implications, would be utterly lost. He saw dso that Nglben in himsdf scared Ptey: the easy physicdlity,
the unsalfconscious interest in his own body, the awareness of the hormones pumping like tidewater
through histubes and cells; the ever-present, ever-tickling nag of sex; everywhere, everywhen, everyone
and -thing. Even as a child-sdlf, even as shadow, Ptey knew that the first salf to be birthed at the
Manifold House was the pubescent sdif, the sexud slf, but he felt this growing, aching youth to be more
dien than the disembodied, mathematical Anpreen.

Thetiersled down into the palp poal. In its depths, trand ucencies shifted. Negjben shivered in thewarm
High Summer midnight.

"Hey! Ptey!"

Names flocked around the Manifold House's towers like sun-gulls. New selves, new identities unfolded
every hour of every day and yet old names clung. Agister Ashbey, jokey and astute, taught the socia
subtleties by which adults knew what Aspect and name to address and which Aspect and name of their
own to wear in response. From the shade of the Poljeri Cloister, Puzhay waved. Ptey had found girls
frightening, but Ng/ben liked them, enjoyed their company and the little games of admiring insult and
flirting mock-animosity he played with them. He reckoned he understood girls now. Puzhay was small,
gtill boy-figured, her skin Winter-born pale, gjanni from Be-denderay, where at midwinter the
amosphere froze. She had a barbarous accent and continental manners, but Ngjben found himself
thinking often about her smdll, flat boy-breasts with their big, thumbable nipples. He had never thought
when he came to the Manifold House that there would be people here from places other than Ctarisphay
and its archipelago sgters. People-girls-from the big polar continent. Rude girls who cursed and openly
caled boys names.

"Puzhay! What're you doing?'
"Gaingin."

"For the pdps?"

"Nah. Jug goingin."

Nejben found and enjoyed a sudden, swift swelling of hisdick as he watched Puzhay's breasts tauten as
sheraised her arms above her head and dived, awkward as a Bedenderay |and-girl, into the water.
Water hid it. Sun dapple kept it secret. Then hefelt ashiver run over him and he dived down, deep
down. Hedmost let the air rush out of him in agasp as hefelt the cool, cool water close around his
body; then he saw Puzhay in her tight swim-shorts that made her asslook so strong and muscley turnin
the water, tiny bubblesleaking from her nose, to grin and wave and beckon him down. Ngjben swam
down past the descending tiers of steps. Green opened before him, the bottomless emerad beyond the
anti-skray nets where the Chalybeate pond was refreshed by the borderless sea. Between her palered
body and the deep green sea were the shimmering curtains of the palps.

They did not make them we did not bring them they were here forever. Ten thousand years of
theology, biology, and xenology in that smple kinder-group rhyme. Negjben-all his people-had aways
known their specid place; stranger to thisworld, spurted into the womb of the world-seaasthe



star-sperm, the seed of sentience. Twenty million drops of life-seed swam ashore and became humanity;
the rest swam out to seaand met and smelled and loved the palps, older than forever. Now Nejben
turned and twisted like an ed past funny, flirting, heartbreaking Puzhay, turning to show the merest
glimpse of hisown sperm-ed, down toward the paps. The curtain of living jdly rippled and dissolved
into their separate lives. Slick, cold, quivering jelly did across his sex-warm flesh. Ngben shivered,
quivered; repelled yet aroused in away that was other than sex. The water took on aprickle, atickle, a
tang of salt and fear and ancient, ancient lusts, deep as hisfirst stiff dream. Againgt sense, againgt reason,
againgt three million years of specieswisdom, Negben employed the tricks of agister Ashbey and opened
his mouth. He inhaed. Once he gagged, twice he choked, then he felt the jellied edling of the paps
squirm down histhroat: achoke, and into the lungs. Heinhaled green salt water. And then, asthe paps
demurely unraveled their nanotube outer integuments and infiltrated them into hislungs, hisbronchia
tubes, his bloodstream, he became. Memories stirred, invoked by olfactory summonings, changed asa
new voice, anew way of seeing, anew interpretation of those memories and experiences, formed.

Ne ben swam down, bresthing memory-water, stroke by stroke unraveling. There was another down
there, far below him, swimming up not through water but through the twelve years of hislife. A new sdlf.

* % k % %

Puzhay, against the light of athree o'clock sky. Framed in the arch of acdll window, knees pulled up to
her chest. Small budding breasts, strong, boy jawline, fal and arc of hair shadow againgt lilac. She had
laughed, throwing her head back. That first Sght of her was cut into Nglben's memory, every lineand
trace, like the paper slhouettes the limnerswould cut of friends and families and enemiesfor Autumn
Soldtice. That firgt stirring of sex, that first intimation in the salf of Ptey of thisthen-stranger, now-familiar
Nejben.

As soon as he could, he had run. After he had found out where to put his bag, after he had worked out
how to use the ancient, gurgling shit-eater, after agister Ashbey had closed the door with asmileand a
blessing on the wooden cell—his wooden cdll-that still smelled of fresh-cut timber after hundreds of years
on the world-ocean of Tay. In the short season in which photosynthesis was possible, Bedenderay's
forests grew fast and fierce, putting on metersin asingle day. Small wonder thewood still smelled fresh
and lively. After the midnight walk along the ceramic lanes and up the wooden staircases and through the
damp-smelling cloigters, through the gently undulating quadrangles with the sky-train of the Anpreen
migration bright overhead, holding on, astradition demanded, to the bell hung by achain from his
agider'swad; after the form filling and the photographings and the registering and the
this-is-your-ident-card thisis your map I've tattooed onto the back of your hand trust it will guide you
and | am your agister and well seeyou in the east Refectory for breakfast; after the climb up the dimy
wooden stairsfrom Sail of Bright Anticipation on to the Manifold House's quay, the biolights green
around him and the greater lamps of the greeat college's towers high before him; when he was donein this
aien new world where he would become eight dien new people: heran.

Agigter Ashbey was faithful; the tattoo, aclever print of smart molecules and nanodyes, was meshed into
the Manifold House's network and guided him through the [abyrinth of dormitoriesand cloistersand
Boys Pavilions and Girlhearths by the smple, aversivetrick of stinging the opposite side of his map-hand
to thedirection in which hewasto turn.

Cjatay. Sea-sundered friend. The only other one who knew him, knew him the moment they had met
outside the school walls and recognized each other as different from the sailing freaks and fishing fools.
Interested in geography, in love with numbers, with the wonder of the world and the worlds, asthe city
net declared, beyond. Boys who looked up at the sky

Ashisburning hand led him lft, right, up this spird staircase under the lightening sky, such was Ptey's



impetus that he never thought, would he know Cjatay? Cjatay had been in the Manifold House three
months. Cjatay could be—would be-any number of Aspects now. Ptey had grown up with hisfather's
overlapping circles of friends, each specific to adifferent Aspect, but he had assumed that it was a
grown-up thing. That couldn't happen to him and Cjatay! Not them.

The cdll was one of four that opened off anarrow ovd at the head of atulip-shaped minaret—the Third
Moon of Spring Tower, the legend on the back of Ptey's hand read. Cells were assigned by birth-date
and season. Head and heart full of nothing but seeing Cjatay, he pushed open the door—no door in the
Manifold House was ever locked.

She wasin the arched window, dangeroudy high above the shingled roofs and porcelain domes of the
Vernd Equinox divison. Beyond her, only the wandering stars of the Anpreen. Ptey had no namefor the
sudden rush of fedings that came when he saw Puzhay throw back her head and laugh at some
so-serious comment of Cjatay's. Ngjben did.

It was only at introductory breskfast in the East Refectory, where he met the other uncertain, avkward
boys and girls of hisintake, that Ptey saw past the dawn seduction of Puzhay to Cjatay, and saw him
unchanged, exactly as he had been when he had stepped down from Etjay Quay into the catamaran and
been taken out across the lagoon to the waste gas flares of Temgjveri.

* * % % %

She was waiting crouched on the wooden steps where the water of the Chalybeate Pool |apped, knees
pulled to her chest, goose flesh pimpling her forearms and calvesin the cool of after-midnight. He knew
thisgirl, knew her name, knew her history, knew the taste of asmall, tentative kiss stolen among the
crowds of teenagers pushing over Twelfth Canal Bridge. The memory was sharp and warm, but it was
another's.

"Hi there"

He dragged himsdlf out of the water onto the silvery wood, rolled away to hide his nakedness. In the
cloister shadow, Ash-bey waited with a sea-silk robe.

"Hi there." There was never any easy way to tell someone you were another person from the one they
remembered. "I'm Serglen.” The name had been there, down among the palps, dipped into him with their
mind-atering neurctransmitters.

"Areyou?'

"All right. Yes, I'mdl right." A ticklein the throat made him cough, the cough amplified into a deep retch.
Sergjen choked up alungful of mucus-stained pap jely. Inthe early light, it thinned and ran, flowed
down the stepsto rgoin its shoa in the Chalybeate Pool. Agister Ashbey took a step forward. Sergjen
waved her avay.

"What timeisit?"'
"Four thirty."
Almog five hours.

"Sergen.” Puzhay looked coyly away. Around the Chalybeste Pool, other soul-swimmerswere
emerging, coughing up lungfuls of pap, shivering in their thermal robes, growing into new Aspects of
themselves. "It's Cjatay. He needs to see you. Dead urgent.”



Wiaiting Ashbey folded newborn Sergen in his own therma gown, theintelligent plastics rleasing their
stored hest to his particular body temperature.

"Gotohim," hisagister said.
"| thought | was supposed to—"
"Y ou've got the rest of your lifeto get to know Sergjen. | think you should go.”

Cjatay. A memory of fascination with starry skies, counting and numbering and betting games. The name
and the face belonged to another Aspect, another life, but that old lust for numbers, for discovering the
relationships between things, stirred adeep welling of joy. It was asrich and adult asthe swelling of his
dick hefound in the bright mornings, or when he thought about Puzhay's breastsin his hands and the
tattooed triangle of her sex. Different; no lessintense.

The shutters were pulled close. The screen was the solelight in the room. Cjatay turned on hearing his
lockless door open. He squinted into the gloom of the stair head, then cried excitedly,

"Look at thislook at mid"

Pictures from the observation platforms sent to Tejaphay to monitor the doings of the Anpreen. A
black-light plane of stars, the blinding blue curve of the water world stopped down to prevent
screen-burn. The closer habitats showed a disk, otherwise it was moving lights. Patterns of speed and

gravity.
"What am | looking at?'

"Look look, they're building a space elevator! | wondered how they were going to get the water from
Teaphay. Smple, duh! They'rejust going to vacuum it up! They've got somekind of processing unit in
gtationary orbit chewing up one of those asteroids they brought with them, but they're using one of their
own habitats to anchor it."

"At twice ationary orbit,” Sergen said. " So they're going to have to build down and up at the sametime
to keep the devator intension.” He did not know where the words came from. They were on hislipsand
they weretrue.

"It must be some kind of nanocarbon compound,” Cjatay said, peering at the screen for some hint, some
elongation, some erection from the fuzzy blob of the construction asteroid. "Incredible tensile strength, yet
very flexible. We have to get that; with al our ail, it could change everything about our technology. It
could redly make us aproper star-faring people.” Then, asif hearing truly for thefirst time, Cjatay turned
from the screen and peered again at the figure in the doorway. "Who are you?' His voice was high and
soft and plaintive.

"I'm Sergjen.”
"Y ou sound like Ptey."

"l was Ptey. | remember him."

Cjatay did athing with his mouth, atwigting, chewing movement that Sergjen recalled from moments of
unhappiness and frugtration. Thetime at his sister's name day party, when al the birth family was
gathered and he had shown how it was amost certain that someone in the house on Drunken Chicken
Lane had the same name day asllittle Sezjma. There had been along, embarrassed silence as Cjatay had
burst into the adult chatter. Then laughter. And again, when Cjatay had worked out how long it would
take to walk alight-year and Teacher Deu has asked the class, Does anyone under stand this? For a



moment, Sergjen thought that me boy might cry. That would have been aterrible thing: unseemly,
humiliating. Then he saw the bag on the unkempt bed, the ritua white clothes thrust knotted and fighting
intoit.

"| think what Cjatay wantsto say isthat he'sleaving the Manifold House," agister Ashbey said, inthe
voicethat Sergjen understood as the one adults used when they had uncomfortable thingsto say. In that
voice was a hidden word that Ashbey would not, that Serglen and Puzhay could not, and that Cjatay
never would spesk.

Therewas onein every town, every digtrict. Kentlay had lived at the bottom of Drunken Chicken Lane,
ill at forty-something living with his birth parents. He had never married, though then-Ptey had heard
that some did, and not just others like them. Normals. Multiples. Kentlay had been afigure that drew pity
and respect dike; equally blessed and cursed, the Lonely were granted insights and giftsin compensation
for their inability to manifold into the Eight Aspects. Kentlay had the touch for skin diseases, warts, and
the sicknesses of birds. Ptey had been sent to see him for the charm of adangling wart on hischin. The
wart was gone within aweek. Even then, Ptey had wondered if it had been through unnatural giftsor
superdtitious fear of the dien a the end of the wharf.

Cjatay. Londly. The words were asimpossible together as green sun or bright winter. It was never to
be like this. Though the waters of the Chalybeate Pool would break them into many brilliant shards,
though there would be other lives, other friends, even other wives and husbands, there would dways be
aspects of themsdves that remembered trying to draw birds and fishes on the glowing band of the Mid
Winter Gaaxy that hung in the sky for weeks on end, or trying to calcul ate the mathematics of the High
Summer silverlingsthat shoaled like slver needlesin the Lagoon, how they kept together yet apart, how
they were many but moved as one. Boiling rain. Summer ice. A morning where the sun wouldn't rise.
A friend who would always, only be one person. Impossibilities. Cjatay could not be abnormal. Dark
word. A vileword that hung on Cjatay like an oil-stained tarpaullin.

He sedled hisbag and dung it over his shoulder.
"I'll giveyou acal when you get back.”

"Y eah. Okay. That would be good." Words and needs and sayings flocked to him, but the end was so
fast, so sudden, that al Serglen could do was Sare a hisfeet so that he would not have to see Cjatay
walk away. Puzhay wasin tears. Cjatay's own agister, atal, dark-skinned Summer-born, put hisarm
around Cjatay and took him to the stairs.

"Hey. Did you ever think?' Cjatay threw back the line from the top of the spird dair. "Why arethey
here? The Anpreen." Even now, Sergjen redlized, Cjatay was hiding from the truth that he would be
marked as different, as not fully human, for the rest of hislife, hiding behind stars and ships and the
mystery of the dien. "Why did they come here? They call it the Anpreen Migration, but where are they
migrating to? And what are they migrating from? Anyone ever ask that? Ever think about that, en?!

Then agister Ashbey closed the door on the high tower-top cell.
"Well tak later."

Gulls screamed. Change in the weather coming. On the screen behind him, stars moved across the face
of the great water.

* * % % %

Sergen could not bear to go down to the quay, but watched Sail of Bright Anticipation make sail from
the cupolaof the Bright Glance Netbal Hall. The Manifold House was sailing through a plankton-bloom
and he watched theritua catamaran's hulls cut two lines of bioglow through the carpet of



carbon-absorbing microlife. He stood and followed the sails until they were lost among the hulls of huge
ceramic oil tankers pressed low to the orange smog-glow of Ctarisphay down under the horizon. Cal
each other. They would alwaysforget to do that. They would dip out of each other'slives-Sergen'slife
now vastly more rich and populous as he moved across the socid worlds of his various Aspects. Intime,
they would dip out of each other's thoughts and memories. So it was that Serejen Nejben ex-Ptey knew
that he was not a child any longer. He could let things go. After morning Shift class, Sergjen went down
to the Old Great Pooal, the ancient flooded piazza that was the historic heart of the Manifold House, and
used the techniques he had learned an hour before to effortlessly transfer from Sergen to Nelben. Then
he went down into the waters and siwvam with Puzhay. She was teary and confused, but the
summer-warmed water and the physica exercise brightened her. Under a sky lowering with the summer
storm that the gulls had promised, they sought out the many secret flooded colonnades and courts where
the big groups of friends did not go. There, under thefirst crackles of lightning and the hiss of rain, he
kissed her and she dipped her hand into his swimsuit and cradled the comfortable swell of his cock.

SEREJEN, LOVING

Night, the auroraand sirens. Sergjen shivered as police drones came in low over the Conservatorium
roof. Through the high, arched windows, fires could still be seen burning on 'Y askaray Prospect. The
power had not yet been restored, the streets, the towering apartment blocks that lined them, were still
dark. A gtdled tram sprawled across aset of points, flamesflickering initsrear carriage. The noise of the
protest had moved off, but occasional shadows moved across the i ce beneath the mesmerism of the
aurora; student rioters, police security robots. It was easy to tell the robots by the sprays of ice crystas
thrown up by their needle-tip, mincing legs.

"Areyou still a that window? Come away from there. If they see you they might shoot you. Look, I've
made tea”

"Who?'

What?"

"Who might shoot me? Therioters or the police?

"Likeyou'd careif you were dead."

But he came and sat at the table and took the bowl of thin, salty Bedenderay mate.
"But surel can't bekilled."

Her name was Seriantep. She was an Anpreen Prebendary ostensibly attached to the College of
Theoretical Physicsat the Conservatorium of Jann. Shelooked like atdl, dim young woman with the
dark skin and blue-black hair of a Summer-born Archipelagan, but that wasjust the form that the swarm
of Anpreen nanoprocessor motes had assumed. She hived. Reris Orhum Fglannen Kekjay Prus Rgmer
Serglen N ben wondered how close you had to get before her perfect skin resolved into ablur of
microscopic motes. He had had much opportunity to make this observation. Aswell as being his notional
student-though what a functionaly immortal hive-citizen who had crossed one hundred and twenty
light-years could learn from a fresh twentysomething meat human was moot-she was his occasiona lover.

She drank the tea. Sergjen watched the purse of her lips around the delicate porcelain bowl decorated
with the ubiquitous Lord of the Fishesmatif, evenin high, dry continenta Jann. The smal movement of
her throat as she swalowed. He knew a hundred such tiny, intimate movements, but even as she cooed
and giggled and gasped to the simulations of the Five Leaves, Five Fishesritud, theinvoluntary actions
of her body had seemed like performances. Learned responses. Performances as he made observations.



Actor and audience. That wasthe kind of lover hewas as Sergen.

"Sowhat isit redly liketo fuck apile of nanomotes?' Puzhay had asked asthey rolled around with wine
in the cozy warm fleshiness of the Thirteenth Window Coupling Porch at the ancient, academic Ogrun
Menholding. "I'd imagineit feds... fizzy." And sheld squeezed his cock, holding it hostage, Watch what
you say boy.

"At least nanomotes never get morning breath,” held said, and shed given alittle shriek of outrage and
jerked hisdick so that he yel ped, and then they both laughed and then rolled over again and buried
themsdves degp into the winter-defying warmth of the piled quilts.

| should be with her now, he thought. The months-long winter nights benesth the auroraand the sars
clouds of the great gdaxy weretheirs. After the Manifold House, he had gone with her to her
Bedenderay and her home city of Jann. The City Conservatorium had the world's best theoretical physics
department. It was nothing to do with small, boyish, funny Puzhay. They had formdized a partnering six
monthslater. His parents had complained and shivered through dl the celébrationsin this cold and dark
and barbarous city far from the soft elegance of idand life. But ever after, winter-even on the coldest
mornings when carbon dioxide frost crusted the steps of the Tea Lane Ladyhearth where Puzhay
lived-was their season. He should call her, let her know he was still trapped but that at the first sign, the
very first sign, he would come back. The cdll net was till up. Even an e-mail. He couldn't. Seriantep
didn't know. Seriantep wouldn't understand. She had not understood that one time when he tried to
explainit in abgtracts; that different Aspects could-should-have different relationships with different
partners, love separately but equaly. That as Seregjen, | love you, Anpreen Prebendary Seriantep, but
as Nejben, | love Puzhay. He could never say that. For animmortal, star-crossing hive of nanomotes,
Seriantep was very single-minded.

Gunfire cracked in the crysta night, far and flat.
"I think it'sdying down," Seriantep said.
"I'dgiveitawhileyet."

So drange, S0 rude, this sudden flaring of anti-aien violence. In the dreadful dead of winter, too, when
nothing should rightfully fight and even the treesaong Y askaray Prospect drew down to their heartwood
and turned to ice. Despite thejoy of Puzhay, Serejen knew that he would aways hate the Bedenderay
winter. You watch out now, hismother had said when he had announced his decision to go to Jann.
They all go dark-mad there. Accidie and suicide walked the frozen cands of the Winter City. No
surprise then that madness should bresk out againgt the Anpreen Prebendaries. Likewise inevitable that
the popular rage should be turned against the Conservatorium. The university had ways been seenasa
place apart from the rest of Jann, in summer aoof and lofty above the sweltering streets, like an
overgrand daughter; in winter a parasite on thismost margind of economies. Now it was the unofficia
dien embassy in the northern hemisphere. There were more Anpreen initslong, smal-windowed
corridors than anywhere dsein the world.

There are no aliens, Sergen thought. Thereis only the Clade. We are all family. Cjatay had insisted
that. The ship had sailed over the horizon, they hadn't called, they had drifted from each other'slives.
Cjatay's name occasionally impinged on Sergjen's awareness through radio interviews and opinion
pieces. He had devel oped adarkly paranoid conspiracy theory around the Anpreen Presence. Sergjen,
high above the frozen streets of Jann in deeply abstract speculation about the physicd redlity of
mathematics, occasionally mused upon the question of a what point the Migration had become a
Presence. The Londly often obsessively took up narrow, focused interests. Now the street was listening,
acting. Great Winter lwayswas a dark, paranoid season. Here's how to under stand, Seregjen thought.



There are no aliens after you've had sex with them.

Helicopter blades rattled from the walls of the College of Theoretica Physics and then retreated across
the Centrdl Cand. The sllencein thewarm, dimly lit little faculty cell was profound. At last, Sergen said,
" think we could go now."

On the street, cold stabbed even through the quilted layers of Sergen's grestcoat. He fastened the high
collar across histhroat and gtill he felt the breath crackle into ice around hislips. Seriantep stepped lightly
between the haf bricks and bottle shards in nothing more than the tunic and leggings she customarily
wore around the college. Her motes gave her full control over her body, including its temperature.

"Y ou should have put something on,” Sergjen said. "Y ou're abit obvious.”

Past shuttered cafes and closed-up stores and the tall brick faces of the student Hearths. The burning
tram on the Tunday Avenue junction blazed fitfully, its bitter smoke mingling with the eternd aromatic
hydrocarbon smog exhaed by Jann's power plants. The treesthat lined the avenue's centerstrip were
folded down into tight fists, dreaming of summer. Their boot heelsrang loud on the street tiles.

A darker shape upon the darkness moved in the narrow dit of an aley between two towering tenement
blocks. Sergjen froze, his heart jerked. A collar turned down, aface studying his-Obredgjay from the
Department of Fied Physics.

"Safehome.
"Aye. And you."

The higher academics dl held gpartments within the Conservatorium and were safe within itswalls, most
of the research staff working late would st it out until morning. Teaand news reports would see them
through. Those out on the fickle streets had reasons to be there. Sergjen had heard that Obredgjay was
head-over-hed sinfatuated with anew manfriend.

The dangers we court for little love.

On theintersection of Tunday Avenue and Y askaray Wharf, a police robot stepped out of the
impervious dark of the arches beneath Generd Gatoris Bridge. Pistons hissed it up to itsfull three meters,
green light flicked across Sergen'sretinas. Seriantep held up her hand, the motes of her pam displaying
her immunity as a Prebendary of the Clade. The machine shrank down, seemingly dgected, if plagtic and
pumps could display such an emation.

A solitary teashop stood open on the corner of Silver Spider Entry and the Wharf, its windows misty
with steam from the Smmering urns. Security eyesturned and blinked at the two fleeing academics.

On Tannis Lane, they jumped them. There was no warning. A sudden surge of voices rebounding from
the stone staircases and brick arches broke into awave of figureslumbering around the turn of the dley,
bulky and shouldering in their heavy winter quilts. Some held sticks, some held torn placards, some were
empty-handed. They saw aman in aheavy winter coat, breeth frosted on his mouth shield. They saw a
woman amost naked, her breath easy, unclouded. They knew in an instant what she saw. The hubbub in
the laneway became aroar.

Sergjen and Seriantep were aready in flight. Sensing rapid motion, the soles of Sergjen's boots extended
gripsinto the rime. Asautométicaly, he felt the heart-numbing panic-rush ebb, felt himsalf losehisgrip on
his body and grow pale. Another wastaking hold, hisflight-or-fight Aspect; his cool, competent
emergency service Fgannen.



He seized Seriantep's hand.
"Withme Run!"

Sergjen-Fejannen saw the change of Aspect flicker across the tea-shop owner's face like weather as
they barged through his door, breathless between his stables. Up to his counter with itslooming, steaming
urns of hot, hot water. Thisteaman wanted them out, wanted his livelihood safe.

"We need your help.”

The tea man's eyes and nostrils widened at the charge of riotersthat skidded and dipped around the
corner into Siver Spider Entry. Then his hand hit the button under the counter and the shuttersrolled
down. The shop boomed, the shutters bowed to fists striking them. Rocks banged like gunfire from
meta. Voices rose and joined together, louder because they were unseen.

"I've caled the police," Seriantep said. "They'll be here without delay.”

"No, they won't," Fgannen said. He pulled out a chair from the table closest the car and sat down, edgily
eying the gray dats of the shutter. "Their job isto restore order and protect property. Providing personal
protectionto diensisfar down their list of priorities.”

Seriantep took the chair opposite. She sat down wary as a settling bird.
"What's going on here?| don't understand. I'm very scared.”

The cafe owner set two glasses of mate down on the table. He frowned, then his eyes opened in
understanding. An dien at histable. He returned to the bar and leaned on it, saring at the shutters
beyond which the voice of the maob circled.

"| thought you said you couldn't be killed."

"That's not what I'm scared of. I'm scared of you, Sergjen.”
"I'm not Sergen. I'm Fejannen.”

"Who, what's Fgannen?'

"Me, when I'm scared, when I'm angry, when | need to be able to think clearly and coolly when amillion
tilings are happening at once, when I'm playing games or hunting or putting abig funding proposd
together."

"You sound. .. different.”

"l am different. How long have you been on our world?"

"You're hard. And cold. Sergen was never hard.”

"I'm not Sergjen.”

A huge crash-the shutter bowed under amassive impact and the window behind it shattered.

"Right, that'sit, | don't care what happens, you're going." The teaman legped from behind his counter
and strode toward Seriantep. Fejannen was there to meet him.

"Thiswoman isaguest in your country and requires your protection.”



"That's not awoman. That'sapileof... insects. Things. Tiny things."
"Well, they look like mighty scared tiny things."

"I don't think so. Like you said, like they say on the news, they can't redly die"
"They can hurt. She can hurt.”

Eyeslocked, then disengaged. The mate-man returned to histowering silos of herbal mash. The noise
from the street settled into a gtiff, waiting silence. Neither Fgjannen nor Seriantep believed that it was
true, that the mob had gone, despite the spearing cold out there. The lights flickered once, twice.

Seriantep said suddenly, vehemently, "1 could take them.”

The teaman looked up.

"Dont," Fgannen whispered.

"I could. I could get out under the door. It'sjust areforming.”

Theteaman'seyeswerewide. A demon, awinter-grimin his prime location canal-s de tea shop!
"Y ou scare them enough asyou are,” Fgjannen said.

"Why?Were only hereto help, to learn from you."

"They think, what have you got to learn from us? They think that you're keeping secrets from us.”
U

"Them. Don't scare them anymore. The police will come, eventudly, or the Conservatorium proctors. Or
they'll just get bored and go home. These things never redly last.”

"You'reright." She dumped back into her seet. "Thisfucking world... Oh, why did | come here?’
Seriantep glanced up at the inconstant lumetubes, beyond to the distant diadem of her people's colonies,
gravid on decades of water. It was a question, Fgjannen knew, that Sergjen had asked himself many
times. A postgraduate scholar researching space-time topol ogies and the cosmologica congtant. A
thousand-year-old posthuman innocendy wearing the body of a twenty-year-old woman, playing the
student. She could learn nothing from him. All the knowledge the Anpreen wanderers had gained in their
ten-thousand-year migration wasincarnate in her motes. She embodied dl truth and she lied with every
cell of her body. Anpreen secrets. No basis for arelationship, yet Sergien loved her, as Sergjen could
love. But wasit any morefor her than anovelty; atourist, aloca boy, abrief summer loving?

Suddenly, vehemently, Seriantep leaned across the table to take Fejannen's face between her hands.
"Comewith me."
"Where? Who?'

"Who?' She shook her head in exasperation. "Ahh! Sergen. But it would be you aswell, it hasto be
you. To my place, to the Commonwesl. I've wanted to ask you for so long. I'd love you to see my
worlds. Hundreds of worlds, likejewds, dazzling in the sun. And indde, under theice, the worldswithin
worldswithinworlds... | made the gpplication for atravel bursary months ago; | just couldn't ask.”

"Why?What kept you from asking?" A smdl but Sgnificant traffic of diplomats, scientists, and journdists
flowed between Tay and the Anpreen fleet around Tejaphay. The returnees enjoyed global celebrity



status, their opinions and experiences sought by think tanks and talk shows and news-site columns, the
details of the faces and lives sought by the press. Sergjen had never understood what it was the people
expected from the celebrity of others but was not so immured behind the fortresswalls of the Collegium,
armored againgt the long siege of High Winter, that he couldn't appreciate its persona benefits. Thelights
seemed to brighten, the sense of the specid hush outside, that was not true silence but waiting, dimmed
as Sergen replaced Fgannen. "Why didn't you ask?"

"Because | thought you might refuse.”

"Refuse?’ The few, the golden few. "Turn down the chance to work in the Commonwea ? Why would
anyone do that? What would | do that?"

Seriantep looked long at him, her head cocked dighdy, dluringly, to one side, the kind of gesture an dien
unused to a human body might devise.

"You're Serglen again, aren't you?"
"I am that Agpect again, yes."

"Because | thought you might refuse because of her. That other woman. Puzhay."

Sergien blinked three times. From Seriantep's face, he knew that she expected some admission, some
confession, some emotion. He could not understand what.

Seriantep said, "1 know about her. We know things at the Anpreen Mission. We check whom we work
with. We have to. We know not everyone welcomes us, and that more are suspicious of us. | know who
sheisand where she lives and what you do with her three times aweek when you go to her. | know
where you were intending to go tonight, if al this hadn't happened.”

Threetimes again, Sergen blinked. Now he was hat, too hot in hiswinter quilt in this steamy, fragrant
tea-shop.

"But that's aridiculous question, | don't love Puzhay. Nejben does.”
"Yes, but you are Ngben.”

"How many timesdo | haveto tell you?' Sergjen bit back the anger. There were Aspects hovering on the
edge of his consciousness like the hurricane-front angels of the Bazjendi Psdlmody—selvesingppropriate
to Seriantep. Aspectsthat in their rage and storm might lose him thisthing, so finely balanced now in this
teashop. "It'sour way," he said weakly. "It'show we are.”

"Y es, but"-Seriantep fought for words-"it's you, there, that body. Y ou say it's different, you say it's
someone else and not you, not Serglen, but how do | know that? How can | know that?'

You say that, with your body that you said could take many forms, any form, Sergjen thought. Then
Fejannen, shadowed but never more than a thought away in this besieged, surred environment, heard a
shift in the sllence outside. The teaman glanced up. He had heard it, too. The difference between
waiting and anticipating.

"Excuseme, | must change Aspects.”

A knock on the shutter, glove-muffled. A voice spoke Fejan-nen's full name. A voice that Fejannen
knew from his pervasive fear of the risk his academic Aspect was taking with Seriantep and that Serglen
knew from those news reports and articles that broke through hisvast visuaizations of the topology of
the universe and that Ngjben knew from atower-top cell and avideo screen full of stars.



"Canl comein?"

Fejannen nodded to the teaman. He ran the shutter up high enough for the bulky figure in the long quilted
coat and bootsto duck under. Dreadful cold blew around Fgannen.

Cjatay bowed, removed his gloves, banging rime from the knuckles, and made the proper formalitiesto
ascertain which Aspect he was speaking to.

"I haveto apologize; | only recently learned thet it was you who were caught here."

Thevoice, the intonations and inflections, the overpreci-sons and refinements—no time might have
passed since Cjatay walked out of Manifold House. In asense, no time had passed; Cjatay was caught,
inviolable, unchangesble by anything other than time and experience. Lonely.

"The police will be here soon," Seriantep said.

"Yes, they will," Cjatay said mildly. He looked Seriantep up and down, asif studying azoologica
specimen. "They have uswedl surrounded now. These things are dmost never planned; what wegainin
spontaneity of expression we losein strategy. But when | redlized it was you, Fejannen-Ngben, | saw a
way that we could dl emerge from thisintact."

"Safe passage,” Fgannen said.

"I will persondly escort you out.”

"And no harm at al to you, politicaly.”

"I need to distance mysdlf from what has happened tonight.”

"But your fundamenta fear of the vistors remains unchanged?"

"I don't change. Y ou know that. | seeit asavirtue. Some things are solid, some things endure. Not
everything changes with the seasons. But fear, you said. That's clever. Do you remember, that last time |
saw you, back in the Manifold House. Do you remember what | said?"

"Ngben remembers you asking, Where are they migrating to? And what are they migrating from?"

"Inal your seminars and tutorials and conferences, in al those questions about the shape of the
universe—oh, we have our intelligences, too, less broad than the Anpreen's, but sub-der, we think—did
you ever think to ask that question: Why have you come here?' Cjatay's chubby, still childish facewasan
accusation. "Y ou are fucking her, | presume?’

In abreath, Fgjannen had dipped from his seat into the Third Honorable Offense Stance. A hand on his
shoulder; the tea-shop owner. No honor init, not against aLonely. Fgjannen returned to his seat, sick
with shuddering rage.

“Tell him," Cjatay said.

"It'svery ample" Seriantep said. "We are refugees. The Anpreen Commonwed isthe surviving remnant
of the effective annihilation of our subspecies of Panhumanity. Our eight hundred habitats are such a
minuscule percentage of our origind racethat, to al statistical purposes, we are extinct. Our habitats
once englobed an entire sun. Were al that's left.”

"How?Who?'

"Not so much who, as when," Cjatay said gently. He flexed cold-blued fingers and pulled on hisgloves.



"They'recoming?'

"Wefear s0," Seriantep said. "We don't know. We were careful to leave no traces, to cover our tracks,
S0 to speak, and we believe we have centuries of ahead start on them. We are only here to refuel our
habitats. Then well go hide oursalvesin some greet globular clugter.”

"But why, why would anyone do this? Were all the same species. That'swhat you told us. The Clade,
Panhumanity."

"Brothersdisagree,” Cjatay sad. "Familiesfal out, familiesfeud within themsalves. No animosity likeit."

"Isthistrue? How can this be true? Who knows about this?" Sergjen strove with Fgjannen for control
and understanding. One of thefirst lessonsthe agisters of the Manifold House had taught wasthe
etiquette of trangition between conflicting Agpects. A war in the head, aconflict of selves. He could
understand sibling strife on acosmic scae. But awhole species?

"The governments,” Cjatay said. To the teaman, "Open the shutter again. Y oull bedl right with us. |
promise.”" To Sergjen, "Politicians, some senior academics, and policy makers. And us. Not you. But we
all agree, we don't want to scare anyone. So we question the Anpreen Prebendaries on our world, and
guestion their presence in our system, and maybe sometimesit bubblesinto xenophobic violence, but
that'sfine, that's the price, that's nothing compared to what would happen if we realized that our guests
might be drawing the enemiesthat destroyed them to our homes. Come on. Well go now."

The teaman lifted the shutter. Outside, the protestors stood politely aside as Cjatay led the refugees out
onto the street. There was not amurmur as Seriantep, in her ridiculous, life-threatening house clothes,
stepped across the cobbles. The great Winter Clock on the tower of Alginedeng stood at twenty past
five. The morning shift would soon be starting, the hot-shopsfiring their ovens and fry-pots.

A murmur in the crowd as Sergjen took Seriantep's hand.
"Isit true?' he whispered.
"Yes" shesad. "Itis"

Helooked up at the sky that would hold stars for another three endless months. The aurora coiled and
gpasmed over huddling Jann. Those stars were like crystal spearpoints. The universe was vast and cold
and inimica to humanity, the greatest of Great Winters. He had never deluded himsdlf that it would be
otherwise. Power had been restored, yellow streedights glinted from the helmets of riot control officers
and the carapaces of counterinsurgency drones. Sergjen squeezed Seriantep's hand.

"What you asked."
"When?'

"Then. Yes | will. Yes"

TORBEN, MELTING

The Anpreen shatter-ship blazed star-bright asit turned itsface to the sun. A splinter of smart-ice, it was
asintricate as a snowflake, stronger than any congtruct of Taynish engineering. Torben hungin freefdl in
the observation dome at the center of the cross of solar vanes. The Anpreen, being undifferentiated from
the motes seeded through the hull, had no need for such architectural fancies. Their senseswere open to
space, the fracta shell of the ship was one greet retina. They had grown the blister—pure and perfectly
trangparent congtruction-ice-for the comfort and delight of their human guests.



The sole occupant of the dome, Torben was aso the sole passenger on thiswhole alien, paradoxical
ship. Another would have been good. Another could have shared the daily, amost hourly shocks of
strange and new and wonder. His other Aspects had felt with Torben the breath-catch of awe, and even
greater privilege, when he had looked from the orbital car of the space € evator-the Anpreen's gift to the
peoples of Tay-and seen the shatter-ship turn out of occultation in ablaze of silver light asit cameinto
dock. They had felt hisglow of intellectud vindication as hefirst swam clumsly into the star-dome and
discovered, with ashock, that the orbital transfer station was no more than acluster of navigation lights
amost logt in the gar fields beyond. No sense of motion. His body had experienced no hint of
acceleration. He had been correct. The Anpreen could adjust the topology of space-time. But there was
no one but his severa salvesto tell it to. The Anpreen crew-Torben was not sure whether it was one or
many, or if that distinction had any meaning—was remote and alien. On occasion, as he swam down the
live-wood paneed corridors, monoflipper and web-mittens pushing thick, humid air, he had glimpsed a
swirl of glver motestwisting and knotting like a captive waterspout. Alwaysthey had dispersedin his
presence. But theice beyond those wooden walls, pressing in around him, felt alive, crawling, aware.

Seriantep had gone ahead months before him.
"Thereswork | haveto do."

There had been a party; there was dways a party at the Anpreen Mission among the ever-green dopes
of generous, volcanic Sulan]. Fellow academics, press and PR from Ctarisphay, politicians, family
members, and the Anpreen Prebendaries, eeriein their uniform loveliness.

"Y ou can do the research work on Thirty-Third Tranquil Abode, that's the idea," Seriantep had said.
Beyond the paper lanterns hung in the trees and the glow of the carbon-sink lagoon, the lights of
space-devator cars rose up until they merged with the stars. She would ride that narrow way to orbit
within days. Serejen wondered how he would next recognize her.

"You haveto go." Puzhay stood in the balcony of the Tea Lane Ladyhearth, recentiy opened to alow
goring warmth into rooms that had swested and stifled and stunk al winter long. She looked out at the
shooting, uncoiling fresh green of the trees dong Uskuben Avenue. Nothing there you have not seen
before, Ngben thought. Unlessit is something that is the absence of me.

"It'snot forever," Negjben said. "I'll be back in ayear, maybe two years." But not here, hethought. He
would not say it, but Puzhay knew it. As areturnee, the world's conservatoriums would be his. Bright
cities, sun-warmed campuses far from the terrible cold on this polar continent, the winter that had driven
them together.

All the good-byes, eightfold good-byes for each of his Agpects. And then hetook sail for the ancient
hospice of Bleyn, for sail wasthe only right way to come to those reefs of ceramic chapelsthat had clung
to the Y esger aoll for three thousand hurricane seasons.

"l need... another,” he whispered in the sdlt-breezy, chiming cloistersto Shaper Rgmen. "The curiosity
of Sergenistoo naive, the suspicion of Fgannen istoo jagged, and the socia niceties of Kekjay aretoo
too eager to be liked."

"We can work thisfor you," the Shaper said. The next morning, he went down into the swest, salt waters
of the Other-ing Pots and et the programmed pa ps swarm over him, as he did for twenty mornings after.
In the thunder-heavy gloaming of alate spring night storm, he awoke to find he was Torben. Clever,
inquisitive, wary, socialy adept, and conversationaly witty Torben. Extreme need and exceptiona
circumstances permitted the creation of Nineths, but only, dways, temporarily. Tradition as strong asan
incest taboo demanded that the number of Aspects reflect the eight phases of Tay's manic seasons.



The Anpreen shatter-ship spun onits vertical axis and Torben Reris Orhum Fgannen Kekjay Prus
Regmer Sergien Ngben looked on in wonder. Down, up, forward: his orientation shifted with every
breath of ar in the observation dome. An eye, amonstrous eye. Supergtition chilled him, childhood
stories of the Dej-ved whose sole eye was the eye of the storm and whose body was the storm entire.
Then he unfolded the metaphor. An anti-eye. Tegjaphay was a shied of heartbreaking blue, streaked and
whorled with perpetua storms. The Anpreen space habitat Thirty-Third Tranquil Abode, hard-docked
these two years past to the anchor end of the space elevator, was a blind white pupil, an anti-pupil, an
unseeing opacity. The shatter-ship was gpproaching from Tgjaphay's axid plane; the mechanisms of the
orbital pumping station were visible beyond the habitat's close horizon. The space elevator was a
cobweb next to the habitat's three-hundred-kilometer bulk, less even than athread compared to
enormous Tgaphay, but as the whole assemblage turned into daylight, it woke sparkling, glittering as sun
reflected fromits billions of construction-ice scales. A fresh metgphor came to Torben: the sperm of the
divine. You're swimming the wrong way! he laughed to himsdlf, delighted at thisinfant Aspect's
unsuspected tendency to express in metaphor what Serejen would have spoken in math, Kekjay in
flattery, and Fgannen not at dl. No, it's our whole systemiit's fertilizing, hethought.

The Anpreen ship drew closer, manipulating space-time on the centimeter scale. Surface details resolved
fromtheiceglare. The hull of Thirty-Third Tranquil Abode was a chaotic mosaic of sensors, docks,
manufacturing hubs, and gtill ess comprehensible technology, dl congtructed from smart-ice. A white
city. A flight of shatter-ships detached from docking armslike aflurry of early snow. Were some of those
icy mesas defensive systems; did some of those ice canyons, as precisaly cut as a skater's figures,

conceal inconceivable weapons? Had the Anpreen ever paused to consider that to al cultures of Tay,
white was the color of distrust, the white of snow in the long season of dark?

Daysin free-gee had desensitized Torben sufficiendy so that he was aware of the subtle pull of
nanogravity in hisbdly. Againg the sudden excitement and the accompanying vague fear of the unknown,
hetried to calculate the gravity of Thirty-Third Tranquil Abode, changing every hour asit sphoned up
water from Tegphay. While he was till computing the figures, the shatter-ship performed another
orientation flip and camein to dock at one of theradid elevator heads, soft asakissto aloved face.

* % %k % %

On tenth days, they went to thefalls, Korpa and Belg, Sgjhay and Hanng), Y etger and Torben. When he
stepped out of the elevator that had taken him down through thirty kilometers of solid ice, Torben had
imagined something like the faculty of Jann; wooden-screen cloisters and courts roofed with ancient
painted ceilings, thronged with bright, smart, talkative students boiling with ideas and vision. He found
Korpaand Belg, Sghay, Hanng, and Y etger al together in ahuge, windy congtruct of cellsand tunnels
and abrupt bal conies and netted-in ledges, like agiant wasp's nest suspended from the curved ceiling of
theinterior hollow.

"Continuum topology isatad specidized, I'll admit that,” Belg said. She was astring-thin quantum-foam
specidist from Y ddesin the southern archipelago of Ninnt, gone even thinner and bonier inthe
attenuated gravity of Thirty-Third Tranquil Abode. "If it'saction you're looking for, you should get over
to Twenty-Eighth. They're sociologists.”

Sghay had taught him how tofly.

"There are acouple of differences from thetransfer ship,” he said as he showed Torben how to pull up
the fish-tail mono-tights and how the plumbing ventsworked. "1t'slo-gee, but it's not no-gee, so you will
eventualy come down again. And it's easy to build up too much ddta-vee. Thewallsare light but they're
strong and you will hurt yoursdlf. And the nets are there for areason. Whatever you do, don't go through
them. If you end up in that sea, it'll take you gpart.”



That sea haunted Torben's unsettled, nanogee dreams. The world-sea, the
two-hundred-and-twenty-kilometer-diameter sphere of water, its dow, huge nanogee waves forever
bresking into globes and tears the Size of clouds. The seething, dissolving seainto which the Anpreen
disspated, many livesinto oneimmensg, diffuse body that whispered to him through the paper tunnels of
the Sojourners house. Not so strange, perhaps. Y et he constanUy wondered what it would beliketo fall
inthere, to swim againg thetiny but nonnegligible gravity and plunge dowly, magnificently, into the boil of
water-borne motes. In hisimagination, there was never any pain, only the blissful, light-filled losing of sdf.
So good to be free from the unquiet parliament of selves.

Eight is natural, eight is holy, the Bleyn Shaper Y esger had whispered from behind ornate cloister
grilles Eight arms, eight seasons. Nine must always be unbalanced.

Conscious of each other's too-close company, the guest scholars worked apart with their pupils.
Seriantep met daily with Torben in abulbous chapter house extruded from the mother nest. Tal
hexagon-combed windows opened on the steeply downcurving horizons of Thirty-Third Tranquil
Abode, stippled with the staactite towers of tfiose Anpreen who refused the lure of the sea. Seriantep
flew daily from such atower down around the curve of the world to alight on Torben's balcony. She
wore the same body he had known so well in the Jann Conservatorium, with the addition of apair of
functiona wingsin her back. Shewasavison, shewasamarvel, aspiritud cresture from the aeons-lost
motherworld of the Clade: an angel. Shewas beauty, but snce arriving in Thirty-Third Tranquil
Abode, Torben had only had sex with her twice. It was not the merman-angel thing, though that was a
consideration to metaphor-and-ludicrous-conscious Torben. He didn't love her as Sergien had. She
noticed, she commented.

"You'renot... thesame."

Neither are you. What he said was, "I know. | couldn't be. Sergjen couldn't have lived here. Torben
can. Torben isthe only onewho can." But for how long, before he splits into his component
personalities?

"Do you remember theway you... he... used to see numbers?'

"Of course| do. And before that, | remember how Ptey used to see numbers. He could look up into the
night sky and tell you without counting, just by knowing, how many stars there were. He could see
numbers. Sergjen could make them do things. For me, Torben, the numbers haven't gone away, | just
seethem differently. | seethem asclearly, as absolutely, but when | see the topospace transformations, |
see them aswords, asimages and stories, asanaogies. | can't explain it any better than that.”

" think, no matter how long | try, how long any of ustry, wewill never understand how your multiple
personditieswork. To us, you seem arace of partia people, each agenius, asavant, in some strange
obsessveway."

Areyou deliberately trying to punish me?Torben thought at the flicker-wing angel hovering before the
ice-filled windows.

True, he was making colossdl intuitive legpsin histwisted, abstruse discipline of space-time geometry.
Not so0 abstruse: the Anpreen space drives, which Taynish physicists said broke the laws of physics,
reached into the elevenspace substrate of the universeto locdly stretch or compress the expansion of
pace-time—foreshortening ahead of the vehicle, inflating it behind. Thusthe lack of any measurable
acceleration, it was the entire continuum within and around the shatter-ship that had moved. Snowflakes
and loxodromic curves had danced in Torben'simagination: he had it, he had it. The secret of the
Anpreen: rdativigtic interstellar travel, was now open to the peoples of Tay.



The other secret of the Anpreen, that was.

For dl his epiphanies above the spherica ocean, Torben knew that seminars had changed. The student
had become the teacher, the master the pupil. What is it you want from us? Torben asked himsdf.
Truly want, truly need?

"Don't know, don't care. All | know is, if | can find acommercia way to bubble quantum black holes out
of elevengpace and tap the evaporation radiation, I'll have more money than God," said Y etger, asquat,
physicaly uncoordinated Oprann idander who relished his countrymen's reputation for boorish-ness,
though Torben found him an affable conversationdist and arefined thinker. ™Y ou coming to the Falson

Tennay?”

So they set off acrossthe sky, alittleflotillaof physicisiswith wine and sweet biscuitsto dipinit. Those
older and less sure of their bodies used little airscooter units. Torben flew. He enjoyed the exercise. The
chdlenge of atotaly aien language of movement intrigued him, the fish-tail flex of the flipper-suit. He
liked what it was doing to his ass muscles.

The western windows of the Sojourners house gave distant views of the Falls, but the sense of awe
began twenty kilometers out when the thunder and shriek became audible over the constant rumble of
sky traffic. The picnic party dwaysflew high, closeto the calling among the tower roots, so that long
vistaswould not spoil their pleasure. A denseforest of inverted trees, monster things grown kilometers
tall in the nanogee, had been planted around the Falls, green and mist-watered by the spray. The
scientists settled on one of the many platforms sculpted from the boulevard-wide branches. Torben
gratefully peded off hisfin-tights, kicked hislegsfree, and spunto facethe Falls.

What you saw, what awed you, depended on how you looked at it. Feet down to the world-sea, head
up to theroof, it was atruefdl, acylinder of faling water two hundred meters across and forty
kilometerslong. Feet up, head down, it was even more terrifying, atitanic geyser. The water was
pumped through from the receiving station at hear supersonic speeds, where it met the ocean bead, the
joined waters boiled and legped kilometers high, broke into high looping curls and crests and globes, like
the fantastical flarings of solar prominences. The roar was terrific. But for the noise-abatement properties
of the nanoengineered leaves, it would have meant instant deafness. Torben could fed the tree branch, as
massve as any buttresswall of Jann fortress-university, shudder beneath him.

Wine was opened and poured. The biscuits, atavitically hand-baked by Hanngj, one of whose Aspects
was a master pastry chef, were dipped into it and savored. Swest, the light sharpness of the wine and the
sat mist of another world's stolen ocean tanged Torben's tongue.

Therewere rulesto Tennays by the Falls. No work. No theory. No relationships. Five researchers made
up abig enough group for family jealousy, smal enough for cliquishness. Proper topics of conversation
looked homeward; partnerships ended, children born, family successes and sicknesses, gossip, palitics,
and sportsresults.

"Oh. Here" Y etger sent amessage flake spinning lazily through the air. The Sojourners house exfoliated
notes and messages from home onto dips of whisper-thin paper that peded from the wallslike eczema.
The mechanism was poetic but inaccurate; intimate messages unfurled from unintended wallsto turn and
waft in the strange updrafts that ran through the nest's convoluted tunnels. It was the worgt of formsto
read another's message-scurf.

Torben unfolded the rustle of paper. Heread it once, blinked, read it again. Then he folded precisdy in
eight and tucked it away in histop pocket.

"Bad news?' For abroad beast of aman, Y etger was acute to emotiona subtleties. Torben swallowed.



"Nothing Srange or dartling.”

Then he saw where Belg stared. Her gaze drew his, drew that of everyonein the picnic party. The Fals
werefailing. Moment by moment, they dwindled, from adelugeto ariver, from ariver toastreamto a
jet, ahiding shrieking thread of water. On al the platforms on all the trees, Anpreen wererising into the
air, hovering in swarms, as before their eyesthe Falls sputtered and ceased. Drops of water, fat as
storms, formed around the lip of the suddenly exposed nozzle to break and drift, quivering, down to the
spherical sea. The silence was profound. Then the trees seemed to shower blossoms asthe Anpreen
took to theair in hosts and chairs, flocking and storming.

Numbers and images flashed in Torben'simagination. The fueling could not be complete, was weeks
from being complete. The ocean would fill the entire interior hollow, the Staactite cities transforming into
strange reef communities. Fear gripped him and he felt Fglannen struggle to free himself from the binding
into Torben. | need you here, friend, Torben said to himsealf, and saw that the others had made the same
caculations.

They flew back, aragged flotilla strung across kilometers of arspace, battling through the ghostly aerid
legions of Anpreen. The Sojourners house wasfilled with fluttering, gusting message dips shed from the
walls. Torben snatched onefrom the air and againgt dl etiquette read it.

Sajhay are you all right what's happening? Come home, we are all worried about you. Love
Mihen;.

The sudden voice of Suguntung, the Anpreen liaison, filled every cdl of the nest, an order—polite, but an
order—to come to the main viewing lounge, where an important announcement would be made. Torben
had long suspected that Suguntung never |eft the Sojourners house, merely deliquesced from
hom-iniform into airborne motes, a phase trangtion.

Beyond the balcony nets, the sky seethed, an apocalypse of insect humanity and storm clouds black as
squid ink rolling up around the edge of the world ocean.

"I have grave news," Suguntung said. He was agray, sober creature, light and lithe and androgynous,
without any sdlting of wit or humor. "At 12:18 Taynish Enclave time, we detected gravity waves passing
through the system. These are consistent with alarge numbers of bodies decderating from relativistic

flight."

Congernation. Voices shouting. Questions questions questions. Suguntung held up ahand and there was
Quiet.

"On answer to your questions, somewhere in the region of thirty-eight thousand objects. We estimate
them a arange of seventy astronomical units beyond the edge of the Kuiper Belt, decelerating to ten
percent lightspeed for system transition.”

"Ninety-three hours until they reach us," Torben said. The numbers, the colored numbers, so beautiful, so
digtant.

"Yes" sad Suguntung.
"Who arethey?' Belg asked.
"I know," Torben said. "Y our enemy.”

"Webdieve s0," Suguntung answered. "There are characteristic Sgnaturesin the gravity waves and the
gpectrd andyss”



Uproar. By atrick of the motes, Suguntung could raise his voice to aroar that could shout down a crowd
of angry physicigs.

"The Anpreen Commonwed is making immediate preparations for departure. Asametter of priority,
evacuation for al guests and visitors has been arranged and will commence immediatdly. A transfer ship
isdready waiting. We are evacuating the system not only for our own protection, but to safeguard you as
well. We bdieve that the Enemy has no quarrel with you."

"Believe?" Yetger gpat. "Forgive meif I'm lessthan completely reassured by that!"

"But you haven't got enough water," Torben said absently, amazed by the numbers and pictures
swimming around in his head, as the message leaves of concern and hope and come-home-soon fluttered
around. "How many habitats are fully fuded? Five hundred, five hundred and fifty? Y ou haven't got
enough, even thisoneisat eighty percent capacity. What's going to happen to them?”

"l don't give afuck what happensto them!" Hanng had aways been the meekest and least assertive of
men, brilliant but forever hamstrung by salf-doubt. Now, threatened, naked in space, pierced through and
through by the gravity waves of an unknowable power, hisanger burned. "I want to know what's going
to happen to us."

"We are trandferring the intelligences to the interstellar-capabl e habitats." Suguntung spoketo Torben
done.

"Transferring; you mean copying,” Torben said. "And the originalsthat areleft, what happensto them?”
Suguntung made no answey.

* % % % %

Y etger found Torben floating in the exact center of the viewing lounge, moving histail just enough to
maintain him againg the microgee.

"Where'syour suff?’

"Inmy cdl.”

"The shatter-ship'sleaving in an hour.”
"I know."

"Well, maybe you should, you know-"
“I'mnot going."

"You're what?'

"I'm not going, I'm staying here."
"Areyou insane?'

"I've talked to Suguntung and Seriantep. It'sfine. There are acouple of others on the other habitats.”
"Y ou have to come home. WEIl need you when they come.”
"Ninety hours and twenty-five minutes to save the world? | don't think so.”



"It'shome, man."

"It'snot. Not since this."™ Torben flicked the folded note of his secret pocket, offered it to Y etger
between clenched fingers.

IIG.LII
IIYSII
"You're dead. Were all dead, you know that."

"Oh, | know. In the few minutes it takes me to reach wherever the Anpreen Migration goes next, you will
have aged and died many times over. | know that, but it's not home. Not now."

Y etger ducked hishead in sorrow that did not want to be seen, then in a passion hugged Torben hugdly
to him, kissed him hard.

"Good-bye. Maybe in the next one.”

"No, | don't think so. Oneisal we get. And that's agood enough reason to go out there where none of
our people have ever been before, | think."

"Maybeitis." Yetger laughed, thekind of laughter that is on the edge of tears. Then he spun and kicked
off up through the celling door, his duffd of smal possessonstrailing from hisankle,

* % % % %

For an hour now, he had contemplated the sea and thought that he might just be getting the way of it, the
fracta patterns of the ripples, the rhythms and the microstorms that blew up in squals and waves that
sent globes of water quivering into the air that, just as quickly, were subsumed back into the greater sea.
He understood it as music, deeply harmonized. He wished one of his Aspects had askill for an
instrument. Only choairs, vast ensembles, could capture the music of the water bead. "It's ready now."

All the while Torben had calculated the music of the sea, Seriantep had worked on the smart-paper
subgtrate of the Sojourners house. Now the poll was complete, awell in the floor of the lounge. When |
leave, will it revert? Torben thought, the smdl, trivid wit that fightsfear. Will it go back to whatever it
was before, or wasit always only just Suguntung? The dightest of gestures and Seriantep's
wigp-dressfdl from her. Thefloor ateit greedily. Naked and wingless now in thisincarnation, she
stepped backward into the water, never for an instant taking her eyes from Torben.

"Whenever you're ready,” she said. "Y ou won't be hurt.”

She lay back into the receiving water. Her hair floated out around her, coiled and tangled as she came
gpart. There was nothing ghastly about it, no decay into meat and gut and vile bone, no grinning skelton
fizzing apart in the water like sodium. A brightness, aturning to motes of light. The hair wasthelast to go.
The pool seethed with motes. Torben stepped out of his clothes.

I'mmoving on. It's for the best. Maybe not for you. For me. You see, | didn't think I'd mind, but |
did. You gaveit all up so easily, just like that, off into space. There is someone else. It's Cjatay. |
heard what he was saying, and as time went by, as| didn't hear from you, it made sense. | know
I'mreacting. | think | owe you that, at least. We're all right together. With him, you get
everything, | find I can live with that. | think I likeit. I'm sorry, Torben, but thisiswhat | want.

The note sfted down through the air like afalling autumn lef to join the hundreds of othersthat lay on the
floor. Torben'sfeet kicked up as he stepped down into the water. He gasped at the eectrical tingle, then



laughed, and, with agreat gasp, emptied hislungs and threw himsdlf under the surface. The motes
swarmed and began to take him apart. Asthe Thirty-Third Tranquil Abode broke orbit around
Tejaphay, the abandoned space devator coiling like a severed artery, the bottom of the Sojourners
house opened, and, like atear, the mingled watersfell to the seabelow.

JEDDEN, RUNNING

Eighty years Jedden had fdlen, dead as a stone, slent aslight. Every five years, afew subjective minutes
s0 closeto light-speed, he woke up his senses and sent adush of photons down hiswake to seeif the
hunter was il pursuing.

Redshifted to dmost indecipherahility, the photonstold him, Yes, till there, still gaining. Then he shut
down his senses, for even that brief wink, that impact of radiation blueshifted to gamma frequencieson
the enemy engine field, betrayed him. It was decades since he had risked the scalarity drive. The
distortionsit left in space-time advertised his position over most of aquadrant. Burn quick, burn hot and
fast, get to lightspeed if it meant reducing his reaction mass periloudy close to the point where hewould
not have sufficient time ever to brake. Then go dark, run slent and swift, coasting dong in high-time
dilation where years passed in hours.

Between wakings, Jedden dreamed. He dreamed down into the billions of lives, the dozens of racesand
civilizations that the Anpreen had encountered in their long migration. The depth of their history had
stunned Jedden, asif he were swimming and, looking down, discovered beneath him not the green water
of the lagoon but the clear blue drop of the continental shelf. Before they englobed their sun with so many
habitats that it became discernible only asavast infrared glow, before even the wave of expansion that
had brought them to that system, before even they became moatile, when they wore mere bodies, they
had been an extroverted, curious race, eager for the smilarities and differences of other subspecies of
Panhumanity. Records of the hundreds of societies they had contacted were stored in the spin states of
the quantum-ice flake that comprised the soul of Jedden. Cultures, customs, ways of being human were
smulated in such detall that, if he wished, Jedden could have spent eonsliving out their smulated lives.
Even before they had reached the long-reprocessed moon of their home world, the Anpreen had
encountered alight-sail probe of the Ekkad, three hundred years out on amillennium-long survey of
potentia colony worlds. Asthey converted their asteroid bdltsinto habitat rings, they had fought a savage
war for control of the high country against the Okranda asteroid colonies that had dwelled there, hidden
and unsuspected, for twenty thousand years. The doomed Okranda had, as afina, spiteful act, seared
the Anpreen home world to the bedrock, but not before the Anpreen had absorbed and recorded the
beautiful, insanely complex hierarchy of caste, classes, and societies that had evolved in the baroque
cavities of the sculpted asteroids. Radio transmission had drawn them out of their Oort cloud across two
hundred light-years to encounter the dazzling society of the Jad. From them, the Anpreen had learned the
technology that enabled them to pload themsalvesinto free-flying nanomotes and become atrue Level
Twodvilization.

People and beasts, machines and woods, architectures and mordities, and stories beyond counting.
Among the parapherndiaand marginaia of ahundred races, were the oneswho had destroyed the
Anpreen, who were now hunting Jedden down over al thelong years, closing meter by meter.

So he spent hours and yearsimmersed in the great annua eisteddfod of the Barrant-Hoj, where one of
the early generation of seed ships (early in that it was the seed of the seed of the seed of the first
flowering of mythica Earth) had been drawn into the embrace of afat, dow hydrocarbon-rich gas giant
and birthed abrilliant, brittle airborne culture, where blimp-cities rode the edge of storms wide enough to
drown whole planets and the songs of the contestants-gas-bag-spider creatures huge asreefs, fragile as
honeycomb—nbedlled in infrasonic wavefronts kilometers between crests and changed entire climates. It



took Barrant-Hoj two hominiform lifetimesto circle its sun—the Anpreen had chanced upon the
song-spid, preserved it, hauled it out of the prison of gas giant's gravity well, and given it to greeter
Clade.

Jedden blinked back into interstielar flight. He felt—he imagined—tears on hisface as the harmonies
reverberated within him. Cantos could last days, chorales entire weeks. Lost in music. A moment of
revulsion a his body, this sharp, unyielding thing of ice and energies. The hunter's ramscoop fusion engine
advertised its presence across athousand cubic light-years. It wasineegant and initialy dow, but, unlike
Jed-den's scalarity drive, was light and could live off the land. The hunter would be, like Jedden, aghost
of asoul impressed on a Bose-condensate quantum chip, amote of sentience balanced on top of agiant
drive unit. The hunter was closing, but was no closer than Jedden had ca culated. Only miscaculation
could kill youininterstellar war. The equations were hard but they werefair.

Two hundred and three years to the joke point. It would be close, maybe close enough for the enemy's
greed to blind him. Misca culation and self-deception, these were the killersin space. And luck. Two
centuries. Time enough for afew moments rest.

Among al theworldswas one he had never dared visit: the soft blue tear of Tay. There, inthe
superposed spin states, were al the lives he could have led. Thelovers, the children, the friends and joys
and mundanities. Puzhay was there, Cjatay, too. He could make of them anything he wanted: Puzhay
faithful, Cjatay Manifold, no longer Londly.

Loney. He understood that now, eighty light-years out and decades to go before he could rest.

* * % % %

Extraordinary, how painlessit had been. Even asthe cdlls of Torben's body were invaded by the motes
into which Seriantep had dissolved, even asthey took him apart and rebuilt him, even asthey read and
copied his neurad mappings, there was never amoment where fleshly Torben blinked out and
nan-otechnologica Torben winked in. There was no pain. Never pain, only a sense of wonder, of
potentia racing away to infinity on every sde, of anew birth-or, it ssemed to him, an an-tibirth, areturn
to the primal, salted waters. Asthe globe of mingled motes dropped dow and quivering and full asa
breast toward the world-ocean, Torben till thought of himself as Tor-ben, asaman, anindividud, asa
body. Then they hit and burst and dissolved into the sea of seething motes, and voices and selves and
memories and persondities rushed in on him from every side, clamoring, asea-roar. Every lifein every
detail. Senses beyond his native five brought him impression upon impression upon impression. Here was
intimacy beyond anything he had ever known with Seriantep. As he communed, he was communed with.
He knew that the Anpreen government (now he understood the reason for the protracted and ungainly
negotiationswith Tay: the two representations had dmost no points of communication) were unwrapping
him to construct a degp map of Tay and its people-rather, the life and Aspects of one undersociaized
physicsresearcher. Music. All wasmusic. As he understood this, Anpreen Commonwed Habitat
Thirty-Third Tranquil Abode, with itsfive hundred and eighty-two companions, crossed one hundred
and nineteen light-yearsto the Mil-ius 1183 star system.

One hundred and nineteen light-years, eight months subjective, in which Torben Reris Orhum Feannen
Kekjay Prus Rgmer Serglen Ngjben ceased to exist. In the mote-swarm, time, like identity, could be
anything you assigned it to be. To the self now known as Jedden, it seemed that he had spent twenty
years of resubjectivized timein which he had grown to be a profound and origina thinker in the
Commonweal's physics community. Anpreen life had only enhanced hisingtinctive ability to seeand
apprehend number. Hisingghts and contributions were startling and cregtive. Thusit had been apure
formality for him to request a splinter-ship to be spun off from Thirty-Third Tranquil Abode asthefleet
entered the system and dropped from relativistic flight at the edge of the Oort cloud. A big fat



splinter-ship with lots of fud to explore space-timetopologica distortionsimplicit in the orbital
perturbations of inner Kuiper Belt cubewanos for ayear, a decade, a century, and then come home.

So he missed the annihilation.

Miscaculation kills. Lack of circumspection kills. Blind assumption kills. The Enemy had planned their
trap centuries ahead. The assault on the Tay system had been a diversion; the thirty-eight thousand drive
signatures mosdy decoys, propulsion units and guidance systems and little €l se scattered among a handful
of true battleships dozens of kilometerslong. Even aslumbering, barely mobile Anpreen habitats and
Enemy atack drones burst across Tay's skies, so bright they even illuminated the sun-glow of High
Summer, the main fleet was working around Milius 1183. A work of decades, year upon year of dow
modifications, saggering energies, careful careful concedment and camouflage, asthe Enemy sent their
killing hammer out onitslong dow loop.

Blind assumption. The Anpreen saw asmall red sun at affordable range to theill-equipped fleet. They
saw there was water there, water; worlds of water to reequip the Commonweal and take it fast and far
beyond the reach of the Enemy in the great star clouds that masked the gdlactic core. In their haste they
failed to note that Milius 1183 was abinary system, atired red dwarf star and a companion neutron star
in photosphere-grazing eight-hour orbit. Much less then did they notice that the neutron star was missing.

The trap was perfect and complete. The Enemy had predicted perfectly. Their setup was flawless. The
hunting fleet withdrew to the edges of system; dl that remained were the relays and autonomous devices.
Blindsided by sunglare, the Anpreen sensoria had only milliseconds of warning before the neutron star
impacted Milius 1183 at eight percent lightspeed.

The novawould in time be visible over alight-century radius. Within its spectrum, careful astronomers
might note the dark lines of hydrogen, oxygen, and smears of carbon. Habitats blew away in sprays of
plasma. The handful of stragglersthat survived beattled to reconstruct their mobility and life-support
systems. Shark-ships hidden haf a century before in the rubble of asteroid belts and planetary ring
systemswoke from their long deeps and went a-hunting.

Alonein his splinter-ship in the deep dark, Jedden, his thoughts outward to the fabric of space-time and
a the sametimeinward to the beauty of number, the song within him, saw the system suddenly turn white
with death light. He heard five hundred billion sentientsdie. All of them, al at once, dl their voicesand
hearts. He heard Seriantep die, he heard those other Taynish die, those who had turned away from their
home world in the hope of knowledge and experience beyond anything their world could offer. Every life
he had ever touched, that had ever been part of him, that had shared number or song or intimacy beyond
fleshly sex. He heard the death of the Anpreen migration. Then he was aone. Jedden went dark for fifty
years. He contemplated the annihilation of the last of the Anpreen. He drew up escape plans. He waited.
Fifty yearswas enough. He it the scalarity drive. Space-time stretched. Behind him, he caught the
radiation Sgnature of afusion drive igniting and the corresponding e ectromagnetic flicker of a scoopfield
going up. Fifty yearswas not enough.

That would be hislast miscalculation.

Twenty yearsto bend his course awvay from Tay. Another ten to set up the deception. As you deceived
us, so | will fool you, Jedden thought as he tacked ever closer to lightspeed. And with the same
device, a neutron star.

* * % % %

Jedden awoke from the deep that was beyond dreams, awhisper away from death, that only
disembodied intelligences can attain. The magnetic vortex of the hunter's scoopfield filled haf the sky.



Lessthan the diameter of alight-minute separated them. Within the next ten objective years, the Enemy
ship would overtake and destroy Jedden. Not with physical weapons or even directed energy, but with
information: skullware and dark phages that would dissolve him into nothingness or worse, isolate him
from any externa sense or contact, trapped in unending silent, nervel ess darkness.

The moment, when it came, after ninety light-years, wastoo fine-grained for nonuniform intelligence.
Jedden's subroutines, the autonomic responses that controlled the ship that was his body, opened the
scaarity drive and summoned the dark energy. Almost instantly, the Enemy responded to the course
change, but that tiny rlativigtic shift, the failure of amultaneity, was Jedden's escape and life,

Among the memories frozen into the heart of the Bose-Einstein condensate were the star logs of the Cush
Ne, afellow migrant race the Anpreen had encountered-by chance, asall such meets must be—in the big
cold between stars. Their star maps charted arogue star, a neutron dwarf g ected from its stellar system
and wandering dark and silent, dmost invisible, through deep space. Decades ago, when hefelt the
enemy ram-field go up and knew that he had not escaped, Jedden had made the choice and the
caculaions. Now heturned hisflight, aprayer short of lightspeed, toward the wandering sar.

Jedden had long ago abolished fear. Y et he experienced a strange psychosomatic sensation in that part of
the splinter-ship that corresponded to histesticles. Balstightening. The angle of insertion was so precise
that Jedden had had to cdculate the impact of stray hydroxyl radicals on hisablation field. One error
would send him at relativistic speed head-on into a neutron star. But he did not doubt his ability, he did
not fear, and now he understood what the sensation in his phantom testicles was. Excitement.

The neutron star wasinvisible, would aways beinvisble, but Jedden could fed itsgravity in every part of
his body, aquaking, quailing shudder, amusic of ahundred harmonies as different parts of the smart-ice
hit their resonant frequencies. A choradeinice and adrendine, he plunged around the neutron star. He
could hope that the hunting ship would not survive the passage, but the Enemy, however voracious, was
surely never so stupid asto run ascoop ship through aneutron star's terrifying magnetic terrain with the
drivefield up. That was not his strategy anyway. Jedden was playing the angles. Whipping tight around
the intense gravity well, even afew seconds of downesswould amplify into light-years of distance,
decades of logt time. Destruction would have fdlt like a cheat. Jedden wanted to win by geometry. By
cdculation, welive.

Hedlowed himself onetiny flicker of acommunication laser. Y es. The Enemy was coming. Coming

hard, coming fast, coming wrong. Tidestore at Jedden; every molecule of his smart-ice body croaked
and moaned, but his own cry rang louder and he dingshotted around the neutron. Yed Before him was
empty space. The splinter-ship would never fal of its own accord into another gravity well. He lacked
aufficient reaction massto enter any Clade system. Perhaps the Enemy had calculated thisin the moments
before he, too, entered the neutron star'strangt. An assumption. In space, assumptionskill. Deepin his
quantum memories, Jedden knew what was out there. The dow way home.

FAST MAN, SLOWLY

Kites, banners, pennants, and streamers painted with the scales and heads of ritual snakes flew from the
sun rigging on the Festival of Fast Children. At the last minute, the climate people had recelved budgetary
permission to shift the prevailing winds lower. The Clave had argued that the Festival of Fast Children
seemed to come around every month and ahaf, which it did, but the old and dow said, Not to the
children it doesn't.

Fast Man turned off the dust road onto the farm track. The wooden gate was carved with the pop-eyed,
O-mouthed hearth gods, the chubby, vend guardians of agricultura Y oe Canton. As he dowed to Parent
Speed, the nodding heads of the meadow flowerslifted to a steady metronome tick. The wind-rippled



grass became arestless choppy sea of currents and crosscurrents. Above him, the clouds raced down
the face ofthe sun-rod that ran the length of the environment cylinder, and in the wide yard before the
frowning eaves of the ancient earthen manor, the children, preparing for theritual Beeting of the
Sun-lines, became plumes of dust.

For three days, he had walked up the eterna hill of the cylinder curve, through the tended red forests of
Canton Ahaea. Fast Man liked to walk. He walked at Child Speed and they would loop around him on
their bicycles and ped-cars and then pull away shouting, You're not so fast, Fast Man! He could have
caught them, of course; he could have easily outpaced them. They knew that; they knew he could ona
wish take the form of abird, or acloud, and fly away from them up to the ends of the world. Everyonein
the Three Worlds knew Fast Man. He needed neither deep nor food, but he enjoyed the taste of the
highly seasoned, vegetable-based cuisine of the Middle Cantons and their light but fragrant beer, so he
would call each night at ahostel or township pub. Then he would drop down into Parent Speed and talk
with the locas. Children were fresh and bright and inquiring, but for proper conversation, you needed
adults.

The chirping cries of the children rang around the grassy eaves of Toe Y au Manor. The community had
gathered, among them the Toe Y au's youngest, a skipping five-year-old. In her own speed, that was. She
was months old to her parents; her birth still afresh and painful memory. The oldest, the one he had
come about, wasin his early teens. Noha andjehau greeted Fast Man with water and bread.

"God save dl here" Fast Man said as he blessed them. Little Nemaha flickered around him like summer
evening bugs. He heard his dua-speech unit trand ate the greeting into Children Speech in achip of
sound. Thiswas histaent and hisfame; that his mind and words could work in two times at once. He
was the generationa ambassador to three worlds.

* % %k k% %

Thethree great cylinders of the Aeo Taea colony fleet werefifty Adult Yearsaonginther journey to the
star Sulpees 2157 in the Anpreen categorization. A sweet little golden star with agas giant pressed up
tight to it and, around that gas world, asun-warmed, tear-blue planet. Their big, dow lathe-scul pted
asteroids, two hundred kilometerslong, forty acrosstheir flats, had gppeared asthree smal contacts at
the extreme edge of the Commonwed's sensory array. Too far from their flightpath to the Tay system
and, truth be told, too inggnificant. The galaxy was festering with little subspecies, many of them grosdy
ignorant that they were part of animmeasurably more vast and glorious Clade, dl furioudy engaged on
their own grand little projects and empires. Races became significant when they could push lightspeed.
Ethnol ogists had noted as a point of curiosity apeculiar time digtortion to the Sgnds, asif everything had
been dowed to atenth of normal speed. Astrogators had put it down to an unseen gravitationa lensing
effect and noted course and velocity of the lumbering junk as possible navigation hazards.

That idle curiosity, that moment of fastidiousness of a now-dead, now-vaporized Anpreen who might
otherwise have dismissed it, had saved Jedden. There had aways been more hope than certainty in the
mad plan he had concocted as he watched the Anpreen civilization end in novalight. Hope as he opened
up the dark energy that warped space-time in cal culations made centuries before that would only bear
fruit in centuries to come. Hope as he woke up, year upon year in the long flight to the stray neutron tar,
aways attended by doubt. The dightest miscal culation could throw him off by light-years and centuries.
He himsdf could not die, but his reaction masswas al too mortal. Faling forever between starswas
worse than any death. He could have abolished that doubt with athought, but so would the hope have
been erased to become mere blind certainty.

Hoping and doubting, he flew out from the dingshot around the neutron sar.



Because he could hope, he could weep; smart-ice tears when his long-range radars returned three
dow-moving images|ess than five light-hours from the position he had computed.

Asheturned the last of hisreaction massinto dark energy to match hisvelocity with the Aeo Taea
armada, astray calculation crossed his consciousness. In dl his redefinitions and reformations, he had
never given up the ability to see numbers, to hear what they whispered to him. He was haf amillennium
away from thelives he had known on Tay.

For ten days, he broadcast his distress call. Help, | am a refugee from a star war. He knew that, in
space, there was no rule of the sea, asthere had been on Tay'sworld ocean, no Aspects at once
generous, stern, and gdlant that had been known as SeaSdlves. The Aeo Taea could still kill him with
negligence. But he could sweeten them with abribe.

* % %k % %

Like many of the country houses of Amoaark, Toe Y au Manor featured awooden belvedere, thisone
Stuated on aknoll two fields spinward from the old house. Airy and gracious, woven from genetweak
willow plaits, it and its country cousins dl across Amoas Cantons had become aplace for Adults, where
they could mix with ones of their own speed, talk without the need for the hated speech converters
around their necks, gripe and moan and generally gossip, and, through the central roof iris, spy through
the telescope on their counterparts on the other side of the world. Telescope parties were the latest
excuse for Parentsto get together and complain about their children.

But thiswas their day—though it seemed like aweek to them-the Festival of Fast Children, and this day
NohaToe Y au had histelescope trained not on his counterpart beyond the sun, but on the climbing
teams fizzing around the sun-riggings, tens of kilometers above the ground, running out huge mono-weave
banners and fighting ferocious kite battles high where the air wasthin.

"I tell you something, no child of minewould ever belet do so damnfool athing,” NohaToe Yau
grumbled. "I'll be surprised if any of them makesit to the Degtination.”

Fast Man smiled, for he knew that he had only been called because Y emoa Toe Y au was doing
something much more dangerous.

Jehau Toe Y au poured chocolate, thick and cooling and vaguely halucinogenic.

"Aslong as he's back before Starship Day," she said. She frowned down at the wide green before the
manor where the gathered Fast Children of the neighborhood in their robes and fancies were now hurtling
around the long trestles of festival foods. They seemed to be engaged in a high-velocity food fight. Y ou
know, I'm sure they're speeding the days up. Not much, just alittle every day, but definitely speeding
them up. Time goes nowhere these days."

Despite a surprisingly sophisticated matter-antimatter propulsion system, the Aeo Taeafleet waslimited
to no more than 10 percent of lightspeed, far below the threshold where time dilation became
perceptible. The crossing to the Destination-Aeo Taeawas alanguage naturaly given to Portentous
Capitdizations, Fast Man had discovered—could only be made by generation ship. The Aeo Taeahad
contrived to do it in just one generation. The strangely dow messages the Anpreen had picked up from
the fleet were no fluke of space-time distortion. The voyagers bodies, their brains, their perceptionsand
metabolisms, had been engineered in vitro to run a one-tenth hom-iniform norma. Canned off from the
universe, theinterior lighting, the gentle spin gravity, and the dow, wispy climate easily adjusted to alife
lived at asnail's pace. Morning greetings lasted hours, that morning aworld-week. Seasons endured for
what would have been yearsin the outside universe, vast languorous autumns. The three hundred and fifty
years of the crossing would passin the span of an average working career. Amoawas aworld of the



middle-aged.
Then Fast Man arrived and changed everything.

"Did he give any ideawhere he was going?' Fast Man asked. It was dways the boys. Girlsworked it
through, girls could seefurther.

Jehau pointed down. Fast Man sighed. Rebdllion was limited in Amoa, where any direction you ran led
you swiftly back to your own doorstep. The wiresthat rigged the long sun could take you high,
kilometersaboveit dl in your grand indignation. Everyone would watch you through their telescopes, up
there high and huffing, until you got hungry and wet and bored and had to come down again. In Amoa,
the young soul rebelswent out.

Fast Man set down his chocolate glass and began the subtle exercise that reconfigured the motes of his
mallegble body. To the Toe Y aus, he seemed to effervesce dightly, asparkle like fine silver talc or the
dust from amoth'swings. Jehau's eyes widened. All the three worlds knew of Fast Man, who had
brought the end of the Journey suddenly within sght, soothed generationa squabbles, and found errant
children—and so everyone thought they knew him persondly. Truly, hewasan dien.

"It would help consderably if they |eft someideaof wherethey weregoing,” Fast Man said. "Thereésa
lot of space out there. Oh well. I'd stand back alittle, by the way." He stood up, opened hisarmsin a
little piece of theater, and exploded into a swarm of motes. He towered to a buzzing cylinder that rose
fromtheirisat the center of the belvedere. See this through your telescopes on the other side of the
world and gossip. Then, in athought, he speared into the earth and vanished.

* * % % %

In the end, the Fast Boy was pretty much where Fast Man reckoned he would be. He came
speed-waking up through the salt-dead cityscape of the communications gear just above the convex
flaring of the drive shidd, and there he was, novabright in Fast Man'sradar sight. A swest, net little
cranny inthe main dish gantry with afineview over the congtruction site. Boys and building. His
complaining to the Toe Y aus had been part of the curmudgeonly image he liked to project. Boyswere
predictable things.

"Areyou not getting a bit cold up there?' Fast Man asked. Y emoa started at the voice crackling in his
helmet phones. He looked around, helmet tilting from side to Sde as hetried to pick the interloper out of
the limitless shadow of interstellar space. Fast Man increased his surface radiance. He knew well how he
must seem; a glowing man, naked to space, toes firmly planted on the pumice-dusted hull and leaning
dightly forward against the spin force. He would have terrified himself at that age, but awe worked for
the Fast Children as amiable curmudgeon worked for their dow parents.

"Goaway."

Fast Man's body-shine illuminated the secret roots. Yemoa Toe Y au was spindly even in thetight yellow
and green pressure skin. He shuffled around to turn his back, adeadlier insult among the Aeo Taeathan
among the Aspects of Tay for dl their diverse etiquettes. Fast Man tugged at the boy's safety lanyard.
The webbing was unfrayed, the carabiner latch operable.

"Leavethat done"

"Y ou don't want to put too much faith in those things. Cosmic rays can weaken the structure of the
plastic: put any tension on them, and they snap just like that, just when you need them most. Yesgr, I've
seen peoplejust go sailing out there, right away out there."



The helmet, decorated with bright bird motifs, turned toward Fast Man.
"You'rejus saying that.”

Fast Man swung himsdlf up beside the runaway and settled into the little nest. Y emoawiggled avay as
far asthe cramped space would permit.

"l didn't say you could come up here."
"It'safreeship.”
"It'snot your ship.”

"True," said Fast Man. He crossed hislegs and dimmed down his self-shine until they could both ook out
over thefloodlit curve of the sar drive works. The scdarity driveitself wasasmal unit—smdl by
Amoasvidas, merdly the size of awell-established country manor. The heavy engineering that
overshadowed it, the towering silos and domes and pipeworks, was the transfer system that converted
water and antiwater into dark energy. Above dl, the lampships hovered in habitat-stationary orbits, five
small suns. Fast Man did not doubt that the site hived with desperate energy and activity, but to his Child
Speed perceptions, it was as dtill asapainting, the figuresin their bird-bright skinsuits, the heavy
engineersin their long-duration work armor, the many robots and vehicles and little jetting skipcraft al
frozen in time, moving so dowly that no individua motion wasvisible, but when you looked back,
everything had changed. A long time even for aParent, Fast Man sat with Y emoa. Beyond the
congtruction lights, the stars arced past. How must they seem to the adults, Fast Man thought, and in that
thought pushed down into Parent Speed and felt a breathless, deeply internalized gasp of wonder asthe
dars accelerated into curving streks. The congtruction site ramped up into action, the little assembly
robots and skippers darting here and there on little puffs of reaction gas.

Ten years, ten grown-up years, since Fast Man had osmosed through the hull and coalesced out of a
column of motes onto the soil of Gaatu Colony, and sill he did not know which world he belonged to,
Parent or Fast Children. There had been no Fast Children then, no children &t all. That was the contract.
When the Detination was reached, that was the time for children, born the old way, the fast way,
properly adjusted to their new world. Fast Man had changed dl that with the price of hisrescue: the
promise that the Destination could be reached not in dow years, not evenin asow season, but in
hours-rea hours. With a proviso: that they detour-a matter of momentsto areativistic flest—to Fast
Man's old home-world of Tay.

The meetings were concluded, the dedl was struck, the Aeo Taea fleet'stight tight energy budget would
alow it, judt. It would mean biofuels and muscle power for the travelers; al tech resources diverted to
assembling the three dark energy scdarity units. But the journey would be over in asingle deep. Thenthe
generous forests and woodlands that carpeted the gently rolling midriffs of the colony cylindersall
flowered and released genetweak pollen. Everyone got a cold for three days, everyone got pregnant, and
nine Parent months later, the first of the Fast Children was born.

"So wherésyour clip?’

At the sound of Y emoa's voice, Fast Man geared up into Child Speed. The work on the dazzling plain
froze; the stars dowed to a crawl.

"I don't need one, do |?" Fast Man added, "I know exactly how big spaceis.”

"Doesit redly use dark energy?'



"It does."

Y emoa pulled hisknees up to him, siff from hislong vigil in the absolute cold. A splinter of memory
pierced Fast Man: the fast-frozen canals of Jann, the months-long dark. He shivered. Whose life was
that, whose memory?

"I read about dark energy. It'sthe force that makes the universe expand faster and faster, and everything
init, you, me, the distance between us. In the end, everything will accelerate away so fast from everything
elsethat the universe will rip itsdf apart, right down to the quarks.”

"That's one theory."

"Every particlewill be so far from everything esethat it will bein auniverse of itsown. It will be a
universe of itsown.”

"Likel said, it'satheory. Y emoa, your parents—"
"You usethisasaspacedrive

"Y our matter-antimatter system obeys the laws of thermodynamics, and that's the heat-degth of the
universe. Were dl getter older and colder and more and more distant. Come on, you have to comein.
Y ou must be uncomfortablein that suit.”

The Aeo Taea skinauits looked like flimsy dance costumesto don in the empty cold of interstellar space,
but their hides were clever works of molecular technology, recycling and refreshing and repairing. Still,
Fast Man could not contemplate the itch and reek of one after days of wear.

"Y ou can't be here on Starship Day," Fast Man warned. "Particle density isvery low out here, but it's ill
enough to fry you, at lightspeed.”

"WEelIl bethe Slow onesthen,” Yemoasad. "A few hourswill passfor us, but in the outside universe, it
will befifty years™"

"It'sdl rdative" Fast Man sad.

"And when we get there," Y emoa continued, "well unpack the landers and well go down and it'll bethe
new world, the big Des Tin Ay Shun, but our moms and dads, they'll stay up in the Three Worlds. And
well work, and well build that new world, and well have our children, and they'll have children, and
maybe well see another generation after that, but in the end, well die, and the Parents up therein the
sky, they'll hardly have aged at all.”

Fast Man draped his hands over his knees.
"They loveyou, you know."

"I know. | know that. It'snot that at al. Did you think that? If you think that, you're stupid. What does
everyone seeinyou if you think stuff likethat? It'sjudt... what'sthe point?’

None, Fast Man thought. And everything. You are as much point as the universe needs, in your
yellow and green skinsuit and mad-bird helmet and fine rage.

"You know," Fast Man said, "whatever you think about it, it'sworse for them. It'sworse than anything |
think you can imagine. Everyonethey love growing old in the wink of an eye, dying, and they can't touch
them, they can't help, they're trapped up there. No, | think it's so very much worse for them.”



"Yah," said Yemoa. He dapped his gloved hands on histhin knees. Y ou know, it isfreezing up here.”

"Come on then." Fast Man stood up and offered asilver hand. Y emoatook it. The stars curved
overhead. Together, they climbed down from the aeria and waked back down over the curve of the
world, back home.

OGA, TEARING

He stood on the arch of the old Jemejnay bridge over the dead cand. Acid winds blew past him,
shrieking on the honed edges of the shattered porcelain houses. The black sky crawled with suppressed
lightning. The cand was adesiccated vein, cracked dry; even the centuries of trash wedged in its cracked
slts had rusted away, under the bite of the caustic wind, to scabs and scales of dag. Thelagoonwasa
dish of pure sat shimmering with heat haze. In naturd light, it would have been blinding but no sun ever
challenged the clouds. In Oga's extended vision, the old campanile across the lagoon was a snapped
tooth of crumbling masonry.

A flurry of boiling acid rain swept over Oga as he turned away from the burning vista, from the dead
stone arch, onto Ej-tay Quay. His motes sensed and changed mode on reflex, but not before awash of
pain burned through him. Fedl it. It is punishment. It isgood.

The houses were roofless, floorless; rotted snapped teeth of patinated ceramic: had been for eight
hundred years. Drunken Chicken Street. Here Kentlay the Lonely had sat out in the sun and passed the
time of day with his neighbors and vistors come for his gift. Here were the Dilmgs and thevile, crud little
son who had caught birds and pulled their feathers so that they could not fly from his needles and knives,
street bully and fat boy. Mrs. Supris, aseawidow, abaker of cakes and sweets, akeeper of mournings
and ocean leavings. All dead. Long dead, dead with their city, their world.

Thismust be amock Ctarisphay, astage, a s&t, aplay city for some moral tale of aprodigd, an
abandoner. A traitor. Memoriesturned to blasted, glowing ssumps. A city of ruins. A world in ruins.
There was no sea anymore. Only endless poisoned sdt. This could not betrue. Y et thiswas his house.
The acid wind had not yet totally erased the carved squid that stood over the door. Oga reached up to
touch it. It was hat, biting hot; everything was hot, baked to an infrared glow by runaway greenhouse
effect. To Ogas carbon-shelled fingertips, it wasasmall stone prayer, awhisper caught in ashdll. If the
world had permitted tears, the old, eroded stone squid would have called Oga's. Here was the hdl, here
the private parlor, curved in on itsdf like aceramic musical insrument. The sairs, the upper floors,
everything organic had evaporated centuries ago, but he could still read the niches of the deeping porches
cast in the upper walls. How would it have been in the end days, when even the summer sky was black
from burning oil? Sow, painful, as year upon year the summer temperatures rose and the plankton
blooms, carefully engineered to absorb the carbon from Tay's ail riches, died and gave up their own
sequestered carbon.

The winds keened through the dead city and out across the empty ocean. With athought, Oga
summoned the ship. lon glow from the reentry shone through the clouds. Sonic boomsrrolled acrossthe
sterile lagoon and rang from the dead porcelain houses. The ship punched out of the cloud base and
unfolded, asheet of nanomotesthat, to Oga's vision, caled memories of the ancient Bazjendi angels
stooping down the burning wind. The ship best its wings over the shattered campanile, then dropped
around Ogallike a possession. Flesh melted, flesh ran and fused, systems meshed, selves merged. Newly
incarnate, Oga kicked off from Ejtay Quay inapillar of fuson fire. Light broke around the empty houses
and plazas, sent shadows racing down the desiccated cands. The salt pan glared white, dwindling to the
greater darkness as the light ascended. With agtar at hisfeet, Oga punched up through the boiling acid
clouds, up and out until, in his extended shipsight, he could see the infraglow of the planet'slimb curve
againgt space. A tear of blood. Accelerating, Oga broke orbit.



Oga. The name was afegtival. Father-of-all-our-Mirths, in subtly inflected Aeo Taea. He was Fast Man
no more, no longer a sojourner; he was Parent of anation. The Clave had ordained three Parent Days of
regjoicing asthe Aeo Taea colony cylinders dropped out of scalarity drive at the edge of the system. For
the children, it had been amonth of party. Looking up from theflat end of the cylinder, Ogahad felt the
light from his native star on his skin, subtle and senditive in a dozen spectra. He masked out the sun and
looked for those sparks of reflected light that were worlds. There Sdltpeer, and great Bephis: magnifying
hisvision, he could seeits rings and many moons, there Tejaphay. It, too, wore aring now; the shattered
icy remnants of the An-preen Commonwed. And there; there: Tay. Home. Something not right about it.
Something missing initslight. Ogahad ratcheted up hissight to the highest magnification he could achieve
inthisform.

There was no water in the spectrum. There was no pale blue dot.

The Clave of Aeo TaeaInterstelar Cantons received the message some hours after the surface crews
registered the departure of the Anpreen splinter-ship inaglare of fusonlight: I have to go home.

From five AUs out, the story became brutally evident. Tay wasasiver bal of unbroken cloud. Those
clouds comprised carbon dioxide, carbonic, and sulfuric acid, and amemory of water vapor. The surface
temperature read at two hundred and twenty degrees. Oga's ship-self possessed skills and techniques
beyond his nonuniform saf; he could see the perpetud lightning storms cracking cloud to cloud, but never
adrop of purerain. He could see through those clouds; he could ped them away so that the charred,
parched surface of the planet lay open to his sight. He could map the outlines of the continents and the
continenta shelveslifting from the dried ocean. The chains of archipel agos, once jewels around the belly
of abeautiful dancer, wereribs, bones, sark mountain chains glowing furioudy in the infradark.

Asheféel sunward, Oga put the story together. The Enemy had struck Tay casudly, dmost asan
afterthought. A lone warship, little larger than the ritua catamaran on which the boy caled Ptey had sailed
from this quay so many centuries before, had detached itsalf from the main fleet action and swept the
planet with its particle wegpons, aspray of directed firethat set the ail fields burning. Then it looped
carelesdy back out of the system, leaving aworld to suffocate. They had |eft the space €levator intact.
There must be away out. Thiswas judgment, not murder. Y et two billion people, two thirds of the
planet's population, had died.

Onethird had lived. One third swarmed up the life-rope of the space elevator and looked out at space
and wondered where they could go. Where they went, Oga went now. He could hear their voices, alow
em-band chitter from the big blue of Tegaphay. Hiswas along, dow chasing loop. It would be the better
part of ayear before he arrived in parking orbit above Tejaphay. Time presented its own distractions and
seductions. The quantum array that was his heart could as easily re-create Tay as any of scores of
culturesit stored. The midday aurorawould twist and glimmer again above the steep-gabled roofs of
Jann. He would fish with Cjatay from the old, weether-silvered fishing stands for the spring run of prith.
The Sulanj idandswould Smmer and bask under the midnight sun and Puzhay would again nuzzle against
him and press her body close againgt the hammering cold outside the Tea Lane Ladyhearth walls. They
al could live, they dl would believe they lived, he could, by sdlective editing of his consciousness, believe
they lived again. He could re-create dead Tay. But it was the game of agod, agod who could take off
his omniscience and enter his own delusion, and so Oga chose to press his perception down into atime
flow even dower than Parent Time and watch the interplay of gravity wellsaround the sun.

On thefina weeks of approach, Oga returned to world time and opened hisfull sensory array on the big
planet that hung tantalizingly before him. He had come here before, when the Anpreen Commonwesdl
hung around Tejaphay like pearls, but then he had given the world beneath him no thought, being indde a
world completeinitsaf, and his curiosity turned outward to the shape of the universe. Now he beheld



Teaphay and remembered awe. Three times the diameter of Tay, Teaphay was the true water world
now. Ocean covered it poleto pole, ahundred kilometers deep. Immense weather systems mottled the
planet, white on blue. The surviving spine of the Anpreen space eevator pierced the eye of a perpetua
equatoria storm system. Wave trains and swells ran unbroken from equator to poleto smashin
stupendous breakers againgt the polar ice caps. Oga drew near in seameditation. Deep ocean appdlled
him in away that centuries of time and space had not. That was distance. Thiswas hogtility. Thiswas
eementary fury that knew nothing of humanity.

Y et life clung here. Life survived. From two light-minutes out, Oga had heard awhisper of radio
communication, from the orbit station on the space devator, also from the planet's surface. Scanning
sub-Antarctic waters, he caught the unmistakable tang of smart-ice. A closer look: what had on first
glance seemed to be bergs reved ed amore complex structure: Spires, buttresses, domes, and sprawling
terraces. I ce cities, riding the perpetua swell. Tay was not forgotten: these were the ancient Manifold
Houses reborn, grown to the scale of vast Tglgphay. Closer again: the berg city under his scrutiny floated
at the center of amuch larger boomed circle. Oga's senses teemed with life Sgns. Thiswas acomplete
ecosystemn, and ocean farm, and Oga began to appreciate what these refugees had undertaken. No
glimpse of life had ever been found on Tejaphay. Water-worlds, thawed from ice giants sent spirding
sunward by the gravitationd play of their larger planetary rivas, were serile. At the bottom of the
hundred-kilometer-deep ocean was pressure ice, five thousand kilometers of pressure ice down to the
iron core. No mineras, no carbon ever percolated up through that deep ice. Traces might arrive by
cometary impact, but the waters of Tejaphay were deep and pure. What the Taynish had, the Taynish
had brought. Even thisice city was grown from the shattered remnants of the Anpreen Commonweal.

A hail from the devator station, asmple language dgorithm. Oga smiled to himsdf as he compared the
vocabulary filesto hisown memory of his native tongue. Half amillennium had changed the pronunciation
and many of the words of Taynish, but not itsinner subtleties, the rhythmic and contextua cluesasto

which Aspect was speaking.

"Attention unidentified ship, thisis Tejaphay Orbita Tower gpproach control. Please identify yoursdlf and
your flight plan.”

"Thisisthe Ogaof the Aeo Taea Interstdlar Fleet.” He toyed with replying in the archaic speech. Worse
than abreach of etiquette, such aconcelit might give away information he did not wish known. Yet. "'l am
arepresentative with authority to negotiate. We wish to enter into communications with your government
regarding fuding rightsin thissysem.”

"Hello, Oga, thisis Tgaphay Orbital Tower. By the Aeo TaeaInterstellar Flegt, | assume you refer to
these objects” A subchatter on the data channel identified the cylinders, coasting in-system. Oga
confirmed.

"Hello, Oga, Teaphay Tower. Do not, repesat, do not approach the Tower docking station. Attain this
orbit and maintain until you have been contacted by Tower security. Please confirm your acceptance.”

It was areasonable request, and Ogal's subtler senses picked up missile foramens unfolding in the
shadows of the Orbital Station solar array. He was arunner, not afighter; Teaphay's defenses might be
basi ¢ fus on warheads and would need sustained precision hitsto split open the Aeo Taeacolony cans,
but they were more than amatch for Ogawithout the fud reservesfor full scaarity drive.

"l confirm that."

As helooped up to the higher ground, Oga studied more closdly the berg cities of Tejaphay, chipsof ice
in the monstrous ocean. It would be abrutd life down there under two gravities, every aspect of life



subject to the melting ice and the enclosing circle of the biosphere boom. Everything beyond that was as
lifdless as gpace. The horizon would be huge and far and empty. City shipsmight sail for lifetimes without
mesting another polis. The Taynish were tough. They were arace of the extremes. Their birthworld and
its severe seasond shifts had called forth asocia response that other cultureswould regard as mental
disease, as socidized schizophrenia. Those multiple Aspects-a self for every need-now served them on
the hogtile vastnesses of Te-jgphay's world ocean. They would survive, they would thrive. Life endured.
Thiswasthe great lesson of the Clade: that life was hope, the only hope of escaping the death of the
universe,

"Every particle will be so far from everything else that it will be in a universe of its own. It will be
a universe of its own, ateenage boy in ayelow spacesuit had said up on the hull of mighty Amoa,
looking out on the space between the stars. Oga had not answered at that time. 1t would have scared the
boy, and though he had discovered it himsdlf on thelong flight from Milius 1183, he did not properly
understand it himself, and in that gap of comprehension, he, too, was afraid. Yes, he would have said.
And in that is our only hope.

Long-range sensors chimed. A ship had emerged around the limb of the planet. Consciousnessistoo
dow atool for the pitiless mathematics of space. In the split second that the ship's course, design, and
drive sgnature had registered on Oga's higher cognitions, his autonomic systems had plotted course and
fudl reserves, and engaged the scalarity drive. At athousand gees, he pulled away from Tejaphay.
Manipulating space-time so close to the planet would send gravity waves rippling through it like a struck
gong. Enormous dow tideswould circle the globe; the space elevator would flex like acrackled whip.
Nothing to be done. It wasingtinct done and by ingtinct he lived, for here came the missiles. Twenty
nanotoc warheads on hypergee drives, wiping out his entire rearward vision in awhite glare of lightweight
MaM engines, but not before he had felt on his skin sensors the unmistakable harmonies of an Enemy

deep-space scoopfield going up.

The missiles had the legs, but Oga had the stamina. He had calculated it thus. The numbers till cameto
him. Looking back at the blue speck into which Teaphay had dwindled, he saw the engine sparks of the
missileswink out one after the other. And now he could be sure that the Strategy, devised in
nanoseconds, would pay off. The warship was chasing him. Hewould lead it away from the Aeo Taea
fleet. But thiswould be no long stern chase over the light-decades. He did not have the fue for that, nor
the inclination. Without fuel, without wegpons, he knew he must end it. For that, he needed space.

It was the same ship. The drive field harmonics, the spectrum of the fusion flame, the timbre of the radar
images that he so gently, kiss-soft, bounced off the pursuer's hull, even the configuration he had glimpsed
asthe ship rounded the planet and launched missiles. Thiswas the same ship that had hunted him down
al theyears. Degp mysteries here. Time dilation would compress his planned course to subjective
minutes and Oga needed time to find an answer.

The ship had known where he would go even asthey bucked the stormy cape of the wandering neutron
gar. It had never even attempted to follow him; insteed, it had always known that it must lay in a course
that would whip it around to Tay. That meant that even as he escaped the holocaust a Milius 1183, it
had known who he was, where he came from, had seen through the frozen layers of smart-iceto the
Torben below. The ship had come from around the planet. It was an enemy ship, but not the Enemy.
They would have boiled Tejaphay down to itsiron heart. Long Oga contemplated these things ashe
looped out into the wilderness of the Oort cloud. Out there among the lonedly ice, hereached a
conclusion. He turned the ship over and burned the last of hisreaction in a hypergee deceleration burn.
The enemy ship responded immediately, but itsramjet drive was less powerful. 1t would be months,
years even, before it could turn around to match orbits with him. He would be ready then. The edge of
the field brushed Oga as he decelerated at fifteen hundred gravities and he used his externa sensorsto



modul ate a message on the huge web, amillion kilometers across: | surrender.

* % % % %

Gigayears ago, before the star was born, the two comets had met and entered into their far, cold
marriage. Beyond the dramas and attractions of the dust cloud that coalesced into Tay and Teaphay and
Bephis, al the twelve planets of the solar system, they maintained their fixed-grin gazes on each other,
locked in orbit around amutual center of gravity where a permanent free-floating haze of ice crystals
hovered, afraction of aKelvin above absolute zero. Hidden among them, and as cold and seemingly as
dead, was the splintership. Oga shivered. The cold was more than physica—on the limits of even his
malleable form. Within their therma casing, his motes moved as dowly as Aeo Taea Parents. Hefelt old
asthisice and asweary. He looked up into the gap between ice worlds. The husband-comet floated
above hishead like ahalo. He could have leaped to it in athought.

Lights againgt the starlight twinkle of the floating ice sorm. A sudden occlusion. The Enemy was here.
Ogawaited, feding every targeting sensor trained on him.

No, you won't, will you? Because you have to know.

A shadow detached itself from the black ship, darkest on dark, and looped around the comet. It would
be a parliament of self-assembling moteslike himself. Oga had worked out decades before that Enemy
and Anpreen were one and the same, sprung from the same nanotechnologica seed when they attained
Class Two status. Theirswas acivil war. In the Clade, all war was civil war, Ogathought.
Panhumanity was al therewas. Morelike afamily feud. Y es, those were the bloodiest fights of al. No
quarter and no forgiveness.

The man came waking around the smdll curve of the comet, kicking up shards of ice crystalsfrom his
grip soles. Ogarecognized him. He was meant to. He had designed himself so that he would be ingtantly
recognizable, too. He bowed, in the distances of the Oort cloud.

"Torben Reris Orhum Felannen Kekjay Prus Regimer Sere-jen Ngben, sir.”

The briefest nod of ahead, agesture of hoursin the dow-motion hypercold.
"Torben. I'm not familiar with that name.”

"Perhaps we should use the name most familiar to you. That would be Sergjen, or perhaps Fgannen. |
wasin that Aspect when we last met. | would have hoped you still remembered the old etiquette.”

"l find | remember too much these days. Forgetting isachoice since | wasimproved. And achore. What
do they cdl you now?"

ll%a.ll
"Ogait shdl be, then."
"And what do they cdl you now?'

The man looked up into theicy gap between worldlets. He has remembered himself well, Oga
thought. The slight portliness, the child-chubby features, like a boy who never grew up. As he says,
forgetting isa chore.

"The samething they dways have: Cjatay."

"Tdl meyour sory then, Cjatay. Thiswas never your fight, or my fight.”



"Youleft her.”

"Sheleft me, | recdl, and, likeyou, | forget very little these days. | can seethe note ill; | could re-create
it for you, but it would be a scandal ous waste of energy and resources. She went to you."

"It was never me. It wasthe cause.”
"Doyou truly believethat?"
Cjatay gaveaglacid shrug.

"We made independent contact with them when they came. The Council of governments was divided, dl
over the place, no coherent approach or strategy. 'L eave us alone. Were not part of this." But theresno
neutrality in these things. We had let them use our system's water. We had the space eevator they built
for us, there was the price, there was the blood money. We knew it would never work-our hope was
that we could convince them that some of us had always stood against the Anpreen. They torched Tay
anyway, but they gaveusaded.

They'd let us survive as agpeciesif some of usjoined them on their crusade.”
"They are the Anpreen.”

" Were the Anpreen. | know. They took meto pieces. They made usinto something else. Better, | think.
All of us, there were twenty-four of us. Twenty-four, that was al the good people of Tay, intheir eyes.
Everyone who was worth saving."

"And Puzhay?'

"She died. She was caught in the Arphan conflagration. She went there from Jann to be with her parents.
It dwayswas an oil town. They mdted it to dag.”

"But you blameme"

"You aredl that'sleft.

"l don't believethat. | think it was always persondl. | think it was dways revenge.”
"Youdill exig."

"That's because you don't have dl the answersyet.”

"We know the kind of creatures we've become; what answers can | not know?"
Ogadipped his head, then looked up to the halo moon, so close he could dmost touchit.
"Do you want me to show you what they fear so much?'

There was no need for thelift of the hand, the conjurer's gesture; the pieces of his ship-sdlf that Oga had
seeded s0 paingtakingly through the wife-comet's structure were part of his extended body. But | do
make magic here, he thought. He dropped his hand. The star-speckled sky turned white, hard painful
white, asif thelight of every star were arriving at once. An Others sky, Ogaremembered from his days
intheturrets and cloisters of Jann. And asthelight grew intolerable, it ended. Blackness, embedding,
huge and comforting. The dark of death. Then Oga's eyes grew familiar with the dark, and, though it was
the plan and adways had been the plan, hefelt aplaint of awe as he saw ten thousand gal axies resolve out
of the Olbers dazzle. And he knew that Cjatay saw the same.

"Where are we? What have you done?



"We are somewherein the region of two hundred and thirty million light-years outside our loca group of
gaaxies, more precisaly, on the periphery of the cosmologica gaactic super-cluster known asthe Great
Attractor. | made some refinements to the scalarity drive unit to operate in aone-dimensiona array.”

"Fagter-than-light travel," Cjatay said, his upturned face silvered with the light of the ten thousand galaxies
of the Great Attractor.

"No, you gtill don't seeit,” Ogasaid, and again turned the universe white. Now when he flicked out of
hyperscaarity, the sky was dark and starless but for three vast streams of milky light that met ina
triskelion hundreds of millions of light-years across.

"We are within the Bootes Supervoid,” Ogasaid. "It isso vast that if our own gaaxy werein the center
of it, we would have thought oursalves alone and that our galaxy wasthe entire universe. Before usare
the Lyman apha-blobs, three conjoined galaxy filaments. These are the largest Structuresin the universe.
On scaleslarger than this, structure becomes random and grainy. We become gray. These arethelast
grand vigtas. Thisisthe end of greatness.”

"Of course, the expansion of spaceisnot limited by light-speed,” Cjatay said.

"Still you don't understand.” A third time, Oga generated the dark energy from the ice benegth his feet
and focused it into anarrow beam between the wife-comet and its unimaginably distant husband. Two
particlesin contact will remain in qguantum entanglement no matter how far they are removed,
Ogathought. And is that true also for lives? He dismissed the scaarity generator and brought them out
in blackness. Complete, impenetrable, dl-enfolding blackness, without a photon of light.

"Do you undergtland where | have brought you?"

"Y ou've taken us beyond the visible horizon," Cjatay said.

"Y ou've pushed space so far that the light from the rest of the universe has not had time to reach us. We
areisolated from every other part of redlity. In aphilosophica sense, we are auniversein oursaves.”

"That was what they feared?'Y ou feared?”’
"That the scalarity drive had the potentid to be turned into aweapon of unimaginable power? Oh yes.

The ability to remove any enemy from reach, to banish them beyond the edge of the universe. To exile
them from the universeitsdlf, ingantly and irrevocably.”

"Yes, | can understand that, and that you did what you did dtruigticaly. They were mora genocides. But
our intention was never to use it as awegpon—if it had been, wouldn't we have used it on you?'

Silence in the darkness beyond dark.
"Explain then."
"I have one more demonstration.”

The mathematics were critical now. The scaarity generator devoured cometary mass voracioudy. If there
were not enough eft to alow him to return them home... Trust number, Oga. Y ou aways have. Beyond
the edge of the universe, dl you have is number. There was ho sensation, no way of perceiving when he
activated and deactivated the scaarity field, except by number. For an ingtant, Oga feared number had
failed him, afirst and fatal betrayal. Then light blazed down onto the dark ice. A single blinding star shone
in the absolute blackness.

"What isthat?"



"| pushed asingle proton beyond the horizon of this horizon. | pushed it so far that space and timetore.”
"So I'm looking at-"

"Thelight of creation. That isan entire universe, newborn. A new big bang. A young man once said to
me, "Every particlewill be so far from everything dsethat it will bein auniverse of itsown. It will be a
universe of itsown." An extended object like this comet, or bodies, istoo gross, but in asingle photon,
quantum fluctuationswill turn it into an entire universe-in-waiting."

The two men looked up along timeinto the nascent light, the surface of the firebal seething with physical
laws and forces boiling out. Now you under stand, Ogathought. It's not a weapon. It's the way out.
The way past the death of the universe. Out there beyond the horizon, we can bud off new
universes, and universes from those universes, forever. Intelligence has the last word. We won't
die alonein the cold and the dark. Hefdt thelight of the infant universe on hisface, then said, "1 think
we probably should be getting back. If my caculations are correct-and there isasignificant margin of
error-thisfirebal will shortly undergo a phase transition as dark energy separates out and undergoes
catastrophic expangion. | don't think that the environs of an early universe would be avery good place
for usto be"

He saw portly Cjatay smile.

"Take me home, then. I'm cold and I'm tired of being agod.”
"Arewe gods?'

Cjatay nodded at the micro verse.

"I think s0. No, | know | would want to be aman again.”

Ogathought of hisown selves and lives, his bodies and natures. Flesh indwelled by many persondlities,
then one personality-one aggregate of experience and memory-in bodiesliquid, starship,
nanotechnologica. And he was tired, so terribly tired beyond the universe, centuries awvay from dl that
he had known and loved. All except this one, hisenemy.

"Tggphay isno placefor children.”

"Agreed. We could rebuild Tay."

"It would be awork of centuries.

"We could use the Aeo Taea Parents. They have plenty of time.”
Now Cjatay laughed.

"I haveto trust you now, don't I?1 could have vaporized you back there, blown this place to atoms with
my missiles. And now you creste an entire universe.”

"And the Enemy? They'll come again.”
"You'l beready for them, like you wereready for me. After dl, | am gtill the enemy.”

The surface of the bubble of universe seemed to be in more frenetic motion now. The light was dimming
fadt.

"Let'sgo then," Cjatay said.

"Yes" Ogasad. "Let'sgo home."



OGA, RETURNING




