THE STAR SURGEON S APPRENTI CE
Al astair Reynol ds

Through the bar's w ndows, Juntura Spaceport was an endless grid of hol ding
berths, launch gantries, and radiator fins, coiling inits own pollution under
a snmeared pink sky. Thr air crackled with radiation fromunshielded drives. It
was no place to visit, let alone stay.

"I need to get out of here," | said.

The shi pmaster sneered at my remaining credit. "That won't get you to the
Napi er Belt, kid, let alone Frolovo."

"It"'s all I've got."

"Then maybe you should spend a few nonths working in the port, until you can
pay for a ride."

The shi pmaster—-he was a cyborg, like nost of themturned away with a whine of
hi s servo-driven exoskel eton.
"Wait," | said. "Please . . . just a nonent. Maybe this nmakes a difference."

| pulled a black bundle frominside my jacket, peeling back enough of the
cloth to let himsee the weapon. The shi pmaster his name was Master

Khor og—+eached out one iron gauntlet and hefted the prize. H's eye-goggle
clicked and whirred into focus.

"Very nasty," he said appreciatively. "I heard someone used one of these

agai nst Happy Jack." The eye sw vel ed sharply onto me. "Maybe you know
somet hi ng about that ?"

"Nothing," | said easily. "It's just an heirloom"

The heirl oomwas a bone gun. Kal arash Empire tech: very old, very difficult to
pick up in security scans. Not rmuch of it around anynore, which is why the gun
cost me so much. It enployed a sonic effect to shatter human bone, turning it
i nto sonething resenbling sugar. Three seconds was all it needed to do its
work. By then the victimno | onger had anything nuch resenbling a skel etal
structure.

You couldn't live long like that, of course. But you didn't die instantly

ei ther.

"The trick—so they say—+s not to dwell on the skull," Khorog nused. "Leave
enough cranial structure for the victimto retain consciousness. And the
ability to hear, if you want to taunt them There are three small bones in the
ear. People usually forget those.™

"WIl you take the gun or not?"

"I could get into trouble just looking at it." He put the gun back onto the
cloth. "But it's a nice piece. Warm too. It night make a difference. There
used to be a good nmarket for antique weapons on Jel gava. Maybe there stil

is."

| brightened. "Then you can give ne a berth?"

"I only said it makes a difference, kid. Enough that you can pay off the rest
aboard the Iron Lady."

| could already feel Happy Jack's button men pushing their way through the
port, asking urgent questions. Only a matter of tine before they hit this bar
and found ne.

"I'f you can get me to the Frolovo Hub, "Il take it."

"Maybe we're not going to Frol ovo. Maybe we're going to the. Bafq Gap, or the
Bel terra Sphere.™

"Somewher e nearby, then. Another hub. It doesn't matter. | just have to get
of f Mokner."

"Show us your mitts." Before | could say yes, Khorog's netal hands were
exam ni ng ny skin-and-bone ones, splaying the fingers with surprising

gentl eness. "Never done a hard day's work in your life, have you? But you have
good fingers. Hand-to-eye coordination okay? No neuronotor conplications?

Pal sy?"

"I"'mfine," | said. "And whatever it is you want me to do, | can learn."

"M ster Zeal —eur surgeon—eeds an assistant. It's manual |abor, mostly. Think
you can handle it?"



Jack's men, closer now. "Yes," | said. By then |I'd have said anything to get
of f Mokmer.

"There'll be no freezer berth: the Iron Lady doesn't run to them You'll be
warm the whole trip. Two and a half years subjective, maybe three, till we
make the next orbitfall. And once Zeal's trained you up, he won't want you

| eaving his service at the first port of call. You'll be |ooking at four or
five years aboard the Lady; maybe longer if he can't find another pair of
hands. Doesn't sound so sweet now, does it?"

No, | thought, but then neither did the alternative. "I"'mstill willing."
"Then be at shuttle dock nine in twenty mnutes. That's when we lift for
orbit."

W lifted on tine.

| didn't see nuch of the ship fromthe shuttle: just enough to tellkit the
Iron Lady | ooked much the same as all the other ranmscoops parked in orbit
around Moknmer: a brutalist gray cylinder, swelling to the arnored nouth of the
magnetic field intake at the front, tapering to the drive assenbly at the
back. Comms gear, radiators, docking nechani sns, and nodul ar cargo containers
ringed the ship around its gently in-curving waist. It was bruised and
battered | fromendless near-light transits, with great scorch marks and

i npact raters marring nuch of the hull

The shuttle docked with just Khorog and ne aboard. Even before | had been

i ntroduced to the rest of the crewer even the surgeon—the Iron Lady was
novi ng.

"Sooner than | expected,"” | said.

"Conpl ai ni ng?" Khorog asked. "l thought you wanted to get away from Mokner as
soon as possible.”

"No," | said. "I'"'mglad we're under way." | brushed a wall panel as we wal ked.
"It's very snooth. | expected it to feel different." "That's because we're

only on in-systemnotors at the nonent."

"There's a problemw th the ramscoop?”

"We don't switch on the scoop until we're well beyond Mkmer—er any pl anet,
for that matter. We're safe in the ship—4tife quarters are well shiel ded—but
out side, you're |l ooking at the strongest magnetic field this side of the Crab

pul sar. Doesn't hurt wetheads like you all that nmuch ... but us, that's
different." He knuckled his fist against his plated cranium "Cyborgs like ne
cyborgs like everyone else you' |l neet aboard this ship, or in any kind of
space environment—we feel it. Get within a thousand kilometers of a ship like
this . . . it warns up the netal in our bodies. Inductive heating: we fry from
the inside. That's why we don't light the scoop: it ain't neighborly."
"I"'msorry," | said, realizing that |I'd touched the cyborg equival ent of a
nerve.
"We'll light in good tine." Khorog hamered one of the wall plates. "Then
you'll feel the old girl shiver her tinbers.”

On the way to the surgeon, we passed other menbers of the Iron Lady's
redoubt abl e crew, none of whom Khorog saw fit to introduce. They were a
carnival of grotesques, even by the standards of the cyborgs |I'd seen around

t he spaceport. One man consisted of a grinning, cackling, gap-toothed head
plugged into a trundling life-support mechani smthat had apparently ori ginated
as a cleaning robot: in place of wheels, or |egs, he noved on multiple

spi nni ng brushes, polishing the deck plates behind him A woman gl anced
haughtily at ne as she passed: normal enough except that the upper hem sphere
of her skull was a glass dome, in which resided a kind of ticking orrery:

| um nous planetary heads orbiting the bright lamp of a star. As she wal ked she
rubbed a hand over the swell of her belly and | understood—as | was surely
meant to—that her brain had been relocated there for safekeeping. Another man
nmoved in an exoskel eton simlar to the one Khorog wore, but in this case there
was very little man left inside the powered frame: just a desiccated wi sp,

li ke sonmething that had dried out in the sun. Hi s linbs were |ike strands of
rope, his head a piece of shriveled, stepped-on fruit. "You'll be the new
mate, then," he said in a voice that sounded as if he was trying to speak



whi | e bei ng strangl ed.
"If Zeal agrees to it," Khorog said back. "Only then."

"What if Mster Zeal doesn't agree to it?" | asked, when we were safely out of
ear shot .
"Then we'll find you sonething el se to do," Khorog replied. "A ways plenty of

jobs on the ..." And then he halted, as if he'd been neaning to say sonethi ng
el se but had caught hinmself in tine.

By then we'd reached the surgeon

M ster Zeal occupied a wi ndow ess chanber near the mddle

of the ship. He was working on one of his patients when Khorog showed me in.
Hul ki ng surgi cal machi nes | oomed over the operating table, carrying |lights,
mani pul ators, and barbed, savage-l|ooking cutting tools.

"This is the new assistant,"” Khorog said. "Has a good pair of hands on him so
try and nmake this one last."

Zeal | ooked up fromhis work. He was a huge, bald, thick-necked man with a
power ful jaw There was nothi ng obviously nechanical about him even the

cl ose-up goggle he wore over his left eye was strapped into place, rather than
i npl anted. He wore a stiff |eather apron over his bare, nuscul ar chest, and he
glistened with sweat and oil.

H's voice was a |l ow runble. "Just a pup, Master Khorog. | asked for a man."
"Beggars can't be choosers, Mster Zeal. This is what was on offer."

Zeal stood up fromthe table and studied ne with a curl on his lips, w ping
his right hand against his apron. He pushed his | eft hand agai nst the
rust - dappl ed si de of one of the surgical machines, causing it to nove back on
a set of caterpillar tracks. He stepped over a body that happened to be Iying
on the floor, scuffing his boot heel against the chest.

The voi ce runbl ed again. "Wat's your name, |ad?"

"Peter," | said, fighting to keep ny nervousness in check. "Peter Vandry."

He pushed the goggle off his eye, up onto his forehead.

"Your hands."

"I'"'msorry?"

He roared, "Show ne your damed hands, boy!"

| stepped closer to the surgeon and of fered himny hands. Zeal exam ned them
with a particular attentiveness, his scrutiny nore thorough, nore nethodical

t han Khorog's had been. He | ooked at my tongue. He peel ed back ny eyelids and
| ooked deep into ny eyes. He sniffed as he worked, the curl never |eaving his
lips. All the while | tried to ignore the sem hunman thing laid out on the
opera, ing table, horrified that it was still breathing, still obviously
alive.

The crewran's torso was conmpletely detached fromhis hips and | egs.

"I need a new mate," Zeal told ne. He kicked the body on the

floor. "lI've been trying to nmanage ever since with this |obot, but today .
"Tenper got the better of you, did it?" Khorog asked. "Never mnd ny tenper,"”
Zeal said warningly.

"Lobots don't grow on trees, Mster Zeal. There isn't an inexhaustible
supply.”

The surgeon snapped his gaze back onto me. "I'ma pair of hands down. Do you
t hi nk you can do better?"

My throat was dry, ny hands shaki ng. "Master Khorog seemed to think | could do

it." | held out ny hand, hoping he didn't notice the trenble. "I'm steady."
"Steadiness is a given. But do you have the stonmach for the rest?"
"I"ve seen worse than that," | said, glancing at the patient. But only today,

I thought, only since | left Happy Jack fl oppi ng and oozing on the carpet.
Zeal nodded at the other nman. "You may | eave us now, Master | Khorog. Please
ask the captain to delay drive start-up until I'mfinished with this one, if
that isn't too nuch trouble?"

"I"ll do what | can," Khorog said.

Zeal turned smartly back to ne. "I'"'min the nmddle of a procedure- u re. As
you can tell fromthe [obot, things took a turn for the worse. You'll assist
in the conpletion of the operation. |If things conclude satisfactorily .



well, we'll see." The curl became a thin, uncharitable snile.

| stepped over the dead |obot. It was common know edge that space crews made
ext ensi ve use of |obots for nenial |abor, but quite another to see the

evi dence. Many worlds saw nothing wwong in turning urning crininals into

| obot omi zed sl ave | abor. Instead of the death sentence, they got neurosurgery
and a set of inplants so that they could be puppeted and given sinple tasks.
"What do you want ne to do?" | asked.

Zeal |owered his goggle back into place, settling it over his left eye.
"Looking in the rough direction of the patient would be a start, lad."

| forced myself to take in the bloody ness on the table: the two detached body
hal ves, the details of neat and bone and nervous system al nost |lost am d the
eruptive tangle of plastic and netal |ines spraying fromeither half, carrying
pi nk-red arterial blood, chemical green pneurmatic fluid. The tracked machi nes
attending to the operation were of ancient, squalid provenance. Nothing in
Zeal 's operating room| ooked newer than a thousand years ol d.

Zeal picked up the end of one segnented chrone tube. "I'mtrying to get this
thoracic line in. There was a lot of resistance ... the |obot kept funbling
the job. I'massum ng you can do better."

| took the end of the Iine. It was slippery between nmy fingers. "Shouldn't |
wash, or sonethi ng?"

"Just hold the line. Infection's the least of his worries."

"I was thinking of nme."

Zeal made a small guttural sound, |ike soneone trying to cough up an

obstruction. "The | east of yours as well."

| worked as best | could. W got the line in, then noved on to other areas. |

just did what Zeal told ne, while he watched ne with his one human eye, taking

in every slip and trenor of nmy hand. Once in a while he'd dig into the wide

| eat her pocket sewn across the front of his apron and cone out with sone new

bl ade or too. Cccasionally a |obot would arrive to take away sone piece of

equi prent or dead flesh, or arrive with sonething new and gl eam ng on a plate.

Now and then the tracked robot would creep forward to assist in a procedure.

noticed, with skin-crawing horror, that its dual manipul ator arns ended

in a pair of perfect female human d hands, long fingered and el egant and white

as snow.

" For ceps, he'd say. "Laser scapel." O, sonetinmes, "Soldering iron"

"What happened to this nman?" | asked, feeling | ought to be show ng interest

in nmore than just the mechanics of the operation. "Hold that down," Zeal said,

i gnoring my question completely.

"Cut there. Now make a knot and tie off. God's teeth, careful."”

Alittle while later, the engine lit up. The transition to thrust wei ght was

sudden and unannounced. The fl oor shook violently.

Equi pment clattered of f trays. Zeal slipped with a knife, ruining half

an hour's work, and swore in one of the ancient trade |anguages. "They've it

the drive," he said.

I | bought you asked .

| did. Now apply pressure here."

W kept on working, even as the ship threatened to shake itself to bits. Scoop

instability, Zeal said: it was always rough at first, before the fields

settled dowmn. My back began to ache fromall the | eaning over over the table.

Yet after what felt |like many hours, we were done: the two hal ves reunited,

the interconnects joined, the bone and flesh encouraged to fuse across the

di vi de.

The patient was sewn up, rebooted, and restored to consci ousness. | rubbed ny

back as Zeal spoke softly to the man, answering his questions and noddi ng now

and t hen.

"You'll be all right,"” |I heard himsay. "Just keep away fromany argo lifts

for a while."

"Thanks," the cyborg said.

The crewran got up off the table, whole agai n—er as whole as he woul d ever be.

He wal ked stiffly to the door, pawing at his healed injuries in a kind of



stunned wondernent, as if he had never expected to | eave the operating table.
"It wasn't as bad as it |ooked," Zeal told nme, when the patient had gone.

"Stick with ne, and you'll see a |ot worse.™

"Does that mean you'll let ne stay?"

Zeal picked up an oily rag and threw it nmy way. "Wat else would it nean?

Cl ean yourself up and I'll show you to your quarters.”

It was a job, and it had got me off Mokmer. As gruesonme as working for Zea

m ght have been, | kept rem nding nyself that it was a |lot better than dealing

wi th Happy Jack's button nmen. And in truth, it could have been a | ot worse.

G uff as he had been to start with, Zeal gradually opened up and started
treating ne . . . not exactly as an equal, but at |east as a prom sing
apprentice. He chided me when | made m stakes but was also careful to let ne
know when had done sonething well —hen |'d sewn up a wound nicely or when I'd
wired in a neuronotor inplant w thout causing too much surrounding brain
damage. He woul dn't say anything, but the end of his Iip would soften and he'd
favor ny efforts with a mcroscopic nod of approval

Zeal , | came to learn, enjoyed an uneasy relationship with thee rest of the
Iron Lady's crew. It nmust have al ways been that way for ship's surgeons. They
were there to keep the crew healthy, and much of their work was essentially
benign: the treating of nminor ailments, the prescribing of restorative drugs
and diets. But occa sionally they had to do unspeakabl e things, things that

i nspired dread and horror. And no one was beyond the surgeon's reach, not even
the captain. If a crewman needed treatnent, he was going to get it—even if
Zeal and his |lobots had to drag the nman screamni ng and kicking to the table.
Most of the accidents, though, tended to happen during port tine. Now that we
were under flight, sucking interstellar gases into the ranscoop field,
clinmbing inexorably closer to the speed of light, Zeal's work tended to m nor
operations and adjustments. Days went by with nobody to treat at all. During
these intervals, Zeal would have ne practicing on the |obots, refining ny

t echni ques.

Three or four years, Khorog had said. Longer, if Zeal couldn't find a

repl acenent. Wth only a week under ny belt, it seenmed like a life sentence

aboard the Iron Lady. But | would get through it, | prom sed nyself. If
conditions becane intolerable, | would just junp ship in the next port of
call.

In the nmeantinme | got to know as much of ny new hone as | was allowed. Large
areas of the Iron Lady were out-of-bounds: the rear section was deenmed too
radi oactive, while the front was closed to | owranking crew nmenbers |ike
nmysel f. | never saw the captain, never |learned his nane. But that still left a
| abyrinth of rooms, corridors, and storage bays in which | was allowed to roam
during ny off-duty hours. Now and then | woul d pass other crew nenbers, but
apart from Khorog, none of them ever gave ne the time of day. Zeal told nme not
to take it to heart: it was just that | was working for himand woul d al ways
be seen as the butcher's boy.

After that, | began to take a quiet pride in the fear and respect Zeal and

enj oyed. The other crew m ght |oathe us, but they needed us as well. Qur

kni ves gave us power.

The | obots were different: they neither feared nor admired us but sinply did
what we wanted with the instant obedi ence of machines. They didn't have enough
resi dual personality to feel enmptions. That was what |'d been told, anyway,

but | still found nyself wondering. There were nine of themon the Iron Lady:
five men and four wonen. Looking into their slack, sleepwal ker faces,

couldn't help wondering what kind of people they had been before, what Kkinds
of lives they had led. It was true that they nmust have all committed capita
crimes to have becone lobots in the first place. But not every planet defined
capital crimes in exactly the sane way.

| knew there were nine, and only nine, because they cane through Zeal's room
on a regul ar basis, for mnor tweaks to their control circuitry. | got to know
their faces, got to recognize their slunping, shuffling gait as they wal ked
into a room



One day, however, | saw a tenth.
Zeal had sent ne off on an errand to collect replacenent parts for one of his

machines. |'d taken a wong turn, then another one, and before | realized
quite how lost | was, | had ended up in an unfanm liar part of the Iron Lady. |
stayed calmat first, expecting that after ten or twenty m nutes of random
wandering, I'd find a corridor | recognized.

| didn't.

After thirty mnutes became an hour, and every new corridor | ooked |ess
famliar than the last, | began to panic. There were no markings on the walls,

no navi gati on consol es or col or-coordi nated arrows. The ship's dark
architecture seemed to be rearranging itself as | passed, confounding ny
attenpts at orientation. My panic changed to dread as | considered ny plight.
I mght starve before | found ny way back to the part of the ship | knew The
Iron Lady was huge, and its living crewtiny. If they had little cause to
visit these corridors, it mght be years before they found ny dead body.

| turned another corner, nmore in desperation than hope, and faced yet another
unrecogni zed corridor. But there was soneone standing at the end of it. The
harsh overhead |ight picked out only her face and shoul ders, with the rest of
her lost in shadow. | could see fromher collar that she wore the same kind of
overall as the other lobots. | could also see that she was quite pretty. The
| obots were usually shaved to the scalp, to nmake |ife easier when their heads
had to be opened. This one had a head of hair. It grew out ragged and greasy,
tangled like the branches of an old tree, but it was still hair. Beneath it
was a pal e, al nond-shaped face half [ost in shadow.

She started back fromme, vanishing into deeper shadow and then around a bend
at her end of the corridor

"Wait!" | called. "I'mlost! | need sonmeone to show me the way out of herel™
Lobots never spoke, but they understood spoken instructions. The girl should
have obeyed nme instantly. Instead she broke into a running shuffle. | heard

her shoes scuffing on the deck plating.
| chased after her, catching up with her easily before she reached the end of

the next corridor. | seized her by the left armand forced her to | ook at ne.
"You shouldn't have run. | just need to know how to get out of here. I'm
lost."

She | ooked at me fromunder the stiff, knotted overhang of her hair. "Wo
you?" she asked.

"Peter Vandry, surgeon's mate," | said automatically, before frowning. "You
talk. You're not neant to talk."

She lifted up her right arm the sleeve of her overall slipping down to revea
a crude mechani cal substitute for a hand. This clawlike appendage was grafted
onto her forearm held in place by a tight black collar. | thought for a
nmonent that she neant to shock me, but then | realized that she was only
maki ng a human gesture, touching the tip of her nechani cal hand agai nst the

si de of her head.

"I ... talk. still . . . something left."

| nodded, understandi ng belatedly. Some of the |obots were clearly allowed to
retain nore nmental faculties than others. Presumably these were the |obots
that needed to engage in nore conplex tasks, requiring a degree of reciproca
conmmuni cat i on.

But why had | never seen this one before?

"What are you doi ng here?" | asked.

"I . . . tend." She screwed up her face. Even this stripped-down approximation
of normal speech was costing her great effort. "Them Keep them.

wor ki ng. "

"What do you nean, then®?"

She cocked her head behind us, in the direction of wall plating . "Them™
"The engi ne systens?" | asked.

"You . . . go now." She nodded back the way | had chased hher "Second
left. Third right. Then you ... know. "

I let go of her, conscious that | had been holding her armtoo tightly. | saw



then that both her hands had been replaced by nechanical substitutes. Wth a
shudder ny thoughts raced back to the sur gical machine in Zeal's operating
room the one with the fem nine hands.

"Thank you," | said softly.

But before | could | eave her, she suddenly reached out her let t hand and
touched the netal to the side of ny head, running her fingers against the
skin. "Wethead," she said, with something |ike fascination. "Still."

"Yes," | said, trying not to flinch against the cold touch. "Zeal's talked
about putting some inplants into me soon, to help with the surgery .
nothing irreversible, he says . . . but he hasn't done it yet."

Wy was | talking to her so openly? Because she was a girl. Because it had
been a long time since |I'd seen soneone who | ooked even renotely human, | et

al one soneone pretty.

"Don't let," she said urgently. "Don't |et. Bad thing happen soon. You okay
now. You stay okay."

"l don't understand."

"You stay wethead. Stay wet head and get off ship. Soon as can. Before bad

t hi ng. "

"How am | supposed to get off the ship? We're in interstellar space!"

"Your problem" she said. "Not mine."

Then she turned away, the sleeves of her overalls falling down to hide her
hands.

"Wait," | called after her. "Wo are you? Wat is . . . what was

your name?"

She paused in her stiff shuffle and | ooked back at nme. "My name . gone." Then
her eyes flashed wild in the shadows. "Second left. Third right. Go now, Peter
Vandry. Go now then get off ship."

Zeal and | were mdway through another ninor procedure when the engagemnent

began. The Iron Lady shook like a struck bell. "God's teeth!" Zeal said,
flinging aside his soldering iron. "Wat now?"

| picked up the iron and wi ped sandpaper across its tip until it was bright
again. "l thought the scoop fields were supposed to have settled down by now. "
"That didn't feel like a field trenor to me. Felt nore like an attack. Pass ne
the iron: we'll sewthis one up before things get

wor se. "

"An attack?" | asked.

Zeal nodded grimy. "Another ship, probably. They'll be after our cargo."
"Pirates, you nean?"

"Aye, son. Pirates. If that's what they are."

W tidied up the patient as best we could, while the ship continued to
shudder. Zeal went to an intercom bent a stalk to his lips, and spoke to the
rest of the crew before returning to ne. "It's an attack,"” he said. "Just as |
reckoned. Apparently we've been trying to outrun the other ship for weeks.
Quite why no one thought to tell me this ..." He shook his head ruefully, as
if he expected no better.

W were a long way in fromthe hull, but the inpacts sounded |ike they were
happeni ng next door. | shuddered to think of the energies being flung agai nst
the Iron Lady's already bruised arnmor. "How | ong can we hol d?" | asked.

"Come with me," Zeal said, pushing the goggle up onto his forehead. "There's a
rei nforced observation bubble not far fromhere It's not often you'll get to
see close action, so you m ght as well nake the nost of it."

Sonething in Zeal's tone surprised me. He'd been annoyed at the interruption
to his surgical work, but he still did not sound particularly ticularly
alarned at the fact that we were being shot at by another ship.

What did Zeal know that | didn't?

As he led me to the observation bubble, |I finally found the nerve to ask the
qgquestion | had been neaning to put to himever since | net the girl in the
corridor, several weeks a go. Now that he was distracted with the battle,
assuned he wouldn't dwell overlong on my questions.

"Mster Zeal ... that |lobot we were just working on ..." He | ooked back at nmne.



"What about it?"

"It seens funny that we can do so nuch to their brains . . stuff in, take
stuff out "

"CGo on."

"It seens funny that we never give them | anguage. | nean, they can understand
us . . . but wouldn't it be easier if they could talk to us as well? At | east

that way we'd know that they'd understood our instructions."

"Language nodul es are too expensive. The captain has one, but that's only
because a hull spar took out his speech center."

"I"mnot talking about cyber nodules.”

Zeal halted and | ooked back at me again. Around us, the ship dui ked and
roared. Emergency al arms sounded fromthe distance. Z mechanical voice intoned
war ni ng nessages. | heard the shriek of severed air I|ine.

"What, then?"

"Why do we take out the |anguage center in the first place? | mean, why not
just leave it intact?"

"We take the | obots as we get "em son. If the speech center's been scooped
out ... it isn't in our power to put it back again."

| steadied nyself against a bul khead, as the floor bucked under us. "Then
they're all like that?"

"Unl ess you know ot herwi se." Zeal studied me with chilling suspicion. "Wit,"
he said slowy. "This line of questioning . . . it wouldn't be because you' ve
seen her, would it?"

"'Her,' Mster Zeal ?"

"You know who | nmean. The other lobot. The tenth one. You've net her, haven't
you?"

"l " Zeal had the better of me. "I got lost. | bunped into her sonmewhere
near the back of the ship."

The curl of his lip intensified. "And what did she say?" "Nothing," | said
hurriedly. "Nothing. Just . . . howto find ny way back. That's all | asked

her. That's all she said."

"She's out of control,"” he said, nore to hinself than me. "Becomi ng trouble.
Needs sonet hing done to her."

| sensed further questions would be unwise, bitterly regretting that | had
rai sed the subject in the first place. At least the battle was still ongoing,
with no sign of any lessening in its intensity. Difficult as it was to | ook on
that as any kind of positive devel opnent, it might force Zeal's mind onto
other matters. If we had a rush of casualties, he nmight forget that I'd
mentioned the girl at all

Sone chance, | thought.

W reached the observation bubble, Zeal silent and brooding at first. He
pul | ed back a | ever, opening an iron shutter. Beyond the gl ass, closer than
I'd expected, was the other ship. It couldn't have been nore than twenty or
thirty kilometers from us.

It was anot her ramscoop, shaped nore or less like the Iron Lady. W were so
close that the nagnetic fields of our scoops nust have been nmeshed toget her
entangled like the rigging of two sailing ships, exchangi ng cannon fire. Near
the front of the other ship, where the scoop pinched to a narrow nouth, |
could actually see the field picked out in faint purple flickers of excited,
i nrushi ng gas. Behind the other ship was the hot spike of its drive flanme: the
end result of all that interstellar material being sucked up in the first

pl ace, conpacted and conpressed to stellar core pressures in her drive
chanmber. A simlar flame would have been burning fromthe Iron Lady's stern
keepi ng us | ocked al ongsi de.

The other ship was firing on us, discharging nassive energy and projectile
weapons from hul |l enpl acenents.

"They must be pirates,” | said, bracing nyself as the ship took another hit.
"I"d heard they existed but never really believed it until now "

"Start believing it," Zeal grunted.

"Coul d that ship be the Devilfish?"



"And what have you heard about the Devilfish?"

"If you take the stories seriously, that's the ship they say does nost of the
pirating between here and the Frol ovo Hub. | suppose if pirates exist, then
there's a good chance the Devilfish does as well."

The hull shook again, but it was a different kind of vibration than before:

nore regular, like the steady chimng of a great clock

"That's us firing back," Zeal said. "About bloody tine."

| wat ched our weapons inpact across the hull of the other ship, '"lowering in a
chain. Huge blasts ... but not enough to stop a wave retaliatory fire.

"She's switched to heavy slugs," Zeal said. "W'Il feel this.”

W did. It was worse than anything we had experienced before, .is if the

entire ship were being shaken violently in a dog's jaw. By now the noise from
t he kl axons and warni ng voi ces had becone deafeni ng. Through the wi ndow | saw
huge scabs of netal slam past.

"Hull plating," Zeal said. "Qurs. That'll take some fixing."

"You don't seemall that worried."

"“I'"'mnot . "

"But we're being shot to pieces here.”

"We'| | hold," he said. "Long enough."

"Long enough for what?"

| felt a falling sensation in ny gut. "That's our drive flane stuttering,"
Zeal reported, with no sense of alarm "Captain's turned off our scoop. W'l
be on reserve fuel in a nmonent."

Sure enough, normal weight returned. The two ships were still |ocked al ongside
each ot her.

"Why's he done that?" | asked, fighting to keep the terror frommy voice, not
wanting to show nyself up before Zeal. "W won't be able to burn reserve fue
for very long without the scoop to replenish...”

"Scoop's down for a reason, son."

| followed Zeal's gaze hack to the other ship. Once again, | saw the hot gases
ranm ng into the engine nouth, flickering purple. But now there was sonethi ng
skewed about the geonetry of the field, like a candle flane bending in a

draught. The distortion to the field intensified, and then snapped back in the
ot her direction.

"What ' s happeni ng?"

"Her fieldmaster's trying to conpensate,’
himthat."

Now t he ramscoop field was oscillating wildly, caught between two distorted
extremes. The pinched gas flared hotter—blue white, shifting into the violet.
"What's happening to then? Wiy doesn't the fieldmaster shut down the field, if
he's |l osing control of it?"

"Too scared to. Most ships can't switch to reserve fuel as smoothly as we
can."

"I still don't see ..
That was when the field instabilities exceeded sonme critical limt. Gobbets of
hot gas slamred into the swallowi ng nmouth. An eyeblink later, an expl osion
ripped fromthe belly of the other ship. Instantly her drive flanme and scoop
field winked out.

She began to fall behind us.

W cut our engines and matched her velocity. The other ship was a weck: a
huge hol e punched am dshi ps, through which | saw gl owi ng i nnards and pi eces of
tunmbling debris, some of which | ooked horribly Iike people.

"She's dead now," | said. "W should | eave, get out of here as quickly as we
can. What if they repair her?"

Zeal | ooked at me and shook his head slowy. "You don't get it, do you? They
weren't the pirates. They were just trying to get away fromus."

"But | thought you said ..

"I was having some fun. This was a schedul ed interception—al ways ways was. It
just happened a bit sooner than the captain told ne."

"But then if they're not the pirates ..."

Zeal said. "He's pretty good, give



"Correct, lad. We are. And this isn't really the Iron Lady. That's only a nane
she wears in port." He tapped a hand against the netal frami ng of the

bubbl e."You're on the Devil fish, and that makes you one of us."

A week passed, then another. | learned to stop asking questions, afraid of
where ny tongue m ght take ne. | kept thinking back to the girl in the
corridor and the cryptic warning she had given ne. About how | should get off
the ship as soon as possible, before Mster Zeal put machines in ny head or

t he bad thing happened. Wl |, a bad thing had certainly happened. The Iron
Lady, or the Devilfish as | now had to think of her, had attacked and crippl ed
anot her ship. Her holds had been | ooted for cargo. A handful of her crew had
managed to escape in cryopods, but nost had died in the expl osi on when her

drive core went critical. | did not know what had happened to the few
survivors, but it could not have been coincidence that | suddenly noticed we
were carrying three new | obots. | had played no part in converting them but
it would not have taxed Zeal to do the surgery on his own. | knew ny way

around his operating room by now, knew what was difficult and what was easy.
So we had nurdered anot her ship and taken sonme of her crew as prize. Every
hour that | stayed aboard the Devil fish nmade ne conplicit in that crine and
any other attacks that were yet to take place. But where could |I run to?

W were between systens, in deep interstellar space. Get off ship. Before bad
t hi ng happens.

Had she neant the attack, or was she tal king about something el se, sonething
yet to happen?

| had to find her again. | wanted to ask her nore questions, but that wasn't
the only reason. | kept seeing her face, frozen in the corridor lights. | knew
not hi ng about her except that | wanted to know nore. | wanted to touch that

face, to pull back that messy curtain of hair and | ook into her eyes.

| fantasized about saving her: how |l'd do the bare minimumin Zeal's service,
just enough to keep him happy, and then junp ship at the first opportunity.
Junmp and run, and take the lobot girl with me. 1'd outrun Happy Jack's button
men; | could outrun the crew of the Devilfish

But it wasn't going to be that easy.

"I"ve got a job for you," Zeal said. "N ce and easy. Then you can have the
rest of the day off."

"Ajob?" | ventured tinidly.
"Take this." He delved into his apron pocket and passed sonething to ne: a
gripped thing shaped a little like the soldering iron. "It's a tranquilizer

gun," he said.

"What do you want nme to do?"

"I want you to bring the girl back in."

"The girl?"

"Don't try ny patience, Peter." He closed ny hand around the grip. "You know
where she haunts. Find her, or let her find you. Shouldn't be too hard."
"And when |'ve found her?"

"Then you shoot her." He raised a warning finger. "Not to kill, just to

i ncapacitate. Aimfor a leg. She'll drop, after a minute or so. Then you bring
her back to ne."

He'd cleared the operating table. | knew from our work schedul e that we were
not expecting any nore patients today.

"What do you want her for?" | asked.

"Always been a bit too chirpy, that one. She has a job to do ... a certain job
t hat means she has to be brighter than the other |obots. But not that nuch
brighter. I don't like it when they answer back, and | definitely don't I|ike
it when they start showing notions of free will." He smled. "But it's al
right. Nothing we can't fix, you and I."

"Fi x?"

"A few m nutes under the knife, is all."

My hand trenbled on the gun. "But then she won't be able to talk."

"That's the idea."

"I can't shoot her," | said. "She's still a person. There's still something



left of who she was."
"How woul d you know? All she told you was how to get back home. O did you
talk nore than you sai d?"

"No," | said, cowed. "Only what | told you."

"Good. Then you won't |ose any sleep over it, will you?"

Wth gun in ny hand | considered turning it on Mster Zeal and putting him
under and then killing him Wth the rest of the crew still alive, ny chances

of stopping the Devilfish (let alone making it off the ship in one piece) were
practically zero. It would be a futile gesture, nothing nore. Wthout Zeal the

crew woul d be inconveni enced, but nost of themwould still survive.
| still wanted to stop them but the gun wasn't the answer. And she was just a
| obot, after all. She hadn't even renmenbered her nane. What kind of person did

that make her?

| slipped the gun into ny belt.

"Cood | ad," Zeal said.

I found her again. It didn't take all that long, considering. | kept a careful
note on the twists and turns | took, doubling back every now and then to make
sure the ship really wasn't shifting itself around nme. That nuch had al ways
been ny imagi nation, and now that | was revisiting the zone where | had been
| ost before, it all |ooked a degree nore famliar. Now that | had been given
license to enter this part of the ship, | felt nmore confident. | still wasn't
happy about shooting the girl ... but then it wasn't as if Zeal was going to
kill her. Wien so nuch had al ready been taken from her, what difference did a
little bit nore nmake?

I turned a corner and there she was. She wolfed vile-1ooking paste into her

mout h from sone kind of spigot in the wall, the stuff |athering her netal
hands.
My hand tightened on the gun, still tucked into ny belt. | took a pace closer,

hopi ng she woul d stay engrossed in her neal.

She stopped eating and | ooked at ne. Through the tangled fringe of her hair,
eyes shone feral and bright.

"Peter Vandry," she said, and then did something horrible and unexpect ed,
somet hi ng no | obot shoul d ever do.

She smil ed.

It was only a flicker of a smle, quickly aborted, but | had still seen it. M
hand trenbled as | withdrew the gun and slipped off the safety catch

"No," she said, backing away fromthe spigot.

"I"'msorry," | said, aimng the gun. "It isn't personal. If | don't do it

Zeal "Il kill me."

"Don't," she said, raising her hands. "Not shoot. Not shoot ne. Not now. Not
now. "

"I"'msorry," | said again.

My finger tightened on the trigger. Two things nmade nme hesitate, though. The
first was: what did she nmean: not now? VWhat did it matter to her if | shot her
now, rather than later? The second thing was those fierce, beautiful eyes.

My hesitation lasted an instant too |ong.

"Baby," she said.

The gun quivered in ny hand, and then |leapt free with painful force, nearly
snapping ny fingers as it escaped my grip. It slanmed into the wall, the

i npact smashing it apart. The metal remains hovered there for an agonizing

i nstant, before droppi ng—ene by one—to the fl oor

I 1 ooked on, stunned at what had just happened.

"Warn ... you," she said. "Warn you good, Peter Vandry. VWarn you . . . get off
ship. Stay wethead. Soon bad thing happen and you still here.™

| pushed my hand agai nst my chest, trying to nunb the pain in ny forefinger
where it had been twi sted out of the trigger grip.

"The bad thing already happened,” | said, angry and confused at the sane tine.
"We took out a ship. . . killedits crew"”
"No," she said, shaking her head gravely. "That not what | mean. | nean rea

bad thing. Real bad thing happen here. Here and soon. This ship."



| looked at the remains of the gun. "What just happened?" "She save ne."

| frowned. "She?

For a nonent the girl seemed torn between infinite opposed possibilities.
"You try shoot ne, Peter Vandry. | trust you and you try shoot ne."
"I"'msorry. | didn't want to . . . it's just that | need to keep on Mster
Zeal 's good side."

"Zeal bad man. Wy you work for Zeal ?"

"I didn't have a choice. They tricked me aboard. | didn't know this was a
pirate ship. | just needed a ticket off Mkner." "What happen on Mokner?"
"Bad thing," | said, with half a snmle

"Tell."

"A man cal |l ed Happy Jack did sonething to ny sister. | got even w th Happy
Jack. Unfortunately, that meant | couldn't stick around.™

"Happy Jack bad nman?"

"As bad as Zeal ."

She | ooked at me, hard and deep and inquiring, and then said, "I hope you not
lie, Peter Vandry."

"I'"'mnot lying."

of their function, the brutal way they'd been grafted to her arns. She showed
me her hands, giving ne time to admire the crudity

"Zeal did this."

"I figured."

"Once | work for Zeal. Al go well . . . until one day. Then | nmake m stake
Zeal get angry. Zeal take hands. Zeal say 'nore use on end of nmachine.'"
"I"'msorry."

"Zeal got tenper. One day Zeal get angry with you." "I'll be off the ship
before then."

"You hope."

Now it was ny turn to sound angry. "Wat does it matter?

There's nowhere for ne to go. | have no choice but to work with

Zeal . "

"No," she said. "You have choice."
"I don't see that | do."
"I show. Then you understand. Then you help."

| looked at her. "I just tried to shoot you. Why would you still trust nme?"
She cocked her head, as if my question made only the barest
sense to her. "You ask me . . . what my name is." She blinked, screw ng up her

face with the effort of |anguage. "What ny name was."

"But you didn't know. "

"Doesn't matter. No one else . . . ever ask. Except you, Peter Vandry."

She took ne deeper into the ship, into the part | had al ways been told was
off-limts because of its intense radiation. Dimy, it began to dawn on ne
that this was just a lie to dissuade the curious.

"Zeal not happy, you not bring me in," she said.

"Il make something up. Tell himl couldn't find you, or that you tricked ne
and destroyed the gun."

"Not work on Zeal ."

"I'"l'l think of sonething," | said glibly. "In the neantime ... you can just
hi de out here. \When we dock, we can both nake a run for it."

She | aughed. "I not get off Devilfish, Peter Vandry. | die here."

"No," | said. "It doesn't have to happen like that."

"Yes, it does. Nearly tine now "

"Back there," | said. "Wen you did that thing with the gun ... what did you

mean when you said ' baby' ?"
"I mean this," she said, and opened a door
It led into a huge and bright room part of the engine system Since ny tine

on the ship, | had | earned enough of the ranscoop design to understand that
the interstellar gases collected by the magnetic scoop had to pass through the
m ddl e of the ship to reach the conbustion chanber at the rear . . . which was

somewher e near where we were standing.



Overhead was a thick, glow ng tube, running the length of the room That was
the fuel conduit. Wth the drive off, the glass lining the tube would have
been m dni ght black. Only a fraction of the glow fromthe heated gases shone
through ... but it was still enough to bathe the roomin sonething |ike
dayl i ght.

But that wasn't the only bright thing in the room

W wal ked al ong a railinged catwal k, high above the floor. Below, but slightly
off to one side, was a thick netal cage in the formof a horizontal cylinder
The cage flickered with containnent fields.

Sonet hi ng huge floated in the cage. It was a creature: sleek and el ongated,
aglowwith its owm fierce, brassy light. Something |ike a whale but carved
fromnolten lava. Quilted in fiery platelets that flexed and undul ated as the
creature withed in the field' s enbrace. Flickering with arcs and fil anments of

lightning, |ike a perpetual dance of St. Elno's fire.

| squinted against the glare fromthe alien thing.

"What ... ?" | asked, not needing to say any nore.

"Flux Swi mrer," she said. "Devilfish found her . . . living in outflow jet
fromstar. Didn't evolve there. Mgrated. Star to star, billions of years.

A der than Gal axy."

| stared, hunbled, at the astonishing thing. "I've heard of such things. In
the texts of the Kalarash ... but everyone al ways assumed hey were | egendary
ani mal s, like unicorns, or dragons, or tigers."

"Real ," she said. "Just ... rare.”

The creature withed again, flexing the long, flattened whip of its body. "But
why? Why keep it here?"

"Devil fish needs Flux Swimer," she said. "Flux Swimer .. . has power.
Magnetic fields. Reaches out . . . shapes. Changes."

| nodded slowy, beginning to understand. | thought back to the engagenent
with the other ramscoop; the way its intake field had becone fatally
distorted.

"The Flux Swimrer is the Devilfish's weapon agai nst other ships," | said,
speaking for the girl. "She reaches out and tw sts their nagnetic fields. Zea
al ways knew we were going to win." | |ooked down at the creature again,

| ooking so pitiful in its netal cage. | did not have to read the aninmal's m nd

to know that it did not want to be held here, |ocked away in the heart of the
Devil fish
"They .. make her do this," the girl said.

"Torture?"

"No. She could always ... choose to die. Easier for her." "How, then?"

She |l ed me along an extension to the catwal k, so that we wal ked directly over
the trapped animal. It was then that | understood how the crew exerted their

control on the alien

Hi dden from vi ew before, but visible now, was a smaller version of the sanme
cage. It sat next to the Flux Swwmer. It held another version of the alien
ani mal , but one that was much tinier than the first. Probes reached through
the field, contacting the fiery hide of the little animal.

"Baby," the girl said. "Hurt baby. Mke nother shape field, or hurt baby even
nore. That how it works."

It was all too much. | closed ny eyes, nunbed at the inplication horror | had
just been shown. The baby was not being hurt now, but that was only because
the Devilfish did not need the mother's set vices. But when another ship
needed to be destroyed and looted .. . then the pain would begin again, unti

t he not her extended her alien influence beyond the hull and tw sted the other
ship's magnetic field.

"I see why the captain cut our field now," | said. "It was so she could reach
through it."

"Yes. Captain clever."

"Where do you come into it?" | asked

"I look after them Tend them Keep themalive." She nodded upward, to where
smal | er conduits branched off the main fuel line. "Swi mers drink plasma.



Captain lets them have fuel. Just enough...keep alive. No nore."

"We've got to stop this evern happening again," | said, repopening nmy eyes.
Then a thought occured to nme. "But she can stop it, can't she? |f the nother
has enough influence over magnetic fields to twist the ramscoop of a ship
thirty kilonmeters away...surely she can stop the captain and hiw crew?
They're cyborgs, after all. They're practically made of netal.”

"No," she said, shaking her head in exasperation--either with the situaiton
or her owmn limtaitons. "Mther...too strong. Long range...good control
Smash ot her ship, eays. Short range...bad. Too near"

"So what you're saying is . . . she can't exercise enough local intro!

because she's too strong?"

"Yes," she said, nodding enphatically. "Too strong. Too much danger ... kill
baby. "

So the nother was powerless, | thought: she had the ability to destroy another

ranscoop, but not to unshackle herself fromher own chains w thout harm ng her
chi | d.

"Wait, though. The thing with the gun ... that took some precision, didn't
it?"
"Yes," she said. "But not nother. Baby."

She had said it with sonething |like pride. "The baby can do the sane trick?"
"Baby weak . . . for now But | make baby stronger. G ve baby nore fuel. They
say starve baby . . . keep baby alive, but just." She clenched her fist and
snarled. "l disobey. Gve baby nore food. Let baby get stronger. Then one
day..."

"The baby will be able to do what the nother can't,"” | said. "Kill themall
That's the bad thing, isn't it? That's what you were warning nme about. Telling
me to, get off the ship before it happened. And to make sur eZEal didn't pu
tinmplant sin nmy head. So |I'd have a chance.™

"Somreone. .live," she said. 'Soneone...conme back. Find Devilfish. Let nother
and baby go. Take them hone."

"Why not you?"

She touched the side of her head. "I, |obot."

"Ch, no."

"When bad thing happen, | go too. But you live, Peter Vandry. You wethead. You
cone back."

"How soon?" | breathed, not wanting to think about what she had just said.
"Soon. Baby stronger . . . hour by hour. Control . . . inproving. See, feel

all around it. Enmpathic. Know what to do. Understand good." Again that flicker
of pride. "Baby clever."

"Zeal's on to you. That's why he sent me here."

"That why ... has to happen soon. Before Zeal take away ... nt. Wat |eft
behind after ... not care about baby."

"And now?"

"I care. | love."

"Well, isn't that heartwarning," said a voice behind us.

| turned around, confronted by the sight of Mster Zeal blocking the main
catwal k, advancing toward us with a heavy gun in his human hand: not a
tranquilizer this tinme. He shook his head di sappointedly. "Here was I,

t hi nki ng maybe you needed sone help . . . and when | arrive |I find you having
a good old chinwag with the | obot!"
"Zeal make you |obot too," she said. "He train you now. . . just to build up

neur onot or patterns.”
"Listen to her," Zeal said nockingly. "Step aside now, Peter. Let ne finish
the job you were so tragically incapable of conpleting.”

| stood ny ground. "Is that right, Zeal? Were you going to make me into one of
themas well, or were you just planning on taking nmy hands?"
"Stand aside, lad. And it's Mster Zeal to you, by the way." "No," | said.

"I"'mnot letting you touch her."
"Fine, then."
Zeal aimed the gun and shot ne. The round tore through ny leg, just belowthe



knee. | yelped and started to fold as my | eg buckled under nme. By tightening
my grip on the railings |I managed not to slip off the catwalk.

Zeal advanced toward nme, boots clanging on the catwalk. | could barely hold
nmysel f up now. Blood was drooling down ny leg | frWnthe wound. My hands were
slippery on the railing, losing their grip.

"I"'mtrying not to do too nuch damage," Zeal said, before leveling the gun at
me again. "l'd still like to be able to sal vage sonet hing."

| steeled nyself against the shot.

"Baby," the girl called.

Zeal 's arm swung violently aside, mashing against the railing. I | is hand
spasned open to drop the gun. It clattered to the deck of he catwal k, then
dropped all the way to the floor of the chanber, where it smashed apart.

Zeal grunted in anguish, using his good hand to nmassage the |lingers of the

ot her.

"Nice trick," he said. "But it'll only nake it slower and nessier for both of
you. "

Wth both hands—he coul dn't have been hurt that badl y—he delved into the
pocket on the front of his apron. He cane out with a pair of |ong,

vi ci ous- | ooki ng kni ves, turning them edge-on so that we'd see how sharp they
wer e.

"Baby ..." | called.

But Zeal kept advanci ng, sharpening the knives on each other, show ng no

i ndi cation that the baby was having any effect on his weapons. It was only
then that | realized that the knives were not necessarily made of netal

Baby wasn't going to be able to do anythi ng about them

Zeal ' s huge boots cl anged ponderously closer. The pain in ny | eg was now
excruci ating, beginning to dull my alertness. Slunmped down on the deck, |
could barely reach his waist, |let alone the knives.

"Easy now, lad," he said as |I tried to block him "Easy now, and we'll nake it
ni ce and qui ck when it's your turn. How does that sound?"
"It sounds ..."

| pawed ineffectually at the |leather of his apron, slick with bl ood and oil.
couldn't begin to get a grip onit, evenif I'd had the strength to stop him
"Now | ad,"” he said, sounding nore di sappointed than angry. "Don't nake ne
slash at your hands. They're too good to waste like that."

"You're not getting any part of ne."

He clucked in anmusenent and knelt down just far enough to stab the tip of one
of the knives—the one he held in his right hand—agai nst my chest. "Seriously,
now. "

The pressure of the knife made nme fall back, so that my back was on the deck
That was when | touched the deck with ny bare hand and felt how warmit was.
Warm and getting hotter

I nductive heating, | thought: Baby's magnetic field washing back and forth
over the metal, cooking it.

I twisted nmy neck to glance back at the girl and saw her pain. She held her
hands in front of her, |ike someone expecting a gift. Baby nust have been
war m ng her hands as well as the deck.

Baby couldn't help it.

Fl at on the deck now, Zeal |owered his heel onto ny chest. "Yes, the deck's
getting hotter. | can just feel it through the sole of ny shoe.”

"Don't you touch her."

He increased the pressure on ny chest, crushing the wind fromny lungs. "O
what, exactly?"

| didn't have the strength to answer. All | could do was push ineffectually
agai nst his boot, in the hope of snatching a breath of air. "I'lIl deal with
you in a monent," Zeal said, preparing to nove on. But then he stopped.

Even fromwhere | was lying, | saw sonething change on his face. The cocky set

of his jaw slipped a notch. H's eyes | ooked up, as If he'd seen sonething on
the ceiling.
He hadn't. He was | ooking at his goggle, pushed high onto his forehead.



Not hi ng about the goggl e had changed, except for the thin wi sp of snoke
curling away fromit where it contacted his skin.

It was beginning to burn its way into his forehead, pulled tight by the strap
Zeal let out an almghty bellow of pain and fury: real this tine. H s hands
jerked up reflexively, as if he neant to snatch the goggle away. But both
hands were hol di ng kni ves.

He screaned, as the hot thing seared into his forehead |ike a brand.

He | owered his hands, and tried to funble one of the knives into his apron
pocket. Hi s novenents were desperate, uncoordi nated. The knife tore at the

| eather but couldn't find its way home. Finally, shrieking, he sinply dropped
t he weapon.

It fell to the decking. | reached out and took it.

Zeal reached up with his bare hand and cl osed his fingers around the goggl e.
Instantly | heard the sizzle of burning skin. He tried to pull his hand away,
but his fingers appeared to have stuck to the goggle. Thrashing now, he
reached up with the other knife-still unwilling to relinquish it—and tried to
use its edge to lever offending nass of fused netal and skin fromhis

f or ehead.

That was when | plunged the other knife into his shin, and tw sted. Zea
teetered, fighting for balance. But with one hand stuck to his forehead and
the other holding the knife, he had no neans to secure hinself.

| assisted himover the edge. Zeal screaned as he fell. Then there was a
clatter and a sudden, savage still ness.

For what seenmed |like an age | lay on the catwal k, panting until the pain | ost
its focus.

"It won't be long before the rest of the crew conmes after us,"” | told the
girl.

She was still holding her netal hands before her: | could only inmagi ne her
pai n.

"Need to make baby strong now," she said. "Feed it nmore." She noved to a
console set into a recess in the railing itself. She touched her claws against
the controls, and then gasped, unable to conplete whatever action she'd had in
m nd.

| forced myself to stand, putting nost of nmy weight on nmy good leg. My arm was

in a bad way, but the fingers still worked. If I splinted it, | ought to be
able to grip sonething.
I lurched and hobbled until | was next to her

"Show nme what to do."
"G ve Baby nore fuel,’

she said, indicating a set of controls. "Turn that. Al

t he way."
| did what she said. The decking runbled, as if the ship itself had shuddered.
Overhead, | noticed a dimring in the glow of the pipe after the point where

the smaller lines branched out of it.
"How | ong?" | said, pushing ny good hand agai nst the slug wound to keep the

bl ood at bay.

"Not long. Ship get slower . . . but not enough for captain to notice. Baby
drink. Then ... bad thing."

"Everyone aboard will die?"

"Baby kill them Fry themalive, same way as Zeal. Except you."

| thought of all that the Devilfish had done. If only half of those stories
were true, it was still nore than enough to justify what was bout to happen
"How | ong?" | repeated

"Thirty ... forty mnutes."

"Then it's tinme enough," | said.

She | ooked at me wonderingly. "Tinme enough ... for what?" "To get you to the

surgeon's room To get you on the table and get those inplants out of your
head. "

Sonet hing |i ke hope crossed her face. It was there, fleetingly. Then it was
gone, wi ped away. How often had she dared to hope, before |learning to crush
the enotion before it caused any nore pain? | didn't want to know ... not yet.



"No," she said. "Not tine."

"There is tine," | said. If I could extract those inplants in time, and renove
t hose netal hands, she woul d weat her Baby's nagnetic stormwhen it ripped

t hrough the rest of the crew. There was nothing | could do for the other

| obots, not in the tine that was |left. And maybe there was not hi ng anyone
could do for them now.

But the girl was different. | knew there was sonething nore in there
somet hing that hadn't been conpletely erased. Maybe she didn't renenber her
nane now, but with tine ... with patience ... who knew what was possi bl e?

But first we had to save the aliens. And we would, too. We'd have the
Devilfish to ourselves. If we couldn't work out howto fly the aliens honme, we
could at least let themgo. They were creatures of space: all that they really
craved was rel ease.

Then . . once the Flux Swimrers were taken care of . . . we'd find a cryopod
and save ourselves. So what if it took a while before anyone found us?

"No time," she said again.

"There is," | said. "And we're doing this. You're ny patient, and |I'm not
giving up on you. |'m Peter Vandry, surgeon."

"Surgeon's mate," she corrected.

| | ooked down at Zeal's spread-eagled, notionless formand shook nmy head.
"Surgeon, actually. Someone just got a pronotion."



