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Their existenceisthe best kept secret in the univer se—until
one Human learnsthetruth...
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THE WEB

United in their natural form they are one, sharing al their memories, experiences,
and lives. Apart they are five, the only existing members of their ancient race, a
species with the ability to assume any form once they understand its essence.

Their continued surviva in a universe filled with races ready to destroy anyone
perceived as different is based on the Rules.
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And first among those Rulesis. Never reved your true nature to another being.

But when the youngest among them, Esen-dit-Quar, receives her first independent
assgnment to a world considered safe to explore, she stumbles into a trap no one
could have anticipated. Her only means of escape liesin violating the First Rule. She
reveds hersdlf to a fellow captive—a human being. While this mistake might not
ordinarily prove fata, the timing of the event could not be worse. For something new
has findly made its way into this Universe, the Enemy of the Web, bringer of death
to dl forms of life. And the...

"OUR PROBLEM ISIMMEDIATE. AND NEEDS A
DRASTIC SOLUTION."

"Does this mean you are planning to excise me from the Web?'
"Pointless," Ersh responded. "Close the door and lock it."

| didn't see how she did it, but a smal rectangular space opened in the rock wall.
A puff of mist slipped out and sank. Ersh reached one hand inside the opening, and
carefully brought out a well-wrapped object, then resealed the hidden compartment
before turning to me.

"Take this."
It was cold, cold and heavy.

"Some might call what you're holding a gift, Esen," Ersh said quite sadly. "You
are at least wise enough to know better. Lock the door behind me. We will talk again
when you are ready."

| did as she asked. After what Ersh said, | wanted nothing to do with it. But
would it do any harm to see what | was refusing?

A smooth, blue drop winked at me, its flawless surface like some fabulous gem.
An irresistible hunger surged through me and | snapped up the morsel before | had
time to think.

Ersh-taste exploded in my mouth, scalding like acid. | cycled desperately.
Web-form. Blind, deaf, and dumb, | huddled as Ersh-memory burned through me.
She had been right. This was no gift.

| now knew what | had done. It wasn't the Humans Ersh feared.

The Web had mortal enemies. Enemies Ersh had fled by traveling across a gdaxy.
Enemies she had hidden from for thousands of years. We'd been safe.

Until I'd introduced mysdlf to a Human...
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To Aleksander Antoni Macig Czerneda

There are many people who have faced chalenge and change throughout their
lives, but | can't imagine anyone who has faced adversity with such grace, adventure
with more galantry, or indeed has experienced dl life offers with so much wonder
and joy. My love and this book are for you.

Aleksandrowi Antoniemu Macigowi Czernedzie

Jest widlu ludzi, ktorzy stawidi czola wyzwaniom i zmianom przez cae swoje
zycle, de nle znam nlkogo, kto przeolwnosol losu przyjmowalby bez gnlewu,
szarmanoko pokonywal przeszkody, ozy tez z entuzjazmem | radoscia zakosztowal
wszyst-kiego, co zycie mu zaoferowalo. Moja milosc | ta kdazka jest dla Cleble.
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Out There

Y OU could die here. Repair shops and the law were a week away, trandight. And
the hazards of the Fringe arrived in the blink of an eye: a blocked air hose, a cracked
panel, a visitor tempted by opportunity.

Of course—flip side of risk—you could drike it rich. You could even live long
enough to enjoy it. So you cared for your equipment—and tried for crew that valued
their own hides.

The crew of the starship that nestled against the mid-sized asteroid, sharing its
skewed orbit around sister stars, knew dl this. They lay awake in their bunks,
counting on their future, listening to the ship's mauler asit chewed into the meta-rich
rock like the teeth of a lamprey into the body of a hapless fish. Few more
weeks—the ship's stomach would be full, and they'd dl be rich.

Counting on a future in the Fringe was dangerous. That asteroid night, Death
came in aong the ecliptic, undetected until it cracked the starship's hull and began to
hunt.

"Mayday... May—" The screams for nonexistent help ceased almost at once.

The mauler didn't pause. It ground its way deeper, the rich ore tumbling into the
holds, that growl the only sound echoing in the empty corridors.

The corridors where Degath searched, still hungry.

1: Moon Morning
A»

"ESEN-ALIT-QUAR." Those with mouths chanted my name for the third and
last time, echoes rattling down the cliff like loose stones.
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Welcome home.

| tried to savor the moment, then gave up. There were too many new memories
intruding on the familiar. Maybe it was the aftermath of dl that had happened, not the
least being the return trip from Rigdl 1. I'd gone from barely escaping with my life to
amost being enlisted in awar. About the only good thing had been the relief of being
anonymous again.

So now | was home, which to some species meant a birthplace. To me, and those
with me, home was wherever the Web gathered. Today's home was Picco's Moon,
early morning, and bitterly cold.

Everyone present, except Ersh. | suspected glumly she'd sent the meeting call
from her rocky moon the day I'd Ieft on my disastrous mission to Kraos.

"Esen-ait-Quar," intoned the voices again, as if impatient.
"I'm ready," | mumbled, which was technically true.

| stood, tongue loose and panting, and watched the members of my Web take
their places around me. Ansky was over to my left. She was agitated enough to be
midcycle, more rainbow than flesh, likely radiating heat as she fought to control the
energy waiting to be released by her every molecule. No support there. Still, | found
it reassuring one of my Elders could be in such a state. Whenever we cycled into
other forms, it required a sacrifice of our mass into energy to distort and bend our
essentia structure, energy that in part remained within that structure, a potential like
the compression of a spring. Releasing form, like releasing that spring, had its
inevitable results. Learning to return to web-form without damaging the
neighborhood with pyrotechnics was the first, basic lesson of our kind. If Ansky was
struggling with this, | decided uncharitably, maybe my own recent performance
wasn't so bad.

As usua, Mixs had been late, scampering to her place on the six legs of her
preferred form. Personally, | found her about as compassionate as the Hive species
she lived with most often. There's one who wouldn't forgive a loss of control .

The other two, Skaet and Lesy, stopped chanting my name, abruptly in
web-form. They looked revoltingly cheerful. Asif none of the others had ever made
mistakes, | thought to mysdlf, making sure the memory remained private.

Where was Ersh?

The wind was damp and stank of sulfur. The Web met where Ersh decided;
today's decision did not bode well for me. | avoided the cliff edge, knowing from
experience that its jagged plunge made me queasy. There wasn't a scrap of
vegetation in sight, not that Picco's Moon was overly life-endowed; what there was
huddled in the immense cracklike valleys girdling the equator. The risng bulge of
Picco itsdf on the horizon was its usual eye-straining orange and purple. When fully
exposed, the giant gas planet's lurid reflection did truly nauseating things to the local
landscape. The distant white sun gave up the struggle to produce color except
during the occasional eclipse.



But the place was old with tradition. The footsteps, or whatever, of the Web had
worn the path up to this rocky pinnacle smooth during the last millennia. It was
remembered by dl of us as "the peak where truth is shared." There were other,
nastier connotations, but | refused to remember them.

A soft thump and shuffle. Then a wheezing sound. The sequence repeated,
growing louder. Louder to me, anyway, since | was the only one currently with ears.
| watched the edge where the worn stone stairs led to the top.

First the knobby end of a stick appeared, thump, then the wispy gray-haired head
of the very, very old Human femde using it as a cane. Her breath wheezed in,
fluttered as if stuck, then wheezed out again. Her feet shuffled dong the rock as if
reluctant to part from it.

There were reassuring gasps, twitters, and color changes around me. Ersh, in
Human form? She hadn't used it in at least three hundred years—certainly never in
front of me. When | was very young, | used to wonder why. When Ersh judged me
old enough to share her memory of Humans, | knew.

Ersh's years didn't trandate wel as a Human. Her steps were as labored as her
breathing. She was naked despite the wind, her skin hanging like tatters of cloth on
her bones as she made her ow way to the sixth and last place in the Web.

Her bright black eyes found and impaled me. | fdt my ears go flat against my
head and my tall dip between my legs; | panted as my body temperature soared, an
instinctive dump of energy as | fought the urge to cycle. To lose form because of an
emotiona response would not impress Ersh.

Those eyes were anything but feeble, despite her form. And the other message
about Ersh and the Human species was plain before us dl, amed a me, no doubt.
Form-memory was unforgiving. Her thin right arm ended hafway above the elbow in
asmooth blunt tip—a reminder that as a Human Ersh had sacrificed her flesh rather
than cycle before aliens.

No, this wasn't going well. | straightened up. "I'm ready to share, Senior
Assimilator," | said as steadily as | could. | released my hold on the molecules of my
body with rdlief, cycling back into my web-form, feding echoing releases of energy
warm the ar as Ansky and Mixs did the same. | concentrated on maintaining my
outline in the proper flawless teardrop.

No touch, no hearing, no sight, no sense of smdl. Yet in my web-form | was
exquisitely senditive to other, rarer things: the complexities of chemica structure, the
dizzying spin of stars and atoms, the pervading harmony of electro-magnetism. The
gravity of the planet was like a deep throbbing heart above me, the moon's a soft
counterpoint.

The wonder of it dl usualy took me a moment to grasp. Today, | amost ignored
the change, busy interpreting information about my Web. Skalet and Lesy were
struggling to keep their shape integrity, losing it once or twice. Typica—they were
eedly rattled by Ersh. Then Ersh hersalf, next to invisble to me as a Human, became
clear in dl the perfection of her web-form.



| tasted her message in the wind. Share.

This was it. | shunted my private memories deeper within. There was no point
taking chances with Ersh in this mood. Then | spread, dongating mysef from
teardrop to five reaching arms, offering one to each of the other web-forms, keeping
central only the minimum mass | needed to maintain personal survival. | sensed their
mouths form and open wide, tooth ridges sharp and uneven. They closed in and
began to feed.

For an instant, | wondered what beings of other species would think if they could
see us now, like this. Could those outside the Web possibly understand? We had no
equivalents for words like agony or pleasure. In sharing, the giving of mass has more
to do with endurance than pain, and certainly is more like duty than ecstasy. Even for
us, being consumed is a fundamenta threat to life, and the instinct to cycle and
survive has to be fought. How could | explain that winning that battle, to offer life in
trust, brings awonderful joy, an intensity of belonging and acceptance? Without this
understanding, dl that would be seen was the horror of their feasting.

Why had | thought horror? The urge to flee suddenly threatened to overwhelm
me. | kept myself whole by remembering the joy and belonging from other times,
holding it like a shield against each hungry bite, each dice of tooth through my flesh.

I'd never had so much to share. Their feeding seemed to go on for hours. So, by
the end, there was very little of me left. For atime, | sensed extinction and wavered,
wondering if this was Ersh's judgment.

Then the command came. Feed. | found the strength to form a mouth of my own
somehow, but not to move. Feed. Substance in my mouth. | bit down and ripped a
piece free, chewed. Ersh-taste. Ersh-memory. | fdt mysdf grow, enlarged my
mouth, ate faster. Ansky-taste, now Skalet. One after another, my kin gave me ther
mass in exchange for mine, the transfer precise and totaly satisfying.

At some point, they left me. | huddled, alone on the rock, to assmilate what | had
been given. It takes a while to weave the threads of five other memories, to take
living pieces of five other lives and work them into your own. | struggled to detach
information from personality, to hold what was Esen intact and free of the influence
of those others, respectfully shedding what | dared not keep as moisture to the air,
each evaporating droplet a spark of cold on my surface. Ersh, as Senior Assimilator,
had aways fed from them first, then given dl to me presorted. | supposed, having
got mysdlf into so much trouble, Ersh felt I'd grown beyond such pampering.

| wasn't in a hurry anyway. | knew what the others were assmilating in turn. My
memories of Kraos. And my adventures with the Humans.

2: Planet Day
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KRAOS. My first mission. | had been so proud, so sure of mysdf. Too sure, as
things turned out.

Ersh's warnings, which | in my wisdom ignored, were dl variations on the same
theme: "It's different on your own, Youngest." Different? Of course it would be, I'd
said to mysdf. I'd a last be free of their advice, ther decisions, and, most
importantly, their belief that as youngest, | was least.

Or did Ersh think | was a fool? | knew how essential it would be to maintain
shape on Kraos—to think and be what | appeared. Or did she (and the others)
samply expect me to fal? Well, | was confident enough for dl the Web. Especidly
when | learned the camouflage best suited to my mission was the canidlike
Lanivarian, my birth shape. It would be no red test of my skill to cycle and hold
shape, if that was dl | had to be. | suspected Ersh had chosen my assignment in
order to give me that advantage—implying I'd need dl the help | could get.

Unfortunately, Ersh was right. | hated that.

My rude awakening had come the instant the clouds overhead consumed the
shuttle, leaving me aone on the Kraosian mountaintop. I'd panicked, rdeasng my
shape integrity so quickly it was a wonder Skalet didn't pick up the heat signature
from orbit. I'd quivered and oozed in web-form, tasting the dien wind as it tried to
coat me with dust.

My next coherent act was to lodge mysdf out of sight. Exposing web-form to
dien eyes was forbidden. This wasn't difficult, given Skalet's choice of my drop-off
site. There was a smdl, hard-to-find cave nearby for me to hide in, though Skalet
had expected me to use it to hold any artifacts | decided to collect.

In the cave's womblike darkness, | argued, pleaded, begged, and threatened
myself—to no avail. Every few hours, | would gather my nerve, sacrifice mass into
the needed energy, summon form-memory, and cycle into Lanivarian form. I'd set
my paws on the path out of the cave, ready to take the road down to the city where
the subjects of my work waited.

And I'd revert to web-form in a blaze of exothermic energy. The cave was soon
black with soot.

| had nightmares about a curious Kraosian peering in a me. Forget the potential
for disaster inherent in my virtualy exploding at the beginning of any conversation; |
had to worry about the result if the poor creature survived and witnessed my
resulting cycle into web-form. Kraos was an untouched world, without even literature
to hint at the possibility of extrakraosian life. | could start some.

But Skalet wouldn't be back for another ten planet years. How long could | stay
locked up by my own stage fright?

My Lanivarian form began to fray at the thought; | cycled back to web-form just
in time to stave off another cataclysm.

| recaled Ersh's advice when | had left her. If | couldn't sustain my form, she'd
said—the mere suggestion of which 1'd found offensive a the time—go back to



basics and retrain mysalf. Redly going back wasn't an option for the next ten solar
orbits. | settled in my cave to relearn from my own memories.

The teardrop web-form is the origina, root-shape of my kind. Changing
shape—cycling—to match our molecular structure to that of our surroundings is an
ingtinctive response to danger. Fortunately, this instinct is so far back in the Web's
past that it happens only rarely. As Youngest, | could testify that it is very humiliaing
to have one's edges trying to match a curtain or floor under stress.

Harnessing this instinct to cycle from one form to another involves learning fine
control. Acquiring this control, I'd found, has less to do with being taught than it has
to do with being tormented by one's peers. It is like humanoid children who taunt
one another to see who can hold their breath longest.

I, of course, am not and have never been achild. | may be Recent, but then, that's
our way.

| had a mother. Sort of. When Ansky answered the howls of masculine nature on
Lanivar, some five standard centuries ago, she was smply indulging her risky
predilection for romance. Fortunately for the inhabitable planets of this galaxy,
genetic combinations that result in offspring of Web stock occur perhaps once a
millennium—if that. The rest of Ansky's follies lived out norma ephemera lives as
perfectly normal specimens of their father's species.

Ansky herself had the dubious pleasure of innumerable flings, far too many of
which ended in a pregnancy which locked her in a seadily enlarging and
uncomfortable form for its duration. Not a pretty picture. Still, Ansky enjoyed this
vicarious lifestyle enough to succumb on a farly regular schedule, with one such
occasion leading to my arrival. Her surprise for Ersh. But that's another tale.

Oh, yes. Breath holding. Well, imagine you have accepted the chalenge and
drawn in the biggest breath you can possibly hold. This is like the moment when a
fragment of web-mass is converted to energy and spread throughout the web-form,
deforming and atering molecular structure to match memory.

At first, the urge to laugh it dl out immediately seems irresistible. But you hold on,
feding like you'll burst well before your rival.

Then, as you begin to fed in control, your confidence rises. Nothing to it. You
wink at your friends, pleased by the growing respect on their faces.

Seconds drag past, dowing as they go. You hold on. Your ears fed pressure.
Nothing painful, but you have to consciously control the urge to breath out, to
empty your heavy lungs, and fill them again. Your throat feels swollen, as if the air
trying to escape has somehow concentrated itsdf there, a the gateway. This is how
it feels when web-form struggles to release energy, to adlow bent, twisted molecules
to return to normal.

Sill you hold. But it's hard.

The difficulty passes. After a while, you wonder if you've forgotten how to
breathe. Y our thick head seems to have lightened. Things appear clear to your eyes,



yet farther away. You could do this forever. Success is a hand.

Your friends are shaking you. You can't hear ther voices over your heart's
rhythm, an ocean in your ears. You redize that you are dying, killing yourself, yet the
willpower to survive seems lost.

Somehow, awhimper of air dips through your nostrils. It signals the explosion as
your abused lungs throw out the stale dead air. You can hardly finish breathing out
before every muscle of your body strains to suck in life, fresh ar pouring down your
throat like a cool drink in summer. Web-form reestablishes itsdlf, radiating energy in
waveengths perceived as relief.

Another, calmer breath, and you grin a your anxious friends. "No problem."”

Converting web-mass to energy is a pointless sacrifice unless harnessed to
form-memory and used. Cycling is the easy part. Mantaining a different shape
confines energy, like the air held in lungs. The pain of it is primal, but then so is the
fear of falure. | grew up on stories of Recents exploding rather than losing form
before granted leave to cycle.

Although totally accurate memory is my kind's pride and curse, | had my doubts
about exploding Recents. I'd never caused anything more traumatic to my
surroundings than the odd therma crater. The trick was to know your limits and
push beyond them each time. My firgt shape change lasted mere seconds, just long
enough to experience triumph. Relaxing back to web-form, | felt the loss of mass as
an imbalance, a not-unpleasant hunger that proved what | was.

By my second century, | had mastered the techniques necessary to hold an dien
form for several minutes, with little or no discomfort. Frustratingly, my Elders in the
Web seemed able to exist indefinitely in any form they chose. Some rarely appeared
in web-form at dl, finding life more convenient in a shape with hands, tentacles, or
other digits to handle the local technology.

Driven by their amused contempt (or worse, their "it will come to you" attitude), |
gradudly learned a finer control of the energy holding my changed body together.
There were ways to reduce the strain, some as smple as holding body temperature
above species norm, especialy on cold nights, draining tiny amounts of excess
energy. Another hundred years of practice, and | was rarely driven from form until |

was ready.

It was about this time in my life, having worked and suffered for such a worthy
god, that | discovered my omnipotent Elders were actudly cycling in closets or
when they thought | wasn't around in order to encourage my efforts.

By my fourth century, I'd perfected my art. | could dip in and out of any
remembered form and hold it indefinitely. And Ersh, Senior Assmilator of the Web,
grudgingly admitted that though | was Most Recent (and she hoped | would stay that
way, with Ansky under her watchful eye), | was now quaified to serve the Web. |
could have ajob.

And so | was on Kraos to do my duty to my Web—to obtain molecular samples
of the inteligent species on this world and memorize al matters of its behavior and



culture. When my task was done, the information would be assmilated by my Web,
adding a new species to our shared memory. Ersh would at last be proud of me.

Given | could pull mysdlf, literdly, back together.

Hunger was what finaly cured my fright. Each attempt to cycle had, of course,
cost me mass. The only way to replace that mass was to assmilate other living
matter into web-mass.

A wind-bent shrub grew conveniently into the front of my hiding place. | thinned
myself, coating the branches and leaves | could reach easlly, and coaxed the plant
molecules to reform into more of me.

It was when | used up the last remaining vegetation around the cave that |
suddenly redlized | was out of options.

| could ignore this particular hunger, as long as | didn't need to cycle into a form
of equivaent size. Which was the problem.

The Lanivarian form so necessary to my work on Kraos was my birth form. |
knew ingtinctively when my web-mass was equivaent to it—or when | was too small
for that particular change. Given the mass I'd expend to cycle again, | was much too
close to the limit | needed to keep. If | couldn't hold the Lanivarian form in my next
attempt, | would be forced to abandon that shape until | could locate and convert
more living mass somewhere on this mountain.

| did have the choice of staying in web-form—a choice that included hiding in this
cave for the next planet decade, or risk breaking the Web's first and inviolate Rule:
never expose the true form to diens. | shuddered. Ersh would have a lot to say
about that.

| cycled, gripped form memory more tightly than | ever had before, and found
mysdlf panting after a few minutes, panting, but whole.

| stretched one hand out of the darkness to sample the sunlight outside the cave.
Warmth, no more. Still, this limited form had excellent scent and vision. | took a
tentative step forward, then another. The air was cool and fresh in my lungs. So far,
SO good.

Now for my disguise. | carefully curled the fingers of both hands, exposing their
broad padded knuckles. Every second of sability in this form gave me more
confidence. | can do this, | thought. | redlized, belatedly, that Ersh had not doubted
me. | had doubted myself.

| dropped forward, my long front arms easly matching my legs for length.
Lanivarians reserved this posture for distance running and the odd thesatrical event. |
swung my jaw upward and laughed at the wind as it carried news of the unsuspecting
city below. An actor | would be.



3: Market Morning
KN»

I'D licked the problem of holding form. And sx hundred days later, I'd
accomplished the first hdf of my task: deciphering the molecular structure of the
Kraosians. I'd scrounged hair and nal clippings from severa hundred different
individuals smply by hanging around the rear of barbershops for a couple of
months. That information was safely chewed, swallowed, and incorporated into my
biochemica memory. | was a success.

| spat out aflea

The tricky bit was learning what Kraosians did with their biochemistry. Ersh was
right, again. Formal training just hadn't prepared me for Kraos.

"Welcome! Come! Come Herel" the dhrill singsong from somewhere over my
head was immediately smothered by a multitude of others, each attempting to
broadcast its greeting to shoppers first—or at least loudest. You'd have to be deaf
to degp past dawn within earshot of Suddmusal's Marketplace.

Or be comfortably tucked under a thick pile of fabric scraps, which blocked
sound as effectively as it kept away the evening's damp. Worming my head through
the stiff layers, | peered up at the fading stars. Definitely morning. |'d overdept.

Not the first time either, | thought with atwinge of conscience. | turned the twinge
into a stretch, trying to pull the kinks out of my spine. Ah, that was better. A little
rotation on the left hip eased another tight spot.

A long but worthwhile night, I consoled mysdlf, working free of my warm nest.
More dry bits of information discovered and carefully remembered—duty first,
everything carefully shunted to the memory core | would share with my Web.

| briefly closed my eyes to better recal last night, easlly summoning the images of
overlapping circles of sreetlight and torch, pavement glistening with dew, figures
moving from shadow to puddlied light, ramshackle booths unfolding like midnight
blossoms. The only sounds had been the occasional muffled word or the snick of a
clip to its ring. Even the ongoing game of cheat inches from your neighbors space
had seemed choreographed for my entertainment.

Daydreaming again—the path to a short and inglorious life. Embarrassed, |
opened my eyes and began to pay proper attention to my surroundings.

The market was as loud in the brightening daylight as it had been slent at night.
Unmindful of the barrage of voices, shoppers struggled good-naturedly with each
other to reach the merchant of their choice. Everyone knew the pavement would be
bare again in another hour or so, every booth collapsed and swept into its cart as if
the market was evaporated dally by the punisning heat of this season. Kraosians
were nothing if not sensible folk about weather.

| surveyed today's edition of the market, its confusion already wel in place.
Scents ranging from delicious to rancid forced their way into my nostrils and stuck
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on my tongue. "Welcome! Come! Come here!” shrilled that voice again. | flattened
my ears against the noise, but it was of little use.

| was surrounded by singers.

The Kraosian version of tourists loved Suddmusal's market—more precisaly, they
loved its singers. Every booth, regardliess of its size or the vaue of its goods,
boasted a living signpost—a hired singer perched precariously atop a makeshift
pole; this pole typicaly avitd support for the booth itsdlf. In the predawn coolness,
it was rather charming to listen to the first, fresh voices caroling out their wares. a
soprano from the plumbing dedler gateward, a warbling tenor from the pottery shop
closer a hand.

Unfortunately, volume was more vauable than tune when singers were rubbing
elbows. Once the market was packed, both voices and tempers quickly wore thin.
The woman clinging to the pole above me mercifully stopped for a moment, but it
was only to swirl water in her mouth from the flask hanging round her neck. She spat
accurately at her nearest neighbor, then began to shriek again. “Welcome—"

| launched myself away from the fabric dealer, seeking the safest route among the
dust swirls kicked up by heavy feet, dodging through a forest of wool-clad legs.
Course, | wasn't the only one down here,

From my chosen vantage point, a meter or so from the ground, the market had a
second set of visitors: small, shelled, and multilegged, or larger and sinuous on four
legs such as I. | counted and cataloged each automatically, for mysdlf taking special
note of the occasional groomed and perfumed beasts. The well-fed pets which
accompanied thelr Kraosian masters and mistresses to market were unpleasantly
eager to snk their teeth into the haunches of freer creatures.

Finding a temporary haven beneath the bed of a cart, | sprawled out and amused
mysdlf briefly by pulling amat of spiny seeds from between my longest toes. It was
aprecise procedure: teeth had to be placed just so, then a gentle squeeze and sharp
tug. | chewed the tasteless lump thoughtfully before spitting it out.

| was definitely living my appearance. | permitted mysdf a grin. Old Ersh would
probably have cycled before sinking her teeth into my last med of fish bones
followed by fruit rinds furred with mold. "All in a day's work for those in the field,” |
dared to mimic her didactic tones to mysdf. "Field observers must be
inconspicuous.” 1'd learned for mysdf that being inconspicuous usudly trandated as
uncomfortable and bored.

| stretched again, pulling the last knots out of rangy muscles and feding lazy
pleasure in the suppleness of my spine. A quick glance up at the too-bright sky. |
redly was late for work. | spent a moment yawning, then flicked my mind into
aertness. | was, after dl, a professional.

W, not quite, but | would be one day. | would succeed here and then—wall,
anything was possible then. | knew this was pride, or at least ambition, and therefore
highly improper. However, no one here cared, and | certainly wasn't about to worry.

Why was summoning that pride this morning unexpectedly hard? | found



mysdlf wondering. Perhaps it was because today marked my six hundredth day on
Kraos. My six hundredth day of taking to mysalf.

| sneezed dust from my nostrils and tried to twitch that useful pride. What had |
expected? As youngest, a dubious distinction as | was frequently reminded, | was
expected to appreciate my assignment for what it was—a way to keep me out of
trouble while | matured.

Wi, it didn't matter. | would make the best of this place and my time here. If the
path of advancement meant a slow, lonely march up each strand of the Web, so be
it. | might suffer from the impatience of youth, but | was determined enough to
match anyone's centuries of experience.

| stood, checked my path with practiced care, and stepped back into the
dust-filled maze of legs.

Ah. My first destination, reached without incident. | surveyed the area from the
shadows behind the strident inventory of a rug merchant's booth before venturing
out. The open-air cafe, dthough just as short-lived as any of the booths, had a
customary spot which boasted the shade of a misshapen, drought-denuded tree. It
aso had a clientde which often as not included highly placed officiads and
landowners. The gossip here was frequently worth committing to memory.

It was, of course, completely irrdevant to a professional such as mysdf that the
table scraps were of exceptiona quality. | dipped into my own customary spot,
safely out of sight of the serving staff, and cocked my oversized ears wistfully.

"Hey, Cradoc, your friend's shown up after al." This announcement came from
the group at the table nearest me. | didn't need my nose to tdl me what was available
today; | could see the crisp brown tips of fat little sausages overlapping a yellow
platter near the table's edge. | let the tip of my tongue hang delicately.

Cradoc, a good-natured if coarse fellow | had singled out for attention severd
mornings recently, tossed one of the sausages to me with alaugh. | caught it deftly in
my teeth, careful as aways to keep my betraying front paws covered by a curl of
tal. It wouldnt do here to seem different from the curs fredy accepted as
scavengers in the market and city. Little risk of such exposure this morning, |
thought, sdliva running freely and shamelessly from my open jaws. What a delightful
beginning to my day.

"—not me... nothing he's said makes sense... I'll not—" the voice risng from
behind and to one side of my benefactor was hotly defensive. It struck a jarring note
in the cam bustle of the eatery; some people turned, seeking the source, then went
back to their own conversations.

| missed the rest of what was said, occupied with holding the sausage cautioudly,
if awkwardly, in my jaws. | didn't dare bite down, since its tasty interior was hot
enough to scald my tongue. My predicament amused Cradoc, who slapped the back
of his neighbor and pointed my way.



The partly overheard conversation was probably an inggnificant quarrel, not
worthy of my time. | swallowed around the sausage, the taste making me drool even
more. But | was curious. Were | totally honest, never a worthwhile pursuit, | would
have admitted to restlessness—a worse trait than ambition. | was here to learn the
normal, not be distracted by the odd or unusual.

Perhaps because it was the six hundredth day of nothing but normal happenings, |
quickly suppressed my guilt, straining to hear more of the unusua conversation,
grateful for the huge ears | could imperceptibly shift to center on the sound.

"Invaders. Thieves a best... likdy worse..." | lost the thread then caught it again.
"... tel you. The Protark has been bewitched to alow them to approach the city!"
This was the worried voice again. | did my gaze in that direction and this time found
the man immediately. Absently, | sank my teeth deeper into the sill-hot sausage.

The worried voice belonged to a soldier of some kind, wearing a uniform | hadn't
seen before. Once bright with typical Kraosian gaudiness, it was currently marred by
the dirt and creases of hard use. Intriguing. Kraos was free of conflict, a least
presently. Such military as existed appeared to be part of the ceremonial trappings of
government. So why did this soldier, and his companion, look to have just
completed a forced march?

"We have our orders, Ethrem. Here's no place to discuss them." My worrier's
companion was only dightly older, but wore a complex insgnia of rank high on one
shoulder. | spared an instant to memorize its design. He attacked his breakfast with
zed—Vyet his tablemate sat staring at his plate, turning his implement in smal circles.

The other diners seemed to be ignoring them a bit too obvioudly. Fascinating. |
made mysdf as smal as possible and, as Cradoc and his group left with a
convenient dispute over ther hill, | crept closer to the pair.

"Orders," Ethrem echoed with disgust. The food abandoned on his plate
somehow caught my eye; camouflage tended to become a habit after six hundred
days. He fdt my stare and pointed at me with his fork. "Rather than follow such
madness, I'd change places with that miserable excuse for a serlet.” Huh, | thought
to myself.

"Y ou'll have the chance soon enough if we don't report back on time."

Ethrem's hands shook visibly. "But | can't go back. You must cover for me, old
friend; find some excuse. | can't face those creatures—not again—"

"Get hold of yourself." What was close to a parade ground snap shook the hunch
from Ethrem's shoulders if not the wildness from his eyes. Seeing this, his
companion took a quick intense glance around, scowling a anyone he caught
looking at them. As his eyes fdl on me, | let my own gaze idly trace the course of a
smdl insect past my nose.

The officer continued in a low, hurried voice, like someone driven to revea a
secret. | had to strain my ears to pick up his whisper. "There are plans beyond what
you know, Ethrem. The Protark can handle the situation.”



"How? What plan has he? Openhanded hospitality to those devils?' A sneer.
"Next, hell offer them summer quartering with the Royal Caste—or perhaps a few
days at the seaside to enjoy the cool ocean breezes."

The officer glanced about again. "Do you think our current Commander shares
strategy with the ranks? He's a close one, this Theerlic, close and fond of power.
But | have my sources, Ethrem." He hesitated, then leaned closer. "This is not the
first ship Protark Theerlic has handled. These latest invaders were expected—and
none of them will leave Kraos. Not if we do our job. Know this for the truth, Ethrem.
You and I—well be among those who save the world."

Leave Kraos? Save the world? Invaders? | bolted down the mest, ignoring both
the taste and the burning in my mouth. What in Ersh’'s name did he mean by ships?

For amoment, | numbly thought about paddleboats and steamers, athough there
was no open water within several days' travel unless one included the unnavigable
torrent moating the city perimeter. Then, | actualy looked up, as if watching for a
passing ar vehicle, though | aready knew Kraposians were oddly disinterested in
airborne travel, despite atechnology that included solar power and the generation of
electricity.

My mind fumbled its way to the only possible interpretation—an interpretation
which collided violently with the unchewed sausage in my stomach. Offworlders.
Damn.

This was not going to impress Ersh.

| felt my shape threatening to explode and held it with dl | had. My duty was quite
clear, made so by explicit and firm standing orders. There were worse penalties for
falure to follow the Web's First Rules than losing seniority or rank—much worse.

Fighting a tendency to snarl to myself, | dodged a kick from an dert waitress and
walked out boldly behind the two soldiers when they left—judging correctly that they
were too preoccupied to notice a smal tagalong, especialy one that appeared to be a
miserable excuse for a serlet.

Following at the Kraosians' heels like a well-trained hunting beast suited me; in a
way, | fet amost grateful for something easy to do while my thoughts whirled. |
found mysdf totally self-absorbed for the second time since | arrived. This couldn't
be my fault, | concluded at last, asif that would help. Skalet had checked this planet.
Kraos was supposed to be an untouched world, with the requisite native belief that
they were unique in space, a world blissfully secure in its ignorance. Idea for my
first post—or so Ersh had agreed.

Obvioudly, Skalet's report was old news. | swore to mysdf. What was |
supposed to do with an impacted culture? | had no training. At best, | could hope
for another and likdy bleaker posting. At worst—well, 1 wouldn't worry about that
yet.

Of course, dmost immediately things grew worse. The two | trailled paused



before a rack of ssni drivers. It would be impossible to keep track of them if they
rented one of the small and maneuverable cars. The pause lengthened, punctuated by
conversation | couldn't hear over the din of the marketplace. Findly, the officer
patted hiswalet pouch and shook his head. | breathed again only when they moved

away.
They were leaving the market area. | dropped farther back, keeping them in sight

with quick glances, and concentrated on weaving a path through the hodgepodge of
containers and litter edging the road.

Two irregular blocks passed in this way, putting the boundaries of the market
behind us. Just as wdl it wasn't the midwinter holiday season when merchants
outnumbered loca citizens and the entire city was paralyzed with shoppers.

Gradually, | grew convinced that Ethrem and his companion were heading for the
outskirts of the city, close, in fact, to where | had entered mysdf two planet years
ago. As the current area of pavement where they waked was inconveniently tidy, |
took a chance and, turning down a familiar aleyway, began to run with dl the
fleetness of my long legs.

Athletics was not my strong point. | took a corner too quickly and a twist of pain
thrilled through an overstressed tendon. With a grunt, | dismissed it, aware if | lost
the chance to intercept my quarry before they reached the multiple city gates, | might
never find them again. It was a tempting excuse, however.

Pure luck sent me skittering clear of the wheels of a clattering hand truck, athough
close enough to fed the ar of its movement. | flicked one embarrassed ear at the
language flung after me. Fortunately, the rotten fruit missed.

Puffing, | did to ahdt at the alley's end, in view of the second great open area of
the city, the elaborately paved and fountained square which gave access to the seven
city gates piercing the old city wal. The gates were a particularly Kraosian absurdity.

I'd aready noticed that Kraosians seemed to delight in any distinction they could
make between themselves, from clothing style to subtleties of accent. It took on the
proportions of a cultural need. So, for a Kraosian, it doubtless made sense that each
caste of Krapsian society entered and left Suddmusal by its own gate. No one
seemed to care that this had meant punching seven huge holes into the city wal and
funnding traffic into seven often snarled streams through the city square, just to end
up crossing the Jesrith River over one and the same bridge.

| used the claws on my left hind foot to dig at an itch behind my ear, scanning for
my quarry. At least | knew they'd have to join the traffic amed at the second to
westmost gate, the one designated for the military. | breathed easier a the sight of
the two soldiers walking briskly toward me, their steps unconsciously matched in
parade rhythm. | watched, expecting them to wait for their opportunity to cross the
line of merchant trucks, but instead they turned in the opposite direction. | soon
redized their destination was the series of doors dark-edged into the shadowed east
wall.

With a sigh, | selected a parked truck with a crate handily placed at its side and



bounded up to its roof in two easy legps. On this vantage point, curled in a bal, |
prepared to wait. | knew where they were going. Another Kraosian custom. Ethrem
had undoubtedly convinced his companion to let him seek the services of a licensed
soothsayer. The Kraosians were as mysticaly inclined as they were stubborn about
caste. With my luck, the troubled Ethrem would have enough money for a full spirit
consultation—the better soothsayers could stretch one of those for hours.

4: Mountain Afternoon
KN >»

THE soothsayer must have had a virtud treasure trove of wisdom to pass aong.
As a consequence, or due to other arrangements | wasn't consulted about, we were
climbing the road from Suddmusal to the mountain range beyond at atruly ridiculous
time of day. Not for the first time, | glared down with disgust a Ethrem and his new
companions. He was now an indistinguishable part of a tight, purposeful group of
thirty-two, built gradualy and with suspicious casualness from other pairs of
returning soldiers as they |eft the city.

As behooved a being of superior inteligence, | was sensibly traveling in the shade
of the bordering low shrubs and trees, cutting across the road's ceaseless
switchbacks to keep ahead of the troops constrained to its course. Even so, Ethrem
and his companions were moving quickly, far too quickly for midsummer at the
sun's zenith. There was an urgency to their passage, and no complaints, despite the
swedt glistening on every brow.

| had plenty of complaints, but no one to share them with on this planet. My
tongue wouldn't fit in my mouth anymore and hung out one side like laundry on a
line, too dry to help cool my body despite the hot pulses of ar diding up the
mountain from the baking plan below. My footpads and knuckles were aready
tender from running on rough hookgrass, sand, and rock. Oh, well, | thought to
mysalf, waiting for the Kraosians to march around the next switchback, my front feet
wide-spaced to hold against the slope, 1'm no longer bored.

I'd expected to fed excitement. After dl, this was becoming an adventure, just like
those I'd read when | was too young to appreciate that literature was an ephemeral’s
way of remembering. What | felt instead was a sense of pressure, as if | were putty
being forced into a very smal and uncomfortable mold. Problem was, | was an
observer, not an action taker. Had things proceeded normaly, nothing in my
assignment would have required me to actively do anything—in fact, a large portion
of my training had deat with eiminaing the urge to react, to participate. | was
uneasy, anxious—emotional responses | rather glumly redized were trying to make
me cautious—a virtue Ersh had long ago failed to find in me.

| reached the crest of the first mountain ridge well ahead of the Kraosians. | knew
this place; up the next rise was the cave where I'd spent weeks building my
courage—and exploding. This far slope tumbled to the depths of the jagged gorge
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dill being cut from bedrock by the frothing madness of the Jesrith.

A delicate web of a bridge tossed the road from my feet up to the next ridge,
where its pavement disappeared into haze. It was a beautiful, uncanny structure,
completely inexplicable by anything 1'd learned so far about Kraosians. Only foot
traffic could use it; suggesting a short journey to a worthwhile destination. Yet to the
best of my knowledge, the road and its air-spanning bridge led to nowhere of
significance.

The sound of heavy footsteps snapped the spell of the incredible view. | pressed
mysdlf under a berry bush, curling up in its ddliciousy damp shade. The Kraosians
sensibly chose this same moment to rest themselves, wandering off the hot pavement
and stretching out wearily wherever they could find level ground among the stones.

An instant later, biting, wingless insects scurried into my fur from what seemed
every leaf of my shelter. Frozen, not daring to even twitch, | felt innumerable small
pricks as the beasts enjoyed their unexpected feast. | catalogued the species, licking
one up to test its molecular structure. Adventure. Glory. | added to my menta list:
worry and bugs.

Ethrem, his companion, and one other officer had remained standing, looking out
over the bridge, air, and tumbled rock with eyes that perhaps saw beauty, or perhaps
merely an obstacle. It was tricky working out the aesthetics of other species.

"Come," the new officer said, turning with an impatient wave of a hand missing
severd fingers. He had a beard, the first I'd seen on a Kraosian, currently matted into
three sweat-darkened ringlets. "They'll be waiting for us a the Commons House in
Grangd. If were late, the Protark will likey serve our heads as the first course.”
With understandable aacrity, the men re-formed their column and headed single file
across the bridge.

The bridge was narrow, solid despite its fragile appearance, and completely
devoid of cover. | could only trust in a trick that had worked before. As they
marched, | stepped quietly into the shadow of the endmost soldier, my nose almost
on his knee. He blinked down at me wearily and my legs tightened in preparation for
aleap away, but then his hand dropped down to scratch behind my ears. | gave him
my best tongue-hanging grin and a dow flutter of my tail. "None of our business
what's ahead, friend," he muttered more to himsalf than to me. "But there's good de
in Grangel's Commons House, and not as dear as some.” | nodded wisdly, a wasted
gesture as my chosen partner returned his attention to the march.

Crossing the great bridge was an experience worth the discomfort of its sunbaked
pavement on my unprotected toes. | took delicate mincing steps and savored the
fragrant breeze lifting the scents of the mountain forest below up to my nostrils. The
same breeze kept the bridge swaying gently from side to sside—a movement that the
soldiers adjusted to in unison, as if rehearsed, and | had to anticipate in order to
avoid fdling off. The Jesith roared far beneath us, a voice of thunder and
foreboding. As if in echo, red thunder sounded off to the north where darkening
clouds hung against distant white-tipped peaks. | forgot my sore feet and hands.



The farthest reach of the bridge was terraced in huge flexible steps, easing the
climb to the greater height of its landing. Five of these: easy steps for the soldiers
and comfortably smadl leaps up for me. After the fifth, we stood on solid rock again.
| took alast regretful look back at familiar ground, swallowing my doubts.

At least it was cooler here, a welcome change as a sense of being close to ther
god, or thoughts of waiting de, drasticadly speeded the soldiers pace. This
improved my chances of remaining unnoticed, given | could keep up—not a
guarantee, | fussed to mysdf, panting as | trotted, legs burning. There was no
shelter dlong the roadside through which | could leave my soldier to seek the more
prudent cover of rock-clinging evergreens higher up.

Our sudden hdt came none too soon as far as | was concerned, standing
wide-limbed and shaking as | peered between the legs of the men in front of me. |
could make out the rounded shape of a long, low building. It would have been
Impossible to miss, being painted in cheerful colors and surrounded by a riotoudly
lush garden defying the season. A Commons House: an apt naming since it was one
of few places where people of every caste mingled freely, permitted so by the
practicalities of roadside hospitality. | was willing to bet it had great parties.

And it was around this haven of peace and welcome the Protark's troops were
deploying themselves. Out of backpacks came the first weapons | had seen on this
world, nasty-looking tubes with extensions of sharp jagged metal, doubtless for use
after their power to fire was exhausted. Each man received one and then, following a
plan that must have been dealt with before my arriva, faded into the surrounding
bush with unexpected skill. They looked significantly more formidable now.

My own guardian had shouldered his weapon, following none other than Ethrem
toward the rear of the House. | chose this moment to back dowly into a shadow and
crouch; it could be very complicated to be recognized as the table-beggar of
Suddmusal's marketplace.

But follow these two | must. My moment came as the attention of the remaining
soldiers was fixed upon the arriva of some travelers approaching the House from
the opposite side. Lingering to see who these were was an invitation to be noticed
and probably shot. | dashed after Ethrem and my soldier.

They had crept aongside the shelter of a white, dilapidated fence, following it to
the back of the House. Most of the effort to maintain the grounds had been spent on
the front and sides; here the garden became more weed than flower. A pair of
smdler outbuildings leaned against each other in akind of drunken resignation.

But even so, it was a friendly disorder, ready to welcome a traveler seeking
privacy and quiet. There were rough-hewn benches under the few trees large enough
to cast shade; baskets planted with wildflowers hung in their drought-bare branches.
| felt the hair on my neck rise and realized with some surprise that | was angry at the
soldiers for threatening this peace.

| couldn't have asked for better guides, though. Ethrem led the way right up to the



large rear door of the main building, easing it open with a careless confidence that
spoke of prearrangement and wadl-oiled hinges. | snuck forward, feding clumsy
despite the careful placement of legs and paws dinking on dl fours demanded.

At the door, | strained dl of my senses to detect what lay within.

Smélls of food and of a varied clientele drifted past my twitching nose, but |
heard no sound. The hair on the back of my neck rose once more and | took a slow
easy step into the shadowed doorway.

"Watch those teeth!" The cry gave me scarcely enough warning to fold back
upon my haunches, twisting about desperately in an effort that slipped my head past
the heavy net being dropped from the darkness. | panicked, snarling and rolling, but
couldn't free my back legs from the net before a burning adhesive stuck it fast to
skin, pulling fur. Fool! | could hear Ersh now. How many explorers have died by
underestimating more primitive cultures? Was death ahead for me, too? | fet an
overwhelming urge to lose this shape, to cycle into web-form (or better yet into any
form with bigger teeth). | panted with the heat energy | released to smply stay as |
was.

Hands dragged me inside then, taking my sudden immobility for surrender. | lay
on the coolness of atile floor, the sum of my struggles having succeeded in little
more than to wrap the net around me with painful tightness. | rolled my left eye
frantically, seeing what | could.

| was in a hdl, dim and cluttered with furniture, mostly chairs stacked in rickety
columns. It was illuminated only by light escaping through a distant archway, this
opening into what must be the main room of the Commons House. Through it, |
could see the backs of people seated as if around a table. Detalls were impossible to
distinguish. Reluctantly, | rolled my eye back up to my captors.

The soldier | had accompanied across the bridge held one end of my imprisoning
net; Ethrem held the other, though he looked as if he would prefer to drop it and run.
The fear in his eyes drew anew and echoing fear from within me. | essayed my best
pitiful whine. He must not imagine me other than | appeared.

My second whine softened the face of the soldier. "Poor beast,” he said, a
reproachful look at Ethrem. "l thought you said we were being followed by some
enemy. These ropes are cruel—."

"Loosen them, and | swear I'll shoot you where you stand, Crawleh." This was a
new tone from Ethrem, a barely curbed violence coating the words with ice. "It's no
serlet. 1 don't know what it is—but the soothsayer warned me of great evil on the
road today. And this creature has followed me since morning. What beast would do
such athing?"'

Crawleh looked tempted to reply, then thought better of it. For at that moment,
the sounds of hastily shuffled boots came from the interior of the House, as if
numerous people had risen as one to ther feet. | tried to see past Ethrem's legs and
falled. Crawleh could, however, and | heard him suck in his breath. "That | lived to
see this day," the Kraosian said softly.



"They shdl not live to see its end,” Ethrem said vicioudy, but so very quietly |
believed | was the only one who heard him. He sheathed his weapon, glaring down at
me as though he wished he were free to use it. "We must get to our positions. This
spawn of darkness will keep."

"We can't leave the beast here to trip someone," Crawleh said reasonably. "I'll
take care of it while you go ahead. This door ismy post anyway."

"l warn you—"

"Go. Go!" Either Crawler's urging, or the wdling of voices from the hdl
convinced Ethrem. With alast burning look my way, he walked through the door.

As soon as Ethrem was gone, Crawleh bent down beside me and, using a smal
can of spray, somehow |oosened the tightest bands. | heaved a deep sigh of rdief as
the one constricting the movement of my head fel free. Crawleh snatched his hands
back, perhaps wary of my teeth. | reassured him with awhine and a quick lick of my
long tongue, tasting salt and dust as well as Kraosian. "There," he said with a pat,
though stopping short of freeing me completely. "I'll see no animd treated cruelly,
especialy one who has chosen to follow such a miserable master so far from home."
Lifting me gently, no minor feat considering my lanky bulk, Crawleh put me against
the wall, dropping the can nearby. He left his hands flat against my body for a
moment, eyeing me with concern. "You're burning up, poor beast. Il bring you
water when | can.”

Of course | was hot. All that energy wanting to be released had to go somewhere,
or this doorway would soon be larger. With this amount of stress, | might have to
cycle soon, or | wouldn't be able to safely hold this form.

Charity complete, Crawleh went beyond my limited line of sight, presumably to
guard the outer door. Good enough. With an effort, | wriggled forward ever so
dightly, with the utmost care and silence. | drew my front right paw out of the net as
far as it would go, unrolling those long, flexible toes so very different from the feet
of Kraosian beasts. There— had it. Quickly, | wrapped my toes around the can and
used its spray to free myself from the rest of the net's adhesive.

Sill panting, | rose to dl fours and hesitated, considering my options. The hdl
continued in both directions from the archway, closed doors at regular intervals
adong the walls. | went to the right, more to avoid passing in front of the archway
than because | had a reason. The tiles were cool on my feet and hands, a sensation |
concentrated on to avoid the temptation to whine.

| was confident that the doors aong the wdl opposite from the main room would
lead only to accommodations or storerooms, not to other exits, aware of the irony
tha my own life might now depend on my less exciting studies of Kraosian
architecture. Nearly at the hal's end, a bar of light suggested another entrance into
the main room. | went up to it cautioudly.

There was just enough clearance for me to fit my head and shoulders under the
black meta swinging doors without need to crouch. There was no one close to this
end of the room. In fact, | had stumbled upon an ided view of the proceedings



within.

The main hdl of the Commons House was a big, cool expanse of carved wood
and brickwork, brightened by roof windows of tinted glass. Immense fireplaces
made diagonals of each corner, the one next to me full of flowers in this fireless time
of year. The floor was crowded with tables of some dark, scarred wood, whedled
for easy movement over the broad yellowed tiles.

The centermost table was the only one occupied. | identified the elaborately
coifed Krapsian seated at its head as the current Protark, Theerlic, Appointed
Commander of the military caste. Officers in only dightly less brilliant uniforms
flanked him, three to a side. At the other end of the rectangular table, hands on their
chairs as though awaiting an invitation to sit, stood the three who were causing
Ethrem such nightmares.

Offworlders in truth. | felt the hair on my back bristle. Not just any offworlders,
but a First Contact Team from the predominantly Human Commonwealth, if | took a
well-educated guess. These were dl humanoid, most likdy pure strain Human, a
choice of personnel undoubtedly intended to reassure the humanoid Kraosians.
There were two females and, yes, the one standing off to the side closest to me was
amae. His yellow-and-orange uniform bore a pair of speciaty bars across the front,
and he held a recording device discreetly in one hand. His tan features were full of
barely restrained excitement.

If the specialist showed excitement, the only emotion | could read in the face and
stance of his senior officer was caution. She wore a full dress uniform, dull by
Kraosian standards, but sill another sign of some good preliminary survey work.
"We have complied with your request, Protark Theerlic," she was saying in a polite
but firm voice, the accent quite acceptable. "We brought no weapons to this
meeting. Our intentions, as stated before to your staff, are peaceful and
noninterventionary."

| glanced about. There were only a few soldiers in sight, these dl by the doors
and corners of the room; none carried obvious weapons. | knew better. All at once |
wished desperately | could detach myself from what was happening here. | even
spent a useless moment wishing for the sight of Ersh, regardless of how she would
ped strips from my hide for incompetence. | was out of my depth and, what was
worse, | knew Ersh would completely agree with that assessment.

A voice startled me from my anxiety. It was the Protark. "Captain Simpson," he
said, with a smoothness to his deep voice. "We, as representatives of our world,
appreciate your courtesy and trust in agreeing to this meeting." | thought his tone
remarkably collected and calm. Too calm, for a leader of a people supposedly
confronted for the first time with the shattering knowledge of other intelligence in
ther universe. | thought | saw a flicker in the specidist's eyes, a smoothing of
expression from simple excitement to the beginnings of suspicion. "It is important
that we begin our mutua understanding of each other away from the, to us,
overwhelming evidence of your superior technology. Accept our thanks. Please be
seated.”



Leaving their ship was a calculated risk, but one which was probably unavoidable,
| agreed to myself, readily able to empathize with the Humans. First Contact Teams
had to take a position of apparent vulnerability—though | doubted if the Kraosian
had the dightest conception of just how immense a civilization the Humans
represented.

Captain Simpson nodded to her femade companion, and the two of them were
seated. The male remained on his feet, with an apologetic gesture to the device in his
hand. "With your permission, sir, | would like to record images of the truly
outstanding carvings on your fireplaces," he said with appeding enthusiasm. | might
have imagined that flicker of suspicion earlier. The Protark waved magnanimoudly.

This was a sgnd for more than the specialist, who bustled off happily with his
device now a eye level. Serving staff moved forward from their wait behind the
Protark's table, bringing forth large pitchers of frothy cold beer and plates of bread.
There was a generd air of relaxation, and conversations started sporadically among
the soldiers, athough none left their positions. | could no longer hear what was being
said by the Protark and the Human officer, athough heads nodded as if in
agreement.

More empty assurances, | thought, feding frustrated and useless trapped in the
doorway. | considered my chances of retracing my steps past Crawleh. Somehow, |
had to reach the outside of the building, prepare some diversion. The key was to
introduce a deviation—something to defuse the Kraosian plot before it could begin. |
hadn't exactly studied strategy yet (Skalet wasn't prepared to waste her tactical
expertise on someone of my youth), but 1'd read what | could find. And | had to try
something.

Footsteps approached from behind me, | froze for an instant, then redized there
was no choice but to dip out under the doors into the hal itsalf. Pressing mysdf to
the wal as much as possible, | held my breath, expecting a any moment to be
noticed by the servers as they pushed the doors open in order to whed through a
cart loaded with delicacies. Any other time, | might have drooled. Now, | shook and
quivered, so frightened, | unwittingly did the best thing | could have done and
remained dill.

When a hue and cry did not immediately ring about my ears, my mind began to
function again. A table blocked my view. It could also hide me. | put one paw ahead
of another with painful slowness, reaching the supposed shelter of the table only to
find | was not the first to do so.

| was nose-to-nose with the ugliest, most vicious-looking hunting serlet | had yet
seen on this world. The monster was grizzled with age, with green, definitey
malignant eyes, and horrid black-stained teeth bared in a snarl. Its breath smelled
truly remarkable for something ill dive. | backed up so quickly that | didn't see the
legs behind me until | crashed into them.

"Saa. Don't be afrad." The words were in comspeak, the interspecies trade
language of the Commonwesalth. | looked up a ydlow uniform until | met the
Interested gray-eyed gaze of the Human. His recorder dangled from a strap. He made



an effortless switch to quite passable Kraosian: "Easy, pup.”

From this close, | could read the symbols marking the bars across his chest:
linguistics and dien culture specialist. Perfect. | put on my best tongue-lolling grin
and sat so | could unobtrusively curl my tail over my front paws. He patted my head
gently, then said softly in comspeak: "What goes on here? I'd wager you know,
don't you." | tensed, then relaxed as | redized the question was for himsdf, the
Human being too distracted by his situation to redly have noticed me.

Unfortunately, the same could not be said for the two soldiers rapidly and
purposefully approaching us, one of whom | recognized with a sinking feding as
Ethrem. | swallowed and dove back under the table, using the momentum to carry
me in a rush over the rightful landlord of the place. Teeth snapped closed a hot
breath away from my neck as | scrambled out the other side.

Instantly, pandemonium broke loose. | ran, dipping and panting on the polished
tiles, fearing | had done more than | bargained for in arousing the old beast. He was
bugling his fury in full voice, afanged demon given respectfully clear passage by the
amused soldiers. | kept my tail firmly between my legs and both ears cocked back to
my pursuer. | heard laughter and a confusion of commands, athough | was too
preoccupied to look around. This was hardly the distraction | had in mind, but it
would have to do.

Then a crackle of energy blackened the floor in front of my paws. | did to a halt,
a move that threw the old beast off-balance. As if in dow motion, | watched him
skid past me, mouth agape in surprise. In that instant, he unwittingly saved my life;
Ethrem's next shot, meant for me, turned him into a charred heap.

There were shouts: angry ones from the officers, and a pitiful shriek from one of
the serving staff—perhaps the owner of the ill-mannered and ill-fated beast. |
couldn't take my eyes from Ethrem as he moved to stand before me, an involuntary
reaction to the death that had nearly been mine. It was a betraya of my true nature
that narrowed Ethrem's eyes in triumph as he raised his weapon yet again. | tensed,
preparing for his shot.

The weapon was struck aside by a ydlow-clad arm. As if released from a spell, |
yelped and dove for the nearest table. There was a flurry of voices and sound. |
crouched in the dark, panting. The odor of cooked serlet was sickeningly strong.

What was happening? Had they forgotten me? | wanted desperately to
somehow ease through the wal of legs surrounding my shelter and run. If there had
been a gap large enough, | might have tried. Time seemed tangible, measured by
heartbeats and gasping breaths. | fought to think past my fear and somehow calmed
mysalf. What had Ersh said? Beyond courage lay necessity. Necessity meant easing
to the table's edge and peering out.

The Human specialist and Ethrem were standing face-to-face—one calm and the
other shaking like a leaf. They appeared to me as mirror images, Smilarities in form
far outweighing any differences between them. Perhaps the Human was more
dender, his tanned face flattened and more ova than the Kraosian's. The rainbow



hues within Ethrem's eyes were locked upon the startling black, gray, and white of
the Human's; this was the most striking difference between them, though Kraosian
eyes varied to both these extremes.

Ethrem's commanding officer, the one he had called his friend, held a hand
weapon ready, but pointed deliberately at the floor. There was no mistaking the
direction of Ethrem's am. The Protark and the remaining Humans were standing. No
one moved. "Am | worth your fear?' | heard the specialist say very gently.

Ethrem flinched as though conversation was the last thing he had expected from
the dien being. He tightened his grip on his own pistol. | swallowed, aware, as were
the others helpless here, that Ethrem was beyond reason. Yet the Human remained
dill, cam, serene, his voice compelling: "l am as you see me, Kraosian. Nothing
more than a man, and nothing less." He didn't quite smile, but the corners of his
mouth lifted. "And arather thirsty man. Join me for a glass of beer?"

It was magterfully done. Ethrem seemed puzzled, confused by so ordinary an
enemy. He glanced about for help, his am losing its rigidity as the weapon's deadly
tip dropped dightly. Another moment, and | believe that the Human might have had
him calmed and rationa again. But | had forgotten that cam rationdity was hardly
part of the Protark's plans for this day.

"Kill the dien! He's bewitching you!" came a harsh command from someone
unseen. Ethrem flinched, then moved faster than even the troops to either side of
him. But the Human had been ready, and dropped, rolling, seeking the shelter of a
table. Ethrem, thwarted, wheeled.

| howled in terror, legping out to try and stop him. | was a step away when he
fired a a new target. Launching mysdf into the air, | hit him in the torso before he
fired again, but it was too little and much too late.

Captain Simpson and the other Human female were dead before they hit the floor.

Out There

THE dome dlittered from within, the sun of this system too distant to be more
than a navigation hazard. The Tly mining consortium did its best to counter the lack
of a true day for its miners, knowing the importance of a diurna rhythm to
productivity.

So, day cycle, the dome shone with its own radiance like one of the fabled gems
from its shafts. A promise of welcome and wedlth to travelers.

There were lights, but no life, to welcome the next supply ship. She arrived and
docked, automatics receiving the grapples and connecting lines. The bewildered,
then anxious, visitors walked the empty domes and shafts; they found no sign of the
two dozen who should be there.

Fortunately for the searchers, Death had already |eft.



5: Moon Afternoon
&K N >»

BOTH wind and memories had taken turns whirling me about, but eventualy |
cycled from web-form into Lanivarian and went to find Ersh. Her home was actually
a cave deep in the rock of this mountainside; Ersh liked to be thought of as living a
Spartan life, though her cave contained every modern convenience including a
state-of-the-art replicator. | found her with Lesy and Skalet, dl three trying the
Kraosian form.

Ersh was older than any Kraosian 1'd seen on that planet, but her form had good
teeth and looked fit, if well-used. She had dready ordered clothing from the
replicator, and was dressed in the style appropriate to the scholar caste. Skaet could
have stepped off a farm truck. Lesy, as usua, looked adorably plump. She was
holding up one of a selection of festival dresses. | lifted a lip over one tooth, but
didn't comment.

"Don't snarl at Lesy," Ersh said without a glance at me that | caught. "Y ou know
she likes clothes; it's her artistic nature. Skalet will return to Kraos and complete your
work—including a report on the impact to their culture by your actions.”

| winced.

"Despite this, you made a respectable beginning in the time you had, Esen. I'm
proud of you."

Proud? If shed cycled into a moonbeam, I'd have been less surprised.
Suspicious was a better word. | snagged an apple from a bowl and pulled a chair
from the wall, dropping on it heavily. | watched them posing in front of the mirror as
| considered Ersh's comment.

"Where're the others?' | asked findly, dtill tasting their memories and fedlings as if
something was missing.

Skaet grinned evilly and winked at me. "You know Mixs won't go humanoid if
she can avoid it, tween."

| didn't rise to the nickname—it was an old joke. Anyway, | hadn't been stuck
midcycle once in the last hundred years. " So where are she and Ansky?"

Lesy looked unhappy. "Hurried, packed, left," she blurted, not yet comfortable
with the Krapsian tongue. She turned back to her dresses. | didn't push the issue, not
so much to avoid upsetting Lesy as because | had a pretty good idea mysdlf why the
others left so quickly. My shared memory had some very unusual components. My
web-mates had |eft me to Ersh.

| settled back, knowing that Ersh would tak when she was good and ready. At
least her kitchen was an improvement over the Kraosian dungeon.
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6: Dungeon Night
KN»

THEY had taken us—the Human, Ethrem, and I—into Suddmusal late that same
evening. The Jesrith was in spate, swollen from the mountain storms that had
stretched long pale fingers to blot out the stars and rumble deeply in the distance.
Always an intermittent boil of mud and froth, a Suddmusal the Jesrith fought its
masters, chewing the edges of the rough channel that bound it to two-thirds of the
city's perimeter.

The bridge was stained with rust-colored splatters of mud along its length. |
paced in my cage, watching the roiling water as we crossed, permitted this much by
virtue of size; in asmilar prison, the unfortunate Human was forced to crouch when
he stood. | thought it likely that he was in shock. There was no sign that he was
aware of what was occurring. Or if he was, he wisaly chose not to care. They had
taken his clothes, forced him into some threadbare garments suitable for a servant of
the rurd caste. He looked thoroughly disreputable, and passably Kraosian to eyes
that did not measure proportions or matters of grace.

My cage was placed between the Human's and Ethrem's on the back of the truck
which had awaited us at the base of the mountain. An empty precaution, | thought
sadly. Ethrem was unable to bother anyone else. More accurately, what was left of
Ethrem was unlikdly to do so. | avoided looking into his vacant staring eyes. He had
findly found away to flee his fear.

| had no doubts of our destination, nor the purpose for this hurried, after-dark
travel. The Protark had been forced to play his hand openly against the offworlders.
Whatever blameless treachery he had planned had been lad waste by Ethrem's
public assassination of the Humans. There would be panic-ridden conferences
tonight with the heads of the other castes, frantic efforts planned to either appease or
eradicate the remaining offworlders—and witness. But first, he needed us securely in
his grasp and safely out of sight.

| had been correct in my assessment, but | took no satisfaction from it. The heavy
overhanging arch of the prison quarter swallowed the light from the few bulbs that
lined its ceailing as we waited permission to pass its gate. The rain was near enough to
give a damp chill to the evening air. | felt my fur rise in response and pitied my less
protected companions. The door opened a last, letting the truck and its foot escort
move inside a paved courtyard, closing behind with a sullen thud. | shook mysalf
before forcing my body to lie down.

Something made me glance up. | met the Human's levd gaze. There was pan in
his eyes and more—recognition. | considered for a long moment, then eased one of
my paws forward, unralling its dim, useful, toes as if in an idle stretch. His eyes
blinked dowly, then again. His own hand repeated my gesture before he deliberately
turned and watched the advance of a group of four uniformed Kraosians.
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Not shock, then, | decided, chilled by more than the weather. The Human had
been biding his time, lulling his captors into believing him helpless and defeated. And
he recognized the form | held.

That promised to make things interesting.

"Put them below," a voice far too cultured for a jaler ordered softly. "His
Excellence wishes them to contemplate the future without disturbance.” | yawned as
| looked at the officer who had spoken.

"Surely he can't mean the serlet as wel, Commander?' his aide asked in disbelief.
| wagged my tail, delighted at his perception.

"It is not our job to question His Excellence" the gentle-voiced officer said
wearily, pulling his night cloak more tightly about himsef with a shiver. "Put the
mongrel in with the serving boy. It's probably his anyway." | tried not to show my
relief; being imprisoned with Ethrem's husk was more than either of us could have
borne.

The long, narrow cell was damp, though its walls possessed no window to alow
in the night air. My nose ran with the strength of odors | preferred not to
contemplate too deeply. | also preferred not to think too much upon what the next
day would bring. To keep my mind occupied, | began memorizing the number of
blocks per wal aong with their composition and thickness of mortar.

"They've left us for now," my roommate said in perfect mid-Lanivarian, with dl
the proper overtones of respect and new acquaintance. | curled my lips back from
my teeth; he was afool after dl.

Despite this warning, he continued glibly: "I am Specidist Paul Ragem, First
Contact Team Seven-Alpha-Six. | formdly request your aid as a fellow sapient and
member of the Commonwealth—ouch!"

Specidist Paul Ragem held the hand | had just nipped to his chest and was
mercifully slent. | grunted with satisfaction and curled into a ball on a portion of
floor less moist than the rest. | resisted the impulse to look up at the peephole | was
certain was part of the light fixture above us. Let the Human make his own
discoveries.

Darkness aroused me. | was pleased that | had rested—I thought it indicated a
growing maturity on my part, to sleep when scared haf out of my mind. | was aso
uncomfortably damp and shook out my fur. | rose on two feet, a posture this form
managed with an ease certain to startle our captors, and pulled the blanket back up
over the one without a naturaly warm coat.

The contact woke him, though the Human immediately huddlied into the blanket's
shelter as he sat up. My eyes could just make out his shape, picked out of the deeper
darkness only by the light seeping through cracks aong the edges of the door.
Insects scurried across the floor. Such dark-loving scavengers lived everywhere;



they didn't bother me. This young and likely grief-maddened Human did. "I'm sorry
about your shipmates, Speciaist Ragem," | whispered, my voice grown unfamiliar
from lack of use. | used comspeak; if | was reveding my nature as a cultured,
civilized being, it was only polite to use the common tongue of the Commonwealth.

"l saw you try to save them," he responded as quietly, but with an urgent haste. "I
can understand how they died—but not why I'm here, imprisoned..." he paused.

"And what is your place in dl this, Huntress? Forgive my bluntness, but yours is
about the last species I'd expect to find so far from home. Everyone knows
Lanivarians avoid space travel. How did you come here? Were you shipwrecked?"

My first unmonitored conversation with a non-Web life-form, and | had to get one
with curiosity. The truth was safe, | decided, at least some of it. "l was left behind
and chose to hide. Kraos and its government are no strangers to offworlders. But
you must have redized this when you met the Protark."

Ragem was slent for a moment, then moved over so | could Sit beside him on the
dry stone bench. | accepted, though his clothing smelled amost as foul as the cell
floor. "l was suspicious—but we were in their midst from the moment we landed.
Trust has to be on both sides," he said at lagt, in a voice so full of controlled pain
that it hurt to hear it. "And Luara—my Captain—what could she have done
differently? The negotiations had come too far; we'd agreed to make direct contact.
Kraos is so vulnerable, so young a world. Who would have expected a madman—to
be his target—" another pause.

"But we weren't his first choice of target,” Ragem said dl a once, a note of
conviction firming his voice. "Y ou were."

"We weren't friends," | admitted. "But poor Ethrem wasn't the only danger in that
room, Human. The Protark has been against you dl aong. His tak of trust and
ading mutua communication was a lie. Haven't there been unsuccessful missions
here before?’

"Three," his voice was very low. "But they were private expeditions seeking trade.
As often as not, those don't report back for their own reasons. Your ship—was it
one of them?' When | ignored the semiquestion, he continued. "Captain Simpson
and Senior Specialist Kearn expected a routine first meeting. All we hoped to achieve
was a mutual interest pact—perhaps an agreement to leave a sgnding station on
Kraos. A beginning—"

There was an unsteadiness to his voice. To distract him, | pushed my shoulder
into his and received an unnecessary but companionable share of the blanket. No
xenophobia in this being, | decided, impressed. "You speak excdlent Lanivarian,” |
offered in that language. "It is a gift to hear it again, Ragem; | have been here a
while."

"What does the Protark plan for us?' Not distractable. Wdl, perhaps he was
right to worry at the main problem immediately.

"We won't have long to wait," | told him bluntly. "Or rather, you won't. They
believe I'm a Kraosian anima—a serlet—and just aren't sure about my connection to



you. I'll be released.” Or they'll expect me to guard some farmyard or other,
another part of my mind said. The job sounded very appeding a the moment.
"What will your ship do?"

His shrug brushed my shoulder. "Nothing," Ragem said. "What can they do? If
the Kraposians don't want us on their world, we—they—must leave." A pause. "And
why not? The Protark can spin any tae he wishes. Contact Teams are supposed to
lick their wounds and know when to make a hasty exit. The Commonweath can wait
lifetimes if necessary."

I'd been afraid of that. "What about you? Don't you carry any communications
devices or signalers?'

"They searched me quite thoroughly, and took dl | carried. They knew what they
were looking for—" he stopped, sounding offended. "This wasn't supposed to be a
high risk world. We were given our shots and standard gear. Implants are expensive
as well as uncomfortable."

"Might not have worked under dl this rock, anyway," | comforted him, while
trying to control my own rising anxiety. There was no rescue for ether of us,
then—no stellar champions waliting to sweep him back into space where he belonged
so | could get back to my now-attractively boring assignment. "How long will your
ship wait before it leaves Kraos?"

Silence for a moment. The cdll was becoming stuffy as wel as damp. | tried not
to think of the weight of rock over our heads. "As long as it takes the Protark to
convince them that we're dl dead, | expect,” he said matter-of-factly.

| jumped down, as much to put distance between myself and the sound of doom
In his voice as to pace. "I'm without resources, as you know," | confessed, making
sure his hopes were not turning in that direction. "It seems were a good match for
each other, Human."

"There must be something we can do. Can we bargain with them?' Ragem asked
abruptly. | thought he leaned forward. There were glints of reflections marking his
eyes. "You must know this world and its people better than | do. What are their
weaknesses, what do they value?’

"Y ou have nothing to offer them that will persuade the Protark to release you," |
growled. "You aren't a hostage, Human; you're a threat. Ethrem was more typical
than you redize. Kraos is a world of structure, of inborn place and predictability.
They simply can't believe in you and keep their pattern of the universe.” | kept to
mysdlf the logicd extension of that thought: What would they think of me?

He was quiet for a long time. | respected his need to think, to search for some
way out. | had done that already, and didiked the options | saw. When his voice
came agan out of the dark, | was startled from a preoccupation with scratching a
gathering host of passengers. "Then we must escape, Huntress."

"We?' | asked. Had he forgotten who was in danger here? Beyond the fleas, of
course.



He misunderstood me. "l can't leave you here. You've been incredibly lucky the
Kraosians keep an animd in ther cities so dmilar to you in form. That's no
protection now that I'm here, close to their own appearance, but dien. You must
leave before you are discovered by more than that poor soldier.”

His naive concern settled around my neck like a noose. Despite my annoyance, |
had to be graciousin return. "Kind of you to think of me, Specialist Ragem. But it's
one thing to recognize another humanoid as a threat; it's quite another to suspect a
dumb animal. | assure you I'm quite safe. However, you have a problem."

And are a problem, | added to mysdf. Orders never meant for this set of
circumstances, nor my frame of mind, were whirling in my thoughts, contradictory
and confusing, and dl unhelpful. | was forbidden to act on his behdf; a the same
time, the underlying philosophy of my training forbade me to ignore his plight.
"Someone's coming,” | snapped, backing toward a corner and sitting down.

Lights came on, blinding and overly bright, underscoring the futility of trying to
surprise our jalers. Dourly, | lowered my muzzle and watched the cautious entry of
two guards, one bearing a tray, the other with a weapon aimed and ready for use.
Obvioudly, their experience in this environment was greater than ours. | pricked up
my ears, recognizing the delicious fragrance fighting its way through the stench of
our cell. Sausages!

"Watch out you don't get another bite," one of the guards cautioned Ragem, an
unnecessary confirmation that we were watched at least when the lights were on. The
Human remained hunched within his filthy blanket, a figure of abject misery, eyes hot
and red-rimmed in a face chak-white between its smears of dirt. "Those curs know
how to stedl from a man's plate, they do," the guard continued with relish. "And take
afinger or two on the way." | showed a tooth resentfully as | lowered my head even
farther; though my stomach was cramped with hunger, | knew there was nothing for
me from these two.

"You are kind to warn me. Thank you for the food," the Human said softly in the
locad Kraosian dialect, exquistely polite as if to compensate for my falure to
demonstrate which were the civilized races here. He took the tray, clinging with one
white-knuckled hand to the blanket. It was an awkward, clumsy move born of
stiffness and the damp night. Little wonder the plates did onto the floor with a noisy
crash.

Ragem looked down at the mess amost stupidly, somehow ill clutching the
smdl jug that had been on the tray. | took my cue and rushed forward, seizing the
sring of sausage, then wheeled back to my corner, a deep singsong growl
advertisng my intent to defend this treasure.

The weapon-bearing Kraosian laughed. The other, the one who had spoken,
shook his head quite sadly. He gestured at the floor and, picking up the tray and
plate, bowed to Ragem. "Therell be no more today." They left.

The betraying light remained, keeping me locked in my role of beast and the
Human to his weary silence. Ragem dutifully ignored me, drinking deeply from the



contents of the jug before gingerly fishing a piece of bread from the slops on the
floor. | ate ravenoudly and noisily, accepting his gift with the only thanks | dared.

Next followed a long, dreary day, if day it was and not some trickery with the
lights meant to exhaust the Human's resources. Ragem refused to play the game,
burying his head and deeping most of the time. | amused mysdalf by ambushing the
smdl multilegged creatures attracted to the spilled food. Thwump. | trapped a
particularly large specimen under my paw and transferred it to my mouth, chewing
thoughtfully as | gazed up at the light. Quite nutritious, | decided, if a shade acid in
flavor .

By nature and training, | thought in terms of survival. The room was cold enough
that | could release energy quite steadily, making it easier to hold this form. | decided
only water was going to be a problem, should | live long enough. | took advantage
of Ragem's rest to stick along tongue into the jug held in the curl of his am. The
taste made me sneeze—it was some kind of wine and bitter for dl it was watered
down. | lapped up ahit regardless.

Eventudly the lights did go out again, marking a period of time I'm sure the
Human hadn't expected to survive. The abrupt blackness made me blink, waiting for
my eyes to adjust. Before they did, | ft Ragem's arms go about me to hold tightly,
his face buried in the fur of my shoulder.

| had never been hugged before, and tolerated the awkward embrace for Ragem'’s
sake. Still, | found it a strangely comforting gesture. "Thanks for the food, Human,"
| said to him quietly, pondering how to proceed.

My voice brought Ragem back from his collapse. He rose from his knees and
moved away from me. | couldn't see him, but a splash and muttered comment
marked when he stepped in the food scraps on his way back to the bench. "I'll ask
for water, next," a hoarse promise. So he was also compelled to think of survival.

It seemed unreasonable.

"Confronting the guards is pointless,” | said, climbing up beside him, keeping my
own voice low. "I can last much longer than you can without water—and while |
enjoy food, | don't need to eat as often as you to survive."

"Huntress, what am | surviving for?"

| couldn't answer that; the Human wasn't a fool, after dl. | heard him drink some
of the wine and refused his offer to share the rest. He finished it. "Are you giving up,
then?' | asked his silhouette.

It stung, which was my intention. "As you said, Huntress he retorted
defensively, "the Protark need only produce my dead body in order to convince my
ship to leave."

It was unfortunate that | had worse tidings to share, having spent much of my
own time in thought. "You are assuming the Protark intends to let your ship leave.
Do you bdieve he does, Human?' | asked him, keegping my tone levd.

"What are you saying?' Ragem demanded, alarmed.



"Quietly! | cautioned him. When | fdt his body lose its rigidity, | continued.
"From what you've told me, the Kraosians have aready stopped three other ships
from leaving their world. Why should they release yours? No. | think the Protark
plans to move against your ship." With you or your corpse as bait, | added to
mysalf.

Silence, then a sudden violent movement as he drove a fist into his other hand.
"There's nothing | can do," Ragem said findly, to himsdf rather than to me. "Kearn
will be in command. He has experience—"

"You of dl beings should know better than to underestimate this culture,
Speciaist,” | reminded him. "Treachery can strip the most advanced defenses. What
if the Protark says that you have become ill? That he fears the ship has brought a
disease to hisworld and insists on a medical team? That kind of excuse could open
your ar lock, make your starship vulnerable to the weapons of this planet.” | paused
for effect. "Y ou mustn't be used as a key—you must warn your crewmates."

A short, bitter laugh from my invisble companion. "Huntress, now you demand
the impossible. I'm no security tech to overpower the guards and whisk us through
the walls of this place. | respect your own courage—and teeth—but how far could
those take us before we were recaptured or shot? This is no vid tale. We are
helpless.” Despair and anger shook his voice. "Let's hope you're wrong. | have
friends dearer to me than my own life on the Rigus. And there's nothing | can do to
help them except pray they leave me behind."

| was tempted to howl. Of course | had known dl adong that | would be forced
into this Stuation; known but refused to admit it until now. Ragem's death at the
hands of the Kraosians was something | would truly regret, but could have accepted.
His chosen role on this world included being at risk. | could not accept the
destruction of the innocent sapients on board his ship. Which meant he would have
to warn them, and | would have to ensure he had the opportunity. Beyond that, |
promised Ersh in my thoughts, beyond that | won't go. | tried not to think of the
rules aready badly bent, in light of the one | now planned to break entirely.

"l have not been completely honest with you, Specidist Ragem,” | announced
briskly, ailmost relieved to have the decision to act made.

"What do you mean?' he asked sharply.

Jumping onto the floor, | tried to compose mysdf. It wouldn't help matters to
lose control of the cycle—the light and sound of an explosion would traumatize
Ragem as wdl as bring back the Kraosians. "I am not actualy Lanivarian, as you
assumed. | am—of arather different species.”

"Be ready to move quickly, Human," | continued. "In a moment, the door will
open and you must overpower any waiting guards—no matter what else you see."
He didn't reply, doubtless considering the state of my sanity and possibly starting to
believe the sausages had been contaminated with some drug.

Focusing on what was needful, and blocking out the worrisome sense of having
company, abeit a safely blind observer given the darkness in the cell, | scanned my



memory for my best choice. There were constraints, as aways. Environments had to
be matched; more importantly, | had to carefully judge web-mass so | could return
immediately to the form he knew, hopefully without being observed. There.

The process was lightning-swift—it was such a rdlief to let go of the molecular
energy I'd stored holding this shape's integrity so long. | flickered in and out of
web-form to my new shape so quickly Ragem might not have been able to detect the
intermediate change even if the lights were on. Just as well. The thought of exposing
my true form to an dien was enough to make me nauseous.

But no time to linger. | glanced at the Human, vividly sdf-illuminated to my new
perceptions—now ranging aong a much broader spectrum than mere visible light.
He looked perplexed, one hand halted in midmotion as if he had begun to reach for
me and suddenly changed his mind. His other hand held the empty jug; as a weapon,
it had the virtue of avallability if nothing else. It was as wdl the room was 4ill
dark—for his sake as wdl as mine.

| flowed to the door and began the process of oozing my tissues through its
cracks and niches. My lower section traveled fastest, finding clear passage between
floor and wood. Then | was out. | excised the taste of grime, oil, and damp wood
from my body, creating an amorphous stencil of my base upon the floor. The
corridor was empty of life. Better than | had hoped. | freed myself from form again,
then condensed once more, cycling back to what | had been.

"The keys were outside,”" | said quickly to Ragem as | opened the door, watching
him blink owlishly in the corridor's light and register the absence of a guard with
definite relief. To forestall the questions filling his eyes with wonder, | ran
ahead—again four-footed and furred. "This way, quickly!"

| didn't bother telling Ragem the door had been the easy part.

/. River Morning, Caravan Afternoon
| <A »

RAGEM and | moved through slent corridors, each length measured by barred
doors that guarded cells empty of dl but ghosts. Either there was little need for
prisons in Suddmusal, or we had been dlotted a remarkably large portion of this one
to ourselves. | leaned toward the second explanation. Theerlic wanted word of the
dienin his prison to spread no farther than his own control could silence.

"I thought we came this way,” Ragem objected, dowing as we passed an
intersecting hdll.

| growled in my throat and continued to lead the way at the most rapid pace he
could sustain, choosing any corridor danting upward. The Human was right, but
there was nothing to be gained by running back to the escort who had brought us
here. Aha, | thought, finding what | was after. | stopped below a dark rectangle in
the celling of the hallway, staring up into a square chimneylike structure, its opening
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marked by dim stars. The older portion of Suddmusal was full of such skylights,
predictably open for ventilation during the hot season. This was our exit.

Ragem stood beside me, assessing my selection. "I would have said it was
morning," he commented absently.

"It will be dl too soon," | murmured, flicking my ears back and forth to listen for
pursuit, thinking of the spies above our cell. "Can you climb up?' There were small
indentations set into the stone, offering passage to the top. The width was narrow
and the steps shallow.

Ragem pulled off the hide boots he had been forced to wear in place of his own
offworld footwear. His feet looked sore, toes red from the narrow-tipped Kraosian
footwear. "I can if you can," he promised.

“I'll go first, then," | said, rearing to stand erect and flexing my long front toes. It
no longer mattered if we were being watched as long as we could reach the open air.
Indeed, their shock at my actions could mean the edge on a sniper, a priceless extra
second to act. | jumped for the metd rim, usudly a convenience for securing a
ladder rather than the grasp of fingers, boosted in that effort by Ragem's hands. The
Human was athletic enough—or desperate enough—to run and jump to the rim
himself once I'd cleared it.

Hafway up—Ersh, the thing went higher than it looked—I clung to the stone
for a moment to gather my breath, arms and legs shaking violently from a use they
had never evolved to perform. Ragem paused, too. | listened to his steady, deeper
breathing and drew strength from it. "Not far, Ragem," | panted. "Be ready. They
could be waiting."

A cam voice floated up. "May | know your name, Huntress?"

| was surprised enough to look down in a futile attempt to see him.
"Esen-alit-Quar," | said. "Esen is better. Esin ahurry."

The Human didn't comment on it being a very non-Lanivarian name. My
birth-mother had been feding particularly poetic a the time of my ariva. "Good
Hunting, Esen-alit-Quar," he said formaly and rather findly. He knew what would
await us above, or so he thought.

"Fair Skies to you, Paul Ragem," | responded to his grim courtesy. Then | drew a
breath before | scrabbled under and past the protruding edge of the cover glass to
stand on the roof.

| dove behind the pitiful shelter of a wood pile as a warning blast crackled over
my head. Things began happening with the jolting clarity of battle. Ragem lunged
past me, scattering our shelter to ruinsin a glorious berserker rage, ydling his dead
captain's name. The experienced Kraosians camly waited until the Human was close
to their line and then pounced. He was immediately in the grip of severa soldiers,
struggling and kicking like the madman he sounded.

Nothing was ever easy, | thought with disgust. | stood erect, on two feet, not
four. There was a deadly and sudden cessation of movement, save for Ragem's



private war, as | so pronounced myself to be something totaly different from what
they knew. There may have been twenty troops with us on this rooftop—not one
seemed to even breathe.

Ragem took advantage of their shock to fight free, lurching in the direction |
presumed he thought led to escape—at least there was only one row of ensorcelled
enemy before him rather than three—cdling hoarsely for me to follow.
Unfortunately, he presented a target the soldiers could comprehend. Streaks of fire
licked toward him.

Somehow, barely in time, Ragem dodged. Others were less agile one soldier lay
screaming, missing an arm and shoulder; his neighbor was reduced to a torso. But
between them now lay an opened passage, clear for only as long as it would take the
horrified Kraosians to collect themselves.

| saw my chance, accepting the responsibility of explaining dl to Ersh—if |
could—at some hopefully distant time from now. There were no dternatives anyway.

| lunged for the body of the dead Kraosian, cycling into web-form at the same
Instant. It was the work of a heartbeat to convert his dill-living cells into my own
mass. Barely enough. | ignored the screaming of those Kraosians who saw.

Meanwhile Ragem had tripped and was trying to get up again to run. | cycled
even as | grabbed him tightly, using my momentum to drive us both over the edge of
the roof.

More screams, perceived as higher-pitched through the ears | now possessed and
fading away rapidly as we dropped below the building's upper level. No time to fed
contrite over any nightmares my behavior was sowing behind me.

My takeoff, not redly suicide as the poor Human likdly judged it, was awkward
and labored; with fine irony, it would have killed us both had the building not formed
part of the city's outer wal. As it was, | plummeted almost to the damp, heaving
crests of the Jesrith before some lift began to slow our fdl, in so doing threatening to
pull my outstretched wings from their sockets. Ragem helped as best he could,
clinging tightly to my underside with both arms and legs, keeping his weight centered
and firm. In spite of his sdf-disparaging remarks during our imprisonment, the
Human was proving reassuringly adept at survival.

| had just enough airspeed to begin to circle toward the road into the mountains.
Ragem said something | couldn't hear over the wind, then actualy risked releasing
one hand to point urgently in another direction, toward the pink of the risng sun. |
accepted the correction, though less than pleased to be taken dong the flat valey
plain. This form depended on wind or, better yet, curls of risng air. Over the
night-cooled valey, we would be on foot almost immediatdly, a consequence |
couldn't easily debate with my passenger.

The blunt-topped buildings of Suddmusal were sill too distinct when | knew |
had reached my limit, tilting my head to scan the rapidly approaching ground for
some soft landing strip. The view was of a plan of baked-hard clay and thorn
bushes in every direction, split into two equa parts by the white, arrow-straight road



that led from the city to the lowlands beyond the mountains. The Jesrith, subdued by
these dry and level surroundings, was a sullen line of brown meandering to the south.

| shrugged—mentally, of course—and aimed for the water. | felt Regam's hands
tighten spasmodically. What a pity if he couldn't swim, after all this, | thought,
curving my wings to exchange speed for precious extra lift—a difficult task with his
additiona weight. It would be a rough landing.

The Human let go seconds before | was about to drike the water. Relieved, |
cycled in midair, flowing through web-form to my next choice as Ragem hit the
water. The smal amount of mass I'd needed to shed clung to me as drops of
moisture, a donation to the river as | dropped into the water dightly downstream
from where Ragem's dark head surfaced.

The river was by no means tamed yet, but its swift current was little more than a
convenience to the dim blackness | had become. It was a form | hadn't used since |
was very young and Ansky had taken me touring the waterways of Lycorein. For a
moment, | daydreamed, exploring memories.

Guiltily, 1 brought my attention back to the present, turning my nose upstream to
search for the much less aguatic shape of my companion. Once more | was
pleasantly surprised. Ragem bobbed along the surface of the Jesrith, safely lodged
among the branches of some floating debris. | raised a foot so findy webbed as to
seem made of water itself to my forehead in salute as he spotted me, then dove. For
now a least, the Jesrith would carry us.

And carry us it did for much of that morning. | lazed along, feeding wdl upon a
variety of smal agile fish, and keeping a watch on Ragem. He was tiring, the hot sun
beginning to take its toll on his unprotected head and body, but stayed dert to the
appearance of my snout nearby. The current slowed gradualy, grudgingly.

After a while, Ragem's makeshift raft sighed neatly against an undercut bank,
twirled once, then ground afirm bed in the washed stone. Ragem took advantage of
a confusion of smilarly lodged tree trunks and debris, climbing this temporary
ladder to the shore.

| kept underwater as | cycled, using up the last of my excess mass in the change.
It seemed the least of my worries what form | chose, but | stayed with the one we
were both used to. Then | dripped out of the river to follow Ragem.

He found a spot on the bank where shrubs larger than most curved overhead to
provide welcome shade and shelter. We had been lucky; | felt my body tremble with
reaction and shook water from my fur instead.

Ragem moved forward as if in a dream, reaching a Slow hand to touch the soft
vulnerable skin dong my throat. With him so close, | could only use one eye to see
him, and tilted my head to better do so. Then he chirruped a complex sound. If |
could have smiled, | would have. Vain Human, so proud of his knowledge, even
now. "This form has trouble with the language of the skyfolk," | apologized in
comspeak. "And, yes, it was alousy landing."

Ragem's wide mouth curved up in a completely new way, and he began to laugh.



| redized this was the first happy sound | had heard from him. It gave me the most
peculiar feeing, amost as though 1'd done something worthy of Ersh's favor—which
| knew couldn't be right. "At least it washed off that stink,” he gasped, when once
more able to speak. True. Though dripping wet, he did look and smell much better.
"The Rigus lies behind that peak. My ship,” he added unnecessarily and with
undisguised longing.

| turned my head to follow his outstretched arm. A full day's traved at least and, as
| squinted at the hot white sun glinting against the mountains, a day sure to have
more of the searing heat that kept the native population sensibly indoors. "No
problem," | yawned, dropping to dl fours. | lay down, putting my chin on my paws
and stretching out my back legs to let the sand warm my bdlly.

Ragem looked affronted and confused. "What are you doing?'

"Getting some rest. You could use a bit yourself, Human," | added kindly. "Sit
down!" This more firmly as he showed definite signs of preparing to leave our
shelter. "There's no cover past this point, either from our pursuers or from the sun.
We must wait."

Ragem's attention settled on me as he obeyed, | thought reluctantly, and sat in the
shade. "And what are we waiting for—Huntress?"

| didn't miss the dight hesitation before the name, a new and not surprising
wariness in his manner. "We're waiting for the ordinary, Ragem,"” | explained,
sparing a moment to appreciate the irony. "A caravan. Preferably a large one, with
lots of people and noise. There should be severa today, despite our little fracas in
Suddmusal."

"A caravan?' The Human pulled at a stem of grass in a movement that looked
idle, but was 4ill tense, even though he eased his back against the curl of a shrub
root with asigh. He haf closed his eyes, but | decided it was so he could watch me
less noticeably. His attention made the old insect bites under my fur itch and | began
scratching at the most annoying of them.

"You have it down pat," Ragem said after a moment.

"What down pat?' | mumbled through a mouthful of skin and fur. The row of
amdl teeth at the front of my jaw was redly the only way to ease the irritation on my
back. Relieved, | flopped my head around to look a him, prying the odd har from
my teeth with my tongue so | could swallow it.

“If 1 didnt know better—I'd swear you redly were a dog, or the Kraosian
version." Ragem seemed to think I'd be offended by this, for he went on with a faint
ar of discomfort, "I'm sure your acting ability has saved your life here, Huntress."
He coughed delicately. "But it redly isn't necessary with me."

| stopped swalowing hair and bug bits. "Just staying in character, Specialist
Ragem," | said, before | reached over my shoulder again, biting urgently at a spot
that hadn't itched a moment ago. Damn. I'd picked up something new aready.

Ragem was quiet for a while. | could fed his eyes on me, the intensity of his



curiosity something | thought | could reach out and touch. It was only luck that had
kept him from actually seeing me cycle, or worse, seeing my red form. | wondered
suddenly if that mattered. Plainly his imagination was operating full time, conjuring
up who knew what outrageous theories about my kind. Ersh was going to chew me
into oblivion.

Itches subdued, at least for now, | pulled a front paw under my chin and gazed
back a him. "Wherere you from?' | asked, before he could start questioning me
agan.

He raised his brows, as though startled. Maybe he'd forgotten what | was already.

The thought made me rather smug. "I was born midspace, Huntress. A true
Commonweadlth citizen."

| shivered with a delicious combination of horror and fascination. Most things the
Web stored in shared memory had names which took days to remember fully. Space
was short enough. We cdled it out there.

| looked at Ragem with new interest. "Were your parents spaceborn?’

He shook his head. "Just me. My dad's a drive-tech from Senigd 111. He met my
mom when she was navigator on the merchantship Thebes. She pulled a
temp-contract for him so they could be together." Ragem grinned. "Didn't last
long—turned out Dad gets queasy in free fall—but long enough to have me, anyway.
Mom's pure Botharan stock; she can trace fourteen generations." His smile faded,
replaced by athoughtful look a me. "How about you? Where are you from?"

"Not here" | said, doing my best to say it with humor. "Do you enjoy space
travel, Specidist Ragem?"

"Depends on the destination, | suppose,” he answered willingly enough, then
zeroed back on his target with distressing speed. "Somehow | don't see Lanivar as
your home, Es."

"The Lanivarians care less for space than your father,” | agreed. "Which makes
me wonder what he's doing now."

"Who?' he said blankly, thrown off his mark. Asl'd intended.
"Your father," | repeated.

Ragem shrugged his shoulders. "Couldn't say. He's not much for keeping in
touch. But why are you interested in my father?'

"I'm interested in everything."

"Everything." The word came out of his mouth meaning something different. A
quiver of caution traveled down my spine and | thumped my tall to end it.

"You find that odd, Paul Ragem?' | asked. "Why? It's been a long time since |
could tak to anyone. I've been aone, Paul Ragem. Alone and like this." | stood on
four feet, not two. Then | sguatted on my haunches, raisng my arms to shoulder
height. "I do enjoy your company—and stories. Tl me more. We have time."

His intent gaze softened. Perhaps, as a spacer himsdlf, he understood what it was



to be done and londly, to crave a harmless diversion. "Stories? Hmm. Not much to
tel about my life, redly. My father always wanted to own a shop—not a big one,
mind you. Just something to keep him in touch with other techs and a hand on the
newer machines."

Ragem kindly rambled on for another hour or more. | listened, asked questions to
encourage him, and remembered. The sound of his voice, his tales, his willingness to
share with me made a time that was like the night magic of the merchants. | tucked
the memory away in that private part of me. This would not be understood, or
forgiven, by my elders. But, by a little bit, my loneliness—which | hadn't fet so
keenly before somehow—was eased.

"I've been taking too much,” Ragem said at last, his voice sounding well-used.
"Your turn, Esen. What about you? I've never heard of a shape-changing species.
Where is your world?"

A reasonable and impossible request. | swallowed a growl, but enough of its
violence made its way up my throat to roughen the words | spoke. "Don't ask me
such things, Ragem."

"l mean you no harm, Esen," the Human said quickly. "I promise."
| dipped my earsin brief apology. "And | mean you none, Human."
IIThEI,] n

“I'll tell you what you need to know to warn your ship and keep both our skins
whole," | said, adding somberly, "be satisfied with that." Our eyes met. | don't know
what he saw in mine, but it was enough to force his to the ground.

There was a bitter taste in my mouth as | deliberately prepared mysdlf for rest,
one ear cocked for the sounds of any travelers on the road beyond our
shrub-covered nest. Such sounds could announce both safety or threat. | was
reasonably sure | could handle whichever came, though | suspected Ersh would
denounce this new confidence as yet another of my youthful mistakes.

Eventudly, we did find a caravan willing to accept roadside travelers, although the
sun had dmost diminated the shade from our shelter before the first rumble of
transports aerted us. A poor, and rather miserable, affair of trucks and quex-pulled
open carts, its owners, the llpore family, had more reason than usua to be morose.
They had passed through a most unusual roadblock before leaving Suddmusal.

"Dreadful business," the old woman repeated numbly. She had introduced herself
to Ragem (who had described himsdlf glibly as one Megar Slothe, bound for the
Eastern Provinces) as Wetha Ilpore, third daughter of Ankin Ilpore, the caravan's
origina convener. She was fascinating, with an amost toothless smile and
crease-edged eyes that did politely away from Ragem's to watch her quex negotiate
the road whenever he evaded her more pointed inquiries about his past. Those of the
merchant caste understood such things.

Ragem eased his bottom on the wooden seat as inconspicuously as he could,



ignoring the pungent, musky scent of the sweating team of quex before him with
admirable restraint. He should have smelled it from my position. "l heard it was bad
for those who were there” he agreed ambiguoudy. | snorted and knew he
understood it was more than the dust beside the cart in my nostrils.

"Doesn't need tethering, eh?' the old woman peered down a me with renewed
interest. "Wish our stock was as mannered. Willing to talk trade, young sir?

The Human took long enough to reply. | thought darkly of leaving him to his own
devices, and abandoning my thankless task of pacing alongside the cart. "A pet,
Dame lIpore, that | would miss." She gave him an uncharacteristically sharp look at
this, since my current form, that of a plump, stocky quadruped, was not unlike a
meet anima kept by Kraosians on the southern tip of this continent. The Kraosian
version, when aive, was definitely without redeeming qualities.

"Suit yourself, young sir. | prefer serlets myself. Now my Sissu is a companion to
warm—" her voice faled her, and she sent her whip snapping over the backs of her
surprised quex, who had been wdl into their travel doze. "It was a black day when
the llpore entered Suddmusal, a black day indeed. My poor Sissu—"

Ragem was not slow in putting things together. "They took your serlet—"

"As they took dl the poor beasts, and for what? To be killed! Say it as it was,
young Slothe." Wetha then cursed methodicaly and loudly, as if by doing so she
avoided the indignity of tears coursing down her dust-coated cheeks.

"Orders of the Military," she said finaly, having exhausted a vocabulary that
added much to my own. "Since when has the Military had anything to do with
travelers—or their stock! Said they were diseased, a threat to the city, some such
nonsense." With a grunt of angry satisfaction, she handed Ragem her whip and
pushed alarge hand under her heavy shawl, withdrawing two smal bundles of white.
There was a soft complaint as the sleepy pups blinked their innocent eyes at the light
and noise. "Sissu's best,” Wetha pronounced very softly, tucking them away again.
And she didn't speak until we stopped late in the afternoon to water the draft
animals.

| wasn't in the mood for conversation either, and found my formsakes' reputation
for afoul temper kept the curious away while | took my own turn drinking and then
walowing briefly in the cooling ooze formed by the broad-footed quex at the river's
edge. So Theerlic, or the prison commander, or some more faceless fool had put the
blood of dl those smple beasts on my hands—including Wethas beloved Sissu.
Sickened, | tried to explain to mysdlf that there was nothing | could have done to
prevent their reaction.

But that wasn't true. | could have stayed out of the Human's business; | could
have stayed bored in Suddmusal's marketplace; | could have maintained my own
cover and not been lured by some ridiculous sense of duty into this mess. So |
scowled at Ragem, too, when he made a pretense of caling me to his side.

Wetha pushed aroll of kopi, the trader's staple of dried fruit and meat, as well as
avery old pair of boots, into Ragem's hands as he said his thanks. "There is nothing



here, young sir,” she replied, shaking her gray head at the antics of a fool. "Come
with us to M'llpore—there is dways work wanting strong young men like yoursdlf,
and no questions needing answers." The twinkle in her eye belied her age and |
thought Ragem's face reddened dightly.

Ragem smiled and bowed over her hand with the courtesy of one of the royal
caste. "I have those waiting for me in the hills—hunting companions, good dame.
But | will remember your offer and your kindness."

It was little wonder the merchant doubted his sanity. Our way, or rather Ragem'’s
chosen path, led directly away from the road and river, into the trackless mass of
dense thorny shrubs that carpeted the plain up to the rising hills. Without comment, |
settled into my best traveling pace, severa steps behind the Human, my eyes
half-closed againgt the thin, whiplike branches which did over my tough hide but
clung then tore free reluctantly from Ragem's uplifted arms. Sweat covered his face,
probably stinging where pinpricks of red marked encounters with overhanging
branches. He was not patient with obstacles, I'd noticed.

We reached the beginning of aline of low hills before we chanced upon a packed
dirt roadway headed vaguely in our direction. Ragem limped heavily onto it,
stopping as though mesmerized. The road was a relief for us both. | didn't want to
think about the condition of his feet in their borrowed, ill-fitting boots. | sank down
on my haunches gratefully. Ragem stood looking ahead, bresthing in great
shuddering gasps. | knew he was driven by what might be happening to his ship, if it
was il planetside and he wasn't dready an exile.

That was not dl that plagued him. Ragem swung around abruptly and dropped to
one knee in front of me. "A Ganthor can't tak to me without an implant,” he said
hotly, a strange expression on his face. "Is that why you haven't resumed
your—become the Lanivarian? Do you blame me for what the Kraosians did? Is that
it?"

| wanted to be childish, and indeed thought fondly of his reaction should | burp
up some foul-smelling cud and chew it. But it wasn't right to let Ragem think |
blamed him, especidly when | was busy blaming myself. | converted mass and
cycled. The Ganthor, though quite interesting in their own way, were not my favorite
life-form ether.

"I don't blame you—" Then, as | looked a the Human more directly, this form
being tdler a the shoulder, | couldn't believe what 1'd just done. My muscles locked
and | had to fight the urge to lose shape.

Ragem's eyes were ablaze with an amost fever-bright intensity and intelligence.
When had | reached the point of treating him as a member of my Web? | thought
with darm. What had happened to my safeguards—the training meant to keep me
from cycling unless either totally hidden or utterly in peril?

What power did this being have over me?
Or was it amply that Ersh had been right about my inexperience dl along—and



that thought was the find blow.
"Y our ship is close enough, Human," | said flatly. "I wish you luck."
Some emotion flickered in his eyes. "What do you mean?"

Since | had taken a couple of steps back in the direction of the road, this seemed
a superfluous question, but | answered anyway. "l've done enough—and you've
seen more than enough.”

Ragem's outstretched hand dropped limply. "You must redize how fascinating
you are, Es," he said with a wry note that pricked up my ears. "Please don't let my
curiosity drive you away. | thought we were allies—friends."

Friendship. Was that what made me forget what he was? "Don't patronize me,
Human,” | warned him. "What you have seen me do—on your behaf, not
mine—was never to be shared with aiens. It's past time we parted. Your curiosity is
dangerous to my health."

As | turned and trotted away, one flicked-back ear caught his low-pitched voice.
"So was Grangel's Commons House, Esen-dlit-Quar. Please stay. | promise not to
pry any further."

| stopped, bristling with indecision. True, Ragem had probably saved my life.
And was it his fault that | was thoroughly fracturing the Rules 1'd been taught to hold
sacred? | knew Ersh's opinion on that one.

On the other hand, what further damage could | do? A few more hours spent
with a being | could tak to, who caled me friend; compared to what |'d aready
done, it seemed worth the risk.

"What matters is getting you safely to your ship,” | said with resignation, turning
back. "I'll see you to within sight of it and that's al, Human. And you'll swear not to
reved me to your kind, or | won't do that much."

Ragem nodded, then smiled a bit wistfully. "A promise | can give you with a clear
conscience, Es. Who'd believe me anyway?' He hesitated. "Yet I'd like to ask, for
my own sake, SO many questions—"

"l can't answer them," | replied as gently as | could. "We're together for this little
space, my—friend." | tried the new word and was rewarded by a brightening in his
eyes. "It should never have happened and must be forgotten. Let's get you off this
world before you complicate my life beyond repair.”

| should have redlized then it wouldn't be that smple.

8: Valley Night
&K N>

"QUITE a crowd, Human," | said, stretching one of my dender, clawed toes to
indicate the twinkling ring of lights marking the Kraosian encampment about the
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flood-lit ship. Twilight was deeper within the vast semicircular valey below,
emphasized by the concentric circles of artificia illumination lapping at its center.

Here on the hill's upper slope, touched only by the last rays of sunlight, | could
see Ragem's grim expression quite plainly. "Clever. To use their own kind to hold
the ship here," he said. "But Kearn's not as compassionate as Captain Simpson. |If
threatened, he'd lift the Rigus—even with half the Protark’s troops under her jets.”

"A less-than-happy thought,” | commented, repressing a shudder. Hadn't enough
died already? | considered the ship, and its surrounding glow of life. "Maybe you
should take up farming—and Dame Ilpore's offer."

"I don't count that one of my options, Huntress," Ragem said absently, his
attention below. He began to move down the slope. | followed, as | had followed
him herein the first place, obliged to see the thing to its end.

To be honest, | knew | had another, less lofty motive. It had been years, after all,
since | had talked with another sapient. It would be years before such a chance arose
again, granted Ersh let me stay on Kraos. | smply didn't want to be aone again any
sooner than | had to be.

We lost sight of the scene below as we entered an area of rubble, deep in shadow
and offering extremely treacherous footing. To make it worse, | had begun to smell
blood in Ragem's footprints. | winced as the Human dlipped, catching himsdlf with
his hands. The sound of the pebbles he sent tumbling was amost as loud as his
strained breathing.

Step, clamber over raw boulders set in loose soil, jJump logs ripped from the
ground to make the slope a nightmare obstacle course. It was as if an earthquake had
torn down hdf of the mountain. Ahead of me, Ragem hesitated before a curioudy
smooth areg, distrustful of its stability perhaps. | came up beside him.

With a muttered curse, the Human dropped to his knees, hands digging furiously
inthe talus. | stared at him—had what he'd suffered driven him mad? There's been
no warning of it. Then something definitely not rock or soil reflected the twilight. |
added my paws to his labor. Almost instantly, | struck a hard slickness and sat back
on my haunches, meeting Ragem's eyes before looking up the slope. We were
standing on a tomb.

"They buried the other ships." Ragem sounded numb. "That's why we were told
to land here, in this narrow vadley, rather than on the plain." He looked up a the
opposite side of the valley. | understood what he saw: the dightly overhanging cliff
beyond the deek, living beauty of the Rigus was no longer a protection from the
weather or camouflage from an innocent populous. It was a weapon ready for use.

"This may be how they have hidden dl traces of dien vidts to their world," |
reasoned, pushing at the Human with my paw to gain his attention. "It can't be how
the Protark overpowered the crews of these ships in the first place—nor how he
plans to take your own. He can't have mined the entire valey. There must be
something else—something more."

"I must get to them—" Even as the words left his mouth, Ragem was moving,



running down the slope at a pace sure to break his neck before the Kraosians could
shoot him. | snarled and followed, choosing four legs over two for steadier footing.

Ragem's rush took us to the bottom of the hill in ajumble of rock, soil, and noise.
| froze, aghast a how close we had come to the area lit by the Kraosian
encampment. | could hear voices, smell hundreds of soldiers. At any moment, |
expected to be reveded by a searchlight; my flesh quivered at the thought of weapon
fire following that betrayal.

Ragem, possessing more courage or less imagination, hadn't stopped. Instead, he
was creeping steadily around the edge of the camp, not once looking through it to
his ship, so near and so impossible to reach. Shamed, | pulled farther into the
shadows and trotted in his wake.

The Kraosan camp was massive, with a chaotic lack of organization that
reminded me of Suddmusal's marketplace—was it only yesterday morning? But
then, why should this camp be more than a collection of tents, lights, casually parked
transports, and the odd bonfire? The Kraosian soldiers were not the red threat. They
were there to reassure the Humans, a native welcoming committee obvioudy
incapable of harming a starship. As Ragem had perceived, they were also pawns.

Ragem. Where was he now? | stopped, growling to mysalf which at least
sounded better than whining. Then, to my horror, | spotted him among the tents of
the camp, zigzagging through shadow and light, taking chances to reach his ship as
quickly as possible. | winced as he stumbled over aline and hunched down beside a
pile of boxes. In ablink, the Human was gone again.

| was neither as courageous, nor as desperate; | guessed at where he would come
out and amed my own course to meet him, running with the ground-swallowing
speed this form could produce over short distances. The pace drove a cramp into
my side. | panted, ears pricked to catch the sound | dreaded, twisting to avoid loose
rubble. Then it came—just as | had begun to fed some hope—shouts from insde
the camp.

The Human had been discovered.

| did to a hdt, trembling in shadows nowhere near as dark as my thoughts. Now
was definitely the time to cut my losses and leave. But the Rigus sat in plain view,
vulnerable, ports sedled as a person would hunch over a wound. She was full of
unknown and unknowing beings, people worried about thelr missing companions,
but complacent in their technology.

The sense of responsibility crushed me, squeezing out every thought but a kind of
dull resentment. All of them, those on the starship as wdl as the expendable soldiers
in the camp, were in my bloodstained and inadequate hands.

Of course, the Humans would listen only to Ragem—in that respect | needed him
as much as the Protark. Y et the only shape that could get me inside the camp to find
him was forbidden.

Silence, ominous after the uproar of Ragem's discovery, drew me into the
shadowed edge of the nearest tent before | thought. What was | to do? The rules |



had broken so far were trivid compared to assuming a form before it had been
assmilated by the Web. | hesitated, then sagged. | could not force mysalf to make
the attempt. Becoming Kraosian, even to preserve intdligent life, was beyond me.

| accepted the dictates of my conscience with some rdlief. | had begun to wonder
if I was dill bound by any rules. Helpless and heartsick, | backed dowly into the
shadows then continued to circle the camp. At least | could see what the Kraosians
planned. Maybe | would find some way to darm the ship's crew. And maybe | could
fly home, | thought with disgust.

The Rigus towered above the camp, her polished globes and deek superstructure
so complete a statement of technological superiority that | wavered as | gazed a her,
doubting for a moment if any of my guesswork about the Protark's intentions was
correct. The Kraosians, for dl their years of civilization, were barely past caves and
firepits compared to the Commonwealth. Y et the evidence beneath the new-formed
hillsde was a chilling reminder not to underestimate them.

| crawled beneath a parked transport, seeking an unobstructed view back insde
the camp. Good. By turning my head, | could also watch the cleared area at the base
of the Rigus' still-deployed ramp. Night made a velvet canopy overhead. It was
warm, quiet, and expectant.

| didn't have long to wait. A column of officers, led by the Protark himsdlf,
marched from between a pair of larger than average tents, soldiers snapping to
attention as the party passed. Asthey drew closer, | saw in their midst a stretcherlike
ded, pulled adong by a queu. There was no need for the beast; the camp stank with
the fud and oil consumed by their vehicles.

So the queu was a strategy—a ddliberately disarming quaintness. | shook my
head. The Humans weren't to be fooled by anything so obvious.

| reluctantly turned my attention to the motionless figure on the stretcher. It was
Ragem; | knew him, though he was naked and bound, unconscious or likely worse.
My lips curled away from my teeth and | actualy considered using them on aleg or
two. The cavalcade paused right in front of me, booted feet kicking dust to tickle my
nose, as the Protark and some of his officers continued on and shouted up to the
ship.

| didn't hear what was said, nor did | care. | could see their plan for myself. A tdl
Kraosian—head, face, and body wrapped in white—walked quickly up from the end
of the column. His hands were gloved. The men around Ragem drew well away as
he raised a smdl vid and sprinkled its contents over Ragem's bare skin.

The queu-drawn cart was sent on its way immediately afterward, Ragem its
innocent and deadly passenger. The Protark waved it past, getting no closer than he
had to, and began retreating dowly toward his camp. | could see the main port of the
starship beginning to open.

| really hated acting on impulse.

| tore past the surprised Kraosians, feding more than hearing a burst of fire close
to my hedls as they tried to stop me. | lunged at the head of the queu, snapping my



teeth, trying to drive it away from the ship and the people starting to emerge from
within it. The stupid beast reared in panic and fel, tipping the ded and rolling
Ragem's limp body to the ground.

Sliding to a hdlt, | looked down a my new friend for a timeless instant, watching
his chest rise and fal with light, peaceful, unconscious breaths. | knew beyond
anything else Ragem would rather die than carry whatever death was planted on him
to his crewmates. As a serlet, | could kill him, but it would be futile; how could |
prevent his body and whatever Kraosian poison coated it from being taken on the
Rigus?

Under the cover of the flipped stretcher and tangled, groaning queu, | gently laid
mysdlf on top of the Human's warm limpness and cycled.

The form | chose was the same as that which had released us from the prison cell.
In contact with Ragem's skin, the cells of my new body automaticaly dispersed,
coating, entering his every pore. He began to gag as | filled his mouth and nose. |
continued, grimly ignoring his convulsions, completing the process of covering but
refusing the natura inclination of this form to then begin to feed. Instead, | began
absorbing everything my refined sense of taste determined was not Human from
Ragem's skin into my own substance. What | gathered, | automatically digested and
destroyed.

| sensed movement, hands touching and repelled by what they felt. | knew panic
mysdlf then and fought it—I couldn't cycle; the process of cleansng Ragem's skin
was not yet complete. Something punctured me, causing intense local pan as it
damaged cells. Redlizing it was only a breathing tube being thrust into Ragem's
mouth, | held on, refusing to defend mysdf. | would prefer it if he could live,

Then we were lifted and carried—a not unexpected outcome, had | had the time
to think through the consequences of my actions. | didn't need the fed of atificid
lights, nor the different and metalic taste to the oxygen in the air, to tel me when we
entered the bowels of the waiting Rigus. The ship was welcoming back her
own—along with an unsuspected, and most unwilling, passenger.

How was | going to explain thisto Ersh?

9: Starsnip Morning
K NA»

QUIET, professional voices consulted, puzzled, reported—there was aways a
face peering into this enclosed, sealed place. They had put Ragem's unconscious
form in quarantine, locked in a clear box, with precautions taken to the extreme of
ensuring that even those outside the sedl wore the twinkling aura of personal shields.
Given warning, the Rigus' crew seemed deflatingly capable of protecting themselves
after dl.

Of course, | was in quarantine, too—which | supposed was at least dightly
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amusing, since | was the reason they redly didn't need to bottle Ragem in the first
place.

But hours had worn the irony thin. Long after | finished cleansng Ragem's warm
outer surface | was 4ill waiting for an unobserved moment in which to detach
mysalf.

Of course, observers were always too close, and too interested. The med staff
were particularly concerned about me, or rather about the opalescent dime coating
Ragem's skin. Their concern had meant some rather uncomfortable attempts to
remove me. These ceased with Ragem's obvious distress as caustic fluids passed
through my tissues to scour his bare skin.

At least no one suspected me of being more than a disease. What | needed was a
moment when Ragem and | were left aone; dl | wanted was a dark corner
somewhere by myself. | needed to do some productive brooding.

The ship had left Kraos. Thered been no mistaking the vibration and surge of
acceleration minutes after the outer lock closed behind Ragem's rescue party, let
aone the klaxons and flashing lights Humans always felt necessary to mark such a
moment. The moment 1'd been kidnapped, shanghaied, stolen from my work; it
wasn't my fault | was leaving Kraos before | was finished.

Ersh would hardly accept that as an excuse. My planning so far revolved around
how to avoid facing Ersh at dl. | was sure | could hide somewhere on the Rigus. |
was pretty sure | could sneak off a her next planetfal. Trouble was, | wasn't the
least bit sure how to make my way back to Kraos, now that the Commonwealth had
proof visitors were not welcomed by the locals.

Plans come, plans go. | fdt the tremors begin in Ragem's flesh; tremors followed
by a growing rigidity signaling his return to consciousness. | wasn't the only one to
notice. A warning tone from nearby machinery brought a figure to lean over our
casing. With a gentle hiss, the lid and side released, floating upward to a resting
place against the wall.

"Aiee!" The force of Ragem's scream sent ripples of pain through me. His
abdomen heaved, sucking ar in through the breathing tube, then another scream tore
out of hislungs. Alarms shrilled as Ragem sat up, fingers clawing a me, fighting the
restraining hands of the person striving to calm him, to hold him till.

Ragem's terror horrified me. Quickly | gathered my dispersed tissues, pulling free
of his skin, even in my desperate haste knowing a tinge of reluctance to leave his
warmth. With a shudder, | did away, plopping onto the floor. There. A crack
beneath the bed beckoned. Somehow | pushed my tissues through in a rush and
huddled inside what must be a drawer or cupboard.

| could hear Ersh now: After dl | had done, what was the point of quivering under
someone's spare clothes? | was beyond worrying about her opinion, however. It was
that held by the two now-ominoudly silent beings outside which concerned me.

A dit of light appeared. | touched the hard dlickness of the materid forming the
rear of my refuge and knew it would be far more difficult to pass through than the



porous door in the Protark's prison cell—even if | knew where | would find myself
on the other side. The dit widened. | felt awarm breath, tasted familiar scents.

"Es. Isthat you?' No more than a hoarse, incredulous whisper.

| had never been so astonished by anything in the whole of my life, short as it had
been by Web standards. What was this Ragem? Humans were much more
adaptable than | had appreciated. Or was this acceptance part of Human friendship?

| extruded a filmy pseudopod, firmed it with an effort, and lightly pushed at the
cupboard door. More light came through, amost immediatdy thrust away by
shadow as Ragem's face filled the opening. "It's dl right, ES," he said very softly, as
though not to be overheard. "Please come out."

This form, regardless of its many other talents, couldn't sigh; | contented myself
with a mental version. | flowed out into the amost painfully bright light of what |
could now recognize as an ordinary ship's cabin—probably Ragem's own. The
deeping bench on this side was overhung by some complex medical apparatus,
blinking frantic warnings to itself as if the medic had neglected to inform it that its
patient was again on two feet and independent.

Two feet, independent, and pink verging on red, would be a complete
description. My somewhat ruthless first aid, combined with the meds removal
tactics, had stripped away severa layers of Ragem's skin. Despite this, | thought he
looked wdll, if tired. His companion, obscured within his shield, seemed less relaxed.
"Ragem?' he began, voice cracking on the word. "What—?"

"Who," Ragem corrected, never taking his eyes off me. "Her form is unusual,
Tomas, but this gentle, intdligent being has saved my life. And,” he added very
dowly, "I think she may have saved dl of our lives." He held out one hand to me.

| excised the harmless residue of the disease-spores as discreetly as possible
before extruding a thinner, wavering pseudopod to touch his fingers briefly. Ragem's
intent was clearly to establish my harmless nature immediately, before darm could
spread among his crewmates. Good plan, | thought, but for both our sakes, | hoped
no one on board was better acquainted with the Ycl.

"We're on the Rigus,"” Ragem said to me with a sigh of relief, as if for him that
solved dl things. | supposed it did. Then he glanced down a his glowing skin.
"What did you do to me?' He touched his feet, ill red-looking but now free of
blisters. "Or do | want to know?"

The man called Tomas laid a gloved hand on Ragem's shoulder, removing it a
Ragem's wince. "Can we tak, Paul?' Tomas ventured cautiousdy, eyes on me.

Ragem took his friend's hand in both of his own. "Tomas—the Kraosians
planned to kill every one of us—they'd planned it dl along. Their leader, the Protark,
told me—" here Ragem'’s quick intense ddlivery faltered. "They caught me, you see,
trying to get back, to warn you. The Protark gloated of how he could defeat us
despite our technology. He said they were going to infect me with the spores of a
native fungus, something we couldn't be vaccinated against, something our devices
wouldn't detect in time. Judging by what happened to the other ships crews, it



would have been quite—letha." Ragem pointed to me. "My friend here must have
removed the spores from my skin somehow before you or the others could be
infected.”

"We thought you were infected by—" Tomas broke off, apparently finding it
difficult to complete his sentence. | could understand that.

"By my friend?' Ragem laughed, but | could sense a feather of remembered panic
in the sound. This second time, | was certain he was avoiding the use of my name.
Such a clever being, | thought warmly, then chilled as | wondered what he was
anticipating in the future. 1'd need my name as a Lanivarian; if Ragem expected me to
cycle into that form on demand, he was going to be waiting a few lifetimes.

“I'm not surprised,” Ragem continued as | fussed to mysdlf. "I was—startled. But
my friend has a habit of finding unusua solutions to problems." His attention shifted
back to me. "Did you leave me any clean clothes?"

By way of answer, | flowed to one side, dlowing him access to the cupboard.
Tomas stared from one to the other of us, unsure who was more alarming, |
decided. Meanwhile, Ragem gingerly eased a loose shirt over his head, following this
with a footed pair of deek red pants smilar to those worn by his crewmate but
bearing modifying stripes denoting his specialty. His skin seemed to cause him less
discomfort than its redness suggested. Ragem caught Tomas' stare and stopped in
the midst of wrapping a belt about his lean middle. "Don't look so worried. I'm dl
right, Tomas. And | want to talk to Senior Speciaist Kearn right away."

"It's Acting Captain now. And he's been in and out a dozen times,” Tomas said
with a wan smile. "Took it as a persona affront that his own second was
unconscious when the waves are burning with orders to report. Everyone will be
glad to hear you've—recovered." A dide of his eyesin my direction. "I—" Tomas
voice faded. His next words had nothing to do with me.

"Ragem,” he said somberly. "The Kraosians brought out two bodies before
you—unidentifiable bodies. With no word from you or Captain Simpson, Kearn
wouldn't open the ship; policy was clear enough. Once we had you on board, he
ordered lift to parking orbit. But weve dl been wondering if there was any
chance—if we should have stayed grounded—" Tomas' face was pale and agonized.

Ragem flinched but moved to take his friend's shoulders in his hands. "They were
both killed,” he said awkwardly. "Luara and Shen felt nothing—it was too sudden,
too unexpected. There was nothing I, nothing we, could do to save them. Bdieve
me, Tomas."

"l do," Tomas acknowledged sadly. "I'd hoped for the best, the way one has to,
until | saw you, done and like death itself on that stretcher—then | guess we dl
knew."

| pressed mysdf into a smal sphere, sharing ther grief. It had been a useless
waste of life—the Humans, the soldiers at the prison, the serlets, any Kraosians
caught in this ship's blast. | found mysalf consumed by longing for the companions
of my Web, for the cleansing ceremonies that acknowledged those whose lives were



cut short of their natural end. If we had a worship, it was of the struggling brilliance
of life—regardless of form or purpose.

If we had a primeva terror, it was of being the cause of ending that brilliance. |
went sill to my very core, looking up at the suddenly foreign shapes of the Humans.
| was unsure which chilled me more: fear for myself, or fear for what they might
force me to do.

"Ragem!" This cry of ddight announced a new ariva on the scene. Great, |
thought to myself, why not invite the whole crew to meet me, Ragem? "You're
better! Thank the—" The joyous smile on the face of the dender woman in the
doorway settled into something fixed and unnatura as her eyesfdl on me. | waved a
pseudopod gracioudly.

"Thanks to my friend,” Ragem announced with an echoing gesture in my
direction. Warned by what seemed a note of chalenge in his voice, | watched her
more closaly. "Willify Guire, 1'd like you to meet my felow refugee from the
Kraosians. And my rescuer."

Willify recovered her poise with commendable speed. "Welcome to the Rigus."”
To my currently shifted vision, her face registered a marked drop in temperature. |
was curious whether this meant Willify was shocked into paleness by my presence,
or was merely in a cold swest.

It was an academic difference. | could no more respond to her greeting, sincere
or not, than | could read her thoughts. Being a loose coalition of cells was a distinct
disadvantage. Humans smply weren't equipped with the sensory apparatus to
comprehend the chemical voice of this form, however beautiful and eloquent.

| was also feding decidedly weaker. It was hunger: a need | would not be able to
satisfy until cycling into some other shaping. The only food my present body could
accept came dive, warm-blooded, and tended to scream. | felt sickened by the quick
anticipation which accompanied the thought. No need for Ersh to remind me of the
trap this otherwise useful form could become.

Without a voice, | certainly couldn't explain. | also wasn't about to cycle in front
of any more aiens. Huddled down into an energy-conserving shape, undignified
fromaYcl's point of view, but no one here would notice, | focused my attention on
the closest of the three Humans. It was Ragem's turn to take action. As a matter of
fact, | was going to leave everything to Ragem—I didn't have much of an aternative.

Out There

ALARM over an empty ship here, a deserted mining dome there, did not make
the newsmags. Life on the Fringe had its risks as well as rewards. So Death went
relatively unnoticed at firdt.

But the toll mounted. Supplies were disrupted as freighters were found drifting.
Blame was passed, refuted, debated. Armed ships began to patrol key routes,



watching eagerly for their foe, expecting to face a familiar enemy.

What they faced had no name, appeared on no scans, gave no warning. Degth
stalked the gleaming corridors of armed ships as easly as the rock-lined mine shafts.

Ships began to cut their losses and pull back. There seemed only one certainty.
Intelligent life was now prey.

10: Starship Afternoon
KN »

AS a Human would put it, I've been on the carpet before Ersh (or some
web-sister) a few times;, well, maybe more than a few. Being familiar didn't mean
that | cherished the fedling, even secondhand. Mind you, there was somewhat more
dignity to Ragem'’s position, square-footed and at attention before his superior's
desk, than my current one.

| was in a box.

It was a nice box, clean enough to have been used for storing food or other
perishables, and just now two-thirds full of my present, somewhat condensed, dien
form. While | appreciated the relaxation of letting the box determine my shape, and
the privilege of watching Ragem's dressing-down from my vantage point on his
superior's desk, | was less than enthusiastic about the lid resting near Ream'’s elbow.

"I haven't denied Kraos was a disaster, Sir,” Ragem was saying, ill obstinate
though his stiff posture was beginning to sag a the edges. Good, | thought. The
combination of Kraos and disaster made perfect sense to me.

"And Kraos wasn't enough for you, Specidlisst Ragem?' Senior Specialist and
Acting Captain Kearn asked with a voice that could have been heavy with sarcasm if
it weren't for its resemblance to a petulant whine.

There wasn't much personality in his office ether. Judging by the shelfload of
Image cubes on the wal behind the desk, each showing a smiling Kearn with some
dead aguatic animal, Kearn hadn't taken over the quarters of his dead captain yet,
which was a minor point in his favor. A truly desperate-looking plant clung to life
and a strip of artificid bark in one corner of the room. It might have been lush once,
| thought. | wondered why he cherished it enough to bring it on the ship if he
couldn't care for it.

Kearn rocked his chair back and forth, sending irregular and annoying vibrations
through the desk supports. | oozed up the side of my container, wishing | could
glare back at himin away he'd recognize.

Ragem's superior officer was of average height, indeterminate age, probably male,
and looked as though he'd borrowed his current clothing from severa different
people. To be charitable, | was not seeing Kearn at his best. His being rumpled and
irate was partly our fault, | admitted to myself, but this hardly justified his behavior.
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Kearn didn't have Ersh's ponderous—and earned—air of authority. In fact, he
was not an impressive creature at all, | decided. But then, | was inclined to didike
anyone with close-set eyes and a tendency to diminish mgor problems into personal
affronts.

Kearn had been tearing verbal strips off Ragem's hide for amost an hour now.
The theme hadn't changed much. This was the second time he'd circled back with
peevish persistence to an apparent belief that Ragem had somehow sabotaged the
mission in an attempt to ruin Kearn's own career. To my perception, Ragem's face
had long since faded from a heated glow to an unhealthy mottled hue.

"What were you thinking when you came on board, Ragem?' Kearn accused. Not
much, as | recdled events. Kearn fortunately was not privy to my internd
commentary. "And what," he demanded darkly, "am | going to do with
this—stowaway?' Kearn paused just long enough for Ragem to jump in again.

"My friend saved our lives," he said, not for the first time. | cringed. Being a hero
and famous was not turning out well.

"Bah." Kearn then screwed his tiny mouth into an impossible tightness, as if for
our sakes he chose to hold in language inappropriate to an acting captain. His
stubby, well-manicured fingers were less controlled, drumming compulsively on the
desktop.

| waited, expectantly, for the rest of the routine. Sure enough, Kearn seemed to
notice his hands dl a once, and smoothly folded them together. This lasted about
ten seconds before he began running his hands rather violently through the few wisps
of hair clinging desperately above his ears. | was quite taken with the notion that
Kearn's anxiety of the past few days had adready scoured the rest of his hair from his
head, or at least was responsible for its shine.

"Okay, Ragem. According to you—" doubt about Ragem'’s rdiability as a witness
dripped from Kearn's voice. I'd heard that tone before. "You say that without the
ad of this creature we'd be dl dead by now."

"Yes." | could tdl Ragem was becoming stubborn. "Sir," he added.

"Where's your proof?' Kearn chose to ignore Ragem's tone and his voice
switched suddenly to calm reason. "Isn't it just as likely we're dedling here with some
kind of outcast, maybe even a crimind?' He glanced a me with suspicion. "I read
you the report on the Ycl. These creatures eat people! Who knows what this one
was up to on Kraos!"

| had to give Ragem credit. He made the switch from stubborn to reasonable
smoothly. "What more proof do you need, sir? We shared the same prison cell.
Surdy if she'd wanted to—feed—she'd hardly have needed to come on board the
Rigus."

"I haven't forgotten that," Kearn snapped. "Did it occur to you she might not have
been hungry? Y et?"

Good point. Actualy, | was a bit peckish. | rose dightly, oozing up in order to



taste the air and immediately wished | hadn't. Kearn's choice of perfume did nothing
to enhance his basic organics.

Ragem smacked the side of my box, turning some of his frustration into action. |
dumped down, letting the resulting wave action slosh me back and forth, wishing |
was somewhere el se—somewhere boring. Somewhere with sausages.

“I'm the dien culture specialist,” Ragem insisted, for about the twelfth time since
we arrived in Kearn's quarters. "l asked for her help—"

"You asked a'Ycl for help?' Kearn repeated, eyes wide. If this was an attempt to
ridicule Ragem, it was afallure. I'd been ridiculed by expertsin my time, and | could
tel by the glint in his eye that Ragem'’s opinion of Kearn's ability was on a par with
my own. "And how did you become expert in communicating with a species the
Commonwealth considers too dien for contact?' Kearn tapped a red-banded cube
in front of him. "A species so obscure that only one report exists in the memory
banks?' Kearn drew a deep breath. "Let's forget for the moment that the Survey
Team making the 'no contact' recommendation donated severa members to the
paates of these—these—" words failed him.

| could only compress mysdlf so far. The organized memories of machines were
dangerous. Their shared knowledge and its transmisson were sSmilar to the
assmilation of shape knowledge within the Web. Given time with such machines,
and the right questions, Kearn could find out too much about the Y cl—and possibly
about me as wdll.

"She is my friend," Ragem said flatly, and put his hand on the edge of my box
agan. | overlapped to touch him, reassurance being dl | was capable of at the
moment. | withdrew from the contact, watching my appetite.

"Med-tech Crandall saved you from choking to death, or did we misunderstand
your friend's intention in suffocating you?' Before Ragem could protest, Kearn
continued. "Your duty is to the crew of the Rigus." He stopped and lowered his
voice with an effort. "Your friends are here, Paul." Very species-centric, | thought
scornfully.

At that moment, the door irised open, letting some of the heat out of the room
and admitting a vigitor. | studied the creature with professional interest, finding no
match in my memory. Its large round eyes flickered from Kearn to Ragem, findly
settling on me, or rather my box.

The dien was two-armed and -legged, quite humanoid, in fact. The features of its
face were subtly different, the jaw heavier and the nostrils flattened and enlarged. The
portion of its skin which showed beyond its uniform jacket was ddlicately furred. To
my broad spectrum sense this fur was dappled by subtle violets of warmth. Human
eyes would perceive the being as dirty white.

The nostrils were able to flare, as they were doing now, as if the creature was
testing for my scent. Lips parted to reveal weaponry suited to a carnivore. It spoke,
asoft snarl and spit rendered into comspeak by a smal device amost hidden in the
fur of its throat. "Do you know what have you brought on board, Specialist



Ragem?'

| froze, which as a'Y cl meant dampening kinetic movement at the molecular level.
There's asaying in the Web: what's seen depends on the beholder's eye. Could this
being see some inconsistency in my current form?1 fretted to mysalf. Did he know?
Ragem's fingers drummed softly, yet | thought in warning, on the side of my box.
The vibration distracted me.

"Old news, Sas," Kearn said impatiently, obvioudly irritated by the interruption.
"Liaison's database is every hit as good as Security's."

"Redlly, Acting Captain Kearn?' Keeping teeth exposed in that carnivore's grin, a
ggn of nervous tension if nothing more, the new arrival moved past Ragem and me
to push a smdl disk into a dot on the wal across from Kearn's desk. "You must
understand that there was no time to check the remotes before lift. | thought to do so
before going offshift. What you'll see will startle you, sir. Be prepared.”

| tasted salty moisture in the air; Ragem had broken into a swedat. In a tense
puddlie of my own, | turned my attention to the images on the screen. There was the
Kraposian camp as seen through a lens that had to be high atop the ship. The scene
played itsdf out once more: the appearance of the queu-pulled stretcher, the
seemingly insane attack of what looked to be a serlet, ending with a crisp and
unmistakable image of the beast blurring, melting, pouring itsdf into a clear, gleaming
mass of plasm over Ragem's convulsing form.

Having never watched myself before, | spared an instant to be impressed. Ansky
herself, a self-acknowledged expert on the shapeless Ycl, couldn't cycle more
smoothly than that.

Thud. Down came the lid.

My box vibrated with the aftershock. Four separate clicks marked the locks on
each side being closed.

This was an interesting twist. | could concelvably pass through the crack
between the sides and the lid, but | redly didn't expect Kearn or Security Officer Sas
to watch me ooze forth without taking some even more regrettable action.

Of course, given another few minutes, the lack of oxygen in the box would
change matters again. | would not be able to hold form once my life was truly
threatened. And my current energy load would ruin Kearn's desk at the very least.
On the plus side, | might destroy that damning recording.

Suddenly my world, the box, turned sideways and rose. Someone must have
picked up my prison. Before | could be more than a bit dizzy, the locks clicked, the
lid vanished from sight, and | was poured out on to the deck.

And on Ragem's boots. | eased mysalf clear and looked around.

Kearn was behind his desk. Literdly. | could only see the shiny top of his head
and the knuckles of his hands. Sas was, for who knows what reason, on the
desk—snarling and spitting so quickly it wasn't trandating into comspeak. Ragem
was waving his hands. "It's dl right!" he was shouting.



Fanged mouth open on a roar, Sas, leaped at us, scattering what was left of
Kearn's careful piles of plas on the floor. Kean squealed something
incomprehensible. Ragem threw up his hands in afutile reflex.

| blew up.

| couldn't help it. Fortunately for Sas, his leap had been somewhat short of me.
He wound up back on the desk, where he blinked like an owl through
soot-blackened fur.

The smoke and soot also hid my grab for the only nonsapient living mass in the
room. | hoped Kearn would forgive me. Need satisfied, | cycled faster than ever
before. | turned to Ragem. He was trying to sit up, having been thrown to the carpet
near one wal; he rubbed one shoulder absently. "Sorry," | said, going over to him.
My tail had a tendency to curl between my legs. "Stress reflex.”

Kearn let out awhimper. | twitched my nose, suspecting he'd experienced a reflex
of his own.

Things were definitely not going well.

11: Galley Evening
KN»

"I HOPE you appreciate your galey techs, Ragem. That was an excdlent med,” |
said an hour or so later, eyeing the remains on my plate with dightly uncomfortable
satisfaction.

"First thing to make a crew grumble is poor food. But you're right—I'll definitely
congratulate Max next time | see him. Feels like the first med I've had in days."
Ragem stretched back in his chair and groaned with contentment. "How's the belt?
Stll fit after dl that?"

| dropped my paws to cover the band locked around my middle. | might have
mistaken its display of subtle colors for decoration, except 1'd been told to wear it
next to my skin, concealed under clothing. "Y ou know thisis pretty slly."

Ragem sighed. "Be grateful Kearn went for the tdltde instead of trying to lock
you up in one of the storage holds." He gave me a sudden, suspicious look. "You'l
keep it on, won't you? If the darm goes off, it's my job—"

"Trust me. | have no intention of cycling out of this form. Things are bad enough
dready." And having redecorated Kearn's office, | shouldn't feed compelled to
release more energy for weeks. Shame Kearn hadn't taken the disappearance of his
plant well, but he hadn't been able to think of a reasonable way to blame me for it.

Ragem seemed about to say something, but instead stood to refill his cup of
sombay from the galey dispenser. He took his time, appearing fascinated by the
steam coming up from it. | knew sadling when | saw it. "What's on your mind,
Speciaist?' | said, carefully tucking leftoversin my pocket for later.
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"Nothing. Why?' Ragem came back to the table and put down his cup. Liquid
slopped over the top. He grabbed a napkin and blotted at the resulting puddie. When
he findly sat down and looked at me, | curled my lip to show a tooth.

"You're not a good liar."

He put his hands around the cup, as if to protect it from further loss. "I don't
know about that,” Ragem said lightly. "The eavesdroppers in the dungeon believed
everything | said.”

Did | imagine the emphasis on the word "eavesdroppers?' Probably not, judging
by the intentness of Ragem's expression. If ever there was a being trying telepathy
without success, it was this Human across from me. | glanced around the gdley,
then redized there was no need to hunt for hidden devices. My paws clenched over
the belt locked around me. Ragem nodded once, slowly. Great.

| controlled a snarl. Best to take advantage of this time we remained aone. |
snatched Ragem's cup from his hands and poured the rest of its contents over the
table. Working with one toe, | spread the warm liquid into words. Audio only?

He nodded again. | let out the breath I'd unconsciously held. While | licked the
taste of sombay from my toe, Ragem smeared the spilled liquid with his hand
quickly, then wrote: fear u.

| stared at his pale face, seeing the red spots risng on each cheekbone. | pointed
a the words, then dowly raised my toe to him. Ragem shook his head vigoroudly,
then took my paw quite gently in his hand. His other hand smeared the evaporating
spill, writing: Kearn.

| reclaimed my paw and pulled in a deep breath. We were being overheard, so we
should be talking. What would be more suspicious. meaningless conversation or
failing to ask what mattered to me most? | wasn't sure. | reached for the napkin to
wipe up our conversation. Ragem put out a hand to stop me and found just enough
sombay left to write: ask wher .

Ask where, indeed. | locked eye-to-eye with the determined-looking Human. Let a
bit of concern into the voice, | decided. "Where's the ship heading, Ragem?"

"We're 4ill in orbit about Kraos. The Rigus is waiting to take you home,
Esen-alit-Quar."

Home? " The southern continent of Kraos—" | started to suggest, aready thinking
about the Ganthor and trying to decide if it was safe to travel as a domestic mesat
animd.

Ragem interrupted me. "Y our home. Whatever world or system that may be." He
leaned forward, eyes full of warning. "The acting captain is willing to follow any
course you provide."

"And what else does he want?' | asked, no longer worrying about secret listeners.
In fact, had Kearn shared the table, | would probably have had my paws around his
neck.



"No more than you'd expect, Es," Ragem hesitated, eyes dropping to the belt and
back to me. "We're curious about you. We've never met an inteligent species with
your ability." Ragem leaned forward, his thin face intent and determined. | wondered
if he had forgotten our audience, and was now asking for himsdf. "What were you
doing on Kraos? Why did you help us? Were you redly marooned? Did you need
this ship for transport off-planet?’

| fastened on the easy one, quickly. "Off-planet, no. But life would be easier for
me elsewhere on Kraos."

Ragem didn't smile. The hair prickled as it rose on my neck. "The acting captain
has received full authorization from the Commonwealth to meet with your people.”

Ersh. | couldn't think of a safe, clever response to this, too busy remembering
warnings, too late: warnings about involvement with cultures comparable to our own,
about the dangers of revealing our abilities to any outside the Web, about the abyss
of direct communication with any intelligences as ephemera as these.

Ersh would excise me from every strand. | would be alone, exiled for as long as
my life would stretch. Which now promised to be far too long.

If she found out.

Shaken by the dark turn my thoughts had begun to take, | forced mysdf back to
the here and now.

"Thereisonly me" | said flatly, quite certain | wanted this overheard.

From Ragem's expression, he didn't think this was a clever response. But he
didn't argue. "And where is your home?"

"Take me to Hixtar VII, if you won't return me to Kraos."

"Hixtar VII?7' Ragem repeated blankly. "I know it—there's nothing there but a
station. It's just a quadrant stopover for miners and traders. Why there?

"Did | ask you questions before | saved you from the Kraosians?' | spread those
dim-fingered paws flat upon the table, eyeing therr caluses with a feding of
nostalgia. It had been so smple when my hands were only feet. "They could have
killed dl of you," | reminded him, "despite your weapons and ship. Perhaps | should
have asked your terms first!"

Ragem stood up so abruptly he knocked his chair over. It made a muffled thump
as it bounced on the plas-coated floor. For a moment, | thought he would leave. |
pointed down at my belt in warning.

His lips twitched, then he came around to my side of the table and knelt beside
me. | redlized this gesture was meant to add another layer of meaning to what he said
next. "Esen, you know I'm grateful. And I'll do what | can to help you get to
wherever you want to go. But I'm not the captain of this ship. And my superiors
don't always consult me before they make decisions.”

His superiors. | didn't know who else | had to deal with, but | redlized that Kearn
couldn't be a total idiot—though | had my suspicions—and he was undoubtedly



ambitious. The man badly needed to recover something from this disastrous voyage
to Kraos. | could understand, if not sympathize. S0. | searched Ragem's face before
| nodded. "I know about orders, Ragem,” | admitted grudgingly. "What do your
superiors want?' Besides my home, | added to mysdlf.

Ragem let out a ragged breath, as though he had been unsure of me after dl.
"You're unique, Es. Unique and powerful. The Commonwedth has arranged a
meeting between you and the Quadrant Minister when we reach Rigd 1l. They need
an assurance that your species—you—poses no threat. You'll be asked to join the
Commonwedlth itself—or at least to permit an ambassador of ours to accompany
you home."

Not for the first or last time, | wished | had left the Humans and their business
adone. Ragem was coming close to pushing me into very regrettable action, and |
resented that most of dl. Hadn't I'd done enough adventuring for one lengthy
lifetime?

“I'm not interested in meeting officials of your or any other species, Ragem," |
said at last.

Righting his chair, Ragem sat back down, this time on my side of the table, and
tilted his head to regard me with what appeared to be smple curiosity. "We've been
ordered to bring you to our quadrant base, Rigd I, faling an offer to go to your
home system."

| reached for a piece of fruit and peeled it, admiring the flexibility of claw tips and
paws as | worked, pausing to lick juice from my pam. | wouldn't be ready for polite
Lanivarian society for some time—asiif | cared at the moment.

| broke the ped into smaller and smaler pieces as | spoke. "l find you Humans
curious, Ragem."

"In what way?"'

"l saved your lives. Now you are taking me with you againgt my will." | began to
arrange the peels on the table. "Being-napping is against most species laws, is it
not?"'

“It's only for a conversation, Es," Ragem said, watching my paws. "No one
intends any harm to you."

| finished my work. Ragem read it, then closed his eyes tightly for a moment as if
considering avariety of unpleasant options. 1'd already done that.

He placed his hands on my shoulders and bent his head to touch his flatter
Human nose to mine. In Lanivarian culture, the gesture meant severa things, not the
least of which being a promise of loydty through difficult times. | peered into the
dien gray, black, and white of his eyes and hoped for the best.

A sound behind us warned of the end of our privacy. Ragem jumped up and
swept the peels from the table.

Erasing the only word I'd written.



Friend.

Out There

"NOTHING on scans."

Officer of the Watch Stagdt dropped one hand on the shoulder of the Cappella’'s
com-tech. "Keep on it, Pat," she said in a low voice. Severa on the Tly warship's
bridge were frankly dozing at their stations, catching a rest while systems ran on auto
during shipnight. No one fdt like heading to the isolation of a cabin, not after finding
yet another empty, drifting ship.

Stagdt paced, her steps and breathing light, feding the lives sharing the bridge as
something fragile, something to be protected. Against what? That was the rub. The
Capella was wdl-amed and -crewed. But something in the Fringe no longer
respected ether. And despite what the Tly government said, no one out here
believed they faced their Human rivals from Garson's World or Inhaven.

As the Capella searched and waited, Death slowed, considered, then passed. It
wasn't hungry.

Still, lifewas irresistible.
Desath turned back.

12: Lounge Evening
KN»

THERE was atingling under my paws, flattened on ether side of the port, each
time the engines worked to maneuver the starship in the approach lanes. | twisted my
head around once in awhile, feding a bit foolish. None of the Rigus crew looked my
way. | pressed my nose againgt the port again.

I'd never seen anything like this before. We were suspended over the night side of
Rigd I, an intricate bead-work of light marking cities and transport grids on the
surface. Most of the curve of the planet was lost, black on black, except for ahint of
aglow where her sun was dipping with playful slowness over the top rim. Suddenly,
an arc of white gold traced out the edge of the world. With a click, the port closed,
shielding me from the full glare of Rigd's sunrise.

| closed my eyes also, remembering every detail, storing the image as well as my
fedings. | included self-consciousness as wdl as rapture; my "grounder” fascination
a the port a source of amusement to those playing cards or reaxing in the lounge.
Yet how dive that awareness of others made me fed! Another moment Ersh
wouldn't understand, | reminded myself, carefully shunting the memory to my
private storehouse.

| moved away from the viewport and tried to ignore the entrance of a
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crewmember bearing a tray of sweets. At least she was thoughtful enough not to
offer me any. Following my disgraceful eruptions after my firss med aboard,
probably everyone now appreciated why Lanivarians hated space travel.

I'd known, but hoped I'd be spared. Spacesickness wasn't enough to make me
cycle within range of Kearn again. Looking on the bright side, being sick was a
novelty in its way. 1'd undoubtedly remember every miserable detail. Something |
could share with Ersh. | ran my paw over the faint bulge marking the telltae belt
under my clothing. And something 1'd definitely shared with any eavesdroppers.

"There you are, Es."

| grinned toothily at Tomas as he made his way past tables full of his fellows,
dapping shoulders good-naturedly as he went, pausing only to pilfer a chocolate
from the plate of one of his friends. The protest that followed him was a cheerful
one. I'd met puppies with the same mischievous, company-loving nature.

"So, Es. What do you think of Rigd 117" he said around bites, peering over my
shoulder to look out the port, shrugging without much disappointment | could see
when he redized it was closed.

My stomach gave one great threatening lurch a the smel of chocolate.
"Beautiful," | said quickly, trying not to breathe through my nose.

"Wdl, from up here they dl look good,” Tomas said thoughtfully. "Hate to
dislluson you, but this world's a hole—even if it is home."

"Y ou were born there?' Now that the offending food was no longer in evidence, |
followed Tomas to the nearest unoccupied couch and curled up comfortably in one
corner, wiggling my toes a another new friend, Lawrenk Jen, the redheaded
engineering specialist. She waved back and quickly returned her concentration to the
cards in her hand, the grin on her broad mouth causing the others a her table to
exchange glum glances.

| edged one leg over my tal in an attempt to stop its thumping. The position
wasn't comfortable or dignified, but then neither would be the reactions of a true
Lanivarian to my behavior. Irresponsible tail-wagging was equivaent to a Human
running about naked, except possibly on Hinesburg 1.

"Born on Rigel?' Tomas repeated. With the ease of an unconscious mimic, he
curled his thin frame into the other corner of the couch. His mouth curled up, too.
"Oh, none of us are Rigdlian—or at least admits it. Home is what a First Contact
Team cdls its quadrant base. Helps keep things ssmple. Our current ‘home' happens
to be Rigd Il." Tomas signed melodramaticaly. "You watch. Itll be boring from
orbit on down, Esen. Absolutely nothing disgraceful to do."

| pulled a file from a pocket of my coverals. The clothing actudly fit to some
extent. 1I'd had to make some minor adjustments, such as cutting off the seeves,
trimming the collar, and, of course, snipping a hole in the rear to accommodate my
tall. Fortunately, when | showed off my taloring, Willify assured me she hadn't
wanted the clothing back anyway.



Being dressed made one fed incredibly civilized. | stretched out the toes of my
right paw, inspected the calluses on my knuckles, and resumed the tiresome process
of filing away a them. It would take some time to remove the evidence of six
hundred days on dl fours.

"Lots of important types at this base?' | asked Tomas with what | thought was a
properly casual note of interest.

His blue eyes twinkled, their natural state. "Will be once the Rigus makes orbit.
Youll stay for a while a least, Esen? We could use an excuse for a party."
Predictably his mobile mouth drooped. Tomas' face, ever transparent, never failed to
show when he was thinking of his murdered crewmates.

"Well see," | hedged.

"Hey, Tomas—we need a fourth. Lawrenk's deciding to lift her haul while she's
ahead." With an apologetic shrug to me, Tomas got up and joined the cardplayers,
taking the seat the engineering specialist had vacated.

| watched the bustle contentedly. This had become my favorite place, a
combination of refuge and entertainment. During on-duty shift, it was londly in the
room | shared with Tomas and Ragem. But people came and went in the Rigus' rest
lounge like flotsam on a tide. At some point or other in the shipday, each
crewmember would drift in, to socidize or St aone, eat or just stretch out on a
couch to enjoy the sense of activity. Only a few shared my fascination with the
viewports. | had begun to suspect that Humans were capable of becoming used to
anything.

They'd gotten used to me. There weren't many non-Humans aboard, just Sas,
who was a Modoren, and a couple of dozen Quebits floating in the null grav parts of
the engine room when they weren't climbing around the exterior of the hull. Sas
didn't trust me, and | dready knew Quebits had the conversational abilities of
doorknobs. Fortunately, most of the twenty-two Human crewmembers of the Rigus
were friendly, especidly here and off duty.

And here was the source of Ragem's desperate courage on Kraos—the
connections between these people, connections as strong in their way as those of
my Web. Ragem's sponsorship admitted me to this group, athough their welcome
was based on a somewhat creative explanation of our relationship.

| appreciated that Ragem and Kearn had to explan my arriva, since | could
hardly be hidden for the week-long trandight voyage from Kraos to Rige Il. And,
since I'd lied to Ragem in the first place, why should | quibble? So | somewhat
philosophically accepted my role as a semi-crazed Lanivarian trader foolish enough
to land on Kraos. | was even grateful that the secret of my shape-changing was being
kept by Sas, Kearn, and, certainly, Ragem, at least on this ship, though | was sure
reports had burned the com links. Tomas and Willify, the only other crew to meet
me as Y cl, had been told that being was safely hibernating in a stasis box in the hold.
The entire fabrication seemed to satisfy dl questions.

It was the constantly expanding details of Ragem's heroic rescue of me from the



depths of a Kraosian prison | was beginning to detest. Who had saved whom?

| replaced the file in my pocket, promising the reddened skin of my knuckles
some cream, and scratched discreetly behind one ear. Though I'd left my insect
passengers behind on Kraos when | cycled, the habit was soothing. | stroked the
sides of my muzzle, pleased at the smoothness of a good trim. Couldn't pass for a
serlet today.

A shout of dismay from the cardplayers meant that Tomas had inherited a lucky
chair. | considered joining the game, sure of my welcome, then changed my mind.
Watching our approach to Rigd Il had brought to focus my own predicament.

The crew accepted me; knowing more of the truth, Kearn and his superiors did
not. My fingers couldn't push between the tdltde and my skin, though it was
comfortable enough.

| couldn't see the use of it, unless it was to help Kearn avoid facing me. Certainly,
wed never encountered each other since that first day, and it wasn't that big a ship.
His suspicion was as valid an indicator of how | would be received on Rigd |1 as the
friendship in the lounge.

"Did you catch the sunrise?' Ragem dropped down beside me with a sigh. He set
his cube reader on the floor and shoved it under the couch with one foot, like
someone thoroughly avoiding further thought of work.

"Helo." My tal wriggled loose and thumped. "Yes. You were right—it was
spectacular. | will remember it."

"Sorry | missed it." Ragem stretched, then rubbed his hand over his eyes. He
looked tired.

| didn't want to ask what he'd been doing. If | did, he'd ether have to lie or evade
the question. Besides, | could guess. This ship carried Survey records on a
thousand worlds and hundreds of sapient life-forms. Kearn wouldn't be wasting any
time trying to learn about me.

"Want some sombay? There's afresh pot in the galley."

He shook his head. "I've had my limit today, thanks. What about you? How's the
stomach?’

| bared my teeth in a grimace. "Empty and complaining. The med-tech assures me
his pills satisfy al my nutritional needs—but believe me, I'm starving to death."”

The Human nodded sympathetically.

| wrinkled my nose; his scent wasn't right. "You aren't well, Paul," | decided,
concerned. "Y ou should spend more time resting, or with your friends."

"What am | doing now?"
"That's not what | mean."

He glanced around the lounge. The nearest group to us was the card game, ill
punctuated by howls as Tomas continued his winning ways. "I've been busy, Es,"



Ragem said with a sudden quiet urgency. He tapped his finger to one ear. Yes, |
never forgot we were being overheard.

| lowered my ears, then deliberately pricked them up. "Looking for information
about me in your records? You won't find any. I'm a private and peaceful being,
Ragem." Kearn could make what he wanted of that.

"And the only one of your kind. There's just you."

"Yes." Ragem doubted me, but what | said was true, in a technical sense. | was
one flesn with the others of my Web. And ours was the only one.

Ragem brought out a pad and stylus from his pocket, with a conspiratorial glance
a the others in the room. We were unnoticed. | peered over his am as he wrote
quickly: Don't know how long we have. Why were you on Kraos? He hit erase and
passed me the implements.

S0 he wanted a reason to trust me. They must keep a him when we were apart,
trying to tak Ragem into a more species-oriented loyalty. | searched his gray and
earnest eyes for a moment then wrote: Studying culture. Civilization is my hobby.
As he read this, | hesitated, then erased and wrote: Meant no harm. Disguised o |
could observe without alarming the Kraosians. | erased and handed back the pad
and stylus. What would he respond to that?

Ragem pressed his lips into a thin, determined line, writing quickly for severa
seconds after a glance to make sure no one was paying attention to us. He passed
the pad to me, saying out loud: "Sombay sounds good after dl. Some for you?"

"Water is the only safe drink, thanks,” | said, dready reading: | envy you. Must
have good stories! | smiled, then read further and felt my stomach threaten to heave,
despite its current empty state.

Kearn pushing idea you are a parasite or predator like the Yd. Wants tight
security. Minister disagrees, plans to meet you as a first contact, diplomacy. Be
careful not to give Kearn more to use against you.

Then below, one word | looked at thoughtfully before erasing. Friend.

"l heard from the com-tech that the Minister and her staff have arrived ahead of
us,” Ragem announced as he returned. "Don't worry. Probably the worst you'll have
to go through will be a dozen or so boring speeches and tedious dinners."

"Don't you dare mention dinners," | growled, sill holding the pad and thinking
about our red conversation.

Ragem passed me my drink and sat down, stretching out his legs. "I'll be there."

Unfortunately, so would I. | couldn't see any way to avoid going to Rigd Il
without playing into Kearn's hands and making matters worse. Famous was bad
enough. | couldn't afford to become infamous a the same time. Humans took a
depressingly narrow view of what they perceived as a threat.

The lounge was no longer a comfortable refuge. | wanted to go home. And
explain to Ersh? Maybe wanting to go home wasn't such a great idea.



13: Planet Night
&K N>H»

SNOWFLAKES patted the window, tumbling past and catching the light from my
room. | squinted, trying to ignore my own reflection and see something in the
blackness beyond the fat white flakes. But Rigd 11 was keeping its scenery to itsdlf
tonight.

| sighed, then absently licked the resulting oval of fog from the window. The
snow ignored me, too busy trying to fill in the corners of the windowsill. A futile
task, since each little pile dways reached a criss and whirled away in a miniature
avalanche. The image roused web-memory—Ansky had spent months under a drift
of frozen oxygen on Kaleb IX.

Being buried dive was fine if you enjoyed composing poetry while you waited for
a thaw. | shoved the unhepful memory aside and turned away, pacing eraticaly
around the stools, tables, and bed platform of my Rigellian home—wondering which
of the ship's crew 1'd displaced from his or her planetside quarters.

It was better than worrying about tomorrow, when | would officially become the
honored guest of the Commonwedth and start the round of formal dinners and talks.

Honored guest, ha! My door was locked from the outside. Kearn's message had
been quite clear: Stay pui.

Ordinarily | was good at that. | was even better at passing through locked doors,
as Ragem knew al too well. "Promise me you'll stay here at least until tomorrow.
You have to meet the Deputy Minister,” | snarled out loud, not bothering to mimic
Ragem's pleading sincerity. "Kearn's made me responsible for you. It1l be my career
if you leave, Esen.”

"What about my career, Ragem-the-troublemaker?"

My elbow bumped the corner of the creteng tank, a bulky ornamenta thing stuck
in the middle of the floor. The contact stung and | snapped my teeth. It also set the
tank's water and inhabitants rocking. "Sorry," | said, then felt as embarrassed as if
Ersh had caught me talking to myself. Pets. | steadied the tank and found a couple of
towels to cover the puddie on the floor. The creteng, finned specks of color too
amdl at this age to be worth eating, refused to stop cowering behind their fake water
plants.

The door whistled cheerfully. As if it wasn't enough to lock me in, they had to
pester me in the middle of the night. It wasn't likdy to be a medl, so | ignored it,
curling up on the rug beside the bed platform, wrapping my tall over my nose.

A second whidtle. | snarled: "All right. Come in."

The door opened to revead Ragem, dressed in athick patterned coat with a furred
collar. He was carrying a bright red bundle. | glared at him through the wisps of fur
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on my tall. Snowflakes winked to waterdrops on his hair. His face was rosy-cheeked
and split in awide grin.

"Quit sulking, ESI" Ragem ordered as he marched into the room, his boots
tracking snow for the first couple of steps. He bumped the creteng tank and quickly
sidestepped the slosh of water that followed. "Time to get out and enjoy life" He
shook out his bundle, dropping a pair of boots on the carpet and holding out an
enormous red coat.

Trying to keep the tip of my tal from thumping wasn't easy. | sat up and tucked it
under my hind paw, swinging my ears back and down in disapproval. | pointed at
the belt around my waist. "Kearn does know about this." It wasn't a question.

Ragem's smile was angelic. "I don't think that's a problem. Kearn's busy.
Everyoneis! Don't you know what day it is?'

In other words, | said to myself, smelling a rather potent whiff on Ragem's breath,
there's a party someplace to welcome the Rigus home and my buddy here has
become potted enough to reconsider his career plans. | flicked my ears up, decided
not to remind him, and took the coat.

Ragem hadn't quite abandoned dl sense, | decided moments later as | followed
him out of the building. He had made sure no keen-eyed watcher, mechanical or
otherwise, would recognize his companion. The boots hid my paws; the coat was
hooded and draped almost to the ground. He led the way down the dushy ruts of
the main driveway. | licked a snowflake off the smooth skin of my muzzle and
peered around with interest.

The driveway linked a series of sgquare, two-story buildings, their upper corners
hung with baskets of green-and-red lights. | thought it was rather charming and took
time to remember. A few windows, mine included, cast beams of light onto the
snow-covered trees bordering the roadway. Otherwise, the place seemed deserted.
The only sounds were our breathing, the wet smack of our boots, and the sighing of
snow down the fabric of our coats.

| was about to grab Ragem's deeve and find out where he was taking me when
the twin headlights of a groundcar shone on us. It moved dowly through the snow,
stopping a Ragem's signd. The markings on the vehicle's side reassured me on one
point. | doubted | was being kidnapped in one of Big Al's Rent-for-Less,
Winter-Ready Specials.

We climbed in the back seat, shaking clumps of wet slush from our feet as best
we could. The floor of the car had once been protected by sheets of plas; these now
held brown puddles of melted snow that shivered as we seated ourselves.

The driver turned around to greet us. | was somehow not surprised to see Tomas
cheerful face. "Are you fit to drive?' | asked, twitching my nose at his breath, too.

"Absolutely, my dear Fang Face," Tomas replied, doffing his white-trimmed cap.
| showed him a fang or two, but kept it friendly. A large slvery bdl sewn on the tip
of the cap tinkled as he replaced it on his head. "To the festivities!"



"l thought you said this was the dullest planet—"
Ragem chuckled. "All too true, Esen—"

"But not tonight. It's time to howl, Old Hound!" Tomas sang out happily, sending
the groundcar forward with reassuring care for the snow.

Fang Face? Old Hound! The Humans were impossible, rude, and just what 1'd
needed. | found mysdf tingling with anticipation and suspense. After tucking the
feding into my private memory, | made one find attempt to salve my conscience.
"Thisisn't a good move for either of you. | was supposed to stay in my room."

Ragem took off his mittens and shook them over Tomas' head, spraying drops of
melted snow over dl three of us. "Do we look worried? You know you were
miserable. Well, Tomas and | were miserable. How could we have fun without you?'

Hah, | said to mysdlf.

"Besides, we know what we're doing. Far as I'm concerned, it should be against
the law to miss Rigel's only party,” Tomas added, leaning rather alarmingly right into
the back seat to grin a me. The groundcar didn't swerve, so its servo brain must
have had a good nose too.

They wouldn't tedl me anything more, delighted to keep me puzzled. We drove
adong in Big Al's Rental, blinded on dl sides by snow, trusting the machine to find
the road. Ragem and Tomas spent the time trying to match their voices around a
wide assortment of songs, usudly tripping each other on the first few lines.

After awhile, | decided the pair of Humans weren't so much drunk as they were
unwinding like a pair of released springs. I, though far too professiona for a smilar
display, found myself howling aong to one of their more consistent musical efforts.

"Close as wéelll get now. Better park it here," Ragem announced some time later. |
opened the window on my side, licking up the snow that immediately danced in to
land on my face, and looked at our surroundings. It was a parking lot—well, maybe
it was supposed to be a parking lot. Right now, | was looking a a dense pack of
snow-covered mounds each about the same size and shape as our vehicle. An
overhead crisscross of lights struck sparks of red and green from the ill-faling
snow. Following Ragem's advice, Tomas did to a stop, managing in the process to
completely block the exit of at least three other vehicles.

The heavy snowflakes seemed to take their time choosing a landing place. |
watched them dance and dip, admiring their unpredictability. "Oh, hurry up, Es"
Ragem and Tomas said a once, hauling me out of the car.

| twitched a snowflake from one ear, then swiveled both to catch the faintest of
sounds. Music. Hardly had | identified it before each of my crazed companions took
one of my arms and hustled me in the direction of the sound. "Hurry! It's aimost
midnight!" Tomas said breathlesdly, his feet dipping and diding until | thought | was
the only thing holding him up as we haf ran down an empty street.

Smadl tidy shops and homes lined the street, each appearing dark inside, but
outside ablaze with lights—all red or green. | would have appreciated at least a



second or two to search web-memory about them—something was teasing me about
the colors and snow. The Humans didn't give me time to concentrate. The music
grew louder as we ran toward its source, swelling into recognizable voices and
Instruments.

We literdly burst out into a broad square. Hundreds of people stood around its
edges, each so wadl-bundled against the cold that species was impossible to
determine. | hoped Kearn would take that into account tomorrow. Then | looked at
the source of the music and findly understood.

"It's Christmas."

Course," Tomas said, leading the way through the crowd around the towering
tree ahead. The massed choir changed songs and answering hums throbbed from dl
sides. "And if you'll move those paws of yours a bit quicker, Puppykins, we won't
miss New Year's."

Sill linked between them, | could only smile toothily in apology as we nudged,
bumped, and basically shoved other spectators out of our way. Fortunately, no one
took offense, most caling out a"Merry Christmas, Happy New Y ear," softly enough
not to disturb the carol singing.

Ansky was fond of Christmas, | remembered nostalgicaly, part of her poetic
nature. When not busy on Web business, or studying the Articans, Ansky was a
sucker for guided tours. Her last planet-hopping trip had boasted ten consecutive
Y uletides.

Although when Christmas fdl was a planet matter, and many worlds indulged
themselves more than once a planet year, Christmas traditions were amazingly
consistent. | was personally convinced this had more to do with traveling salesmen
than any Human effort to keep the custom intact. Ansky thought this very cynica of
me and insisted |'d appreciate such things better when | was older.

Not inclined to quibble, I howled aong with a carol Ansky had learned for me and
settled down to enjoy myself.

The Rigdllians had sacrificed the traditional evergreen tree, propping the corpse
up with plas supports. Not bad, | decided, approving the wide range of edible
decorations. Snow frosted the tops of hanging cookies and reflected the surrounding
lights. The clock a the top of the tree was star-shaped, and, again traditionaly,
counted down the minutes to the New Y ear.

Someone sgueezed in between Tomas and me—no mean feat since we were
dready crushed together. The dwarf, no, child, wiggled ahead purposefully. The
crowd around us shook like the surface of a jdly as a veritable army of children
pushed through at waist height to cluster a the base of the tree. The adults
good-naturedly stepped back to give them room.

"Midnight's coming, Es!" Ragem shouted. | pinned back my ear with a wince,
able to hear quite well despite the babble of voices from dl sides.

| nodded, watching the clock just like everyone else. The last notes of song hung



themselves on silence. Snow whirled above our heads, the tree, the waiting children,
and snuck down the neck of my coat again. | shivered with excitement. One minute
to go. Some worlds clamed they used Terran-standard clocks, but this minute had
to be dower than even that myth demanded.

Ten seconds to midnight. A countdown began, shouted from several hundred
throats. "... Nine, eight, seven..."”

| found mysdlf shouting with dl the rest. "Two, one..."

The clock exploded right on midnight, showering our upturned faces with
multicolored sparks that melted just overhead with a whiff of cinnamon. The tree
split into four, curving apart from its crown, mgesticaly arching its branches and
ther treasures down to the eager hands of the waiting children.

"Happy New Year!" The adults grabbed, hugged, kissed, and generdly acted
without restraint or manners. | lost track of Ragem and Tomas. No one seemed to
mind that | licked instead of kissing back.

Ansky hadn't shared this, or else | hadn't assmilated her memories properly. | fet
an intense belonging, a feding of welcome amost as strong as that within the Web
itself. Maybe stronger than my future welcome, | thought glumly. | couldn't stay
olum for long. As the crowd quieted, this time with a ddightful sense of exhausted
release, someone passed me a huge roll of pastry, steaming hot and fragrant. | bit
into it, tasting cloves, raisins, and crunchy bits of sugar. What wonderful people!

"ES?' Ragem tugged at my seeve. "Come over here. Tomas found some spurl.”

| was game, whatever spurl was. Lanivarians, on the ground at least, had very
capable digestive systems—something |'d proved scrounging on Kraos. Anything
my omnivorous primate hosts could safely consume, | could. In point of fact, |
could safely consume anything, having only to shift to web-form to dea with
whatever became disagreeable. Even Ersh had never encountered a poison
fast-acting enough to serioudly harm a particular form before she could cycle fromit.
Make it sick, definitely. But nothing permanent.

Which was good, because eating was such a pleasure in almost dl forms. |
hooked the paw free of pastry under Ragem'’s bulky deeve and let him find our way
through the expanding eddies in the crowd. | finished my treat, licked each dender
toe, and speculatively eyed the cookies being carried by children on dl sides of us.
Probably not a Christmas thing to do, | decided, closng my mouth so | wouldn't
drool.

Fortunately, spurl was equdly worth drooling over. It was a spiced drink thick as
soup, served frothy and hot, and with a sneaky ability to glow dong nerve endings
by the third cup. The Rigdlians, in no hurry to resume their staid reputation, had set
up dispensers of the stuff dl around the square. The crowd was no smaler, but had
become appreciably more mellow. Adults waked around, cup in hand, or sat on
benches to watch the children prowl through the remains of the tree. A few groups
sang softly to themselves.

Some time ago, unnoticed, the snow had stopped—as if on cue. The sky had



cleared to a black arch. It was too bright in the square to make out stars, but without
the clouds the ar was cooling quickly. Ragem could make rings with his
spurl-warmed breath.

Tomas had |eft us after sharing the first cup or so, spotting some of the Rigus
crew. Ragem, | was pleased to see, preferred to stay with me.

Ragem was just drunk enough to be takative. He was tdling me about Christmas
on Botharis, his mother's homeworld. | was just drunk enough to be content to listen
and remember. "We give gifts—aways to the kids and usually to each other," he
said, sounding wistful. "Depending on who's home of course. And we have snow,
like this. My favorite part was aways the rides we'd take, late at night, under the
stars.”

He sipped spurl, its steam curling past his wistful eyes. | hazarded a guess.
"Horses?'

"Snowspeeders. But when we were young, my brother and I'd pretend we had
horses. Kids do that at Christmas. Riding through the snow." Ragem stopped taking
for a moment, staring into the steam.

| squinted into my empty cup and thought 1'd probably had more than my share.
"How long since you've been home?' | asked him.

"Too long."

| fdt my ears go down in sympathy. We were both a bit maudin and
sentimenta—New Y ear's does that to beings. Then my ears pricked up as | had a
truly fabulous idea. | hadn't seen any horses (or speeders) in the town, but | knew
something even better at running through snow. 1'd cheer Ragem up by giving him a
Christmas present.

Later, 1'd remember this moment and redize just how stupid 1'd been.
But that was |ater.

"l want you to wait here, Ragem,” | said quickly. "Give me ten minutes. Exactly
ten. Then meet me by those trees over there." The trees | pointed to were on the far
side of the square.

"What're you up to, ES?" His coat crinkled in the cold as he turned on the bench
to look at me suspicioudly.

"I've alittle Christmas surprise for you," | said, pushing down on his shoulders as
| got to my feet. It kept Ragem ill and countered an odd tendency for the ground
to spin. "Promise to give me a ten-minute start before you come."

"l made you promise to stay,” Ragem said with a melancholy sigh, his mind
spinning off on an unexpected tangent. "That wasn't fair, was it? Selfish. My asking,
| mean, not your staying. Staying would be nice; you're my friend. Shouldn't ask. I'm
sorry, Esen, |—"

| cuffed his head gently to shut him up. Too much spurl and too little time to
relax, | decided. "l didn't say | was leaving, Ragem." Yet. "l said | have a surprise



for you. Now wait here ten minutes, then meet me by the trees. Okay?'

Ragem tried to scowl but failed. "Okay." His wandering gaze fixed on the nearest
spurl dispenser.

| found that once | started walking, the ground steadied itself—more or
less—although everyone around me had a tendency to weave, making it difficult to
move in a straight line through the crowd. The snow was packed, but in the cold it
creaked a bit underfoot. | looked cross-eyed at the curls of white frost forming on
the tiny hairs of my muzzle—Dbetter shave in the morning.

Ah. Finaly out from the crowd, out of the lights, and under the stars. | looked for
asuitable tree.

Plenty to choose from, | saw with satisfaction. There were two rows, planted in a
staggered fashion to mark the edge of town. Their skeletal shadows cut black lines in
the glittering fresh snow. Beyond stretched a night-etched rolling plain, likey farm
fields in summer, wdling up into low hills on the horizon. The spaceport was just
past that horizon, but there were no ships moving tonight.

| compared severa trees of about the right mass before settling on one | didn't
think would be missed in spring—it grew much too close to its neighbors. | took off
the jacket and boots Ragem had given me and laid them carefully over a nearby
bush. Kearn's telltde bet would just have to drop in the snow. It was hardly my
problem if the moisture damaged it.

| took a couple of deep breaths, fur standing up along my back not so much from
cold as anticipation. | couldn't wait to see Ragem's face. The tree bark was coated
with ice on one side. | moved to the other and pressed mysdf against its cold
roughness as tightly as possible. Ten minutes should be more than enough, but it
would spoil my surprise if Ragem's drink-fuddied head couldn't tdl time.

| had dways been good at enlarging, better than any of my Elders. They said it
was because | was barely formed yet myself. In my opinion, it was more likely that
Lesy and the others were squeamish about taking in so much nonsapient mass. As
for Ersh—I quickly stopped thinking about her.

| loosened my grip on the Lanivarian form, cycling into web-form after one last
look around. In that state, almost as amorphous as the Ycl, | inserted my tissues into
the contacting tissue of the tree, climbing like sap in spring through every branch and
twig. As | became amogt-tree for an instant, my thoughts slowed, smothered into a
rigid order, consumed by purposes my mind labeled survival and growth. | clamped
down on the familiar sensation of mild panic, knowing it was just the proximity to
nonintelligent life.

The rest of the process was automatic. Tree tissue readily re-formed itsaf into
more of my tissue dong each of my extended strands, my sense of mysdf
expanding in size with each acquisition, my thoughts quickening again so that | knew
the moment when | had gathered the mass | needed. | cycled.

There. | pulled my rear foot out of the frozen soil with only a bit of a struggle. 1'd
judged it nicely. It wasn't easy to avoid the roots, and embarrassing if not dangerous



to wind up haf-buried underground.

The spurl no longer affected my system, but | tingled with another kind of
exhilaration. 1 shook myself from head to foot, admiring the cascades of heavy fur
that blanketed my rippling muscle. Wait till Ragem took a ride with me!

"My God."

Ragem stood about three meters away, absolutely motionless. I'd forgotten how
tiny Humans were compared to this form.

"Rag'm,” | boomed, having forgotten for a moment that the Crougk had only
rudimentary vocal cords and fewer vowels. | loosened my tongue. "L'k g't?" | asked
hopefully, bending my head down as far as possible so my faceted eyes could see
under his hood, my mouth agape in afanged grin, breath frosting with each word.

Ragem took a step back, his hand reaching out for support and dipping on the
icy trunk of the next tree in the row. Another step, clumsy and urgent; he amost fell
in a snowdrift. What was the matter with him?

Suddenly, Ragem's face tilted, caught a moonbeam's worth of light. It was
enough to show me his lips drawn back from his teeth in a horrible parody of a
smile. His eyes were worse. The terror in them tore out my heart.

Whirling on my powerful haunches, | flung myself away, leaping over the snow,
heading for the distant hills and the spaceport beyond. My wide feet barely sank into
the drifts. Each curl and extension of my legs sent me farther and farther, faster and
faster, until the wind in my ears and my heaving breath came close to drowning out
any thought.

Merry Christmas, indeed.

14: Spaceport Night
KN»

WHEN Thomas had originally referred to Rige Il in less than glowing terms, 1'd
assumed he was complaining about its lack of amusements for a crew newly in from
space, hazardous space at that. | kicked one huge foot pensively in the snow, glaring
a the gate in front of me. | now shared his opinion. Any planet without automated
credit access was less than a hole in my terms, too.

Some time before Humans traded bits of shell with one another for fish, Ersh had
concluded that the ability to change form, especiadly on civilized planets, was not
enough to ensure safety or comfort. She considered the amassing of physical wedlth
to be a necessary descent into ephemera concerns, one which she could luckily
leave to unusualy long-term investments. So, barring an unpredictable collapse of
the entire Commonweath economy—and likdy even then—the Web had a credit
rating to turn most system governments green with envy, had Ersh ever kept it dl in
one account or under one name. Suffice it to say, | could travel to any civilized
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world and access the appropriate currency to dlow my form's self to meet the
demands of a comfortable life.

Which meant | had more than sufficient funds a my disposal on this particular
planet to buy passage on any of those ships, so temptingly near on the other side of
this gate. If | wanted to risk Ersh's outrage, | could pick one, buy it outright, and
return home in style, a thought | definitely tucked into private memory.

If Rigd IPs spaceport had a proper automated access point, that is. What was
before me was plainly a gatekeeper's booth, where one would doubtless have to dedl
directly with some being, a procedure a minimum requiring clothing and other
civilized accoutrements. a worst, proof of ID and inconveniences such as a credit
chip.

There were other ways. | shed excess mass as water, too shaken by my
experience with Ragem to enjoy the effect as the liquid turned to whirling diamonds
of frost around me as | shrank during my cycling. My find form bore no
resemblance to the Crougk. In fact, it bore no resemblance to anything ever seen on
Rigd Il before, this species having the misfortune to inhabit a world whose
atmosphere shredded to nonexistence during a near-collison with a comet shortly
before Humans spread to this part of space.

A reveding choice, should an expert in dien cultures such as Kearn or Ragem see
me, but | had no intention of being seen. | was aso in no mood to st here until
morning, attempt to argue with the living or servo gatekeeper when it chose to come
to work, and likdy end up being caught in some search for Esen anyway.

It was a lovely form, however; and | paused a moment to admire myself—an
admiration made easier by a neck capable of swinging my head completely out and
turning it to face my long, sinuous self. Elegant, | thrummed to mysdlf, glorious.
Indeed, beautiful beyond mere words.

And so incredibly self-centered and vain, | reminded mysdlf, breaking the spell
becoming Acepan adways cast. | dropped down on to my hundred-and-six tiny legs,
scurrying forward with that blinding speed humanoids found so troubling in the
multilegged. The snow flew under my clawed feet and the vertica wal of the gate,
dippery with hoarfrost, was no obstacle whatsoever.

| ran down the other side of the wal headfirst, racing for convenient shadows,
wel aware even the most peaceful of planets tended to protect its spaceport with
more than wals and a gate. The Acepans had been artful dodgers and hiders, but
this form shivered a the mere notion of some guard beast left on patrol. | made
mysdlf dash across the open pavement, counting on the flurry of snow my passage
caused to hide me from any vids.

There were dozens of ships docked aong the roadway, or rather shipway, for the
only traffic using this pavement would be the docking tugs as they brought each ship
from the landing area to place it on its reserved spot among the others. All appeared
abandoned to the night's silence and cold, ther crews most likdy part of the
Christmas revelry beyond the fields at my back. | hurried past them dl. Dawn was



approaching and | didn't expect Kearn to adlow me much time to pick and choose.

Ah! | exclaimed to mysdlf in relief. In the distance, a massive shape loomed up in
the center of the shipway, motionless, tied to the ground by deek drifts of snow: a
tug, with what looked to be an intersystem freighter cradled in its ungainly arms. It
was facing toward the landing field, first in line for lift tomorrow. Perfect.

| blinked ice crystals from my long lashes, attempting with limited results to clear
the distortion prisming the view from my central ocular. Oh, well. It was best for
objects within claw reach anyway. | closed the ocular, relying on the less precise
but motion-sensitive outer ring of sSix.

Beside the tug and its cargo, last ship in line a the field rim, was the Rigus. |
could never forget her silhouette. More to the point, the Rigus had more than enough
surveillance equipment, as they'd amply and distressingly demonstrated to me.

Time for some serious sneaking, | decided. | bent my legs until my knees were
higher than my spine and the entire length of my bdly immediately numbed from
contact with the cold pavement. It was going to get worse. | took afina look a my
target, fixing its direction as best | could, then pushed my head under the snow.

Ersh, it was cold! The planet must be bleeding dl of its heat into space tonight. |
avoided the temptation to raise my body temperature; that release of energy could
wdl trip the sensors on the Rigus. | longed briefly for the triple fur pelt of the
Crougk form, if not its conspicuous size. | moved dowly, to prevent any patterning
of the thin layer of snow now dipping over my back. The circulation in every third
foot shut down involuntarily, preserving my core temperature while adding the
resistance of each newly immobile limb to the difficulty of this passage, an
unnecessary reminder that this form's surviva physiology for extreme cold would
eventudly shut me down completely in a curl of winter hibernation if | let it.

Made it. My claws drummed like tiny castanets against the metad as | climbed
over the lower brace leg of the tug. My Acepan noses, conveniently located in the
front third of my feet and two even more senstive spots near my posterior segment
for physiological reasons no longer significant in an extinct species, detected volatile
hydrocarbons and a tinge of musk: the tug's protectants against corrosion, |
guessed, since it was hardly necessary to grease a starship.

In that | wasn't quite right. One of the hydrocarbon sources moved out of my
way. Ah, yes, | realized, taking a moment to reprocess what | was seeing through my
ring of, by some standards, currently indifferent oculars. Rats.

No time for snacks, though | had to admit the wee things smelled tasty. The ship
within the tug's grip had a patchwork appearance this close, a shabbiness that made
me heditate, an Acepan-aversion to the less-than-secure temporarily overruling my
persona sense of satisfaction at something far easier to break into than I'd expected.
All I wanted at this moment was space-ready (if her crew was willing to gamble, so
was |) and no questions (given | made the entrance | hoped, that wouldn't be a
problem).

Under a strut, twist between cables, squeeze and barely make it between the



clamp and a thoughtlessly-positioned atmospheric maneuvering fin—I did dl | could
to make my way up to the ship's side without reveding mysaf to the Rigus, so
overwhemingly close. There was a point a which | had to risk showing at least part
of mysdlf. | made that part smal, and moved it as irregularly as Acepanly possible,
judging that while a stedthily moving life-form might be noticed, a quick scurry,
pause, and scurry again might not, being mistaken perhaps for a blur of snow caught
in an errant breeze and tossed upward in a perverse fling at gravity.

Well, that's what | hoped.

Although the ship would be locked tight, | was reasonably confident of finding
one or more of her vents exchanging air. The owner of a ship this decrepit should
prefer to take advantage of a port where the atmosphere was free, and Rigd |Ps
wintry air, | inhaled appreciatively, was of excellent quality. Of course, there was the
outside chance that the crew weren't oxy-breathers, but | doubted it in a wreck
willing to land on aworld with rather basic facilities.

Stll, the thought gave me pause, which entailed locking thirty-six pairs of legs
around a docking clamp, the seventeen numb pairs dangling loose, while | twisted
my neck to look for identification. None, unless the recent scarring of what could
have been blaster damage along her underside was indicative of where this ship
hadn't been latedly—anywhere safe.

Better and better. A war zone wasn't in my plans, but this wasn't a warship.
Instead, she was looking like a smuggler, or, to be more gracious to beings | hadn't
met, an adventurer. Such would head to the Fringe rather than to Inner Systems. The
Fringe and closer to home.

And Ersh. | trembled from more than the frigid night and carefully unlocked my
grips, one pair a atime. | began climbing over the hull.

Whomp!

| found an air intake. Or the intake had found me, | thought, disgusted, my belly
plates sucked flat against the grille. Pulling free involved a certain amount of
discomfort.

The arr intake was not an Esen-intake; even this scow would pass incoming ar
through biocontamination filters. Uncomfortable at the least.

The ar vents, however, should be very accessible. There were supposedly
regulations about what could and couldn't be vented, but by far older custom, if a
ship was permitted to land, its captain expected the planet to be willing to share air.
It had long been considered an individua planet's responsbility to maintain its
ecosystem, not its visitors. Senditive worlds—or rich ones—maintained biofilters
and scans around their shipcities or ports. Others, such as Rigd II, hoped for the
best, recorded arrivals and departures, and kept a cat or its equivaent on spaceport
grounds for the odd runaway.

A rank smdl of moldy fruit drew me to what | needed. The vents were paired
here, running in two parald slots about a meter in length and almost half that in
width. The ar rushing out was not only fragrant, but moist. A lumpy chain of ice had



dready formed, wrapping the edges of the vents in a thick coating that would likdy
cause some delays in the departure if the space-proof doors couldn't close properly.
A suspicious amount of warping around the vents implied the usua method of
clearing such deposits consisted of repeatedly damming the doors against the frame.

| clambered up the side of the ship, positioning myself so that | hung head down
over the top of the nearest vent.

The condensing water vapor hid me nicely as | prepared to cycle into something
that could fight its way in past the howl of ar. | tried to ignore the condensation
coating my oculars as | considered the problem.

Ersh was fond of reminding me that a conservative approach was aways best. If
the current form could manage, use it. | experimented with my first six pairs of
claws, flattening mysalf against the outer slope of the icy buildup and driving each
chisdlike claw tip deep into the frozen mass for purchase. As | moved into the path
of the air, it did over my smooth back, offering reatively little resistance to my next
steps. A fase security since if | lost most of my grips even for an instant, I'd be
blown off the side of the ship and likdy land flat against the Rigus. | found the ability
to drive my clawsin a bit deeper than I'd thought possible.

What a stink. Rige 1l would not appreciate this particular donation to its
environment. The timing of the venting, in the darkest hours of the one night
everyone was away from their post, seemed a bit too convenient. However, | did
appreciate the warmth, fedling life restart in the limbs gone cold-dormant. The wind
whigtled out any chance of detecting the warning sounds of machinery and it was
black as the heart of atax collector insde the vent itself. | counted my successes in
centimeters, content to make progress without risking more than a claw tip if |
encountered the blades of aturbine or whatever archaic device they were using.

After afew seconds, which oddly passed more like hours, | felt my rearmost claw
tips leave the ice rim and meet the meta of the interior of the vent. Relieved to be
safe at last from the Rigus' vids, | paused, pressed aimost flat against the side of the
vent both by inclination and the force of the air, the latter a pressure that contrarily
sought to lift me away when | incautioudy curled any portion of my long spine
outward. | settled mysalf more firmly to wait.

No telling how much deeper the vent extended. The outer walls of the ship would
be honeycombed with conduits for biohazardous materias such as fuel and sewage,
the inner wal strengthened to hold againgt vacuum and provide a last hope for the
crew in case of a breach. Some species designed their ships so that each interior
compartment was actudly a separate entity, capable of disassociation once free of
atmosphere and the need for a deek outer hull. But this felt and certainly smelled
Human. And Human designs were reasonably straightforward.

My chance would come when the crew shut down the exhaust before launch. |
pressed harder against the cold meta, trying to ignore the shrieking of the air as it
tore past me, and hoped it wouldn't be long. Much of this and I'd have nightmares
for sure.



Have no nightmares of me, friend Ragem, | whispered to mysef sadly. An
unlikely wish, I thought, remembering the last sight I'd had of his face.

15: Freighter Morning
KN»

I'D dozed for a while until startled awake again. The wdl under my claws
suddenly began to vibrate out of synch with the throbbing of the exhaust motors. |
fought panic, Acepans tending to a paranoid flight response to aarm, and tried to
figure out what was happening.

The tug was heading for the field at last, | decided almost a once, the abrupt
lurching from side to side being another clue. It must be morning, a fact | couldn't
verify with my head and dl its oculars rammed as far as possible down into the vent.
The air rushing over me was as clean as Rigd Il's own, which by now it was. |
walited for the exhaust motor to stop, readying myself to scurry forward as soon as
it did.

That wasn't what happened. Later, when | had time to think, | redized the true
sequence of events and knew the ship hadn't redly grown teeth, clamped down on
the rear five segments of my body, and then sucked the rest of me forward in a
pain-filled blur of heat and explosion. But that was later.

Whirrrr, thud. Pain! Cycling was involuntary and rapid enough to scorch the
insde of the vent. Propelled by my own release of energy, my web-form shot deeper
into the vent, my consciousness literdly torn as | knew | was leaving part of myself
behind, imprisoned in the vent doors, part of me too smal for independent life, part
of me already dying. There was nothing | could do to save it.

The rest of me was in trouble enough. | hit the fans an instant before they shut
down, my velocity sufficient (I decided when once again capable of coherent
thought) to destroy most of the vanes, permitting me to pass more-or-less intact.
Less, | cried to mysalf.

Thwump!

If there was a cosmic figure playing with the lives and fates of sentient beings, it
must have chosen to intervene—or else had finished toying with my life and gone on
to torment someone else. | found mysdf floating in a tank of creteng: nice, mature,
full-grown creteng. Medal-size creteng. It was the work of an instant to snatch the few
dozen finny things | needed to rebuild my essential mass.

Then | let mysdf sink to the bottom and spread to fill the available area, hoping
the crew would assume the water displaced on the deck was due to rough handling
by the tug, and the reason the remaining creteng were hystericaly clustered at the
surface was smply their usual mindless dithering.


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

| was left done, as I'd expected, granted much-needed time and solitude to hed
mysdlf by the smple practicalities of prepping a ship for lift. Duties multiplied when
a ship left port, and the Christmas celebration would undoubtedly impar the
efficiency of the crew. This assumed the crew was efficient. Their cavaier trestment
of the living beings in their hold certainly left that open to debate. The cretengs
decided that the chance of my converting more of them to web-mass was preferable
to being sloshed out on to the deck and several grew quite daring in their approach
to the bottom of the tank. | tried not to eat too many; they had saved me, after dl.

Remembered pain coursed through my entire being, jolting me at unexpected
moments, pain mixed with loss no new mass could mend. | fet whole, yet there had
been no chance to sort my mass during the split seconds of the accident, no way to
ensure the totality of my memories—of me—was saved. It was the nature of my
kind that | would never be able to tel. Memory lost was lost. If there had been time
before lift, and | was brave enough, perhaps | could have climbed back up the vent
and retrieved what was imprisoned between the door edge and its seals.

| quivered, sending a coordinated flash through the school of creteng who once
agan decided the surface was safer. What was, was. Another of Ersh's favorite
sayings. One which now meant something.

| hadn't experienced lift from a planet in web-form before. The freighter's interna
gravity field derted me to the moment, kicking in to thrill through my body like a
descant soprano aria over the deep pulsing resonance of Rigd Il's own heart. The
destruction and reformation of atoms within the ship's engines were exquisite in their
release and capture of energy. If | had known how to sing aong, | would have tried.

The rapture faded as the ship passed effortlesdy through the find lines of
attraction. Rigd Il gave us to space with a reluctance part of me shared. | was
leaving something irreplaceable behind.

| shunted dl thoughts of Ragem to the deepest core of my memory. There would
surely be someone back to check on the tanks and other cargo soon. I'd done
enough to the laws of the Web; time to behave.

First | had to choose a form that could hide successfully until the next planetfal,
not having the dightest desire to further interact with any Humans for a while. The
Lanivarian, comforting as my birth form, was out of the question. I'd had enough of
its reaction to spaceflight—Ilet aone the chance of being recognized as Kearn's lost
guest.

| pulled mysdlf together and flowed out of the tank. If there was a collective sigh
of rdief from the creteng, | ignored it. The hold was dark, decidedly damp, and
garting to smell of moldy fruit again, in spite of the recent ar exchange. |
investigated that odor, determined to match it to something | remembered.

Wait! | focused on a trace of something complex, atoms clenched in a protein's
aratic curls, barely detectable under the fruit's reek, but instantly identifiable.
Without a second thought, | reached back into the tank, converted more creteng



mass to mine, and cycled.

As a Ganthor, the darkness was even worse, yet at the same time less relevant.
My fine sense of smdll located what | needed to know. | wasn't alone. With a
subdued sgueal of delight, | rushed past the crates of ripe cotylmelons—a
Ganthorian delicacy—and pressed my snout againgt the force-field barrier marking
the back third of the hold. To a Human, and likely to their sensors, this barrier
looked like a wall. To my more sensible nose, it was a fake and my kind were
clustered behind it.

They weren't prisoners. The body odors spoke to me of hedth and contentment,
if tinged with a scent of boredom. Why were they here? | wondered. And why
hidden?

| backed up and ducked behind a crate, hoping they hadn't scented me in return,
trying not to reveal my presence. It was so tempting to stay close. Ganthor had an
incredibly strong herd instinct, which explained the many other-species’ jokes relying
on the predicament of Ganthor separated in a crowd of diens. In this form, | knew
its power, felt the need to go to the others of my kind like a hunger. Not my kind, |
insisted to mysdlf, aware | was responding to the craving for the group with a need
that had as much to do with my personal anguish as any instinct, however perfectly
appropriate to the Ganthor themselves.

My care was wise. Lights came up in the hold, making me blink my tiny eyes at
the sudden glare; the smal door inset in the bulkhead opposite to the creteng tank
began to open. | peered carefully around the edge of the crate, able to see through
the gap between it and the one next to it. They hadn't packed this hold particularly
well, which was fine by me.

A head topped with a mass of curly brown hair only partidly contained by a net
poked through the doorway, the body staying outside as if the person doubted the
wisdom of stepping within. It was a female Human, her expression one of complete
disgust as she took in the state of the hold, from the water puddlied at her feet to the
twisted wreckage of the fans overhead.

"Frat!" Her head disappeared but her voice carried quite wdl through the
still-open door. "Lars! Smithers! You idiots get down here now and clean this up!”

I'd expected as much. Even the most dovenly of spacers took proper care of
loose objects before going trandight. The tendency of unattached objects to keep
ther momentum and direction if anything went wrong with the ship's drive was not
to be trifled with, not if you wanted to maintain the integrity of the hull and continue
to breathe. Judging from the conditions in this freighter, her captain didn't worry
overmuch about tidiness until hitting space. On the other hoof, the odds on a drive
falurein this scow were probably pretty good.

Ganthor weren't foolhardy beings, but they weren't easily worried about the future
ether: an approach to life | found soothing a the moment. Instincts, drives, and dl
manner of hardwired behavior were biological constraints I'd been taught to identify
and deal with as carefully as | had to consider the pros and cons of aleg joint with



only one direction of movement. Other beings had the luxury of disregarding their
inner nature, or at least taking it for granted. | did not. The courage | was feding as |
began looking for a secure hiding place was as dien to my true self as the panic of
the Acepan had been.

Hiding had been my plan dl aong, and I'd had a lot of practice under Ansky's
tutelage. | moved cautiously among the crates, searching for the ided spot. My feet
and hands were hoofed, alowing travel on dl fours as I'd employed for my disguise
on Kraos. However, the hooves of my hands were capable of spreading into two
very useful digits, opposed by a third, longer one extending from the back of the
wrist. The inner surface of each digit was spongelike and sensitive, in contrast to the
bony shell that formed the outer shape of the hoof. A charming and remarkably
strong hand. Excedlent for percussion instruments, | recalled, tapping experimentaly
on anearby crate before | stopped mysdf.

What was | thinking! | shook myself, literdly, feding my heavy hide and its rolls
of fat ripple from shoulder to hip. | turned my attention back to weghing the
comfort of secreting myself in the crate of delicious cotylmelons against the risk of
discovery should that food be needed shortly. The cotylmelons were only the most
noticeable of the Ganthor-specific foods | could see dl around me.

The Ganthor themselves were a serious distraction. If | kept this sturdy,
comforting form, it would mean a constant effort to resist the urge to hide as close
to the others as possible, to seek the security of the herd. My present distance of a
few meters from the false wall was far enough from the other Ganthor in the hold to
trouble me when | let it.

| could join them, and hide in plain sight. Most Humans couldn't distinguish one
Ganthor from another. | suspected Ragem might be able to do so, but then he
seemed an unusualy perceptive being. There was, of course, the opinion of the
Ganthor to consider. Depending on the dability of the hierarchy among these
Ganthor, | might be accepted without question. Or | might be trampled to death.
One was never sure. Theirs was an intelligent, technologically advanced society, but
those who dedlt with Ganthor in a herd knew to exercise care, including other
Ganthor.

No, | decided. Hiding by myself was the right choice. During this interna debate,
I'd continued searching the vast hold for a place to avoid the coming cleanup crew.
Sill no sgn of them; maybe the woman had had to wake them up from some
post-spurl recovery. Couldn't be long before the ship went trandight, not if they
Intended to get anywhere soon.

The wadlls of the hold were ringed with two layers of deep shelving, the lowermost
set at about twice the height of a Human from the deck. Under most circumstances,
cargo would be stowed on these shelves by a servo lift. | didn't see one. It could
have been in another hold, but | had a feding this ship was more likely to rely on
chains and pulleys. Another advantage to the disorganization in here: a convenient
pile of plas bags had been casually dumped in a corner beneath the shelves, forming
an easy way up to the first level.



| collected an armful of cotylmelons, shoving an especidly ripe one in my mouth,
and climbed the pile. Every couple of steps, one or the other of my feet sank in a bit
deeper, making a cracking sound as it did. | hoped whatever was in the bags
wouldn't rot too quickly.

This crew apparently preferred to fill up the hold deck space before using the
shelves, they were far from fully loaded. | checked to see that there were nets
attached to the wal that could—and should—Dbe pulled over the containers. They
would help hold mein place, too, should there be any problems.

Juice dribbled over my chin, collected on my fine sprout of bristles, then trickled
down my round belly to collect in the first of several creases. I'd do a hit of
grooming later. Right now | cheerfully made my way behind a series of crates, the
gap between them and the wal afar better hiding place than I'd hoped.

"Told you we needed alid, but no, Mr. Fish Expert, you knew better." The voice,
Human mde and with an underlying whine to it, carried perfectly. There was a clatter
and bang | assumed meant the crewmen had come armed for the struggle with the
vast puddle on the deck.

A second voice, another Human male, deeper-pitched. "Help me put them back,
Lars," this being urged impatiently. "They're worth a credit apiece to that fish
breeder..."

Since by now the sounds of frantic flippers and flopping bodies had stopped, the
doomed creteng reduced by this point to futile gasping at best, | doubted he was
going to succeed in saving even one credit's worth. Still, the sounds of the two men
cursing and splashing about made me wish | had away to safely peek out at them.

The spongy toes of my Ganthor feet dlowed for quite slent movement, as if |
needed this ability when the two below were continualy shouting a one ancther. |
squeezed behind a crate larger than the rest, no room to curl up back here, and
quickly walked past a gap in the cargo to duck behind the next group of crates.

All at once | staggered, asif the corrugated surface of the shelf behind my hooves
had suddenly heaved. We couldn't be going translight, | thought in desperate
confusion, haf convinced the decrepit ship was going to be my doom after dl.
Momentum took me forward two quick steps, until | was able to grasp a handful of
greasy net and stop myself.

The smell told me what | had done—that and the sudden surge of happiness in
my Ganthor heart. 1'd burst through the force field. | was standing right above the
hidden Ganthor.

And from the tang of changing scents filling the air, they knew it, too.

Out There

THE Tly blockade around Inhaven's agricultura colonies, denounced by both
Inhaven and Garson's World as provoking the current state of war with their former



dly, caused litle more than speculation in the commodities market and
inconvenience to shipping. The Tly may have fdt the colonies an unconscionable
encroachment on their territory, but patriotism hadn't deterred Tly traders from
purchasing fresh produce, especialy fine Inhaven hops, at prices the colonists
considered quite reasonable. In dl, the blockade was civilized; a means to occupy
those captains with a military bent without expensive consequences.

Which is why the inexplicable slencing of the five ships guarding the approach to
Ag-colony 162, known to its inhabitants as Vineland, sent shock waves through the
blockade keepers. Frantic messages went trandight: demands for instructions,
reinforcements, orders.

The order came to shoot first, and check identities second. A warning went to dl
inbound freighters and trade ships, com-techs sounding as incredulous as those
receiving the news. The colonies prepared for atrue blockade and began hiding their
treasures. The crews sat and waited.

Death approached its next target with less care than ever before, no longer
bothering to use the cover of asteroids or planetsin its approach. The gunner on the
Tly warship picked up the anomaly on her scans and fired without hesitation. Pain!

Death veered away, in its flight expending energy with an abandon that suggested
an unknown power source to the astonished gunner...

But was redly the surety of finding another, less wary, supply.

16: Freighter Afternoon and Night
| <A »

GANTHOR, though incapable of vocal communication without surgica
Implants—a process endured stoicaly by their trandators, diplomats, and the
occasional crime lord—were quite adept at expressing themsealves in other ways.

The preferred method between Ganthor encountering one ancther for the firgt
time involved physical contact. Usually quite firm contact. Contact which tended to
leave bruises. Since | had no intention of jumping down from the shelf, and they had
no means of climbing up, that leved of establishing mutual identity and status was on
hold.

The second method was involuntary chemical signaling. Without going into
physiological details, | could smel the Ganthor below working their way from an
emotiona state of aarm, to threat, to puzzlement, and, most recently, concern. My
signas were probably stuck on alarm, with an underlying scent of herd-need, making
my head swim with the contrary nature of it.

The method closest to what a Human would consider communicating ideas and
abstracts was clickspeak. The flexibility and hard outer surface of Ganthor fingers
made them perfect instruments for this percussive language. Many other species had
adopted clickspeak for use as a convenient nonvocal signal, but few could master its
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Intricacies.
Not that we were into the finer points of grammar at the moment, | thought.

Stamping one's hooves was used to add an element of shouting and outrage. So far
we'd avoided that. Bardly.

*Not herd* the lead Ganthor below clicked again, an underscent of threat ill
present and, from its potency, probably hers. * Spy*!!* That was definitely a stamp.

*Not herd*!! *Not herd* echoed the rest.

*Need herd* | clicked back, distressed by their rgection and surely reveding it by
my aroma. * Pursued*

*Danger to the herd*!!*11*

Poor choice of words, | decided, wincing at the racket from below. Alarm scent
threatened to make me panic. Certainly the Humans on the other side of the barrier
could hear dl this. That they could, and weren't reacting, meant they knew the
Ganthor were here and they expected the Ganthor to deal with their own problems.
Interesting.

| came out of hiding, moving to the edge of the shelf to look down at the herd. No
wonder 1'd set them off, | said to myself. Mercenaries tended to overreact at the
best of times.

Sixteen adult Ganthor looked back up a me, snouts twitching, most with left hand
on a weapon of some sort. Each right hand was curled upward just before ther
chests, frozen in midclick, the customary position for speech when a quick, more
physica response might be needed. | was happy to be out of reach. | was less
happy about their armament. Ganthor weren't known for their thorough thinking; one
blast from even the lightest of the arms they carried would put a sgnificant hole in
this ship. | hoped they kept that in mind as a particularly unpleasant side effect of
any attempt to end whatever threat they felt | posed.

The largest being below, the Matriarch and so commander of this herd, put down
her blaster rifle and beckoned me to come down. *Join us* she clicked. *Identify
danger to the herd* Her snout, once handsome and now marred by numerous scars,
flared and dripped mucus as she sought clues from my scent. *Now**!!* she
clicked and stamped.

*Danger to me* | clicked back, not believing any quick change of heart from a
group obviously used to protecting itself. *Not to the herd*

*Come* Safety in the herd*

The offer couldn't be a lie, not with the scent shift to a more benign cluster of
emotions: curiosity, vigilance, welcome. If it hadn't been for the height of the shelf
and the Ganthor's definite lack of flight capability, | might have jJumped down to be
among them, to belong.

Instead, | concentrated on caution, hoping that would work its way through the
whirl of fading scents to those madly twitching snouts. *Protect the herd* | clicked



suggestively. *Hide me up here*

The concept of leaving one apart raised tension levels. A couple of lower-status
males nudged each other emphatically enough to send a third careening away. The
Matriarch ignored them. *Wise beyond your years* she clicked, the words intoned
with approval. * Protect the herd*!!*

With that, the Ganthor lost interest in the debate, moving off to whatever business
had occupied them before my intrusion, reveding the stress I'd caused in the way
they deliberately sought to shove past certain key individuals, reaffirming the status
within the herd 1'd threatened to ater with my arrival. The unlucky trio who looked to
be lowest in stature received the brunt of this behavior, but acquiesced without
apparent concern. There was comfort in belonging, even to those beneath.

While the Ganthor part of my psyche understood and envied, | found nothing to
admire in this herd. | sat down on my haunches to watch them. The Matriarch and
two who must be her Seconds bent their heads over a series of diagrams on a
crate-turned-table, clicking almost soundlessly among themselves on the tabletop.
The rest returned to a variety of tasks, some dismantling what appeared to be
atillery pieces and putting these in packs, others making an inventory of energy
cubes and other supplies.

Mercenaries. The Web understood warfare as part of the culture—and in a few
cases the biology—of a multitude of otherwise inteligent species. Understanding
didn't mean approval. Our purpose, the core of our existence, was to preserve the
accomplishments of intelligence. War so often achieved the opposite.

Though Ganthor made excellent foot soldiers, | acknowledged to myself. The
herd instinct worked in their favor on the battlefield, inciting them to heroics most
beings took drugs to emulate. Individua herds, like this one, operated under contract
to other species—the Ganthor themselves resolved their conflicts on a more
personal leved. | wondered who held the contract for this group.

Uneadily, | recaled the scarring on the outside of the freighter. Where was this
ship going?

More to the point: where was it taking me?

Sometime later, when the dimming of lights beyond those used by the Ganthor
indicated the cleanup crew was finished in the hold at least for now, | collected my
wits and clicked for the Matriarch's attention. She pushed a shoulder into that of her
nearest Second and that worthy looked up a me, a good indication the herd had
assigned me some place above least, though | was now too far beneath their leader
for her casual notice.

*Speak* he clicked.

It was an older made, scarred as were most of them, something in his eyes
eloquent of conflicts held under distant suns for causes likely even more foreign. |
fdt both respect and revulsion, emotions he disregarded with a wrinkling of his



snout.

*Where goes this ship* | clicked, adding a tactful "to a superior” flourish at the
end.

*To bettle* the aroma rising from dl of them echoing satisfaction. | saw their
preparations in a new light. The freighter's departure from Rigd Il must mark the
find leg of this journey for them. Worse news for me.

*Where* | repeated.
*Tly System*

The Fringe! And a system near enough to the area of space | wanted to sound
amost like home. 1'd done better than I'd hoped getting on this ship, even if it had
cost me dearly. | shivered at the memory, the broadcast of my emotion diffusing
downward and causing arise in anxiety in the Ganthor, distracting severa from their
tasks.

*Cam*!!1* That emphatic stamp from the Matriarch, who glared up a me. *Hide
here* Wait here* Herd will return*

I'd had no intention of participating in their battle anyway, but saw no vaue in
trying to explain that to her. So | could stay hidden on the freighter while they
disembarked? Odds were good that would be a quick process, done in the dark and
somewhere much less legd than a spaceport. | clicked a gracious acceptance and
went back to my spot on the shelf floor to rest, nibbling on a cotylmelon to sooth
my nerves. Now dl | had to do was think of a way to convince this ship to make a
smdl detour.

An afternoon’'s nap put me no nearer to a solution than before. | certainly didn't
plan to wait here until the Ganthor finished their "battle” and hopefully survived it.
For one thing, | thought the Matriarch hopelessly naive if she expected the captain of
this scow would stay insystem, let done on the ground, to wait with a potentia
conflict brewing to endanger his or her ship. Far more likely the ship would agree to
return at a specified time. And might even do so, if the price was guaranteed.

Where would it go in the meantime?| felt a wave of loneliness so intense | knew
it would spread below. To calm mysdlf, | licked the sticky cotylmelon juice from my
skin, something a prehensile tongue was admirably suited to accomplish.

Trandight travel ill consumed subjective time. | spent the next few days
exploring the hold, though it grew more and more disconcerting to leave the
proximity of the Ganthor. They would click anxiousy whenever | left, something |
aways announced in advance to prevent them taking darm if my scent faded without
explanation. Not compassion or caring as Ragem would have expressed it; | was
wanned by their concern nonetheless.

Lars and Smithers had expended most of their cleaning efforts around the crew



entrance to the hold, probably correct in assuming no one would bother coming
farther in to check on their work. The smell of ripe cotymelon was something few
but the Ganthor and severa smdl insects could relish.

However, the captain of the freighter—Serendipity's Luck, Omacron registry (if
one were to trust any plas-work attached to this ship)—had braved the odor daily
since our departure from the Rigdlian System. Her name was Serean Croix,
something | thought also subject to change, and she came for reassurance from her
passengers. reassurance the Ganthor seemed uninterested in providing.

Croix's last vigt had been typical. One of the Matriarch's Seconds had an implant
and could produce comprehensible, if heavily accented, comspeak. He trandated at
a snal's pace, something | could tdl from her expression the Human took as an
insult. | couldn't very wel explain the poor Ganthor vainly sought clues from her
scent as to the emotiona content of her words. What | could smell of her indicated a
fixation with attar of roses and a poor diet. Her own accent was tricky to place; the
more | heard it, the more it labeled Croix as someone who'd been well-educated and
raised but deliberately let that part of her life go.

"Would thee ask thy Commander if there's been any word from the contact
ship?'

The Matriarch's response, carrying an undertone of impatience, was negéative. Her
clicks trandated roughly as. "Call them yourself."

Croix glanced around the hold area, assessing the unloaded crates and
well-loaded packs. "The 'Dip doesn't have a two-way trandight com. Surely thee
do." The Ganthor trandator waited, not taking the statement as a question to pass
along. The captain redlized her mistake and added: "Would thee ask thy Commander
if thee can call the ship? Remind thy Commander that our contract is for transport to
this meeting point, not any closer to the Tly blockade."

The Ganthor started clicking, his scent conveying a distinct pride in his ability to
so serve the herd. The Human broke in, saying urgently, "1 won't wait either. Tdl thy
Commander that."

Captain Croix turned on her hed and left without waiting for a reply, a rudeness
that ignited bouts of stamping and genera mayhem in the herd, though precautions
weren't neglected. The force fidd was reinstated and the now-mortified Second
completed the trandation. Not bad, | thought to mysaf. He conveyed Croix's
ultimatum very clearly.

The Matriarch was aso impressed. She quickly ordered the message sent, a
decision that agreed with my own assessment of both Croix's willingness to strand
them somewhere unpleasant and the futility of using this scow to try and pass a
military blockade. It also spoke volumes about the funding for the mercenary group.
Trandight equipment was not cheap.

| settled back into my corner, working on keeping my emotions under my own
control; 1'd no need to be drawn into the herd's fervor for the battle ahead. Judging
from thelr passion, and state of readiness, the contact ship would take them straight



into action. It would be without me, | reminded mysalf firmly.

17: Warship Night; Planet Morning
| &N

THE contact ship never arrived, and the Serendipity’'s Luck ran out hafway
through shipnight, announced by the ringing shudder of her hull plates, transmuted
instantly into a shelf-quake that shook my shelter into chaos. Had we been rammed?
| used my muscular shoulders to pry mysalf free of the mass of crates and snapped
net, grateful for the Ganthor-instincts insgsting | think of the herd's safety before
contemplating the vacuum so appalingly near.

*Gather*!!* Danger to the herd*!!* Gather*!!* came the order from below as the
Matriarch and her Seconds reacted to the disaster. The command and need were so
strong, | amost threw myself off the shelf. | grabbed the edge instead, looking down
a the mass of packs, weapons, and crates now spilled across the deck like so many
playthings. But it wasn't play. Briefly, the Ganthor gathered around a split-open
container of what looked to be cast metd globes, clicking mournfully as they gave
up trying to free the two bodies pinned beneath. Mines, | redized, once again torn
between the magnetism of the herd and my fedlings about mercenaries.

*I*Down*!1* stamped the Matriarch, her tiny eyes fixed on me. Her scent was
overpowering, redolent of concern, determination, and her right to rule. Her Seconds
clicked furioudy, ordering four other troops to clasp hands, forming a living net.
*11*Down* !1* she repeated.

Jump? | didn't like this one bit. The ship shuddered again, and this time the hull
breach klaxon began to shrill. If | didn't jump, they wouldn't leave. | knew it. Even if
| cycled into some other form and left, they'd keep waiting for the return of ther
mysterious comrade. It was their strength and their weakness.

Moving as quickly as possible, | pulled the torn net from the toppled crates and
tested its remaining hold on the wal with a hard tug. Good enough. | tossed the net
over the shelf edge, gripped it tightly in both hands, and swung myself over. The net
stretched darmingly then held firm. | started breathing again and, finding it easier if |
kept my hooves away from the net, climbed down as far as possible using only the
strength in my arms.

Hands reached up and seized my legs, pulling me down into a mass of warm
concern. All of them, including the Matriarch, tried to touch me a once, to make
certain | was safe. | closed my eyes for a moment in bliss and inhaled their welcome.

The ship made a sound 1'd never heard from metad and plas before. One of the
Ganthor clicked * Grapples*!!*

The herd broke away from me to lunge for their weapons. | found mysdlf looking
up a the Matriarch; she alone hadn't moved. * Safety* she clicked, her scent adding
the overtone that meant | belonged in the herd core, surrounded by those older and
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stronger—and in this case, armed and capable of herd defense. Her snout flared,
mucus dripping as she assessed both my response and the emotional state of her
herd.

The lights faltered, going to emergency backup systems, cut in brilliance by half.
The force fidd isolating this section from the rest of the hold dropped at the same
time. The door burst open and fourteen weapons hummed like angry insects ready
to protect a hive.

| couldn't see past the Ganthor encircling me like a living wall, but since they
didn't fire | assumed the intruder belonged to the 'Dip. In confirmation, a hoarse
Human voice rang out. "We're being boarded by the Tly warship Avenger. Captain
wants you to put down your weapons. The Tly promise immunity to
noncombatants. Do you understand me? Put down your weapons!”

The Matriarch clicked and stamped immediatedly, her Second trandating almost
simultaneoudly. *| accept terms for this herd. We disarm*!1*

| wasn't certain if this meant these Ganthor were under contract to the Tly and so
had nothing to fear, or if they considered this situation to negate their contract with
the Tly's enemies and were confident the Tly would agree—not something I'd
assume with Humans. However, judging by the continuing wall of the klaxon and the
now-flickering emergency lighting, Serendipity's Luck didn't seem worth fighting for
anyway. | let out a scent of rief that | didn't care if the other Ganthor shared.

The Matriarch had been right in her assessment. The Avenger's captain was quite
willing to confiscate the weapons and other military hardware in the 'Dip's hold in
exchange for safe passage for the Ganthor, myself, and the 'Dip's crew to the
nearest neutral system, Ultari. No one commented on Ultari's myriad worlds and lax
laws making its central spaceport, located on Ultari X1V, a logicad place for the
Avenger to sdl off the contents of the 'Dip's hold without question, turning the
flavor of the deed closer to polite piracy than protecting a blockade. But then,
Ganthor vastly preferred a barter system, and the 'Dip's crew knew not to question
the melow good nature of a captain who could as easly have them charged and
executed for transporting mercenaries. Or left them on their cracked-open
ship—which would have been just as certain a death.

| wasn't inclined to complain either. Once | knew we'd be dropped on Ultari X1V,
the greater part of my problems were solved. 1'd be able to access Ersh's account
and buy passage direct to Picco's Moon without any difficulty.

Except the one surrounding me. The herd was 4ill anxious, the Ganthor rightly
suspicious of any communication with beings who couldn't clarify their meanings by
scent. Anxious Ganthor meant stubborn, herd-preoccupied Ganthor.

Just my luck, I thought, when the Avenger's port opened at last, dlowing us to
exit onto Ultari XIV—al of us. mysef jostled into the core position amost
involuntarily by the others. | had a great view of Ultari's beige-and-russet morning
sky and that was about it.



Fortunately, | had been able to convince the Matriarch I'd been a victim of *herd
theft!!* that is, ceremonial kidnapping. It was commonplace among Ganthor to coax
or outright steal promising offspring from other herds to join their own. The system
was an admirable solution to in-breeding and it was considered an honor to be stolen
by a herd of accomplishment. If one was stolen by a lesser herd, one could protest
by trying to leave that herd and journey back to one's own—a task so difficult for
the average Ganthor as to be almost legendary. | fabricated a tale of suffering and
effort so convoluted it convinced them dl, my conscience assuaged by the
knowledge my entire story was based on one of their own folktales.

As result, this herd was willing to help me return to my home, though there was
continuing gentle effort to coax me to change my mind and stay with them. |
admitted to temptation, but held firm.

At last. | settled my long spine deeper into the passenger seat—first class, having
deserved it by this point—and alowed mysdf to believe the worst was over. The
Ganthor had bid their farewells to me at the spaceport, intent on seeking another
mere contract. I'd made the moment of separation quick and in a crowd, so the
scents of other beings would immediately disguise my own. Then | ducked into the
humanoid section of the restrooms by the gate, cycled in privacy, donned the
clothing 1'd bought earlier, and stepped out, Lanivarian and independent once more.

At last, | repeated to myself, carefully chewing on the spacesickness lozenges the
attendant brought, and holding the bag that came with them nearby. | didn't care if |
did get sick. It was a short hop now to Picco's Moon. A short hop with no
blockades or suspicious Humans in the way.

My stomach spasmed ominoudly, but it wasn't the flight.

I'd just remembered it was a short hop until | saw Ersh. And had to explain,
somehow, why | was no longer on Kraos performing the duties of my very first
mission, but was instead fleeing the attention of the Commonwesalth government.

Perhaps | should have taken the longer way home.

Out There

DEATH had passed other dead ships lately. The conflict was wasting life, life
Desath could have put to better use. Still, it paused at this one, tasting. Once there
had been a tiny bit of life left, huddled in a life pod, waiting for rescue. The
experience had been—rewarding.

Hesitation. Some dead ships had traps set; some living ones could cause pain.
Death had learned vulnerability and approached this latest quarry with the utmost
care.

No energy traces. No traps. No life. Hungry, Death slowed and prepared to
follow more promising prey.



Wait!

An irresstible something. Degth flung itself on the side of the drifting hulk, tearing
a the metal, ripping away until it found what it sought.

Blue flesh glistened along the rim of what had been a door.
When Desath had consumed dl it could find, there was only one desire |€ft.
More!

18: Moon Night
&K N>

| SHUDDERED mysdlf free of memory. What was done, was done. I'd exposed
my kind to the dangerous attention of humanity and its dlies. And, to my mind far
worse, I'd managed to terrify the one Human who could have spoken for us. All that
remained was to see if Ersh could come up with a punishment equa to the crime. |
doubted it.

The memories I'd eaten and assmilated were quickly becoming mine. Skalet had
added another didect to the language of her favorite avian form. As if any species
needed forty-three hundred and seventeen ways to express itsdlf, | thought with a
menta snort. Lesy-memory contained the pattern for Security Officer Sas' species,
the Modoren. A bit late for that to be useful. Ansky had spent the last year
composing rather shocking love poetry to a trio of Urgians she'd met. Mixs had
mostly gossip and little more. So my accomplishment of the Kraosian form was not
shabby at dl.

| cycled into the Modoren form. My vision was nicely enhanced, extending well
into the ultraviolet. Ersh needed to wash her tablecloth. Unfortunately this form's
sense of smell was dead compared to my nose as a Lanivarian. Well, it explained
how Sas tolerated Kearn's choice of cologne.

"You look ridiculous,” Skalet burst out laughing. "Better wait for that one,
‘Ttween."

| walked over to the mirror and hissed at my reflection. The trandation of relative
species age was not in my favor. | was maturing unusualy quickly for my kind, but
never quickly enough to suit Ersh or myself. Lesy-memory in mine labeled me
perfectly. | was an overgrown kitten.

"But it works nicely for me," Ersh said from behind. She cycled, her change so
rapid that | could barely catch the moment. As a Modoren, Ersh was in her prime;
powerful, deek, with a distinguished peppering of gray on her facid fur. She batted
a me playfully. Though we were close to the same size, the blow knocked me off
my feet.

| cycled back to the Lanivarian, and found to my dismay that | was furious. It was
an effort to get the growl out of my voice. "Why did you do that?'
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Ersh cycled, too. It was the ancient Human who cocked her wizened face at me.
Skdet and Lesy snatched up their Kraosian clothing and retreated from the room
without aword. | stood my ground, having nowhere else to go.

"l said | was proud of what you salvaged from your posting. That has nothing to
do with what you did afterward—with the Humans." She took up her cane. "And if
you're ready, it's time we discussed the consequences of that."

| nodded reluctantly.

"Come," she said, shuffling to the door that led to her private chamber. | sent off
aquick prayer to the Snaggle-Toothed God of my present form and followed.

The chamber had one chair, Ersh's. It had one light, controlled by Ersh's hand.
And it had one exit, with Ersh's permission. Duras plants lined the walls, growing
under lights in precise measured ranks. Ersh didn't believe in scrounging for mass.

| knew this room, having spent a lot of time in here during my formative years. It
was Ersh hersalf who seemed new and strange, her unfamiliar Human shape out of
place. | couldn't read her face at dl.

Ersh-memory floated up as | waited. As usudl, it was full of gaps and edits. It was
one of the reasons Ersh was 4ill the center of the Web—her talent at not-sharing.
She'd Ieft in her reaction when I'd arrived unexpectedly on her doorstep. | tried not
to wince.

"You've made us famous,” she said after a soul-destroying pause that Kearn
would have died to achieve.

There wasn't much to say to that, but | met her glittering eyes. "l didn't see any
choice in the matter."

"Choice?' she sputtered, tiny flecks of sdliva appearing at the corners of her thin
lips. "I trained you. We dl trained you. When did we say, in this or that situation, the
choice will be up to you?' She waved her stump of an arm.

There was a time when | would have lan on the floor and showed my belly then
and there. Even crippled, withered by this form, Ersh crowded the room with her age
and wisdom. She dominated us dl by her position in the Web. Her memories were
the oldest we shared; she had been the First.

But I'd been on my own. Inaway, I'd formed my own Web, afragile little web of
friendship, even if it had been cut. | spoke quickly, before my brand new courage
failed.

"Tell me, Oldest. What would you have done differently? Should | have let
Ragem die? Should | have let his crew-mates perish instead? To keep our moldy
secrets, should | have forgotten the Rules of the Web, to find and preserve
intelligence?'

Ersh sucked in her cheeks. For a moment | was startled, then redized it was a
smile—she didn't have many teeth l€ft. It wasn't a pleasant expression. "You quote
rules to me, Youngest?' she said, tiger-soft. Then a spittle-coated roar: "I made up



the damn Rules!"
"Don't you bdlieve in them?"
"Don't you talk back to me!"

"Fine," | said, turned, and walked to the door. Inside | shook like jdly and wanted
to cycle into something with alot of body armor.

"Wait." The voice was suddenly the deeper one | was used to, and | stopped. |
knew what she was now without looking, the form Ersh used most. "You shared
deeply and wdl, Esen. We are each other's flesn. Let's honor that by not bickering,
a least."

| went out to the other room, picked up a kitchen chair, and brought it back.
Ddliberately, | sat down and looked at Ersh.

The Tumblers were native to this moon, which gave Ersh both cover and
company when the strands of the Web were stretched by distance. In Tumbler-form,
she was more minerd than meat, looking like a tower of spun plas. Her deep,
musica voice emanated from resonating crystals. A dignified, capable body. When
I'd been very young, | used to sneak up and tap her quickly with a hammer of
stone—she'd ring like a bell. Ersh had never been impressed by this habit.

"What do you want me to do, Ersh?' | asked quietly. "The past is done."
"True. A past with afoul, poisonous taste.”

"It's not that bad,” | protested. "A few Humans with a wild story—a hint of a
mysterious life-form. This kind of contact was bound to happen sometime." But
why to me, | thought with a significant amount of self-pity.

"Some have asked that | excise you, cut you forever from the Web."

Redly bad news takes time to sink in, so | didn't bother dwelling on it. "They dl
shared with me," | countered, bitter. Mixs and Skalet, no doubt. At least those two,
though | hoped no others.

Ersh chimed, a discordant sound. "They appreciated the necessity of knowing
what you'd done."

"What | did was—" | heditated. "I saw no other way, then or now. Ersh, the
Humans don't know anything important about us—you shared my memory of it."

"Y our sharing wasn't complete, Esen.”
| worked at keeping my ears up. "What do you mean?’
"Did you think to fool me?’

This seemed like a dangerous question to answer so | kept quiet. Ersh made a
wind-over-sand sound—a Tumbler sigh. "l know you wel enough, Esen, to fill in
some of what you didn't share. Ragem, Tomas. These names come with a taste of
friendship. This tells me you've forged connections with these ephemerals. They will
search for you; you are now of their Web."

| whined my disbelief, deep in my throat. After Rigel 11?1 remembered Ragem's



horrified expression.

Ersh, of course, remembered it, too. She said sharply, "You terified the
being—what did you expect? You weren't exactly clear-headed yourself. Ragem's
fear won't last. He's your friend." A stress on the last word, or did | imagine it?
Maybe it was only my conscience.

"The Humans won't find me again,” | said, taking as quickly as | could, afraid of
what she was trying to tel me. "Their memories fade. They only live a handful of
years a best." Ersh sat slent, consdering me with a deadly attention. | slowed
down. "They made records, Ersh, but of what? Their meds examined me, and found
me Lanivarian. All they have is an image of something unusua. Who'll believe in me
after a decade or two?"

"Unfortunately, we can't wait. Our problem is immediate. And needs a drastic
solution.”

How could a being whose life span was longer than most civilizations use the
term immediate? | fought back my confusion and growing alarm, focusing on what
was familiar. It was my fault—whatever it was. "Does this mean you are planning to
excise me from the Web?' | asked numbly.

"Pointless," Ersh chimed a harmony, the key minor and ominous. She tilted
forward dowly. | moved my chair out of her way as she gracefully tumbled past me
to one wal of the room. "Close the door and lock it."

A lock? Against whom? | obeyed anyway, recognizing with dismay that | was
becoming a participant in something unexpected again. Ersh was a far less
comfortable partner than Ragem.

| didn't see how she did it, but a smal rectangular space opened in the rock wall.
A puff of mist dipped out and sank. A Tumbler's hands are quite dexterous, like a
set of trowels with joints. Ersh reached one hand inside the opening, and carefully
brought out a well-wrapped object about the size and shape of a pear, held in the
tips of two fingers. | craned my neck and made out several more of the objects
nestled within. Ersh resealed the hidden compartment before turning to me.

"Take this."

It was cold in my paws, cold and heavy. | stared at the wrappings, cataloging
them as leather—very old leather.

| looked up a a gentle sound from Ersh. It was a bell tone, the one | used to get
when | snuck up on her with my favorite hammer. "Some might cal what you're
holding a gift, Esen,” Ersh said quite sadly. "You are at least wise enough to know
better. Lock the door behind me. We will talk again when you are ready."

| did as she asked, without bothering to understand, then curled up in my chair
facing Ersh's empty one. | held the thing—her "gift"—in front of me and waited for
inspiration. After what Ersh said, | wanted nothing to do with it. But how to get rid
of the thing without causing more trouble?

The warmth of my paws dowly thawed and softened the leather. | used one dim



toe to tease open the top of the wrapping. It wouldn't do any harm to see what | was
refusing.

A smooth, blue drop winked back at me, its flawless surface like some fabulous
gem—or an eye. An irresstible hunger surged through me and | snapped up the
morsel before | had time to think.

Ersh-taste exploded in my mouth, scalding like acid. | cycled desperately, hoping
to save my Lanivarian form.

Web-form. Blind, deaf, and dumb, | huddled as Ersh-memory burned through me
ina different kind of pain. She had been right. This was no gift.

| now knew what | had done. It wasn't the Humans Ersh feared.

The Web had morta enemies. Enemies Ersh had fled by traveling across a gaaxy.
Enemies she had hidden from for thousands of years. We'd been safe.

Until 1'd introduced mysalf to a Human and become famous in the process.

19: M oon Night and Day
KN »

MY STERIOUS powerful beings, bent on searching out and destroying dl strands
of the Web, able to spot usin any form—

Maybe Ersh was senile.

However, bdieving that could mean worse things than monsters, if Ersh could
end, | decided, squirming uncomfortably, then it followed that everything could end.
Surdy at my age | was entitled to depend on living forever, even if that included
forever answering to Ersh.

So | had to believe in monsters, ready-to-pounce ones a that. Damn. | picked up
more loose stones in my beak, absently swalowing a few smdler ones to comfort
my empty gizzard. It was too dark to fly, but | fet better as something that could
safdy fdl off Ersh's mountaintop.

| tossed back too big a stone and amost gagged on it. | flicked it out of my throat
and away with atwist of my head, wishing forlornly that Ersh's "gift" was as easy to
spit out. | resented having to keep it in my private memory, festering among my
treasures.

A subdued thunk came from the shadows below me as the stone | threw hit
another. The tiny impact dislodged a second rock from its bed, sending it rolling
downhill, clattering, in its turn ousting others from their places.

| peered over the cliff edge and tried to see, but the darkness was complete, a
treacherous velvet draped over the cracked landscape. It was easy enough to follow
the progress of my little avaanche by its sound, a delightful rushing cascade that
quickly grew to a formidable growl.
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All a once, the sound included an orchestral accompaniment: multiple bell tones,
one or two somewhat flat. Oops. I'd hit a Tumbler. No, | winced, more than one.

Great. Even fate was going out of its way to booby-trap my life lately. What were
Tumblers doing down there at this time of night? Tumblers considered traveling
without Picco looming overhead to be unsafe.

They had a point, a least with me upslope. 'Course, if these Tumblers were
waiting to see Ersh, the hillsde might be the logica place to squat; it gave an easy
view of departing guests—Tumblers tended to be on the shy side unless annoyed. |
shuffled back hastily, in case my silhouette was visible against the starry sky.

I'd come up here to avoid the others. Ersh was supposed to have secrets—not
me. Assmilaing even one of her secrets twisted my position in the Web from
youngest and last to youngest and second. The others would want a chunk out of
meif they knew. | wasn't planning to tdl them, but | had a creeping suspicion that it
would somehow show on my face—whatever face | chose.

| balanced on my right foot as | stretched the tension out of my left foot and
wing. Just like Ersh to give me a promotion | couldn't enjoy. What else did she have
in mind? | was cold, suddenly, insde and out. | fluffed out my feathers to hold
more body heat against my skin. What if Ersh expected me to actually do
something about her monsters?

Time to think of anything else. My present eyes bulged from either side of my
head, though aimed forward; the arrangement provided me with a horizon-spanning
view of the night sky, dusted with stars as long as Picco was behind its moon.
(Tumbler science held tight to the belief that the gas giant circled the moon—as a
guest | didn't argue the point.) | firmly pushed Ersh from my thoughts and
concentrated on a part of the universe that surely couldn't cause me trouble.

But the brighter stars overhead reminded me of sugar sparkles on a cookie.
Ragem and Tomas were out there, their uncomplicated lives continuing without me. |
clicked my beak inasigh.

"May 17"

| dmost fel off the cliff, catching myself at the brink with one frantic beat of my
wings. Rocks dlipped under my talons, dropping into the dark, clattering. | hoped
the Tumblers were out of range.

Ersh settled beside me, avoiding my ill-flaling wings as | attempted to put my
feathers back in order, her body blurring from crystal to skyfolk. There was an
irritated tinkling from below. | hummed a bit to cover the sound.

Her great talons gripped a handy boulder as she arranged her own wings into a
shelter againgt the night air. Her head swiveled up. "Ahh. Nice stars tonight, Esen.
Y ou've always had a knack for the spectacular.”

Actudly, aliterd trandation of what she said in the language of the skyfolk was
more like: "oppressive-dark-useless-flickers," and "insane-vision-talent-perverse” but
| was reasonably familiar with the skyfolk's doleful expressions and knew what Ersh



meant. | hoped.

"I never try to be spectacular,” | said somewhat morosely, resisting an urge to
retract my neck and pull my head down between my shoulder blades.

"It was a compliment, daughter.”

In the skyfolk tongue, "daughter" came out as "ultimate-destiny-future-soul." Ersh
was after something.

| changed my mind about being able to read her meaning through this form's
convoluted language. A mistake could land me in serious trouble. | cycled, hoping
Ersh wouldn't take offense, and clutched my now-furred knees to my chest for
warmth. The mist from my excess mass condensed in fine drops on the night-chilled
rocks. "Ansky is my mother," | reminded Ersh through the nervous chattering of my
carnivore's teeth. | knew dl about sex and babies. I'd snuck some mating
pheromones last time I'd been on the Ycl homeworld. Made me dense and dizzy for
a while, until Ansky found me and explained that it took a cooperative triad and
would | please metabolize the pheromones out of my system.

"You're being overly technical. | am Ansky's parent and so yours, too." Ersh had
aso cycled, politely keeping form. She occasionaly followed her own rules. "We
need to talk, daughter." Ersh was also frequently stubborn. | decided to concede
her the point.

| moved my tongue carefully around words with more hiss than click to them. It
took practice not to spit. "What do you want, Ersh?' | cringed the moment the
words were out. Modorens must be rather blunt.

"To further enlighten you."

| forgot the cold and the damp rocks under my behind. The fur dong my spine
shivered erect from the base of my tall to the top of my head. "l fed enlightened
enough, Ersh." Thiswas about as daring as | could get without turning and running.

Ersh might have been one of the statues Humans put in pairs in front of old
buildings. She was mainly silhouette; even with the enlarged pupils of this form, |
could only collect enough starlight to make out the curved tip of her ear, the flash of
teeth as she licked her lips pensively. "Redly?' Somehow she managed to impart
menace into the single word. "l didn't expect you to be foolish, young Esen."

Privately, | thought about old fools as wdl as young ones. "I'm not being
foolish," | said after a moment. "l don't like knowing secrets. About the Web," |
added truthfully; the truth was important after sharing flesh. "I don't see why—"

"The others can't know?' Ersh finished. "I wish they could. But I'm stuck with
you, however irresponsible, flighty, and stubborn you are. These are faults you'll
grow out of intime, ES," she said with what sounded like dubious hope. "But only
you and | have the ability to keep secrets during the sharing of flesh." Her voice
deepened with a dangerous snarling undertone. "l will take no chances on what |
know being assmilated by those outside my Web."

"The Enemy." Just saying it evoked the Ersh-tasting memory, the words wrapped



with dread, fear, and oddly, a wisp of longing. But no form, no detals, only
emotion. Not that | wanted to know. | squirmed a bit, trying to find part of my
rocky seat that didn't slope. In my experience, trouble followed those who deserved
it. The activities of the Web were downright boring—Ilet done our tendency to
samply outlive everybody else. Something wasn't fitting together at dl. "Ersh, why do
we have an enemy?"

She didn't answer directly, instead asking in her familiar drillmaster tone, "What is
our purpose?’

| recited without thought, "The purpose of the Web is to find and preserve
inteligence. To commit to shared memory the culture as wel as the form. To be a
living repository so no accomplishment of intelligence will be lost.”

"Quite a noble purpose, don't you agree?’

| hadn't thought of judging it. The purpose was part of life, as fundamental to the
Web as sharing form. Yet her voice—this form had little subtlety of expression.
Ersh's voice had sounded sarcastic, which | knew had to be wrong.

"Other civilizations are ephemera,” | said cautiousy, whiskers straight with
apprehension, finding my claws had a tendency to poke out. "Without us, they
would disappear forever, even their works becoming dust—"

"So ours is a noble purpose.” Couldn't miss the sarcasm this time. "And you
have no doubts?’

| closed my teeth on the quick answer and thought hard. "Y ou gave the Web this
purpose,” | countered. "If there are doubts, wouldn't you have given them to us,
too?"

Ersh gave a soft grunt. Maybe I'd said something clever, but | didn't count on it.
"The Human—Kearn—might argue that we're parasites,” she said. "He could say we
copy other forms for our own benefit, steal their knowledge only to perfect our
disguises.”

Old ground—this was simple basic training. "Using a form is essential to
understanding the species,” | repeated, again from rote. Exhaudtive detaills on
Kraosian architecture swam up behind my eyes before | could suppress the memory.
"We remember a lot more than we'd need for smple camouflage,” | complained
before | thought.

Ersh sat, attentive but 4ill rigid, a demigod expecting a sacrifice—an
unfortunately apt image, | decided. Her age wore against me, amost immeasurable
even by Web standards. | found myself thinking of before and redized with a sick
feding that | hadn't asked the right question at all.

"Why did you give us this purpose, Ersh?' | said, careful to keep my voice low.

"To atone."

Modorens tended to react physicaly. | didn't notice scrambling backward until
the back of my right hedl struck a rock. Hopping on the other foot, | hissed and spat



for a moment, trying to salvage some composure. This wasn't fair. | was the
youngest and aready in trouble enough. Why should | have to listen to terrifying
revelations after everyone else was sensibly asleep?

| must have been complaining out loud. Ersh was on me in an instant. Her
powerful form knocked me to the hard ground. | froze beneath her weight, stuck
between submission and struggle. Her breath was warm and dightly garlic in my
face. Then her tongue rasped my nose in a quick kiss.

"You 4ill react like an ephemeral. Excellent! Another reason | need you and not
the others,” Ersh said, thoroughly confusing me as she stood and then reached
down to help me up. My back throbbed in at least a dozen places, each one where
my flesh had been ground into the rock.

"WEell continue thisin my chambers," she ordered. "There's much more you have
to hear and it must be done privately." So she'd heard the Tumblers grumbling.

"What if I don't want to listen?' But | spoke to empty space. Ersh was dready a
shadow bounding down the stairs.

Picco was pushing a the horizon, staining the edge of the night sky with orange. |
eyed it, then cocked the tiny excuse for atal this form had and carefully aimed a
stream of highly scented urine. It hit the boulder where Ersh had been dStting,
spreading with an intensely satisfying splash. Physical species had their points.

Rebellion done, | began to wak dowly down from Ersh's mountaintop, taking the
stairs in morose little two-footed hops. Ersh would tdl me what she wanted to, she
would change me into what she needed, and she would undoubtedly send me on
some revolting task for the Web's sake.

But | didn't have to like it.

In the morning, the kitchen smelled sour. The sombay had been waiting too long
for customers, bubbling to bitterness in its pot. Maybe Skalet and Lesy had left last
night. | hoped so. | knew if | looked at any of the others, talked to them, | would fed
like a stranger. My Web was gone—I'd been ripped loose from it as surdly asif Ersh
had excised me. All that remained was one strand, a strand of secrets.

Ersh was somewhere down the slope, in Tumbler-form, talking to her new guests.
She wouldn't be back before | left. | wasn't surprised to fed grateful.

My tongue touched the burns insde my mouth, a good enough reason to avoid
breakfast. It was a Lanivarian the aircab had delivered; a Lanivarian had to leave.
This morning dl the old cautions and Rules were hysterically sharp in my mind, the
way a drowning person perceives a rope floating just beyond reach.

Later, in the ground-to-orbit shuttle, | hunched beside a port, sucking on a piece
of ice the steward found for me. He'd also brought a disposal bag in case | reacted
to space in true Lanivarian fashion. | was too wrapped in my thoughts to be queasy.



Noble purpose. | stared a my companions—a Human, two Poptains, and a
cluster of Rands, likdly dl gem dedlers—tasting my utter knowledge of them, from
their genetic heritage to their current cultures and languages. Out of habit, | added the
new dang phrase the Rands were using to describe the Human to my memory.

| wanted to whine. Guilt Ersh's noble purpose was rooted in it; no, root was the
wrong image. Our great and noble purpose was a bubble bursting from a pocket of
rot.

| owned Ersh's guilt now, beyond any ahbility to give it back. She'd shared with me
throughout the entire night—if sharing's what it's caled when one decides to give
and the other is forced to accept. I'd listened, consumed, assimilated over and over
until Ersh memory had crowded mine to some outer limit where it clung, barely, to
remembering Esen-alit-Quar.

Memories older than I'd thought possible kept washing through me like waves of
fever. | moved the ice to another sore spot in my mouth, my mind's eye witnessing
the beginnings of a new galaxy. | dipped awvay from the here and now...

... becoming part of an organized appetite, instinct, rushing through the void,
attracted by a cluster of new matter, raw energy, feeding through the millennia

When sated, fission into two, renewed vigor. Sensing others falling to divide, each
growing to a gluttonous mass that dowly died, solidifying into stone, drifting until
snagged into orbit around a star.

Then, sdf aware, beginning to chose a path, moving away from the others, drawn
from the feast by a different hunger. Cal it curiosity.

Almost death, that journey away from the blazing richness of the new galaxy, a
journey through space empty of al but wisps of matter, blown by solar winds.

Almost death, but just in time drawn by the energy-rich glow of gamma radiation
marking the edge of another galaxy. Starving, straining to find food, but this gdaxy is
older, more formed, with less free debris to feast upon. Wait, a pulse of energy
approaches, trapped within ashell of concentrated matter. Feeding, a frenzy spurred
by the need to survive. The shdl cracks. Within is—life...

... | shifted uneasily, knowing my thoughts were private, but wondering if | now
carried some kind of brand to mark me murderer. | popped ancther piece of ice on
my tongue, trying to view Ersh-memory as more myth than heritage. But the
memory-borne sensations were too intimate to push away...

... the shdl-full-of-life was delicious, complex, satisfying, the best feeding ever.
Hunting for more, insatiable after near-starvation. Another shell, but this one flees
too quickly to follow. Disappointment. Time passes. Another shdll, larger, bristling
with sharp protrusions, approaches. Pain as energy from the shell touches...



Quicker than any thought, transform into resistant matter, hide in rock form,
shudder in fear. The shdl leaves. Assmilated memory surfaces and merges with
cunning. Cycle into the shell-form...

Disaster. The form-memory is only of that which lived, not its inert shell. The
life-form cannot survive in space. Almost death, almost death, almost...

... | couldn't breathe. Some being thoughtfully thumped my back, disodging the
ice stuck in my throat with the first blow, continuing until | snarled in protest. |
managed not to bite the Human only because | was more concerned with regaining
my breath. | gasped out my thanks, waving away the hovering steward.

The cluster of Rands pointedly ignored my convulsion and recovery. They had
conceptua trouble with beings that didnt live in groups larger than twenty
individuals. They must be regular travelers on this line; the steward knew enough to
use a net to hold them together during lift—trying to sort the crawling mass into
separate seat belts would have caused an outburst of hysteria. And quite a few
stings.

The Poptains, however, regarded me with grave interest, their gloved tentacles
tightly wrapped over the cases they'd insisted on carrying to ther seats, their green
eyes as faceted and beautiful as the crystals they bought from the Tumblers. Every
once in a while, an honest Tumbler would try to explain to a Poptain that these
particular gems were Tumbler excretions, and wouldn't they prefer something of true
vaue. The Poptain would unfailingly look suspicious, asif the Tumbler was trying to
distract them from their treasure. Different worlds.

An ache reminded me to loosen my jaw. | was developing a tendency to grind my
back molars together. Damn Ersh. The thought of her dredged loose more memory,
and | spun helplessly back...

... Time passing in heavy, hungry waves. But cunning was firmly in place. This
space held a wedlth of places to go, bodies with surfaces rich with the taste of life,
waiting for the eating. Move dowly, watch for shells. Slip within the cloak of an
atmosphere. Others would have fed on gases or minerds, others would have been
satisfied. This one's appetite was whetted for more.

Night was best, suggested a memory. Here, said another, where the rooted
growing things surrounded a rooted version of the shell. Hard to catch. Wonderful
tastes everywhere. Hard to eat fast enough to satisfy the hunger. Two, three, four, a
dozen, more.

Lights, noises, fear! Cycle ingtinctively, shed mass, blend with those nearest.
Noises becoming soft. The novel sensation of being touched, of being carried by
other life. Warmth. A different kind of food, rich in taste. Satisfaction. For now...

... The shuttle docked, jarring me loose from Ersh's memories. | gathered my



belongings, numbed as always by the thought of Ersh as a baby.

20: Station Afternoon
KN >»

"TAKE it or leave it."

| narrowed my eyes at the dealer. He narrowed dl six of his eyes back a me, then
stuck out a forked tongue for good measure. "Won't find better."

Won't find them at all, was the truth, | thought, staring down at the various
hoobits on the counter. It had taken credits enough to persuade the owner of this
so-called souvenir shop that it would be worthwhile to show me his private wares.
Grave robbing was an offense to most civilized species. Not to this Queeb,
obviously. Most of the merchandise crowding the shelves, floor, and even hanging
from the celling of his back room looked to have spent time underground. My hood
collected the mustiness near my nose, and | sneezed periodicaly.

"How much?' | said, pointing to the cleanest hoobit of the four.

The Queeb named an astronomical amount. | looked that gullible? Probably. |
weighed the odds on bargaining and sighed. | entered the amount on my credit chip
and passed it to him to encode whatever clandestine account would nibble at Ersh's
funds.

The being whistled cheerfully to himsdf as he put my purchase into a
senso-screen bag. As well he might. "Mind you don't take this out until you're
off-station, Customer," he warned. "Gropers don't take kindly to diens having their
sacred objects. They'll shoot you first, then explain to station authority."

| glanced around his storehouse of sacred, forbidden things and wondered if this
possible consequence ever bothered the Queeb. Likely not. | tucked the hoobit,
secure in its bag, under my cloak, peeled my credit chip from a tentacle that was
loath to part from it, and gladly |eft.

A half hour later, | stuffed my cloak into a recycler. The machine reminded me to
insert my chip for arefund, but | didn't intend to leave any further trails, electronic or
otherwise. | surveyed the long, pensive lines of my new face in the restroom mirror,
satisfied, then went back to washing the hoobit in the sink.

My long supple fingers with their disklike tips deftly removed the bits of lint and
dirt caught in the hoobit's many crevices. My hands were the strongest part of this
form, quite capable of bending this or many other metals. Fortunately, | didn't need
their strength for this task. Three applications of the metd cleaner I'd purchased
earlier today had removed the last traces of mourning paint. There.

| held the now-gleaming circlet in my hands. Perhaps its previous owner would
rest more quietly in that pilfered grave, his or her sacred burden passed safely to
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another of its kind instead of sold to an dien collector as a curiosity or doorstop.

That | wouldn't stay a Ket forever was a point 1'd consider later, soothing my
conscience with the intention of couriering the hoobit back to Ket-Prime along with a
discreet comment about a certain Queeb.

| strung the leather braid through the hoobit's ring and put it around my neck. The
disk hung exactly at the center of my dightly concave chest. Perfect. My fingers
fluttered over the complex textures embedded on its surface, sending sensua thrills
aong my arms.

| hadn't explained to the Queeb that it wasn't being caught with a hoobit that
worried me—it was being caught without one. No Ket would willingly set foot in
public without his or her hoobit sparkling and in plain view.

This tdl humanoid form with its outlandishly large hands, body willow-dender
and just as supple, was not the least conspicuous choice for my mission, but it
would do nicely, | assured myself, checking the fdl of the skirt I'd aso bought
around my legs. The plain woven garment was the standard offworld clothing for
both sexes, at least where the climate was warm enough. The hoobit was dl the
ornamentation considered necessary by the greatly misunderstood Ket.

"Gropers," | said to mysalf, admiring what was a healthy and vigorous body for a
Ket. My skin was like the palest of leathers, its fine-grained texture a trait considered
quite attractive within the species. | met my new eyes in my reflection, their warm
ydlow amost glowing in the sal lights. All the while, my hands restlessy explored
the quite remarkable smoothness of the sink, then the soothing ridges of the woven
skirt. Born with a hand in someone else's pocket was the expression used by other
species to refer to Ket. True, it was amost impossible for a Ket to keep its beautiful
hands to itself. But that was smply because touch was their favored sense, texture
their greatest pleasure.

| fastened my curious fingers on the reassuring curve of the hoobit in the proper
dignified manner. Humans were particularly offended by the Ket propensity to fondle
whatever was of interest. Of course, this didn't stop them from also being the Kets
best customers. Ket masseuses were in demand everywhere, traveling so frequently
in Human space and worlds that one more should scarcely be noticed. A disguise
and profession in one.

Now | was ready to leave Hixtar Station and attempt the first task Ersh had set
me. To find out what happened after my disappearance from Rigd 1.

Hixtar's orbiting station had a reputation as a place where you can eventualy buy
anything, legd or otherwise. That reputation had suggested, rightly, that | could find
what | needed to carry off my form. It also explained why such an inconsequentia
world was a popular stopover for various ships both from the Commonwealth and
the uncommitted systems of the Fringe. | should have had little difficulty finding a
ship outbound for Rigel 1, or at least that sector of space.

But the dlittering script of the posting board was unusudly brief. Few ships were



due to leave Hixtar in the next couple of days. There were no listings at dl destined
for the Fringe. How odd. Trade usudly poured in both directions from the outposts.
The miners of the Fringe frequently outnumbered the resident station population.

They were outnumbered at the moment. 1'd taken one walk in the noisy expanse
of Hixtar's loading arena, bundled against the bitter cold, and been amazed by the
activity there. Even more remarkable, those crowding on-station were not the usual
Human mining crews and Denebian prospectors. As many beings used the green
tubes reserved for non-oxy breathers as rode the climbers to the various entry levels.
There were family groups, too many of them for coincidence. And the expressions
of those around me had ranged from annoyance to outright fear.

What were they all afraid of?1 wondered again as | stared at the unhelpful board.
New taxes?

"Are you available, Groper?'

| gripped my hoobit and turned to see who the low voice belonged to. Ah. An old
spacer stood just out of reach, holding a worn-looking credit chip in my direction.
His rheumy eyes were wistful as he looked up a me.

Of course | was available, | reminded mysdaf sharply. Kets never refused a
chance to touch another species. And, in this form, | was Ket enough to fed a
pleased anticipation. Time to find a ship out later.

By the evening medl, I'd soothed enough backs, shoulders, and other body parts
to cover hdf the cost of the hoobit; 1'd probably scared the life out of the Queeb by
spreading the news that a Ket was on-station—though it was quite incorrect in
assuming any Ket would use violence against a grave robber, the species preferring
litigation; and 1'd missed the only outbound ship traveling remotely in my direction
that afternoon.

But my fingers tingled with pleasure. And—given the rumors my clients had
shared with me—I| was grateful Ersh hadn't sent me any closer to the Fringe.

"War is breaking out," said the Human officer from a survey ship, whose uniform
made me remember old friends. "Casualties are mounting. Tensions are risSng even
faster, fueled by talk of some secret weapon. Things are going to get worse."

"Something's out there," whispered the old spacer, peering around at me through
his bushy gray eyebrows, "Something that appears and disappears. Something that
consumes whatever lives. First ships, then Fringe mining domes, who knows what
might be next? Fools won't listen, but spacers know. Smart captains are keeping
ther ships bellied-up to Hixtar Station."

There were other versions of both tales. Combined, they added up to a crisis
building in an area of space where species were aready close to blaster point over
ephemeral issues. ownership, rights, access to supposed wedth.

Which, while fascinating, wasn't helping me find out more about Rigd 1I. Rumors
from that direction hadn't a chance in this place, where ships were being found



empty and adrift.

| folded myself to fit into a chair meant for beings with shorter legs and larger
hips, quite ready to rest my poor feet. Ket had evolved within a lesser gravity than
that operating within the station—doubtless an average suited to no one in particular
but bearable by most. It didn't take much exertion to make me grateful to wriggle my
long toes in the air and let another part of my anatomy take the strain. Ket rarely used
such furnishings, preferring to crouch comfortably with knees and shoulders
touching. Under these circumstances, | was content with the chair.

Its other advantage was location. Once | managed to somehow wedge my knees
properly under the table, | glanced up to confirm this portion of the food court lay
within sight of the main posting board. All 1 needed now was patience. Eventualy,
someone would decide even Hixtar was too close to the Fringe and choose to head
in the direction | needed.

Three bottles of the tea later, | was hdfway through a Bralle book (such a
sensuous pleasure, reading), when the public address system announced a ship
ariva with a suspiciously relieved tone. Shortly afterward, the posting board flashed
on a green-backed and quite lengthy supply request, sending some merchants
scurrying from tables to see who could reach their consoles first—not a trading ship
then, more likely a transport or government vessal. | moved to another table, more in
the shadow of an entrancingly rough-barked tree, and watched the debarkation gate.
What were the odds?

| should have taken my own bet. Acting Captain Kearn was the third figure
through the gate, a handful of formsin one hand, and a definitely anxious ook on his
face.

21. Station Night
<K N>

PREV CRACKERS had wonderful crusty bits along their edges. | fondled mine
surreptitioudly, conscious that most non-Ket considered food-fondling impolite, but
| remembered other manners. Quite frankly, the bite, chew, and swalow part of a
med was smple mechanics to me at the moment, especialy in a food-service area
designated safe for most humanoids and other theta-class beings.

No sign of Ragem, yet. | had checked, and the Rigus was loose-docked, ready to
move on within hours though its supply list suggested at least one day-cycle a the
station. Rumor had the Commonwealth ship here to make long overdue inquiries into
the problems aong the Fringe.

Maybe, | thought, caressing a fruit peel. But |'d asked Ragem to take me to Hixtar
and Kearn would have overheard through the telltae belt.

"Madame Ket?"'
I'd been waiting for a Rigus crewmember to approach me and was hardly
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surprised to receive a properly courteous greeting from a member of a first contact
ship. Sll, | sighed to mysdlf, did it have to be Willify Guire? | carefully curled my
fingers around the hoobit and nodded a greeting to the woman.

She took the seat across the table, promptly holding out a credit chip. More good
manners with a Ket. "How may | serve you?' | asked camly, confident Willify
would not connect this form with the Ycl or Lanivarian she'd met on the Rigus.
Which was just as well, since she'd never warmed to me in ether form. Beng
suspicious of a Ycl was a reasonable surviva ingtinct; her polite didike of my
Lanivarian-sdf seemed to have started with my quite necessary ateration of what had
turned out to be her only spare uniform. Nobody'd told me, | thought with a twinge
of remembered qguilt.

Her nostrils flared delicately, in what | took as pleased anticipation rather than a
comment on the remains of my lunch. "Not only mysdlf, madame. There are severa
on my ship who would appreciate your service. We've had a—difficult—mission
recently. Word that a Ket was on-station and practicing her profession caused quite
adtir, especially among those like mysalf who've experienced the wonderful work of
your people.”

Too perfect? | dismissed my doubts, having deliberately chosen this form to
attract Human contact. "This Ket is yours,” | replied, after touching my credit chip
to hers to verify it. We Gropers were aways careful about new clients.

The Rigus was subtly different to my Ket senses, textured, curved, atogether
more sensuous. The celling was definitely lower. | remembered scents, machine and
living, but they were irrelevant to this form, as were certain colors. Willify left me
done in the lounge to walit, giving me time to stroke the cool metd wals, and
Investigate the upholstery of the couches and seats. There was aready a pad with a
sheet covering it on the floor. | settled myself in a glorious chair of flecked
mock-velvet and reluctantly settled my hands around the hoobit.

My first client was the Modoren. If the security officer was checking my
credentials on behaf of the crew, he left convinced. Having been a Modoren myself
recently, | soon had him relaxed into a limp pile of fur, utterly a throaty, amost
soundless purr. | needed time to suck my poor fingers before my next client—that
lovely fur was as coarse as wire.

Two femae Humans came in next, together. | waited more or less patiently for
them to sort out who would be first, using that uniquely Human affectation of each
Ingsting on the other.

When they left, amiling contentedly, | rearranged the sheet then stretched, arching
until the back of my head lightly touched my heels. Bidirectiona hip joints were not a
bonus in this gravity—much more standing around and I'd trade this form's lovely
flexibility for a locking pelvis in an instant. | rolled myself upright, then turned my
neck gently around from side to side, hearing little clicks of strain as my overtaxed
spine moved through its full range to alow me to gaze pensively over each shoulder.



No luck with conversation yet. The Modoren had puffed and purred, while the
Humans had talked to each other.

"Are you ill taking clients, Madame Ket?' said a soft voice from behind me.

| was barely able to keep from whirling around, which would not have been a
Ketlike response. Instead, | grasped my hoobit, very tightly, and turned with
dignified grace. "This Ket is available," | replied.

Ragem could use a good massage, was my first reaction to his hunched, raised
shoulders and strained-looking face. Here was one of the costs of my vigt with
humanity: Ragem wore the plain blue coverals of an ensign, without specialty bars
or rank to be seen.

"Madame?"

| released my death grip on the hoobit and waved at the pad by my feet. "Please
make yourself ready, sir."

He unfastened the upper haf of his uniform and shrugged it off his shoulders,
before stretching out on the pad with a sigh. Most Humans preferred a full body
massage, but it wasn't my place to argue.

| stood over Ragem before relaxing into the balanced crouch that brought my
knees up to my shoulders and my hands to the floor, feding oddly like a spectator
until my long supple fingers began lightly testing the knotted muscles of his neck and
shoulders. Then pleasure that was more than my Ket nature surged up my arms. |
pressed my fingers deep into the warm skin of my friend, content to have this
uncomplicated moment to free him from pain, if only temporarily.

| worked down the sides of his spine, knowing exactly where to find the pressure
points to relax and soothe his tension. He groaned with astonished rdief, his eyes
closed as my Ket hands worked their magic. A shame Ragem hadn't opted for full
body. | pushed suggestively downward on the fabric of his uniform, then froze as
my fingers touched the hard slickness of the belt locked againgt his skin.

Ragem rolled like afish, and | had to hop to avoid being knocked over. He lay on
his back and looked up at me. "Just the waist up, please, Madame Ket."

They'd put a teltde on him. This man who had tried to save dl their lives was
being treated like some criminal.

Did this mean all his friendships were lost? Had | ripped him from his Human
web in my flawed efforts to be his friend, too?

The Human misunderstood my hesitation. His cheeks reddened and he began to
rse.

| placed my hand, fingers spread, on the warm hardness where bone protected his
heart. "Wait," | said, trying to keep my voice cool and professional. "This Ket is not
finished."

Ragem settled again as | stroked the tightness from his chest and shoulders, but |
no longer took any pleasure in my task. His ribs were too close to the skin. His



unhappy state, though my fault, was beyond my ability to repair.
"What is your use-name, madame?’

| kept my hands moving over his arm, there was nothing significant in his low
voice—this was typically when clients began conversations, sensing their time was
amost up and hoping to prolong the pleasure of a Ket massage.

Sill, only Ragem would ask something inconvenient. | glanced down at the
hoobit to check my name, knowing it would be foolhardy to assume he couldn't read
the Ket script. "Nimal-Ket, sir."

"Any news from the Fringe, Nima-Ket?

Gossip was another Ket stock-in-trade. "There is fear, dir," | replied, moving to
his other arm. "Talk of danger to those in ships and even to those planetborn.”

Ragem's muscles tensed, and | pursed my lipsin aKet frown. "This Ket suggests
another topic if this news will undo the good | have done, sir.”

"No, no. Thisis important.” Ragem tugged his wrist from my fingers and sat up.
"Can we talk more about what you've heard about this? Please, Nima-Ket?'

AsaKet, | should be annoyed by having my client end the session, so | scowled
ferocioudy a him and soothed my regected fingers on the hoobit. As mysdf, | was
reassured by the spark in his eyes, so dull before. "If it is tdk you wish, sir," | said
grudgingly, eyeing the door to the lounge. "But this Ket has other clients.”

"A moment only." Ragem courteously offered me his hand. "Sit with me."

His good manners eased my Ket nature. So invited, | let my fingers explore the
pam of his hand as | echoed his cross-legged position on the pad. Ragem extended
his other hand, stopping just short of the hoobit swinging from my chest. Quite
overcome by his excdlent understanding of Ket ways, | nodded. Ragem closed his
eyes and ran his fingers lightly over the textured pendant. Since liberties were to be
exchanged, | fluttered my fingers over his face, enjoying the bristle of his chin aimost
as much as the fine lashes of his eyes.

"Such exquisite politeness," | said warmly, once the moment of sharing passed.
"I am honored by your knowledge of my kind. This Ket would know your
use-name, Human, so | may share it."

Ragem almost smiled. "Paul,” he said. "Paul-Human," he corrected himsdf. "And
| am honored, too, Nimal-Ket."

"Y ou wish to know more about the Fringe and its rumors, Paul-Human," | shook
my head. "This Ket has heard nothing pleasant.”

"We know about the ships found without their crews—and the miners and others
missing. The officid story up till now is that it's escalation of the conflict between
Garson's World, Inhaven, and the Tly System. Those governments have denied it,
as you'd expect." His pause was ominous. "But, this time, we believe the
protest—there's more going on. What have you heard?’

"Beings on this station talk of something evil, a thing that seeks out intdligent life



and consumes it," | said, then temporized. "Many races explain disasters with such
tales."

"Perhaps with good reason, Nima-Ket. Do they say where this evil comes from?"

"No one knows. But one captain told me it first appeared at a distant point in the
Fringe, passed through a Tly mining cluster, and most recently affected ships near
Garson's World." | wriggled my fingers dismissively. "There have been battles
between those of Tly and Garson. This Ket sees no reason to invoke some
mysterious monster,” | finished, then found myself abruptly wondering.

Ragem sighed. "It's been kept quiet so far, Nima-Ket, but you'll see it on the
screens today. Inhaven's colonies and Garson's World have been heavily blockaded
by the Tly. It's gone on for months. Things have changed for the worse,” Ragem's
voice was somber. "The Tly have sent warships to Garson's World in response to
what they've called attacks on the blockade. The Commonwealth experts fear they
are going to strike at the planet itsalf.”

"Murder!"

"The Tly media prefers the word resolution,” Ragem corrected, holding my eyes
with his.

The hoobit gave little comfort as | closed my eyes and rocked in place, humming
to myself. Foolish destructive beings—were their lives not short enough? This was
why the purpose of the Web was so essential. The pattern of extinction at each
other's hands was too common. If Garson's World fdl, the Web aone would
remember the folktales of its people. We would remember the raw exuberance of its
settlements, the smell of hops and syrups at harvest, the...

"Madame?"

With a shudder, | came back to mysdf, this form, and this place. | looked at
Ragem, recognizing that sharp look of his with dismay. Now | was his focus. A true
Ket would hardly blink at such news, being a very self-absorbed race. "It has been a
long day for this Ket, Paul-Human," | said quickly but steadily. "And your news
does upset me. Garson's World contains many—valued clients.”

Ragem rubbed one hand over his face, then nodded. "My apologies for being so
abrupt, Nimal-Ket. | redize how important your clients are to you. We must prevent
any more loss of life, whether by war or this evil you speak of."

"Yes." Kegping one hand on my hoobit, | placed the other over his heart, feding
its beat through my palm, my six supple fingers spanning the whole of his chest. Its
warmth was unexpectedly comforting. "If this Ket can help, you need only ask,
Paul-Human."

Agan Ragem's eyes narrowed dightly. Before he could react further, | said firmly,
"This Ket will explain why | am so eager to take up this chalenge, Paul-Human,
since you know enough of our ways to find this unexpected. Ket-Prime is not far
enough from the Fringe to ignore this danger moving through it. As one whose
pouch is not yet ready to fill with life, this Ket must take action against any threat to



those blessed.” Too true, | thought, aware of the terrible vulnerability of a species
whose reproduction was limited to one planet. The Ket ensured their traditions and
privacy by becoming fertile only when old enough to retire to their home world.

If the image of my less-than-powerful form as a protector of the innocent amused
Ragem, he was far too tactful to show it. Instead he touched my hoobit with two
fingers and bowed his head dightly. "As must we al, Nimal-Ket," he said quietly.

We stood. | didn't want him to leave, but what could | say? Perhaps Ragem felt
the same way, for he smiled up a me and said: "If we stay docked long enough, |
hope you are available again, Nimal-Ket."

| fluttered my long fingers to show amusement. "Your ship's credit is adequate,
Paul-Human. This Ket is gratified to serve.”

Once the door closed behind Ragem, my aloneness returned like the cold whisper
of wind over skin. | increased my body temperature but ill shivered. The cold was
insde; for dl my years and Ersh's training, | had no idea how to warm mysdlf again.

Out There

DEATH paused near a system full of life, tempted. The nearest planet was ringed
with starships. No obstacle to its hunger. Still it hesitated.

Suddenly, flares and bursts of soundless explosions dotted the cloud-swirled
planet like rot on a fruit. White clouds turned black and red; the dark side of the
world blazed with the light of a thousand fires.

Starships wheeled away in formation, then blinked from view as they engaged
trandight drives.

Death soared over the dying world. Nothing left. It tasted the tral left by the
fleeing destroyers. Death turned and followed.

22. Station Morning
K NA»

"—A Lanivarian, no less!" Station Chief of Administration Griffin laughed so
hard after this that | suspended my hands in midair for a moment to let his generous
flesh stop shaking.

"This Ket was surprised to see the notices, sir,” | made the understatement
quietly, continuing my work on a back that would have made two of Ragem's. "And
you say this being is the danger that has so frightened the people of the Fringe
systems?"

Griffin @most choked. "l say nothing of the kind. This man Kearn is out of his
mind, that's what | say. We're up against a military uprising less than two days
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trandight from here, and they send us a nut. You know, this is the third time he's
docked herein the last week. | swear he's worse each timel!"

| had to rework the tension from his upper shoulders, wishing | could do the
same for mysdlf. Ersh had been right, | thought. She'd just underestimated how
quickly my little escapade would produce further disaster. "And this Lanivarian he
seeks?' | asked.

"Esen Quat something,” he grunted. "It's dl nonsense. There's never been a
Lanivarian with the stomach to travel this far. And look at the pictures Kearn's had
his crew spread over my posting boards! Explain to me how this, this pup! could be
responsible for gutting ships in the most miserable area of space ever explored!"

"This Ket has seen the image, sir. | must agree, the being appears unlikely to be
the villain they say. But surely this Kearn brought proof?"

| struck a particularly tight muscle and he sighed gustily. "Wonderful hands, you
Gropers. Sorry. Ket."

"A name is but a name," | said politely, thinking, as dl Ket, that a name was
everything—which was why only our use-names were shared with the aways
untrustworthy non-Ket. It was an attitude | valued highly, given my present situation.
"|s there any evidence concerning this Esen?"

"Classified, he says. Secrets. Eyes only. This Kearn is buried in some vid-fantasy
and wants us dl to play. Wel, | put up his signs, maybe that will shut him up. We
have bigger problems. A little more on that side, please. Ummmm."

Although rooms were at a premium, due to the number of ships scurrying to the
protection of the station, 1'd had no trouble trading my services for a smple cabin. |
peeled the Ket symbol from the door of my rented room after Griffin left, having
enough to think about for the moment.

So Kearn had labeled me as the probable cause behind the deaths occurring in the
Fringe. Whether others took him seriously or not, my name was literdly up in lights
in every hallway. It was pure luck that I'd confronted him as a member of the one
species no one in their right mind would believe a threat to other worlds. I'd been
quite happy to reinforce the opinion of stationfolk and spacers dike the man was
crazy. The resultant undercurrent of resentment against the Commonwealth ship was
something | was less happy about, but could live with.

| ordered a lunch to be ddlivered. Four walls felt safer, for the moment. Then |
pulled out the station newsmag and studied the chart plastered across most of the
front page. Missing ships, unconfirmed attacks, al parts of destruction on a growing
scale. Unfortunately, some markings were in colors that barely registered to my
current vison. But the headline was clear enough. Mystery Death On Course to
Panacia—Hixtar Spared!

Panacia. A system barely touched during the settlement of the adjacent Fringe by
Human and other mining concerns. Three planets of the fifteen circling its swollen



star buzzed with life, beginning with Panacia's Hiveworld, the heavily populated
D'Dsdl, birthplace of Panacia’s insectoid intelligence.

It was Mixs chosen home.

It could be coincidence. There were always new and strange discoveries when
species first met or unfamiliar areas of space were explored. The Humans might
smply have troubled something better Ieft alone. Or it could be war, better disguised
than most. Or...

Or it could be my fault.

| crushed the newsmag in my hand sdowly. Had Ersh's Enemy been lurking in
the Fringe, intercepting signals, waiting for betrayal? Had it somehow caught
Kearn's messages about a shape-changing being discovered on Kraos?

| straightened it out again, turning once more to the chart, folding and unfolding
the newsmag's sharp, ddicate edges. | had to go to Panada. Ersh hadn't shared
with me the form or strategy of our Enemy—only that its goa was the destruction of
the Web. If this evil ripping through the Fringe was that Enemy, | had to warn Mixs.

If I was wrong, | still had to do something, | decided. Ragem and his fragile ship
were prepared to hunt whatever it was in order to save lives. Even misbegotten
Kearn had the right motives in labeling me the monster and pursuing me. Something
was destroying intelligent life, and dl that | was demanded it be stopped.

My lunch arrived. | looked up at the grinning being who stood beside the delivery
servo and snaked my long arm out to grab his deeve and drag him inside.

"What are you doing here, Paul-Human?' | said sternly.

He put the bowl of salad on the table near the door and looked apologetic. "I
need to tak to you, Nima-Ket."

“If you still wear that belt,” | said bluntly, "this Ket hopes you have permission to
be here. | cannot afford to lose clients by spending timein your ship's brig."

As| spoke, Ragem's hands dropped self-conscioudly to his waist. So. No reason
to doubt we were being overheard. Ragem's gift for inconvenience continued.

But he was aready shaking his head. "Acting Captain Kearn sent me."
"Here?!

"He wants me waking around the station. Looking for someone. | thought you
could help me."

At the resigned note to his voice, | reached for my hoobit rather than comfort him
as my Ket nature would have preferred. "Have you had lunch, Paul-Human?'

The answer to that being no, as I'd expected, we shared my salad—Ragem wisdly
heeding my advice and leaving the rostra sprouts for me. | crunched the last of these
between my blunt teeth with satisfaction, enjoying the nut-sweet cyanide tang. It took
alot to stimulate the few taste buds of this form.

And it seemed, it would take a lot to stimulate Ragem out of his current Slump. A



conversationalist he wasn't. Then again, if the device he wore carried dl
conversation to his superior officer, Ragem probably didn't feed much like talking.
Out of habit, | did my fingers around the empty bowl, even though | knew Human
dishes were sadly unornamented. "So, Paul-Human. Who is this someone you are
looking for? Would this Ket know this being?"

"I doubt it. But you've probably seen her image on the postings around the
station, Nimal-Ket."

"Ah. The vile and dangerous puppy,” | said in a suitably hushed voice.

Ragem's eyes hadn't lost dl their fire. "Esen is not vile or dangerous—" he began
angrily, then stopped as if remembering where he was or a least who might be
listening. "The Captain believes Esen may know something about the problems in
this area. We just want to tak to her." Thisin avoice quite without hope.

| clenched my hoobit, holding in my ddight at the same time. Ragem still believed
in me. | hadn't destroyed our friendship with my foolish display on Rigd Il—or my
flight. "You sound as if you know this Esen wdl, Paul-Human," | commented as |
folded a napkin around my fingers.

He spread his hands and let them fdl again to his knees. "Enough to want to be
the one who finds her first, Nimal-Ket."

The moment hung between us, an innocent pause on the part of the melancholy
Human, a poignant eternity to me. How easy to reveal mysdlf; how wonderful to
reconnect with my Human Web; how potentially disastrous.

As long as Ragem wore the telltale, my lips—and form—were sedled. But there
were other ways to answer the bond between us. "This Ket knows the station and
many who live here wdll, Paul-Human," | said. "I will help you look for this Esen.”

A gmile lit his too-thin face. "Any help you could give me would be wonderful,
Nima-Ket. Thank you."

| stood and pointed to the pad behind me on the floor.

"First, this Ket would appreciate being permitted to finish your massage,
Paul-Human. It does my reputation little good to be seen with a being as tight as a
week-old Crenosian water gourd.”

Ragem looked inclined to argue, but | tapped my fingers on the hoobit and kept
my face carefully stern. Now was no time to let any personality show but that of a
true Ket. And never would a Ket ignore the opportunity to practice her craft.

And while | worked, it would give me time to think of how to search convincingly
for myself.

23. Subfloor Night
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"ASK about any Ganthor."

| turned my head to stare down at Ragem where he stood impatiently behind me.
"Ganthor, Paul-Human? This Ket has seen none on Hixtar Station."

"A good friend of Esen's,” he lied glibly. "She might know—just ask, please,
Nimal-Ket."

While | was beginning to find dl this rather entertaining, | was less sure about the
attitude of the Human waiting behind the claims desk. Nothing ventured, | thought.
"This Ket has also a clam against a Ganthor, Officid," | said firmly. "Are there any
of these beings on-station?"

"Are there any other Gropers as credit-careless as you, madame? If so, |'ve been
using the wrong ones!” | sighed inwardly and let the woman enjoy her chuckle.
"Nope. No Ganthor has made a transaction through us during the last month. But
Ganthor prefer exchange to credits anyway, so who knows? Any more bad debts to
check?"

| shook my head, bowed, and backed away, having to push Ragem to move him
out of the path of the next being in line. One of the advantages to Hixtar Station was
its lack of ar tags or other monitoring devices. Beings came and went here as fredly
as out in the Fringe. While this wasn't helping Ragem's or Kearn's search, it had
definitely helped cover my tracks.

Ragem waked beside me down the hal leading to the central corridor,
scrutinizing the floor as if it would hold footprints he could read. This was dightly
risky, giving the constant flow of pedestrian traffic moving to and from the station
Claims and Credit Office, but no one ran into him.

"It was worth a try, Paul-Human," | said soothingly. "But we are running out of
reasonable avenues. Perhaps your friend is not on the station, after al?!

The murmur of voices and footsteps almost covered his whisper, as | was sure he
intended. "What makes you think Esen is my friend, Nima-Ket?'

| bumped shoulder to carapace with a hurrying Carasan—who should have
known better than to try and squeeze its bulk between smaler beings in the first
place—and mentaly reviewed our conversations. Damn. Ragem had never referred
to friendship. "Then this Ket is mistaken, Paul-Human." To distract him, | turned
down a side corridor, thankful it had a bit less traffic. My shoulder felt bruised. "Let
us try another contact of mine."

Of course, that person, however willing, knew nothing of any Lanivarian or
Ganthor. And if they had, they would have claimed the reward.

"When did your captain add a reward to the posting?' | said a moment later, glad
to stop and catch my breath. We watched the image and text play itsaf out in twenty
languages, the message in some leaving a great ded to the imagination. The station
needed to upgrade its trandation programs. AH were adequately, if distressingly
clear about the substantial number of credits offered for information about the



fugitive Lanivarian. | caught my Ketself, always conscious of the value of currency,
wondering idly how to collect. Sop that, | scolded mysdlf.

"There was another attack this afternoon,” Ragem said by way of explanation. "A
ship was found empty in Sector 12."

"Then it's true. This thing is going to Panacia," | said numbly. "It must be
stopped! Why are you wasting time here, Paul-Human? Why isn't your ship hunting
in space instead of this station?"

Ragem looked past me and seemed to find the bustle of activity in front of the
posting board not to his liking. "Over there," he ordered, leading the way down yet
another side corridor, Hixtar Station being more prone to haphazard additions than
planning. This corridor was lined with less-than-high-class storefronts that looked
very familiar. We stopped about thirty paces from the artifact dedler where I'd
bought the hoobit now clutched between my fingers. Ragem had a positive gift for
being awkward.

"This isn't a good neighborhood, Paul-Human." | glanced at the passersby who
looked to be taking morbid interest in us. "The clients are poor credit risks. And
there have been instances of theft! This Ket recommends we go someplace else—"
Anyplace else.

Ragem ignored my good advice. Instead, he stretched up on his toes to bring his
lips amost to my ear cavity and whispered urgently, "Why do you care about
Panacia? And why are you helping me, Nima-Ket? |s that even your right name?'

Trouble arrived a that instant in more than the warm breath of Ragem's
dangerous questions. We were both grabbed and held for the inspection of a
hooded figure that looked distressingly familiar. Passersby were suddenly in a great
hurry to leave our vicinity. | didn't blame them. | didn't like the looks of this ether.

"Let go!"

| shook my head, fixing my gaze on the dusty treasures hanging from the ceiling.
The Queeb's back room must be well insulated. | could hear no sounds but our
breathing.

Crack.

It didn't help being ready this time. | amost lost consciousness as the Queeb
efficiently broke my second finger. Only ten to go, and the hoobit would be lost
again. The strength of a Ket's grip was proverbia. As a Ket, | was quite prepared to
put up with both pain and death to hold what was mine.

But | wasn't a Ket. 1I'd never experienced helpless agony like this in my five
hundred years of life—nor in any of my shared memories. Yet | remained firmly in
control of this form. What a time to at last triumph over the instinct of
self-preservation.

Ragem was tied up beside me; his tdltae, which could have findly been useful



and brought help, rendered useless by some illegd device of the Queeb's
accomplices. Ragem was as loud as | was slent, cursing the Queeb in its own
tongue, taunting it, trying every thing he could to prevent—

Crack.

Ersh, | thought, as ar escaped my lips in a moan, is this what you wanted from
me?

"There's a customer out front." A deep voice uttered words that made no sense.

Ragem's cursing stopped. | redlized through a fog that we were now alone. That
should mean something, | wondered, dazed. But what?

An urgent whisper. "Nimal. Nimal-Ket."

| licked my lips and focused my eyes on Ragem. He was unharmed, except for
the certain discomfort of the Queeb's ropes wrapped tightly around his bare arms.
My own arms persisted in their famed Ket sengitivity, transferring every pulse of fire
from my fingers to my brain. There were tears on Ragem's cheeks and blood
dripped from where he'd driven his teeth through a bottom lip. Dear Human, |
thought fuzzily. And he doesn't even know who | am.

And before the Queeb tried my resolve too far, it was time to leave. | unlocked
my litera death grip on the hoobit, feding the bones grind in my abused fingers as a
pale echo of the Queeb's torment. A Ket couldn't let go, not in the face of a threat to
its identity. Death defending one's hoobit was a matter of honor.

| had other priorities.

They had tied my legs to the bench. | spared my broken fingers as best | could,
making fairly quick work of the knots.

As | rushed to Ragem's side, my footsteps echoed in the room, no matter how
quietly | tried to move. How long before the Queeb came back? Was there someone
guarding the door? | refused to worry about the near future and crouched to reach
the knots behind Ragem's back. They were much tighter than mine; he had struggled
aswdl as shouted.

And he struggled now, in a well-meant effort to help me. "Please keep ill," |
hissed through clenched teeth, not needing the additional pain as the rope shifted
unpredictably through my fingers.

"Good enough," he grunted. | took a step back as Ragem furioudy pulled himsalf
free of his bonds, throwing them to the floor. Immediately he came over to me and
tried to see my hands.

"The best first aid will be getting out of here, Paul-Human," | objected.

"No argument from me," he said, shrugging his arms back into the seeves of his
coveradl. The useless tdltale recaelved an absent kick out of his way as Ragem
searched the room.

"What are you looking for?' | whispered, having found my hands ached less
when wrapped around the hoobit. Most of the Queeb's illegd stock had been



packed, with more speed than care, into boxes labeled medical supplies. The
hoobits I'd inspected yesterday were gone.

| had little doubt that my appearance on the station, combined with the arriva and
search efforts of the Rigus crew, had been enough to panic the Queeb into flight.
The irony of my being a welcome target for the grave robber's revenge was not lost
on me, but | was more interested in Ragem as he dug into a half-filled box.

"Thiswill do nicely." He brandished a swordlike object, its tip curved into a set
of vicious hooks.

Assimilated memory painted a vivid picture of how the weapon worked in flesh,
soft or scaled. | opened my mouth to protest, then met Ragem's eyes.

Déliberately, he glanced down a my hands, then up again. "I'm not a violent
person, Nima-Ket," he said dowly, his voice with an edge to it I'd never heard
before. "l don't want to become one. But | won't Sit by again.”

The Human gave me no time to argue. He made me crouch to one side of the only
door to the room. | watched with interest as he shoved boxes here and there. Ah.
Ragem now had a pile below the cluster of lights in the celling. He climbed it with
primate agility and, with one wild swing, used his weapon to smash the cluster. The
room plunged into darkness. | winced a the subsequent crash, hoping the fdl of
Ragem's boxes was part of his plan. They had to have heard that!

They did. The door burst open. The Queeb, possibly frantic a the sounds of
damage to its trove, was first through. In the bar of light from the other room, | saw
the glint of the sword as Ragem wrapped its hooked tip around the Queeb's stubby
neck.

Two other figures poured into the room, stumbling past Ragem and his hostage
into the dark. Ragem moved fully into the light, blinding himsalf in order to make it
obvious what the stakes were. And, given the white-knuckled force he was using to
hold the Queeb and its death in contact, | thought he should be taken quite serioudly
indeed.

The darkness filling the rest of the room was a gift | didn't hesitate to use. |
cycled, freeing mysdlf of pain and gaining teeth at the same instant. My keener nose
located our hidden captors at once; it helped that most Humans sweat during a
crisis. | sank my teeth into the soft muscle of one leg, then used my firgt victim's
shrieks to cover my assault on his comrade. This one wore high boots, so | wasted
no time on legs. | wasn't proud to enjoy the crunch of his wrist bone as | snapped it
and jumped away.

All this screaming in the dark was unnerving both Ragem and his captive.
"Nima!" he shouted. "Leave her aone, or I'll—"

| cycled, then gasped and almost went to my knees as form-memory exactly
reproduced the broken fingers on each hand. Somehow | called out something that
reassured Ragem. Avoiding the panic-stricken Humans, who sounded like they were
climbing on boxes to avoid the teeth-filled darkness, | located my skirt and hoobit,
hung both in their respective proper locations, and headed for Ragem.



The moment | reached the bar of light, he reversed his weapon and used its hilt to
tap the Queeb briskly on the back. As the being dropped, obviously unconscious, to
the floor, | said admiringly, "Y ou have afine grasp of anatomy, Paul-Human."

"Enough to know you need a med, Nimal-Ket. Now."

24. Starship Morning
KN»

| COULD dmogt believe the mystics who confidently explained dl matters,
varying in importance from mundane to galactic, in terms of cosmic patterns preset
from the beginnings of time.

| was in a box.
Again.

Not just any box. | now rested, for the second time in one life, within the same
clear med box where I'd spent my first hours on board the Rigus.

Of course, this time | was an honored guest, not a disease. That did tend to
improve matters. | sipped nutrients from the straw thoughtfully Ieft near my lips and
settled back, relaxing in the reduced gravity the med-tech had programmed in for my
comfort.

The Ket, while not everyone's favorite life-form, were so widdly known to be
inoffensive and sendtive beings that the Humans on the Rigus had been quite
affected by Ragem's tae of my torture at the tentacles of the Queeb. Kearn himsdlf
had come to the station's med center, ingsting that | be transferred to the Rigus.
While the station meds had grumbled, they couldn't deny that | would hea more
quickly in the ship's state-of-the-art facilities.

| flexed my fingers, wincing only alittle. It made sense for a ship engaged in the
risky business of exploration and first contact to carry the latest in hedling
acceleration technology. | was properly grateful. At this rate, | would soon be able to
cycle back to this form without dreading the pain.

Though | would never forget it. | traced the curve of my trouble-causing hoobit
with an intact finger, finding its texture doing little to soothe my emotions. For the
first time | truly understood why ephemera authors so often referred to a perfect
memory as a Ccurse.

Tap. Tap.

| squinted up past the lights and saw Ragem's grin. The ship's med had assured
me | could safely lift the lid for visitors. Having had none till now, | hadn't tried it.
Fortunately, Ragem could see my hand fumbling for the control and did something
outside that lifted the box with a soft whoosh of air. | sank deeper into the mattress
as the gravity climbed back to Human-norm.

"How are you feding, Nima-Ket?' he asked as | sat up, carefully unfolding my
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limbs. It had taken afair amount of contortion to fit me into this too short, too wide
space. I'd been comfortable, but had no wish to crack a knee or elbow against any
solid objects on my way out.

| also used this time to carefully examine this new, improved version of my first
friend.

Gone were the blue ensign coverals. Ragem was back in uniform, complete with
an upgrade to his dien speciaist bars. The tunic was snug enough to prove he no
longer wore ateltale underneath. Still too thin, his face was much more like the one |
remembered, with afamiliar glint of curiosity and interest in his eyes.

Ket were typicaly unaware of the significance of clothing or rank to other beings,
so instead of commenting directly, | reached my hand, very carefully, toward his
face. Ragem moved closer so | could travel my intact fingers over his cheeks and
brow. "Your life has improved, Paul-Human," | announced with satisfaction after
this examination. "Is it because of your brave action to save this Ket?'

Ragem ever-so-lightly touched the hoobit, then perched on the cot across from
mine. "If aKet calls me brave, | consider that a great honor."

| laughed, which as a Ket entailed a painful amount of finger fluttering, so |
stopped amost at once. "Every being knows we are not brave, Paul-Human. How
does the expression go? 'Gropers are afraid of everything, but most especialy bad
credit?"

"I know better, Madame Ket."

"Perhaps.” | paused. "Or perhaps you smply witnessed that point beyond which
I, as a Ket, was unable to go. Every species has its limit, Paul-Human, including
yours."

| took a moment to curl most of my fingers around the hoobit for comfort. The
three broken ones were atificidly stiffened to encourage correct heding, but | did
what | could to achieve the proper positioning.

“True. But | reserve the right to my own opinion, Nima-Ket. And | have only
once met someone with your courage."”

Ragem's lips tightened briefly, then he went on, his voice oddly flat, eyes intent on
me. "Her name is Esen-dlit-Quar."

"The one you denied was a friend?' | countered, suddenly unable to avoid
temptation.

"Esen was and ismy friend. A good friend."

"Then why do you hunt her with this ship?

His hands curled into fists on his knees. "I don't command the Rigus."

"Y et you hunt her, too," | pointed out.

"l have something to tell her, Nima-Ket. That's dl."

Tell me what? All | wanted in that moment was to ask him. | could fed my



double hearts pounding a confused beat as my Ket body did its best to interpret my
turmoil.

And, suddenly, | knew. Ragem suspected. How or why, | didn't know, but I
could see it in his eyes, in the way he leaned dightly toward me, the tilt of his head.
He suspected, but wasn't sure. | couldn't dlow his suspicion to become anything
more.

Concentrating on being no more or less than atrue Ket, | pulled a plas cube from
under my pillow and showed it to him. "Has the station located the Queeb and his
accomplices yet, Paul-Human? This Ket would like to file suit against their property
as soon as possible."

"No. There's no sign of them beyond some traces of Human blood in the room
where we were held. They must have had some bolt-hole ready we didn't notice." He
took the cube. "I'll see if Station Claims will look after this for you. After dl, they
should be responsible for your safety."

"This Ket is grateful, Paul-Human. Between my own suffering and inability to
service my clients, you can imagine my state of mind."

Ragem wrapped his hands around one knee, rocking back in a deceptively easer
position. "Do you remember any more about what happened?”

Tenacity was one of Ragem's less useful virtues. "The Humans in the pay of the
coarse Queeb tried to capture this Ket, no doubt to force you to release ther
benefactor," | repeated what 1'd said earlier to authorities, as well as once aready to
Ragem. "They must have collided with sharp objects in the pile you left.”

He wasn't satisfied. "Nimal-Ket," Ragem said earnestly, leaning forward again. "I
redly need to tak to my friend."

"We Ket vaue friendships, Paul-Human. | consider you and | to share that. Do
you?"

He nodded, eyes gleaming as though he believed | was about to confess.

“Then let me advise you, Paul-Human," | said evenly. "There is a wise saying
among Ket, 'To chase friendship isto lose it." If your friend Esen prefers not to be
found, you risk much by this pursuit.”

He bowed his head, hiding his face from me. Then he said in a low, intense voice.
"You spoke of a point, the limit beyond which none of us can go because of our
very natures. Have | pushed Esen to that point aready?’

"l am Ket, Paul-Human. | know only my limit."

"Answver me!" He flung up his head and | was stunned by the frustration in his
face. "I've driven Es away once. | won't do it again.”

"l have no answer for you."
"Yes, you do!" he amost shouted. "Why won't you give it?'
| stroked the hoobit. "Are you this difficult with dl your friends, Paul-Human?"'



"The ones | care about."

It was my turn to bow my head, to collect my thoughts and emotions before |
made another mistake with this being. Then | looked a him. " Perhaps you should try
trusting, as wdl as caring, Paul-Human."

Ragem stood, and gazed down a me. His eyes were troubled. "If I'm wrong in
what | believe, someday I'll explain dl this to you, Nima-Ket."

| fluttered one hand in a careful chuckle. "This Ket would appreciate that,
Paul-Human."

He touched the side of my long face gently. "But if I'm not wrong, my friend,
please think about what I've said. It's a sad and dangerous thing to be aone."

Ragem left.

| repeated his words to myself as | lay back in my heding bed: "A sad and
dangerous thing." He was right. Which didn't change a thing.

25 Starship Evening
KN»

THOUGH we were no longer roommates—as a guest | rated my own cabin,
particularly so | could ply my trade among the crew once my hands heded
sufficiently—Tomas considered me his responsibility. His attachment didn't surprise
me, knowing his kindly nature. He wasn't the only one to attempt to lure me into
friendship. I'd noticed the tendency of this tightly-knit crew to rapidly engulf
newcomers into their social life. My Ketsdf was considerably discomfited by so
much affection, and | often found it necessary to retredat to this private space.

Tonight, Tomas had thoughtfully supplied me with the latest station newsmag
adong with my supper. The headline read: Mysterious Disappearances Haunt
Panada; Government Refuses to Name Cause. | read the article below, wincing at
the number of missng, and nodded to mysef. Unlike the Panacian Hive
Government, | had no doubts about the cause. And neither did the reporter. "The
monster from the Fringe has not left or been destroyed, " the article continued with
the appropriate note of barely concealed panic. "It is now a killer right in our midst.
And it will continue taking lives unless the Commonwealth acts!"

So, the Enemy was becoming almost subtle. "Not reassuring at dl,” | muttered to
mysdlf. A quieter carnage implied a need for concealment, perhaps even secrecy.
Why? | had a uncomfortable certainty it was to alow the thing time to search for
specific prey. | worried even more about Mixs. If this thing was Ersh's Enemy, as |
was beginning to suspect, it was distressingly adaptable.

Ersh memory bubbled up through my consciousness of this room, the paper |
read, and myseif...

Pain.
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Need.
Too large. Too slow. Too much of me.

| writhed in remembered agony, facing with Ersh her first crisis. She hadn't known
to control her appetite, to leave those she lived with in peace. She sensed the
distinction between nonsentient tissue and that which thought, but didn't yet care...

... Murderer, | thought, feding again the guilt Ersh gave me as wel as the
exquisite taste of the deed. Parasite. Such names had no meaning to the life | shared
through memory...

... Appetite. | felt sick and excited by the hunger. Something's wrong! Can't
cycle any more into the safe form. Fear. Too much of me. Hide!

Wise in the ways of her hosts, if not her own body, Ersh disappeared from their
view, hiding in web-form, lurking in out-of-the-way places. feeding, growing,
feeding, hoarding her mass like treasure. And findly, growing too large to survive.

Too much!

Pain. Fear. What is happening? The body demands a choice; the mind must
loosen its hold and permit the escape of mass, or accept the death which beckons.
Divide, or become solid, thoughtless, a rock: death by density as web-mass
collapses permanently into itsalf.

| must live! Surviva isdl that matters. Selection begins on a microscopic scale. |
shudder, reliving the battle of flesh againgt flesh, consciously experiencing
reproduction for the first time both as Ersh and as myself. How much stays to
mantan the parent? What escapes to a life of its own? Which will have the
advantage...

... | found myself Ket again, a species whose reproduction seemed uncommonly
civilized after the self-centered passion of Ersh. Relaxing my grip on the hoobit, |
kept my lips pursed in a frown. Why that memory? Ersh's gifts to me resurfaced at
the oddest moments, but | had no doubt there was a reason here, if only | was clever
enough to spot it.

Ddliberately, | closed my eyes and sought out that disturbing past, thousands of
years older than my own...

... keep what's mine! Preserve self-awareness. Grasp and hold form memory.
The battle wages, tormenting at every point.

It's done.
Tremble. Learn the new size. Perfection.

Not alone. Ancther web-form, smaler Hill, trembles nearby, sending confusing
messages into the wind, troubling.



And incredibly appetizing...

| jerked mysdlf free of the memory. Too late. Sadliva made a cold runnd down my
chin.

Ersh had remembered for me. The sweetest taste of dl was torn from web-flesh.
Had Ersh-memory just shown me the true nature of our Enemy?

26:. Hiveworld Twilight
<« N>

"LOOK OUT!"

| didn't blink a& Tomas' alarmed cry. A blur of speed, the hoverbot raised itself
just in time, and just enough, to clear my head without so much as a breeze on my
bare scalp. The personal transports were everywhere on D'Dsdl, the Panacian
Hiveworld; | hoped the Humans would hurry up and learn that they were more likely
to collide with the local shrubbery.

"Glad to have such an experienced guide, Nima-Ket," Ragem commented. The
three of us had been sent out to sample the opinions of the loca population, Acting
Captain Kearn unconvinced by the assurances of staff from the ambassador caste,
the only group authorized to contact other governments, that nothing was wrong and
why didn't his crew smply enjoy a shore leave?

| wore a cloak here, sufficient to keep the, to a Ket, chill evening air from my bare
shoulders and upper body. "This Ket's experience here, Paul-Human, is Ssmply due
to the fact that D'Dsdl is worthy of severd vidits," | answered camly. "Given the
civilized and gentle nature of its inhabitants." Ragem rarely missed any chance to
question me, to probe for something hidden behind whatever | said or did. Even
Tomas, otherwise totaly oblivious to anything subtle, was beginning to notice
something odd in Ragem’'s manner toward me. Secure in my disguise of flesh, |
found myself enjoying the game.

"Incoming!" Tomas seemed unlikdy to appreciate the precison avoidance
controls of the hoverbots ether. His latest unnecessary lunge to the pavement left his
normaly pink complexion rather pale. "Don't they see me?' he complained, dusting
off his knees and glaring at the receding globe.

"Y ou assume the occupant is looking outside,” Ragem chuckled. "The 'bots are
automatics. I've heard the Panacians use therr travel time to catch up on
correspondence and other reading. They're busy folks. Speculation is that's why
they came up with the hoverbots in the first place, so they can keep working while
they move from place to place."

| gazed into Hiveworld's amber sky, adready settling itself into night, decorated
with hundreds of speeding globes of light dancing here and there, some tiny and
distant as stars. | could explain more to Ragem. | could tell him how it felt to fly that
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way, to swarm with your kind in the ill ar of dusk, to be haunted by an
evolutionary past left behind with wings and instinct.

However, that kind of insight could definitely fud his suspicions further. I would
tdl him another day, perhaps. For now, we needed to find some grounded locals to
talk to about the headlines. And specifically about their missing neighbors.

"Let's try the minerd baths on the next street,” | suggested.

The baths were areliable place to find Panacians interested in gossip. They were,
in genera, areticent species—polite and reserved with others, especially the messier
sorts such as mammals. Tucked into their favorite cubbyholes at the community spa,
however, most adults succumbed to an urge to chat. We found a pair of older
drones, wel into their soak by the limp look of their appendages floating on the
seaming water. | let Ragem and Tomas strip and gingerly join them. The attendant
was unlikely to let the Humans overdo the pleasure. Still, | made note of the time.

| wandered as nonchalantly as | could over to the public vidphone on one wall.
Mixs had passed me her most recent memories of thisworld in our last sharing, so |
knew exactly where she was, or at least how to reach her. She was ill using the last
identity | remembered, Sec-ag Mixs C'Cklet, master architect and neuter of the
planning caste, and business head of her chosen kin-group. She was so fond of this
life that Ersh had reprimanded her for preying on the suggestibility of the Panacians
with regard to reincarnation. | did admire Mixs persistence. She'd convinced the
bureaucrats of her favorite city to declare her dead, then acknowledge her
reincarnation three timesin a row. It had to be a record. Fortunately for the security
of the Web, whether one bdlieved in reincarnation or not, it was not uncommon for
newly morphed Panacians to present themselves as a famous ancestor.

Ersh was not amused, but she chose to humor Mixs. Mixs weakness was
architecture. To her, this world, coated with willing builders, was a canvas on which
to satisfy her wildest imaginings. Permanent buildings were unknown throughout the
Panacian System. Panacians built, but dways with the intention of rebuilding as soon
as a better idea came aong. They favored any construction technique that allowed
them to disassamble as readily as build in the first place. In a species which
disdained clothing or persona adornment, buildings blossomed overnight into ardent
expressions of current fashion, roads and parkways were defined by the traffic of
the previous month, and living space was never static.

And how they loved new technology. Traders from a thousand other worlds
brought in cargoes of hardware, gadgetry, and new materials. The smart ones also
brought ideas to sdl, for the Panacians were very sendtive to the criticisms of
others, and especialy loved being thought of as up-to-date by other species.

The vidphone accepted my credit. There was no public access to any of the
Sec-ag rank; they were by custom approached through intermediaries of low and
trivid accomplishment. | keyed in the code Mixs kept for her own use, still cautious
of usng my newly-healed fingers, and requested a voice-only connection; | kept an



eye on my companions in the bath.
"Who is this?'

The voice on the other end of the link was not Mixs. It was aso decidedly
officious. Another reason I'd chosen the Ket form was its facility with pronunciation.
The Panacian whirs and soft clicks were no chalenge to this tongue and palate. It
helped that Mixs maintained an ongoing fiction to pass any of her red kin through
the social barriers raised by her multilevd and extremely protective family. "This is
Nimad-Ket, a savant in the employ of Her Glory-D'Dsdllan, Sec-ag Mixs
C'Cklet-D'Dsdlan. This Ket has the information Her Glory-D'Dsdllan requested
concerning the wondrous new roofing materid developed on Epsilon XX."

"We have ingtructions from Her Glory to accept your communications with joy
and anticipation, Madame Ket," the voice responded with appreciable enthusiasm.
The arrivd of a favored off-world contact was always an event for the entire family,
since who knew what new construction technology would arrive at the same time.
The incredibly strong and delicate modular framing struts of the Skenrans had
inspired the total reconstruction of at least 50,000 buildings. The fad lasted an
unprecedented three years, long enough to establish the family fortunes of Mixs
chosen kin-group and its Queen.

"... please wat only a moment, Madame Ket. | delight to personally bring Her
Glory's attention to you."

| stroked the cool casing of the vidphone, then the rough texture of the wall
behind it, trying not to look obvious as | checked on Ragem and Tomas. They were
dill deep in conversation and steam.

"Nima-Ket? How unexpected."

| clutched my hoobit in relief a the sound of that coldly precise and familiar
voice. When had my fear for her reached that level? "Your Glory-D'Dsdllan. This
Ket has news of great urgency to give you."

"Giveit." No questions, no revelations. Mixs was one of the best at protecting her
cover. |'d always envied that about her.

"This Ket ison a public vid. | regret the need, but we must meet in private, Y our
Glory-D'Dsdllan.”

There was a series of clicks and a snap. Mixs wasn't happy; | hadn't thought she
would be. She didn't like the unexpected. Actually, she didn't like me much ether,
despite our molecular-deep bond through the Web. But by any measurement that
mattered, we were essentia to each other. She wouldn't refuse.

And she didn't. A meeting place and time arranged, | stepped away from the
vidphone and surveyed my remaining problem: how to move independently of my
companions, without rousing Ragem's suspicions further?

As if he could hear my thoughts, Ragem'’s head turned to look a me. | fluttered
fingers, the intact ones at least, a him and saw his answering grin. | hoped they'd
learned something worthwhile; what | could see of their skin appeared unusualy



wrinkled and verging on red.

"Madame Ket?' | turned to the polite voice at my side. Panacians varied widdly in
ther body form, and | was pleased to see the voice belonged to one of the
ambassador caste. This slender, multlimbed, and graceful shape, rising amost to my
shoulder, was a duplicate of the one | would wear as a Panacian. She was too young
to be reproductive, but her shimmering blue carapace signaed her likdy maturation
as a producer—possibly even a future Queen within her family.

Of course, as a Ket | should show no sign that | recognized her beauty or rank.
"How may | help you, young-D'Dsellan?’ | replied in her language.

"My use name is PLka-D'Dsdlan, Madame Ket." She offered one shapely,
triple-hinged claw for my touch. It was cool and dick under my fingertips, like fine,
polished marble. "I have been assigned as guide and liaison to your ship's
complement. As you are the first crewmembers to disembark, | was notified of your
location. Please let me know how | can help you enjoy our home." PLka bowed.

Liaison or spy. Likely both, | reasoned without disapproval. It was typica Hive
thinking. PLka was aso the perfect dly. It was inconceivable she would place any
Human concerns or questions above the merest whim of her own kind. "I do require
your assistance, PLka-D'Dsellan,” | began, keegping an eye on my companions to be
sure they stayed out of earshot. "I need some help arranging a private meeting.”

"And she gave us these seats. Just like that."

| let my fingers race lightly over Ragem's coat deeve, a delightful woven garment |
suspected he'd chosen to attract my attention. "Her task is to please visitors,
Paul-Human. Are you not pleased?"

"I'd be pleased if | knew why."

"Don't listen to him, Nimal-Ket," Willify said cheerfully from her seat in the row
behind us. "Ragem'’s becoming much too glum for his own good. | swear hell see a
conspiracy in his next pay raise—if he gets one!"

There was a chorus of agreement from the dozen other crewmembers around us.
PLka had been as good as her word, ddivering this block of seats to one of the
truly memorable spectacles on Panacia. The crew, and Ragem, appreciated the rare
honor they were being granted.

We were at one end of the newly constructed amphitheater, its roof open to the
night air. Rows of seats curved away from us on both sides to almost touch at the
other side of the oval. There were easly a hundred rows above us, and as many
below. Every seat was filled, most with Panacians of every caste, but a considerable
number with aiens such as ourselves. I'd managed to wedge my long legs and arms
between my Human companions with aminima amount of good-natured collision.

There was the usua provision for the presence of Queens in a crowd: certain
seats were set within barriers of living B'Bklar plants. 1I'd overheard Ragem
explaining to Tomas how the plants were chosen both for their lovely flowers and



therr ability to absorb airborne organics, helping to neutrdize the impact of each
Queen's pheromones on her hapless neighbors.

The amphitheater itsalf had been constructed with great care around the event we
were to see. It was a magnificent structure, curving back at its height as if
encouraging the witness of the stars blazing in the cloudless night sky. Yet the
amphitheater was merely a frame for what it cradled between its walls of spectators.
It was the Spring Emergence.

The floor of the amphitheater was patterned in a mosaic of color and pattern that
a first bewildered the eye. There were spirals and other curved forms. There were
areas that seemed abstract, then resolved into meaning which did away again as your
eyes tried to encompass it. Panacians believed that aspects of the future could be
predicted from anaysis of the patterns. Already, those in the audience who had not
seen the mosaic until tonight were entering thelr speculations on notepads or
dictating memos. The result was a low roar of sound, more like the rise and fdl of
waves on an ocean shore than conversation.

The mosaic was composed of dl the pupae ready to emerge this season, many
from the surrounding countryside as well as the city itself. The timing was precise,
predictable to the hour. The whitish-gray pupae were brought to this place months in
advance, arranged in plan sraight lines by neuters of every caste until the
reed-strewn floor of the amphitheater-to-be was covered completely. Then, as
construction of the viewing stand went on around the deeping offspring, the color of
each pupal case began to change. Some darkened to the purple of the builder caste,
and enlarged to accommodate the last growth spurt to produce the requisite size and
shape. Others took on the gold of harvesters, or the russet of rememberers. The
proportion within each caste—and indeed the number of castes themselves—would
be known only when dl the pupae were mature.

There was one tear in the brilliant pattern below, a harshly angled hole reveding
dull brown reeds below. | could hear the Humans around me asking about its
significance. They were not answered. | could have told them the gap would have
contained a cluster of pupae that had turned the warning orange of the warrior caste.
The Panacians were capable of a coordinated ruthlessness beyond what Humans
would find comfortable. Fifteen generations ago, the Hive had come to a
simultaneous and largdy unconscious decision, reinforced by the Queens
pheromones, that the warrior caste was no longer necessary in a peaceful,
multispecies universe. In one day, not only had any warrior pupae been killed, but
neighbor had turned on neighbor until dl warriors were gone, on the colony worlds
and ships, as well as on Hiveworld itself. The bloodshed was minimized solely by
the fact that the warriors also accepted this decision and died willingly.

Although | deplored loss of life, nothing in me found this act of genocide
offengive. It was the way of the Hive, to cull what wasn't necessary to the whole. It
was equaly their way to nurture the new, as witnessed by the evolution of the newest
caste, the ambassadors, smal enough to be comfortable in a starship, with
rnouthparts more capable of foreign speech, and a nature at once secretive and



friendly. This development was quite deliberate, the Hive being as expert in
engineering themselves as their buildings. It worked for them.

As the current spectacle worked for my purpose. A quiver, like the twitch of a
dreaming child, started in the middle of the pupad cluster. There was a hint of
movement suddenly across the floor of the entire amphitheater. The audience
stopped its chatter and speculation, instead starting up an involuntary trilling sound,
something dl castes were capable of producing with an organ on ther thorax;
multiplied by hundreds of thousands the trill made speech quite impossible.

| tugged at Ragem's deeve. When | had his attention, | made a grimace and held
my hands against the sides of my head. The trill was pleasantly pitched to Human
ears, but | was counting on Ragem not knowing my expression of discomfort wasn't
red. | gestured that | was leaving. He cast alonging look at the now-incredible view
of the thousands of pupael cases starting to crack in unison, then got up as if to
accompany me. | smiled and pushed him firmly back in his seat, before making my
awkward exit across laps, knees, and far too many feet.

When | glanced back, Ragem and his crewmates were gazing with rapture at the
simultaneous birth of forty thousand adult Panacians.

PLka met me at the end of the row, her trill noticeable, but so automatic that she
didn't seem to notice the music under her words. "A programmed hoverbot is
waiting for you at the end of this corridor, Madame Ket. When you are finished your
meeting with Sec-ag C'Cklet, it will return you directly to the shopping concourse. It
isonly abrief walk from there to your ship. Do you need directions?’

"No. This Ket is familiar with the area. Thank you again, PLka-D'Dsellan. Her
Glory-D'Dsellan will hear of how you expedited the mission of this Ket on her
behalf."

"| serve the Hivein dl things," she murmured with obvious pleasure.

Out There

DEATH was 4ill primitive, running on instincts from a lifetime between stars, but
it was capable of learning. Caution had been the first lesson. Avoid pain. Ambush
was a safer technique than pursuit, so Death began taking its pleasures in dark
corners and lonely places.

Pleasure had been another lesson. Death no longer smply fed. Now it savored,
relished, took its satiation with the attention it deserved. A pity its prey didn't
appreciate the honor.

Most importantly, Death had learned to have a goa. The new prey it had tasted
once, briefly, so tantdizingly, must be found again.

And, on one of the worlds in a system called Panacia, Death had at last come
across a hint of what it wanted, a trace of seductive flavor on the wind, a direction to



hunt.

Death moved stedlthily across the planet's surface, determined not to miss this
opportunity, only consuming those unfortunate enough to fdl in its path, following
the trail, amost blinded by wanting.

27: Hiveworld Night
< N»

RAGEM and Tomas had been able to coax some disquieting information from
the drones a the minerd bath. | considered what they told me as my hoverbot
danced and jigged its way among dozens of others, the D'Dsdllan version of waiting
to land. The deaths, or rather disappearances, had origindly occurred on the other
continent, then stopped. They'd suddenly begun again on this side of the freshwater
ocean, but with less frequency. The most recent disappearances had been in this
city, which was why Kearn had chosen this spaceport for the Rigus out of the seven
on D'Dsel. Tomas and others of the crew speculated it was most likdy some
crimina, perhaps a crazed xenophobe of sorts. somebody a planetary authority
could catch.

| looked down at the warmly lit globes below that marked the outer ring of homes
of Mixs kin and redly hoped Tomas was right. And | was wrong.

Abruptly, the hoverbot dropped to within a handsbreath of the ground and halted.
The antigrav indde completely dampened both the acceleration and stop;
nonetheless, | gulped. As a Ket, | wasn't the best at high-speed maneuvering. There
was no time to collect my thoughts as the door opened and the seat in the 'bot urged
me upright.

"Madame Ket."

Something's wrong. | fdt my hearts pounding as | took in the somber
expressions on the two Panacians standing before me on the landing platform. The
surrounding garden was beautifully lit, a lush display of living architecture I'd
otherwise have enjoyed examining. "Where is Her Glory-D'Dsdllan?" | whispered.

The younger of the two seemed to crumble into herself, her four upper
appendages wrapped tightly around her thorax in an expression of grief and despair.

| didn't hesitate. Mixs memory in mine contained the most recent plan of the
entire complex. | knew where she would have met me. They caled out as | hurried
past them, but didn't otherwise object.

No one did. Every member of Mixs family | passed in the convoluted halways
acted oblivious to my presence and my urgency, caught in the paralysis the
D'Dsdllans fdt in the presence of tragedy. | might have been invisible, except that in
my haste | bumped into an older drone, then amost tripped over the tools of a
builder left abandoned in a doorway, sending them diding across the polished floor
to crash into awall.
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Mixs room. It was a huge expanse, with tables covered in scale models and
benches festooned with bits and pieces of construction materials. There wasn't a
chair to be seen—typica of Mixs. This was where she worked, not rested.

| stepped inside very dowly, careful where | placed my bare feet, unsure if what
was left of the celling would stay in place. No wonder the other D'Dsellans were in a
horrified daze.

Titans had battled here.

Trembling, on the verge of losing form, | screamed "Mixsl Mixs!" only to have
my voice lock itsedf somewhere inside. Slipping on broken bits of dreams, |
searched the room, hurrying as much as | could without the risk of losng some clue.
Then, like a nightmare, | saw it.

A hint of blue glistened dong the spiked edge of a shard of glass. | gripped my
hoobit like an anchor, ressting the urge to consume and learn. Impulse overcome,
for the moment at least, | wrapped the glassin a piece of fabric and tucked it into the
carrysack | wore around my waist. The web-flesh would spoil and lose whatever it
could tdl me within minutes, but | couldn't cycle here. Already, groups of slent
Panacians were gathering in the doorways to this shattered place, watching me
between awed glances at the scorched hole that had replaced the ornate raised
celling.

"Madame Ket, the Queen will speak to you."

My grip on the hoobit became an absolute clench. But | nodded gracioudy at
whomever spoke and followed without protest. The Queen of any family here was
the find law; a comfortable enough arrangement to one raised by Ersh.

The Queen of Mixs family was old enough to keep her successor close a hand
where she could learn the family business and understand its management, and
young enough to insist her beloved heir sit on the floor, two steps below the ring of
drones that never left their Queen's side. | bowed as | passed through the tingle of
the force field that concentrated the Queen's pheromones for transport to al of her
diffuse family, and waited for her to speak. It was a sngular honor, if one | could
have done without as Mixs fate continued to rot in my pouch.

"Madame Ket." The Queen's voice was feather-soft yet clear. "You come to us
on a night of terror. | remember dear Mixs telling us to trust her courier. Can you
explan the events here?’

"Tel me what happened, and | will try, Queen-D'Dsdllan,” | said as quietly, my
own passions subdued by the calm in this place, a cam reinforced by the absence of
corners or edges, by the complex, subtle patterning of the walls.

The Queen raised a claw. One of the four drones attending her spoke from his
place at her feet. "There were terrible cries from Her Glory's workroom, the sounds
of furniture being broken. We rushed to Her aid, only to be thrown from our feet by
atremendous explosion. The harvester in the garden saw a projectile, like a streak of



light, break through the roof and head into space. The house watchers have found
no evidence. They have not found Her Glory either."

| must control myself. Fiercely | shot up my temperature to the limit this form
could tolerate and remain conscious in an effort to keep form integrity. Mixs gone? |
had to deal with this part of her family before | could dea with my own loss or its
cause.

"This Ket does not know what has happened, Queen-D'Dsdllan,” | admitted. "But
| fed certain that Her Glory has been murdered." | paused while the audience and the
Queen trilled their distress. "The vessel which brought this Ket to D'Dsel is searching
for a creature that—" | stumbled over the word, "—hunts this way. We feared it had
reached your world."

The Queen curled hersdlf into a posture of despair. Almost ingtantly, dl of the
other Panacians followed suit, helplessly obedient to the emotiona signals she
released into the air. | took a step backward, then hated as she raised her head and
gazed a me with her glowing eyes. "There will be cooperation with the
Commonwedth ship, Madame Ket. We wish this creature eiminated as a threat."
She made a gesture of dismissal. "Mixs business with you is not of their concern. |
expect your discretion as you may ours." She straightened, gesturing gracefully with
one dender limb. "We shdl await the next incarnation of our beloved Mixs."

How could | explain? | hesitated, torn between the truth and comfort. Perhaps
there was no need. In the way of the D'Dsdllans, Mixs name could well rise again in
the next generation. That it wouldn't be Mixs this time mattered only to me and mine,

| bowed and |€ft.

There was only one chance to find out what had happened. Once inside the
hoverbot, | disabled its interior sensors, cycling into web-form amost ingtantly. |
consumed both pouch and glass in my haste, but what mattered was the trace of
Mixs and what it might tell me.

An instant later, | cycled back to Ket, replaced the hoobit and pulled on my skirt
in a breathless contorted struggle that would have been amusing under other
circumstances, and reactivated the sensors.

All I'd tasted was surprise.

Out There

DEATH writhed in ecstasy and confusion, careening through space like a comet,
shedding excess mass in a spree of self-destruction that ended far short of pain.

Sl f-awareness.
Assimilation.
All she knew, | know.



All she was, | am.
Death, confident and full of purpose, took note of the stars and distances.
That way. My next feast is there!

28. Starship Morning
KN»

"THERE'S been another disappearance,” Ragem announced, not bothering with
politeness. At least he'd pitched his voice for my ears only before dropping into the
seat opposite mine in the gdley. The engineering shift from last night was busy
cleaning up from their supper and preparing to play some game or other. The
officers from the day shift were filing in for breakfast and discussing protocols.
There seemed a surprising amount of activity for a ship on the ground. "A Sec-ag of
the planning caste. Right out of her home."

| looked up from my plate. "Not an auspicious beginning to the day,
Paul-Human."

Ragem accepted a cup of sombay from Lawrenk Jen as she passed with a trayful,
nodding an absent thanks. His gray eyes focused on the fragrant steam curling
upward, then lifted to mine. "It happened last night. During the Spring Emergence.”
He took alarger than normal swalow and grimaced. "Where were you, Nimal-Ket?"

| fluttered my fingers in a deliberate chuckle. "This Ket sought peace and quiet,
Paul-Human, as you know."

"Where?"

So. | gazed at his face, noting its deliberately mild expression. Ragem should
never play cards with Lawrenk Jen's crew, | thought. His eyes aways betrayed him.
Right now they were quite darmingly suspicious.

| picked up a piece of toasted bread and enjoyed the sensation of pulling it into
bite-sized pieces. The outer surfaces were prickly in delectable counterpoint to the
soft interior. Many Human foods were this contradictory. Shame they had no
perceptible taste to this form. But I'd procured some Ket sauces in the market on
my way back to the ship and | tapped one of the smdl jars with a finger before |
dipped the toast into my favorite. It had a standard poison warning on it—Panacians
were no more capable of ingesting Ket delicacies than Humans. "This Ket enjoyed
the market, Paul-Human. | do not understand your curiosity about the doings of this
Ket when such atragedy has taken place." | let my vice grow stern.

Ragem picked up one of the jars, his rdief as transparent to me as his suspicion.
I'd bought them because | knew perfectly wel he would check what time I'd arrived
a the ship, and would demand an explanation for why it took me so long after
leaving the ceremony. How much simpler to arrange to tell the truth.

Thinking of the truth cost me my appetite. 1'd had a difficult night, trying to make
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mysdf believe Mixs could be dead when everything | knew said we couldn't die.
Worse was my suspicion, amost certainty, that she had been consumed against her
will. I could imagine the terror and pain of that ending dl too well.

She should have ended by her choice, some unimaginable millennia from now.
She should have become solid, a monument to her life, perhaps a small moon
orbiting this world she loved. What | carried in my substance of her memory was dl
there would ever be now.

"Kearn has been sent the sensor records for the area where the disappearance
occurred,” Ragem had continued, oblivious to my distress or attributing it to the
topic. "The Panacians are findly taking our investigation serioudly. Guess it took the
loss of someone of sufficient rank."

The loss of part of me. "What do these records show, Paul-Human?' | asked, not
hoping for much.

"Whatever it was—and right now there's no agreement whether the records show
a vessel of unknown design, a projectile launched from the room, or even a
life-form—it's left the Hiveworld. The orbital sensors lost it amost immediately, but
the Panacian techs are certain it's also |eft their system.”

The Enemy was gone. | was safe. Guilt ran up the heels of that treacherous relief.
If the monster was a web-being, a conclusion | no longer doubted, within hours it
could have assmilated some or even dl of Mixs memories. It would know | was on
D'Dsd. I'd tried not to think about that. The explosion that ripped open the
roof—Mixs death throes or last effort a defense—must have sent the being into
space, inadvertently saving me from being detected immediately. 1'd been that close
to sharing Mixs fate. | couldn't help moaning and grabbed my hoobit to gan some
self-control.

"Don't worry, Nimal-Ket," Ragem said immediately, concerned at my reaction, if
misunderstanding it. "We do have a trgjectory to follow and severa tracker probes
have been launched.”

"Where isit going, Paul-Human?' | asked, holding my voice steady. And how?

Ragem frowned, but not a me. "That's the puzzle, Nima-Ket. If it holds a direct
course, the thing will pass through the magjor arm of the Jeopardy Nebula. There are
no inhabited planets along that route at al. Not even aregular shipping lane."

No planets, | thought numbly. Ersh's unforgiven past was close enough to my
consciousness now that | did know one taste of web-flesh would never be enough.
And planets weren't the only source of life. "There is an artist colony just outside
this nebula, Paul-Human," | said. "It's very small. Very private."

And Lesy lived there, painting rather badly, singing rather well, as she waited for
Ersh to give her another culture to remember for us all.

Needless to say, Kearn wasn't thrilled by my urging him to take his ship to protect
a colony of perhaps forty beings. Artists, no less. At least he had no trouble



accepting that | knew its location; Ket could be depended upon to have contacts in
the most obscure places. There was less difficulty arranging to stay on the ship.
Most of the crew, including Kearn, visited me regularly and were distraught at the
mere thought | might leave, even though | was thoroughly Ketlike in my bookkeeping
and the ship's debt was climbing nicely.

"We haven't completed our investigation here, Madame Ket," Kearn said, planly
trying to find a way to say no without dismissing me too abruptly. He continued
happily, "l've been granted an appointment this afternoon with Sec-ag P'Clor of the
rememberer caste to discuss the pattern of disappearances—"

"We have dl of the D'Dsellan’s pertinent data, sir." This from my unexpected dly,
Sas, the Modoren security officer. Sas twitched constantly as if the instinct to chase
was literdly painful to control. "I must agree with Madame Ket that our time is better
spent in pursuit.”

"The local patrol has offered to forward any new information they collect to us,
gr. After dl, we aren't investigators,” Ragem added unwisdly.

Kearn's happy mood evaporated and he began stroking his head—not a good
sign, as | remembered well. But he redly had no good reason to keep the Rigus
rooted to the ground, beyond his ambition to personaly vist every high official on
Panacias Hiveworld. Not that | suspected him of such shallow motivation. No,
Kearn had taken to the role of detective with an enthusiasm | found disquieting.

"WEell, the main thing is not to lose this Esen character,” he said ponderously,
needlesdy confirming my worst fears. He still believed | was the monster. "We
don't know what the capabilities of her vessel may be."

| made my fingers flutter. "You remain convinced these disappearances are being
caused by this pup, Captain? This Ket does not understand.”

Kearn gave me awarm smile. "There are many things about Esen that you do not
know, Madame Ket, and | am not at liberty to reveal. Trust me when | say she is
more than capable of these actions. All the remains is to uncover her motive—then
well be able to predict her actions and capture her at last."

| bowed my head in acceptance; Kearn was, oddly enough, right in a way. As a
web-being | was capable of ailmost dl that had happened. With one exception.

Of dl that Ersh had shared with us, she had never taught us how to fly.

Later, | went in search of Ragem. He was in the nexus room, where he shared a
research console with the ship's protocol officer, Willify. | found them both deep in
concentration over one of the screens; | chose to wait for them to notice me rather
than interrupt, finding a quiet spot near awal to crouch in comfort.

The nexus was one level below the operations bridge, where the astrogator and
other officers controlled the ship's movements. In many ways, the nexus was more
Important to the Rigus' function, since it contained the information on which any first
contact would be based, from communications monitoring to linguistics, biosensors



to defense. The room was easly three times as large as the bridge, yet seemed
crowded. This perhaps had more to do with the casua attitude of those in it than
numbers, since a the moment at least five conversations were going on, most across
the entire room. Several hands and other appendages were waved a me. Such
excdllent customers, my Ket-salf preened.

As | moved my long-toed feet out of the way of a preoccupied Quebit, Ragem
waved me over. "Hello, Nimal-Ket. |'ve got the pattern of disappearances on D'Dsdl
laid out now. Did you want to see for yourself?"

| dlowed him to see my shudder. Besides, there was nothing there that would help
their hunting or mine. | stood. "This Ket has come with a request, Paul-Human. If |
may have your attention for a moment?"

"Of course." Ragem nodded toward an area near the door which was marginaly
quieter.

"What can | do for you, Nima-Ket?'

My toes found an imperceptible flaw in the flooring and rubbed at it. | made the
rest of mysalf be ill. This hadn't been an easy decision, but | was wild with
impatience. "l wish to send a message."

"You are certainly welcome, Nimal-Ket, as long as our equipment is capable. To
whom?' Ragem's eyes had that disturbing keenness. | amost balked. But it was
Lesy'slife.

"This Ket has avaued client in the artists' colony."

One eyebrow lifted. "Near the Jeopardy Nebula."

| nodded. "May | send a message, Paul-Human? Your captain rightly has
concerns about darming the public before we are certain of danger. Yet this Ket has
an obligation. You may see the contents of this message first."

"Nima-Ket—" he began, his head starting to shake.

"This Ket will pay any cost,” | added hurriedly, my fingers restless a the seams
of my skirt, findly composing themselves in the hoobit's comforting curve.

“It's not necessary, Nimad-Ket. Weve sent a genera warning trandight,
recommending caution with unidentified vessels requesting dock, stepping up
security, requests for reports of unusual activities."

"Has Portula Colony responded to this message, Paul-Human?'

He hesitated, then shrugged. "No. But depending on their funding and tech, they
could send their mall and com using scheduled bursts or even probes. We might not
hear anything until we're within a day of the outpost. Y ou know the saying: Only bad
news travels trandlight."

| stopped, dropping my chin to my hoobit to put my eyes in line with his. "How
long until we reach the Nebula, Paul-Human?"'

Willify, who was passing by a that moment, sang out: "If we push her, five



standard days, Madame Ket." She kept on going.
"So long," | whispered. "So much could happen by then."

The Human didn't answer for a moment. His eyes searched my face. "Nimal-Ket,
my friend," he said ever-so-softly. "How long until you tell me the truth?"

He wouldn't have liked my answer to that.

Out There

THE tracker probe was inorganic This did not mean it was without limited
awareness. So when the moving dot of energy locked within its sophisticated
sensors slowed and came about, the tracker hesitated. Its programming included
remaining inconspicuous. It did not include defending itself against boarders.

Degth tasted the knowledge of construction and technology that floated up within
Its consciousness as it touched the cold exterior of the probe No life. No food But
opportunity The one it hungered for would accept a message from such a machine.

And Mixs-memory supplied the words.

29: Nebula Midnight
&K N>H»

LIFT. Three days trandight. Once convinced, Kearn was apparently pushing the
Rigus to her limit. The engines howled between decks as if they knew ther
complaint would be unheard in space and were determined ther effort be
appreciated.

It didn't matter. | was going to be too late. | knew it. Lesy was going to die in the
jaws of that thing. Another piece rent from my life without my being able to do a
thing about it.

Damn Ersh.

My cabin door was locked. | could no longer marsha the proper cadm
detachment to let me service my clients. I'd probably leave bruises in even the
Modoren's tough hide.

I'd tried to think like the monster. It had been too easy. The nightmare returned
just a the remembrance...

... forming jaws, jagged teeth, for one purpose.

Web-flesh in my jaws. A thrill of pain from every molecule of the other. An
explosion of taste far beyond mere appetite. | conquered. | seized.

Assimilation.
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Disappointment. This was my flesh, shed for a purpose | only dimly remembered.
Disgtraction. What was left fled, but | knew it was too little to survive. Disassociation
would follow...

Ersh had tried to consume her first offspring and amost succeeded, despite the
reason she'd fissioned. The ingtinct to consume and assmilate was that strong. No
recollections had surfaced concerning the fisson that had produced my sister
beings. | hoped this meant Ersh had learned to control this particular taste; just as
likely. Ersh thought it was none of my business. She had very specific things for me
to learn from her memories.

If what | had learned was terrifying, what | suspected was worse. The monster
would have some of Mixs memories, perhaps al. The explosion on Panacia was
due to the transformation of web-matter into energy, but whose matter? And why? |
didn't know how one web-being might fight another, with the exception of cutting
remarks and the odd fit of pique.

Running in the opposite direction could be my best move, and | was afrad
enough to wish it were possible at least once an hour. But | was too angry at the loss
of Mixs and the stalking of Lesy to do more than acknowledge it. It was a moot
point anyway, given | was on a ship doing its utmost to gain on my Enemy.

A rhythmic humming sound brought me back to the here and now. The vibrations
seem to emanate from the door. This was a new tactic. 1'd refused to answer the
polite chimes and com buzzes since yesterday, a not-unusual Ket tendency when
seeking a respite from other species.

Curiousin spite of mysdlf, | placed my long fingers delicately on the door's cool
metd. The humming was quite melodic to my Ket tastes, the fed of what was truly
music soothing to my hands. | allowed mysdlf a few seconds to enjoy the sensation,
then redized there was likely only one person on board who would use this method
to get my attention.

Maybe he could take my mind off useless speculation. Either we would be in time
to save Lesy, she would escape herself, or—I stopped thinking and cued the door to
iris open.

"Y ou sang, Paul-Human?"

Ragem looked around for somewhere safe to deposit the formidable-looking
sonic wrench he was unsuccessfully hiding behind his back, then gave up. "Good
evening, Nimal-Ket."

| reached out my hands. He passed me the tool somewhat sheepishly. It was
warm from his grip and from its recent use. "You weren't answering your door. |
was worried."

My Ket hands were more than strong enough to heft the truly amazing tool. |
would have to share this with Ansky; she knew severa Ket musicians who were
adways looking for innovative instruments. The molding process had deposited some



intriguing surface details on the wrench | explored while | considered what to do
with Ragem. "Where on a ship like this do you use such a tool,
Paul-Human—besides on the door of this Ket?"

"No idea," he grinned. "Lawrenk had it in her locker."

| stood to one side of the doorway, tacit invitation. "And what is so important
you had to resort to this method of gaining my attention, Paul-Human?'

Ragem looked over his shoulder before entering, then closed and relocked the
door. | didn't need his sudden ar of secrecy to know he was planning to grill me
agan on my true nature. | wrapped my fingers more firmly around Lawrenk's
pilfered tool and rather fondly calculated the range to his head. What was it going to
take to convince Ragem to leave me as a Ket?

"You look like one who could benefit from the services of this humble Ket,
Paul-Human." | offered, sure | was correctly gauging the tension in the set of his
shoulders and neck.

"I wasn't sure I'd find you here, Nimal-Ket." Ragem's hands were restless. As if
uncomfortable in my presence, the Human paced the smal room, making me turn
my head amost fully around to keep watching him.

"And where e'se would | be, Paul-Human?"

He threw up his hands in an odd, angry motion. "In a drawer. Out there, chasing
whatever we're chasing. Invisble. How should | know?"

The wrench was too much temptation. | laid it gently on a shef intended for
personal possessions. As Ket, | had none but the hoobit. As Web, | had only my
flesh and my link to those of my flesh—and this Human, difficult as he could be. |
made my voice and posture as unruffled as his was barely controlled. "Paul-Human,
if you have something to say to this Ket which will make sense, | would gladly hear
it. Otherwise, | would appreciate returning to my contemplations.”

"Always the Ket." Thankfully, he stopped his prowling about and sat on one of
the two chairs in the room.

| didn't even bother asking what else | could be—it would only give him an
opening. "As you are dways the Human," | responded instead, fluttering the fingers
of both hands as | crouched politely near him, though there was nothing funny at al
about our continued fencing around the truth. "Have you heard anything further
about the object of our pursuit, Paul-Human?'

"Bits and pieces from Panacia. Nothing we hadn't surmised from the data on our
own by now. But weve recelved a list of the artists and staff on Portula Colony."
Ragem passed me a dip of plas from his pocket. | took the dim thing between two
fingers and glanced down at the names. Lesy. Her name on the list was Riosolesy-ki,
her species’ Dokecian, something she had in common with about a third of the other
artists. The Dokeci form had many advantages to her art, including a rare breadth of
visud acuity and a brain capable of controlling the independent action of five
extraordinarily mobile arms. Few Dokecians retained this mobility as adults, ther



strength fading at middleage, too weary to do more than languish on pillows, cared
for by their smaler, stronger offspring while they themselves discussed the
adventures of their own youth. Lesy, like other mature adults who wished to
continue an un-Dokecian active lifestyle, sought out null or low gee environments.

Such as provided by the luxurious surroundings of Portula Colony. I'd visited her
there severa times, sent not so much because Ersh felt | could learn from Lesy as to
get me out of Ersh's way when 1I'd been particularly obtuse. The exile never bothered
me; | loved null-gee swimming, and Lesy's pool was bathed in the rainbow glow of
the seething Jeopardy Nebula. And the food!

In her favorite form, I'd seen Lesy paint three different views of the Nebula, while
simultaneoudly sculpting in clay and using a fine laser to etch crystal. She was so
productive—and her work so consistently unremarkable—her felow artists had
convinced her to store her masterpieces for safety in pods tethered to the colony.
They were kind, Lesy was happy, and the colony was a mode of harmony.

Was, | thought numbly, not believing in the throbbing engines or the mercies of
fate.

"Is your client on the list?"

| shook off my sense of doom. "Yes, Paul-Human. There." | pointed to a name
three below Lesy's on the li.

No sense giving this bright-eyed searcher any more than he needed.

"l asked Captain Kearn about sending your message. While he didn't agree to
that—as | warned you—" this when | looked up hopefully, "he did try to contact the
colony himsdlf. There's been no reply yet." Ragem paused and considered the way
his fingers were folded around each other on his knee. "Which could easly be
explained by the type of equipment they have—or its condition. Techs are scarce
out here; breakdowns are common," a tightness to Ragem's lips belied the reassuring
tone of hisvoice.

"What you say istrue. But this Ket is not optimistic, Paul-Human."

Ragem studied my face. | bore the scrutiny, confident that my somber Ket
features would tdl him nothing useful. How could a disguise be flawed that was
genetically perfect to the last cell? Cut me and | would bleed Ket.

"This being you know in the colony, Nima-Ket. Martha Smith. She's more than a
client, isn't she?"'

| drummed my finger on the hoobit, a welcome distraction. "This Ket does not
specify her relationships to others."

"No?' For thefirst time, | saw a glint of something truly hostile in Ragem's eyes.
"Y et you expect us to take this ship and crew in the direction of your choice, into a
danger you may understand and we do not. Is that correct, Madame Ket?'

| hadn't put it to mysdlf quite that way, but | couldn't argue the point. "You asked
me for my help, Paul-Human," | countered. "Perhaps | should have asked under



what terms you were accepting it."

"What did you say?' he whispered, hogtility forgotten, leaning forward and
saring a me, eyes wide.

What did | say? | wondered as urgently, knowing 1'd somehow given everything
away to him. Then | remembered, and watched the echoing recollection dide across
his face a the same time. As Esen-alit-Quar, 1'd asked Ragem amost that exact
question when confronted with Kearn's plans for me.

It was always the little things, | thought with complete disgust. Ersh.

"What did you say?' Ragem asked again, louder, risng to his feet as though
pulled by strings on his shoulders. | rose too, towering over him, bewildered to ill
fed dwarfed. "Who are you?"

The room was too small. My options certainly were. "Don't—" | clenched the
hoobit, letting my body temperature soar. "Please don't ask these questions,
Paul-Human."

His expression softened, softened but remained committed. His left hand brushed
the curve of the hoobit and over my fingers, then reached up to touch the side of my
face lightly. His fingertips were ice cold on my skin. "You're burning up. But it's not
afever, isit?' he asked, amazed. "Is this how you maintain control?' | had little
doubt he was thinking back to the time I'd lost control so dramaticaly in Kearn's
office. Damn his curiosity.

| closed my eyes. "You are crazy even for a Human. Go away," | said faintly. "l
have no wish to continue this conversation, Paul-Human."

n ES—"

The srill peeping of an incoming message was so well-timed | thought Ragem
would explode himself with questions and emotions. | dodged around him to touch
the com-panel. "This Ket answers," | said, somewhat breathlesdly.

"Madame Ket, this is Tomas. We've recelved a trandight signd from Portula
Colony. Captain Kearn thought you should be notified."

| must have said something affirmative, for Tomas continued: "It was ther
automated distress beacon. I'm sorry. There's been nothing else.”

| shut off the com. Lesy.
"ES?

Another piece of me stolen.
"Esen? Is this you?"

Without looking at him, | waved one hand at the door, sharply enough to rouse a
hot little spurt of pain from my recently-healed fingers. "Go."

The door closed before | could act on the impulse to reach for the comfort of my
friend and findly betray what | was.



30: Nebula Afternoon; Colony Night
| <A »

ERSH-MEMORY had given me something new about my kind—something Ersh
had neglected to share with the others or include in my normal education.

Web-flesh did quite wel out there.

While | hadn't yet proved that to my own satisfaction nor, until now,
contemplated doing so, the web-flesh | could see streaked aong the outside of Sas
helmet looked unaffected, its lush blue gleaming and perfect despite its passage
within the exposed shards and twisted wreckage of what had been Portula's beautiful
spheres. My fingers ran restlessdly around the port's rim as | fought the urge to
somehow rush to the tiny bit of mass and learn whose it was, confirm who had been
lost.

Other things had certainly died. There was sufficient gore adrift outside the Rigus
to have silenced dl conversation within the ship's gdley. | was dimly surprised no
one had suggested closing off the view.

A helpless place, peopled by introspective beings who paid handsomely for their
peace and this setting. | couldn't take my eyes from the blue-tainted helmet, now
making its inevitable way toward the ship, but on some level | was aware of the vast
Nebula as it pulsed and blossomed beyond what was l€eft of the colony.

"They'll check everywhere," Ragem said in alow voice. He hadn't been one of the
handful of the crew qualified to take part in the search, hazardous in the extreme as
they clambered over and sometimes cut their way through twisted, broken plas and
metd; like those gathered here, he'd been a mute observer. "There are storage pods
linked to the colony aong its spinward axis,” he continued. "Maybe—"

"No, Paul-Human," | explored his face, tracing out the creases of his despair.
"Please warn your searchers that those pods contain finished art by the colonists. |
believe the pods contain preservative gases and some works may be sendtive to a
loss of pressure. This Ket suggests you take care; the pods' contents are the legacy
of those who have been lost."

Ragem moved away to pass along my warning to someone, then came back to
keep vigil with me. There had been no further questions or innuendoes. Whether he
now believed he knew the truth or was merdly sensitive to my grief, | couldn't tell.
Nor did I, a the moment, care. | had other priorities, starting with that
web-stained helmet.

"This Ket may be able to give some comfort to your crewmates, Paul-Human.
Surely this task of hunting among the dead is distressing.”

Ragem touched my hoobit gracioudy. "You are kind, Nima-Ket, to think of
them."
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"They aremy clients," | said, as if he were foolish to remark on it. Ket, while not
truly compassionate, were capable of a degp sengtivity to other species emotiona
states. It was good business as wdl as their nature. " So this Ket can be ready, please
tdl me what procedures will be followed to bring your crewmates safely within this
ship, Paul-Human. Will there be any delays?’

What Ragem described was worse than | thought. No remnant of Lesy—or the
Enemy—would remain on the hemet if Sas followed the full decontamination
protocols. Knowing the Modoren's fastidiousness, | had little doubt it would.

| rubbed one finger in atiny circle on the plas, over and over, as if to somehow
taste the black emptiness so close. Web-form could survive out there.

Maybe.

The Rigus observed Commonweslth standard time, a diurnal pattern based on the
spin of a planet orbiting a sun so far back in Human history it was now legend. |
thought idly | should spend more time recalling Ersh-memories of what Terra had
been like, gain more understanding of Ragem's kind, since | seemed to be spending
most of my time surrounded by Humans. In the meantime, | appreciated the
convenience of a lengthy span of dimmed lighting and skeleton crew. The Rigus
watched for the Enemy with her automatics and a few sleepless beings at their posts.
| knew the enemy was gone, having found and taken what it sought.

But where?

There was only one way | could find out. | moved as quietly as possible down
the crew corridor, something my Ket preference for barefoot travel made easer,
dipping past the solitary bar of brighter lignt marking where those ill seeing the
nightmare of the shattered colony behind their eyelids had gathered for comfort in
the gdley. It was highly unlikely anyone, including Ragem, would approve of my
intentions. Better they never even know, |'d decided.

The Rigus had two main locks, one for personnel and the other capable of
swallowing immense crates of supplies. Both had ample warning systems against
unauthorized exit or entry.

But the Quebits, dear little doorknobs that they were, had their own set of ar
locks, several on each level. The tiny beings needed access to dl areas of the ship,
inside and out, in order to carry out their assigned tasks of maintenance and repair.
I'd overheard Lawrenk Jen complaining that off-duty Quebits liked suiting up,
plastering themselves to the outside of the ship, and admiring the display caused by
venting pressurized plasma. Since her staff were responsible for the plasma stores,
she was understandably less than impressed by this evidence that Quebits weren't
quite as dull as everyone believed.

Having been a Quebit on one less-than-memorable occasion, | could reassure
Lawrenk that they redly were the most boring of species. One day in that form and
I'd fdt as though my brain was solidifying. Ersh hadn't thought much of my reaction.
She'd wanted the Quebit form to teach me patience and devotion to duty.



There | spotted a pair of Quebits in a branching corridor and started following
them. They softly whistled and popped in conversation, oblivious to my presence.
Typical. Well, | didn't need their form, | needed their door.

The two 1'd followed met a third, this one already half-stuffed into an evac-suit.
The suit made the little creature even more closely resemble an animated sausage
topped with a bouquet of budding flowers. The suited Quebit exchanged some
whistles with its crewmates before expressing a second pair of foot appendages, the
suit materid stretching easily, and trotting away.

Our mutua destination wasn't far. The portal was ergonomically designed, for
Quehits, consisting of a circular entrance about the diameter of my hoobit, |ocated
dightly above the floor. The crew being hesitated just asit was to enter, then gave an
exasperated whistle and continued down the corridor. "Wrong door?' | said, but to
mysalf. Perfect | checked the corridor in both directions again. No one.

Beside the portal was a stow-it, one of the smal cupboards set a intervas into
the bulkheads of most shipsin order to alow crew to quickly secure loose objectsin
case of gravity fallure. This one was empty.

| checked one fina time to make sure | was aone and unobserved. The corridor
was too short to warrant a scanner box. One would have recorded my passing this
way from the larger corridor, but | should be unseen here.

| pulled off the hoobit and skirt, shoving them into the stow-it, letting go of the
circlet with the reluctance of my Ketself. 1'd been in this form too long. Then |
cycled.

| flowed into the Quebit portal as quickly as | could, anxious at the exposure of
my true sdlf. I'd never stayed in web-form so near diens. The tubelike entrance was
barely long enough to hold dl of my mass, yet | didn't dare shed any, not if | was
going to become Nimal-Ket again.

| paused, comforted beyond words by my own shape, in spite of being packed
into a tube. Gravity hummed its symphony within the structure of the Rigus; | could
sense the interplay of tension and stress restraining the ship against the invitation of
vacuum.

Vacuum. | tasted the mechanisms responsible for the doors to sed this cylinder
from the interior of the ship, then open it to space. The inner door operated
automatically, opening and closing to alow passage as long as there was ar on both
sides. The outer door was the problem. It wouldn't release unless the air within had
been evacuated—a most annoying and typicaly Human safety feature. Without
appendages, | couldn't manipulate the evacuation controls, but | thought | could fool
the device.

| absorbed every molecule of gas from within the cylinder. The tricky bit was
keeping my own mass tightly compressed so that the space around me would
register as airless. The process generated an uncomfortable amount of heat. Hurry
up, | urged the sensors. How much vacuum do you need?

A faint vibration signaled the release of the outer lock. Success. Pushing | could



do, so it was a Smple matter to open the door to space.

The ingtant | did so was the same instant | realized | had no proof this wouldn't
kill me. Fine time to think of that, | chided myself. After a few ominous seconds, |
didn't fed any discomfort. So far, so good.

I'd planned how to prevent the lock from sealing behind me; it required a
temporary sacrifice, not cleverness. | used the door itsaf to help me cut off a
portion of my body, after shunting dl memory from the piece to be abandoned. The
piece, looking inexpressibly dear and forlorn for a bit of blue jdly, would force open
the outer door until | returned and rgoined it.

Thus | became the only member of my Web besides Ersh to see the universe
without the blur of atmosphere.

| clung to the ship's hull like a Quebit waiting to vent plasma, spellbound by the
limitless spectacle in front of me. To my web senses, space wasn't a black void, it
spread before me like a surging ocean, tossed by solar wind, lit by radiations, and
rich with spinning hydrogen. A perfect place. | couldn't understand why Ersh had
hidden this from us.

| longed to soar through that golden darkness, to taste it against my outer surface,
to fed its harmonies in my soul. It was a longing | resisted only because | had no
idea of the kind of wings to use. Something to definitely ask Ersh, | decided firmly.
This was an advantage dl to my enemy's benefit; it was alack in me | felt as physical
pain. Then my attention fixed on the colony.

The Rigus was tethered to the grapelike cluster of broken spheres by severa
cables, including a set of three the crew used to travel back and forth. Those cables
were my route to the colony as well, given | could avoid the attention of the sensors
and whoever was currently monitoring them.

Web-flesh wasn't quite as amorphous as that of the Ycl, but | had no trouble
thinning at one end until | was partidly a cable mysdlf. It took innumerable attempts,
but at last | was able to hook one end of myself around ared cable. Grabbing it for
an anchor, | spun mysalf out and away from the ship. Anyone looking out could see
one of the cables growing oddly thicker than the others for a moment, but | doubted
they'd notice. | hardly believed what | was doing—how could one of the crew
Imagine it?

Then | was on the colony's shattered structure, feding lost away from the ship in
gpite of my growing confidence in my abilities. | had a completely new perspective
on the courage it took for true air-breathers to don a suit and step out here.

Maybe it was easer when your destination wasn't an open grave, loosely held
together by the tatters of what had been the ultimate in modern technology. The crew
did its best on every shift to collect the former inhabitants of Portula Colony,
catching and bagging anything that appeared organic for later identification. In
web-form | could taste what they'd missed. There wasn't true vacuum within the
colony. Its gravity generator, tucked into the core sphere, no longer functioned, but
there was sufficient mass here to lure homeward the scattered molecules of



sculptors, painters, and musicians.

| oozed my way among the debris, so angry | fet my outer surface throbbing. All
of this had been incidental. The Enemy had destroyed the colony and its life in its
search for Lesy. | had no proof of this; | had no doubt ether.

But had it found her? | had several advantages over the Rigus in examining the
wreckage for clues. | knew the former structure of the place. And | knew where Lesy
would run.

Think of it as a puzzle to solve, a game, | calmed myself, at dl times aware of the
direction of the hum of gravity and life that was the ship. It was hide and seek with
the Rigus sensors, just as it must have been hide and seek for Lesy during the
colony's destruction. | could play both.

It didn't take long to find Lesy's quarters, or what remained of them. The pillows
she draped herself over when the colony upped the gravity for visitors were gone,
perhaps lingering in orbit around the wreckage, but the patterned carpeting with its
whimsica motif of feather and scales looked brand new. Here. | detected the first
traces of web-flesh. Again | thinned mysdf to a cord's width to ease across the
opening, preferring to be paranoid than be detected by the Rigus.

There. A lump of life, stuck haf within a door panel. | rushed to it, forming a
mouth and consuming the flesh before even thinking the intention | should have.

It wasn't Lesy.

Seething appetite. How dare you lock me out! | am what matters. Give me your
flesh.

| flung myself out of memory, finding mysdf huddled against the comforting
mass of splintered bulkhead. | hastily excised every molecule of my Enemy from me,
but the memories of its flesh were impossible to vomit. | was only grateful they
weren't worse.

Pouring my way past what remained of the door, | navigated through the
apartment suites and studios of this portion of the main sphere, keegping my mass as
tightly to mysalf as possible. At least | was out of sght of the Rigus sensors now
and could move fredly. Move freely? | was dive and comfortable in an environment
that welcomed nothing else to my knowledge. Why had Ersh named space "out
there" and "no life’ to us? Why had she kept us from this?

| ducked under the swollen torso of a Dokecian, its lovely arms stretched to their
maximum length as if to beg some meaning from the cold, ever-changing Nebula
overhead, my thoughts traveling down so many paths a once | hardly noticed the
poor creature. Ersh hadn't shared our ahbilities in a vacuum, a selfishness that
suddenly seemed a great deal more reasonable to me than most of Ersh's Rules. It
kept us to ships, to travel no faster and no more conveniently than ephemerals. It
kept us under control.

| sighed mentally. Now, it left us a the mercy of the Enemy, a web-being



completely at home in space and capable of trandight.

| humped my way down an exposed conduit pipe. Not much time left before I'd
have to be back on the Rigus, not having my Enemy's independence.

There. Another sparkle of blue, this time a broad smear dong a wal with an
unhedthy tinge to the edges. There were streaks missing from the middie section. |
could imagine Sas banging his helmet against it. | settled mysdf near enough to
touch the smear with a pseudopod if | chose, and tried to decide what to do. It
could be more of the Enemy. Or it could be, | shuddered, all | had of Lesy.

The surrounding wreckage showed no signs of scorching. Whatever strategy
Mixs had used to defend herself, Lesy hadn't had the time to try. Or maybe not the
will, since such an explosion could have shattered any remaining integrity of the
sphere. Had Lesy hesitated, knowing the kind of damage and death the Enemy had
inflicted on the colony in its rampant searching, aware that her defense might take the
last hope from any survivors? I'd never know.

Unless | tasted for myself.

| had no tongue or its equivdent. To ingest the web-flesh from the bulkhead, |
had to enlarge my mouth and consume the nonliving meta as wdll. | took an instant
to worry if the teeth marks on the wal would be detected by the next shift of
searchers. Then...

... Fear. Resignation.

This was Lesy. | relaxed my guard, assmilating memory as quickly as possible,
excising the metal from my form at the same moment.

... Under the emotion, a last sequence of clear thought. It knows my name. Mixs
and not Mixs. It hungers for more. Ansky and Skalet. Esen. Ersh, save us...

The names were walls of despair, the plea a hopeless one. Lesy. | opened my
senses to the pulse of the Nebula, concentrating on the wild flavor of its energy,
feding suitably the smalest and least in a universe conspiring against dl that was
mine.

| made my way wearily back through the lock, ingesting the flesh I'd left behind
automatically. The outer door whooshed closed and locked, its safety mechanism
fooled by the apparent loss of vacuum as | expanded to fill the interior. The inner
door irised open as | moved toward it, air from the ship's corridor rushing in, tasting
of living things and warmth.

The lights were ill night-dim in the hdl. | cycled into Ket as | poured mysalf
through the Quebit's' portal.

"Here," said Ragem, holding out my hoobit and skirt.



Out There

OVERLAPPING memories warred with those distinct to each. Death fought to
keep its self-awareness under the deluge of ideas and information. Languages,
form-memories, customs, histories—these things meant nothing to its purpose.
Personality was athreat it burned away firdt.

Death hurtled through space, spending energy with abandon, assimilating
furiously. More. There must be more.

Ah.

Death slowed, recognized star patterns from Lesy-knowledge, knew where it was
in relation to those it sought.

Not the Oldest. Not yet.
Death would save the best until |ast.

31: Nebula Morning
KN»

RAGEM amost died in that instant. My grief and fear overwhelmed me. | wanted
to cycle into something capable of violence, to shred flesh and spray blood until |
could find nothing left to destroy. The need was so great, so impossible to ignore, |
smacked my newly healed hands against the wal until the agony roaring up my arms
drove away the rage.

Ragem, perhaps belatedly aware of his risk, had stayed absolutely ill during my
tantrum. When | stopped, findly, settling into stillness mysdlf, he reached out asif to
touch my hand. | flinched, feding my sanity and sense returning from wherever
they'd fled, grateful to have won the battle. And so tired.

"You don't give up, do you, Ragem?' | said, drained of dl anger, aware on some
levdl of relief. Whether it was because | hadn't killed him or because | could stop
pretending, | wasn't sure.

A shrug lifted his shoulders. "It hadn't occurred to me." | noticed he was dressed
only in a robe. He smiled and held out the hoobit. "Welcome back."

Welcome back?"You are crazy," | concluded, letting him help me tie on the skirt.
From the fed of my hands, I'd rebroken at least one finger and possibly cracked a
bone in the pam. At least there was no blood on the wall. Neither of us had come
equipped to clean it.

"I'm crazy?' Ragem echoed mildly enough. "I suggest we debate relative mentd
states after you've been back in the med unit for those hands."

He was right. | could fed this body shaking, both from what |I'd done to it and
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with it. In fact, unless | cycled, | wasn't certain | could wak that far. "Agreed.
Ragem?"

At his nod, | continued: "I think I'll need your help to get there."

Ragem wrapped one am around my waist and | gratefully, if somewhat
awkwardly, leaned over him until |1 could put my arm over his shoulder and let him
share some of my battle with gravity. As Ket, | wasn't heavy, but | certainly wasn't
strong either; | could do little more to help Ragem support me. | could tdl he had to
grain to hold me, and my hand throbbed intolerably where it dangled against his
chest, but this was a distinct improvement over collapsing on the deck. Until |
realized how we might appear to anyone we met, my Ketsalf draped languidly over
the compact Human like some drought-stricken tree, and my fingers twitched
involuntarily.

"What's so funny?' Ragem wheezed between sow steps forward.

"l hope you've got a story to satisfy anyone we encounter on the way, because |
cetanly don't." A typical Human fantasy wouldn't do, | thought to mysdf with
even more amusement. It was common knowledge that Ket away from ther
homeworld were completely uninterested in sex with their own kind or any other—a
biological quirk that occasionally disconcerted those new to the sensuous pleasures
of a Ket massage.

"I'll think of something," he said, then made awarm, oddly contented sound like a
sigh. "But at least | don't have to worry I'm losing my mind any longer. You came
close to convincing me, Madame Ket."

Better if | had, | thought, grateful for the transportation if not the responsibility.

Ragem's inventiveness did not need to be tested; we met only Quebits on the way
back to his and Tomas cabin. Once there, he helped me on the med unit and
activated the box before gtting on the other bed and rubbing his shoulders. His
voice carried easly through the clear walls. "You're a pretty substantial ghost, Es,"
he complained good-naturedly.

| sighed, but otherwise remained motionless to dlow the unit's sensors to
diagnose the latest damage 1'd dedlt this perfectly hedthy body of mine. | could
amost hear the machine's disapproval. | disagreed. Far better a sore hand than
having to wash off Ragem's blood. "Please don't surprise me again, Ragem,” | said
firmly. "I'm not always—safe."

Ragem tilted his head, his gray eyes shadowed in the night lighting of the room.
"Noted."

"How did you find me?' Ah. The unit did something to relax my nerves and stop
the jangling pain from shooting from finger to shoulder.

"I saw your face when we were watching the crew outside. | knew you wanted to
go to the colony—to look for yourself. So | followed you."



So much for my skills at espionage, | thought wryly, more amused than dismayed
by how little dl my precautions had mattered.

"l won't ask how you managed it," he went on. "But did you find any sign of
Martha?'

Martha? | remembered the name I'd given instead of revedling Lesy's. Ignoring
the objection of my hands, | pushed up the box lid to better see him. "Come here,
Paul," | said, suddenly desperate. "Please."

Ragem stood and then knelt beside the bed so | could look directly into his face.
It held the expression | remembered best: cam, accepting, the face of my firg
ephemera friend, lit by concern and never-ending curiosity. "Be sure of me, Esen,”
he said gently, before | could speak. "I know why you ran from me on Rigd 1. I've
cursed mysdlf every day since. | thought | was too well-trained, too experienced to
react on a purely ingtinctive leve. | was wrong. And | understand how | hurt you."

| touched his face with one of my better fingers. "Wdll, to be fair, I'm supposedly
too well-trained to have put you in that situation." Not necessarily too experienced, |
added to mysdlf. | traced a cheekbone, too near the surface of his skin. "You paid
for my mistake, Paul." | encountered a hint of beard and my Ket senses were
pleased by the texture. But it was the not-Ket part of me that said: "Remind me never
to drink spurl again, Christmas or no Christmas.”

| surprised a chuckle from him. "Done," the Human said emphaticaly. "It's off
my list, too." Hetilted his head, his smile fading, eyes intent on mine, "Do you trust
me now, Esen-alit-Quar?"’

"That depends on how much of my trust you wish, Ragem," | came back as
bluntly, folding my aching hands over the hoobit. "I warn you. There's more at stake
than your keeping the secret of what | am outside this room."

He nodded dowly, not surprised. | hadn't expected him to be. "You spoke of
limits, once. Respect mine. That's dl | ask. | won't endanger my crewmates or any
innocent lives. | don't believe you would," he added quickly, as though sensing my
protest before | uttered it. "Beyond that," he continued, "you can trust me as far as
you need to. We're friends, Es." This last on alighter note, as though some joy came
with the commitment.

| thought grimly of the Enemy, of the innocent already dead, including Mixs and
Lesy. "That's dl you ask? Take care, Ragem. | came very close to killing you
tonight. | can't promise it won't happen again."

"You didn't. And you've warned me."

He made it dl seem uncomplicated. We were friends. To this Human, it seemed a
binding as soul-deep as any | had with those of my Web. On another day, | might
not have perceived the exact moment in which Ragem gained that stature in my life,

but today 1'd tasted the last thoughts of my web-kin. It left an agonizing emptiness
Ragem's offered friendship somehow helped to fill.

Ersh? She could have a problem with my adopting Ragem into the Web. |



decided it was simplest not to tell her about it.

"Get comfortable, my friend,” | suggested. "I've a lot to tdl you, starting with
poor Martha Smith."

There wasn't enough time before the day period began on the Rigus, with its
growing activity—including Tomas sure to arrive shortly afterward to seek histurn in
bed—to share everything | wanted to share with Ragem; asit was, | could tdl by his
somewhat glazed eyes that he'd enough to think about for awhile.

But the quick-witted Human did grasp our current dilemma. “So we have no way
of knowing which of your kin this Enemy will go after next."

"None," | admitted. "But Lesy's last thoughts were of Skalet and Ansky." And
me. And Ersh.

"And you've no idea what it looks like."

Not at the moment, | comforted mysdf as | lied: "No. Our Eldest passed on
stories about a predator—a solitary, deadly being—that might one day come to hunt
us through space. The thing was supposedly mindless, yet implacable and
dangerous. I'd believed it was only a legend, the kind of thing you Humans tell your
children to make them behave."

"L egends have their roots in the truth,” Ragem noted.
"So it seems.”
"Can you find it?'

| was tired, too, but the med unit was helping, and it was important to chase down
every idea. Ragem's thought processes were subtly different; his assumptions about
my abilities, as now, made me question my own. "If | can see or touch another of
my kind, | know them for what they are," | thought out loud. "This Enemy found
Mixs, but | don't know how. Yet. But when | was out there," smply thinking of the
experience brought an involuntary longing to my voice, "I didn't sense anything that
could be followed."

Something else to ask Ersh, | decided. | hadn't told Ragem about Ersh, for his
own protection. Ersh had made the Rules. | sincerely doubted she'd bother to obey
them if Ragem became athreat to her privacy.

Ragem stretched, glancing at the chrono on one wal. "Day shift's about to start,"
he observed as he rose to his feet. "Back in a minute."

While he was in the 'fresher stal, substituting being deluged with water for a
night's sleep, | kept trying to think of some action to take, something we could do.
Running home to Ersh's protection was beginning to assume an unexpected charm.
At the same time, | knew | couldn't risk drawing the Enemy to her.

| was as helpless as the Ket form | inhabited.
Fortunately, Ragem's thought processes were more productive. I'd noticed this



about Humans in showers. He jumped out, looking remarkably refreshed for a being
who'd had a night like ours, grabbing clothing as he spoke rapidly. "Kearn will be
sending reports out this shipday, Es. | think | can dip a couple of other messages
trandight within the same courier signa."

| couldn't help saying bitterly: "As | tried to send to Lesy."

Ragem paused midway through pulling on a pant leg. "I know. I'm sorry, Es. But
perhaps these will be in time."

| wanted nothing more than to pull down the lid of the med unit and let it put me
to sleep. But Ragem was right. | couldn't ignore any possibility. "I'll dictate."

| stayed in the med unit the next day. Ragem and | had concocted some story
about my overexerting myself and needing the rdief of some lower gravity therapy.
The untruth came back to haunt me; many of the crew left messages of condolence
and remorse for having caused me to harm myself.

Tomas snored. He'd offered to sleep elsawhere while | used the med unit, but |
demurred, content to rest. Ket hearing wasn't as keen as Lanivarian; I'd tolerated his
snoring in that form without trouble, now finding it only a peaceful, background kind
of sound.

Anything peaceful was welcome, short of the med unit deciding to administer
more tranks to put me under. 1'd been able to keep my Ket body cam enough to
forestal that waste of my time. Where was the Enemy going next? Every minute we
waited here was a minute closer to the loss of someone else. But who?

It helped that Ragem was doing something when | couldn't. I'd given him the
latest code words and locations to reach both Skalet and Ansky, as wdl as a
warning message blunt enough to get a response from a stone: Mixs and Lesy
murdered. You may be next.

Skalet might have aready left for Kraos to finish my task. No chance to reach her
there, but Kraos was, | thought, safely distant. What | knew of its craving suggested
my Enemy would seek the nearest source of web-flesh. | shuddered. It was the
ultimate perversion, to take flesh without offering yours in return. If | allowed mysalf
to dwdl on that fate, both my hearts hammered until the med unit threatened to put
me oult.

I'd almost identified the Enemy in the message to Ansky and Skalet, but stopped
mysdlf in time. Putting such dangerous information in a concrete form risked some
ephemerd less open-minded than my friend Ragem starting to ask the wrong
questions. Ersh would not be amused. At all.

I'd fet a twinge of guilt a not tdling Ragem the truth, that our Enemy was
web-being. But it was, | found, an easy guilt to bear, much easer than imagining his
likely response. Bad enough Kearn believed | was such a monster than seeing the
same realization on Ragem's face.

Where would my Enemy go? What was it capable of? Tomas stopped snoring



for a moment, then resumed with a dartling moan. | could have echoed it.
Lesy-memory surfaced, "Mixs, not Mixs..." What did it mean?

Had she been fooled, just for a moment, by some imposture by the Enemy? It
couldn't have been in person. We couldn't disguise ourselves as any other individual.
How else? | caught my breath. Was it possible the Enemy had assimilated enough
from Mixs to know the contact codes, to be able to send its own messages,
messages that could trick one of usinto atrap?

And would it try the same trick on Ansky or Skalet? | could only hope Ragem's
carefully hidden signals would reach them first.

But how could it send a message at all? If Ersh could contact us without using
technology, surely she would do so. For a semi-immortal being, she was incredibly
Impatient with communication delays.

| felt as though | should be hiding in the med unit, not healing. Was this alien
web-being capable of more than Ersh?

This last thought was too much for my Ket physiology. The room and my
problems became less distinct as the med unit quite firmly took control of my
distress and chose to end it. For now.

Out There

JOEL Largas dimmed the lights in the children's cabin, automaticaly counting
each of the five toused heads as he would bags of freight. He was brusgue with
them when they were awake—not used to encountering toddlers and toys in
trandight and at any given moment certain the whole scheme would spira to disaster
a the curious push of atiny finger on some pand never remotely made childproof.

He closed the door, flattening one space-dark pam againg it. There'd been no
problems; he devotedly hoped that between himsdaf and the rest of them, Char and
the older sibs, they'd keep the ship and its contents safe till planetfall. You couldn't
keep young ones cooped up—not when they'd grown up used to a sky overhead
instead of strip lighting.

For amoment, grief welled up, grief for the amber-hued sky none of them would
see again. The Largas family was luckier than most, he knew. Unlike some other
ships in the convoy, his boasted experienced crew and well-maintained equipment.
When the attack came, anything space-capable had been filled with life and tossed
upward. His cousin Lyras ship hadn't lasted through the atmosphere, tanks bursting
aong hastily repaired seams, those crammed inside her hull sharing the fate of the
rest of their world.

He expected at any moment to hear that they'd lost another ship in the convoy, its
engines faling even as they fled to safety a the fastest pace the slowest could
manage. Another delay and another risky passage between ships, transferring those
who'd never imagined being in space before. It was enough to scar the soul. Thank



goodness for the laughter of children and their toys underfoot.

Alone in the corridor, Largas adlowed himsdf to press his forehead against the
bulkhead protecting those he'd saved, and wept for those he couldn't.

Never knowing how Death slowed, hungry, considering the tiny chain of ships.
Choosing its next prey.

32. Starship Afternoon
KN »

"l DON'T care much for our options, Nima-Ket." Ragem and | were alone, but
we'd agreed it was wiser for him to treat me and, even better, think of me as Ket.

For this reason, the Human lay facedown as | stood over him, digging the fingers
of my better hand into the by now loose muscles of his shoulder. "They are as they
are, Paul-Human," | said with a remarkable amount of contentment, considering the
subject of our conversation. "We can't change where my kin have chosen to live.
Skalet studies strategy within the Kraal Confederacy. It is her specialty."”

"Strategy? Krad V's currently pounding the life out of Krad VII, with the timely
assistance of armaments supplied by Kraa Prime and some Denebian smugglers the
Commonwealth would love to catch. Oh, alovely system to drop in and visit."

| fluttered my fingers againgt his skin, a Ket grin. "Ansky's home is much
more—peaceful, Paul-Human."

Ragem shuddered. "Artos? It's been recommended for the banned lig for good
reason, my friend. The Articans are xenophobic fanatics who'd rather sacrifice an
innocent visitor to their God of Bones than feed their own offspring. Have you ever
seen the ligt of taboos they send to any approaching ship? They change them faster
than you can print out a copy."

"We each have our own beliefs, Paul-Human. Are you areligious being?' | asked.
He didn't answer, so | went on: "Ansky has seen something that calls to her sense of
belonging among these beings.”

"I'd like to ask her what that could be," he muttered darkly.

Ak her? The instantaneous darkness of my answering thought kept me slent.
Who did this Human think he was talking about? | pressed the hed of my hedthy
pam with unnecessary force into his back. Entirely bad enough he knew of me. |
hadn't planned to introduce him to the family. Ever!

Ragem is my friend, came another, better thought. Before he could complain
about the sudden vigor of the massage, | softened my touch, then reached for a
cream | knew Humans enjoyed. "Y ou've had no response to the warning messages,”
| continued with what | felt was commendable patience. "We may be forced to
smply pick one—"
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"And convince Kearn to go there," Ragem sighed. "Easier to face your monster,
Nima-Ket. | can tdl you right now, he's not going to—"

Three things happened simultaneoudly. A warning klaxon wailed through the ship,
| dropped the container on Ragem's head as he lunged up in response—fragrant
white cream coating his har and ears—and the door whooshed open. "Paul!"
shouted Tomas, hurtling through it, his voice barely audible over the darm. "Kearn
wants everyone a ther stations."

| climbed quickly up on a bunk, tucking my feet out of the way of both Humans
as they sought bits and pieces of uniform from the drawers beneath. | was puzzled at
first, then recognized what they were donning as the coverals worn under space
suits, complete with the fittings that bonded to the life-support gear. If | had been
true Ket, this might have alarmed me, but | now found the threat of vacuum of much
less concern.

The klaxon stopped as abruptly as it had begun, its dying echo ringing in my
skull. While it was entertaining watching the Humans sort arms into sleeves in the
limited space, | no longer enjoyed being an observer, especidly to potentialy
dangerous events. "What's going on, Tomas-Human?' | asked, feding the ship
come dive in a deeper vibration through the wal. I'd thought we were staying
attached to the ruined station for another shipday.

Ragem, ready first despite having to wipe his hair, paused for Tomas answer.
The redhead's face was pale, freckles prominent. "There's a refugee convoy under
attack," he answered. "We're the nearest Commonwealth ship.”

Ragem's gray eyes darted to me. "Refugees from where?' he demanded. "Who's
attacking them?'

"Ther€ll be a briefing. Come on!" Impatiently. Tomas shoved him toward the
door.

"This Ket fears, Tomas-Human," | protested their leaving in a way | knew would
dow the kind-hearted crewman. "What refugees? Where are we going?'

"Kradl System."

It's after Skalet. | cringed at the traitorous relief coloring the thought. All
web-flesh was shared, | scolded mysdf. Ersh would say my youth was a fault;
ephemerals sorted their kin into more-or-less-loved, not us. But | couldn't help
worrying most about Ansky.

"Stay here," Ragem ordered over his shoulder to me, meaning, perhaps, more
than for my safety's sake.

Numbly, I waved him on, watching the door close behind them, listening to the
ship taking me to meet my Enemy at last.

33: Galley Nignht



KN >»

THE Rigus screamed through the night, leaping to trandight with a deep trembling
even more pronounced than during our journey to the Nebula. Either something was
about to break down, or the Commonwealth had secrets of its own tucked in the
engineering of her engines and hull. Skalet, with her passion for military hardware,
would definitely be interested in sharing this with me.

If sne till lived.

I'd had an unexpected vigt from the Modoren, Sas. After hissing a curt query
after my health—which probably had more to do with my availability in the future
than any other concern—he told me about the current situation, a courtesy | aso
attributed more to Ream's anxiety over the possible reactions of a passenger I'm
sure he no longer wanted on board.

Sas explained the Rigus was monitoring a series of distress calls originating from
a smal group of ships traveling outsystem from Krad only to find themselves
trapped before reaching trandight by an ambush. Although the Commonwealth was
neutral in the struggle for control of the immense Krad holdings and the string of
lesser systems that made up the so-called Kraal Confederacy, its policy of rendering
humanitarian aid to any side of a conflict was well-known.

Imagining Kearn's probable reaction should the ambusher prove to be, as |
believed, a web-being of unknown powers and definite malevolence wasn't good for
my hedth. He dready had that damning vistape of my cycling on Kraos, not to
mention what he'd had opportunity to observe for himsdf at regrettably close range.
My Enemy could provide dl the proof Kearn needed to convince his government,
and most others, that my kind was a danger to be hunted down and perhaps even
destroyed.

"You will be safe in this cabin, Madame Ket, if you choose to remain here," Sas
concluded cheerfully, at total odds to my own train of thought. "Seek the protection
of the med unit in the event of ahull breach darm. If you prefer, go to the lounge or
gdley areas, where you can eadly reach one of the life pods. Someone will be there
a dl timesto assist.”

Sas seemed to positively quiver with delight as he intoned my choices for
self-preservation should the ship see action. 1'd known the hardwiring myself in that
form: Modorens vastly preferred attack to steath, bluntness to tact. Ket were not so
forward in their approach to life,

"Sas-Modoren,” | said, hands wrapped around the comfort of my hoobit. "This
Ket trusts there will be no untoward or hazardous procedures taken by your ship.
Thisis not a combat vessd, isit?'

His broad nose twitched once, likdy a hint of disdain for my anxiety a this
glorious turn of events, but answered politely enough. "We will only offer medical
ad, Madame Ket. Unless attacked first." A subvocal growl. "Then, you may be
assured that the Rigus is capable of self-defense.”
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| fixed alook of complete disapproval on my face, in case he could read it. "And
how long until we reach this place of hazard?'

"Six hours, Madame Ket. As | have advised, please keep to an area of safety.”

Maybe it was the Modoren's pleasure a the prospect of battle, or maybe | was
findly shaking off the shock of discovering both Mixs and Lesy gone, but the longer
| stayed in the cabin, braiding socks to keep my heding hands busy, the more |
began to think of waging war myself. While | thought it likely the Rigus would fight
my Enemy, | also doubted it could. Web-flesh wasn't invulnerable. | could swear to
that. But | believed | could probably survive a blast from an energy-based weapon in
web-form, especialy out in space where | could absorb and release energy as
rapidly as necessary. Not something | planned to test, | promised mysdlf firmly.

What | expected was a chase, with only my Enemy knowing the course. Tracking
it. That ability would be handy to have. | ddiberately forced my thoughts from my
other, greater need: to be able to pursue it on my own, without pulling these fragile
non-Web beings into arisk they couldn't imagine—and | couldn't explain.

Certainly the pattern of its attacks suggested my Enemy knew better than to stay
where it might be discovered. Perhaps we shared that urge to secrecy. That was all,
| said grimly to myself, involuntarily remembering what I'd assmilated from the
Enemy's flesh. Appetite become gluttony. Living chaos, without law or conscience.
It was aglimpse, | realized numbly, at what Ersh had been eons ago.

At what | could be if unrestrained, had | grown without the Web, without
assmilating the First Rules into my very flesh. It was a sobering thought; another to
add to the nightmares Ersh's memories had already given me.

Understanding the nature of my Enemy was dl well and good, but it didn't help
me do more than redlize how woefully unprepared the Humans were to dea with one
of my kind. Any encounter between them was likely to have only one long-lasting
result: becoming humanity's worst nightmare. An unnecessary reminder of how wise
I'd been to keep the identify of our Enemy from Ragem.

An hour before our projected arrival at the outskirts of Kraa space, | grew tired
of my own company. As Sas had promised, there were crew in the gdley, ther
presence and noise reassuring, if the ready-to-suit clothing wasn't. It definitely fit
some of them far better than others. | sincerely hoped Lawrenk Jen, for one, never
needed to don her space suit. Her arms protruded from the ends of too-short
deeves and she'd given up even trying to fasten the ankle clips. | had the impression
most of the crew hadn't worn these outfits before, nor been in such a stuation.
Crises for First Contact ships must generaly occur on planets, not in space.

Ongoing conversation rose and fel, most of it speculation, some of which |
sampled. | knew as much or more than any here, whether posted to assist with the
life pods or simply taking a spell awvay from duty. Tomas showed up for a snack,
then disappeared again with an uncharacteristic somberness to his usualy cheerful



face. | hadn't seen Ragem yet, but Willify, who'd appointed herself my personal
entertainment, explained that Ragem, as their best Krad linguist, was needed in the
nexus room to handle the messages coming to the ship.

It was dl | could do to stay and make idle conversation when any one of those
messages might be from my kin. | stroked the flecked surface of the chair and tried
to keep my expression pleasantly attentive.

"—s0 you see, Nima-Ket, that's why I've had trouble convincing my sister to—"
| lost the train of Willify's story again, but this time as the one I'd been waiting for
findly appeared in the gdley doorway. Our eyes met across the crowded room.
Ragem nodded once and |eft.

"This Ket asks your pardon, Willify-Human, but | have recaled an appointment.
May we continue this conversation about your family at alater time?"

| hardly waited for her bemused nod before getting up with most un-Ketlike haste
and going to the door in search of the Human.

"Nima-Ket!" the urgent whisper came from beside the door. Ragem's eyes
gleamed as he held out a message cube.

"What isit?' | demanded, staring at the cube as though it could talk immediately.

"A message from someone who identifies herself as Skal-ru, Diplomatic Courier
for the Krad Confederacy.”

The name and title were right. Skalet. | glanced around quickly. We were aone
for the moment, the buzz of voices from the gadley more than sufficient to cover our
own. To play the cube for mysdlf, I'd have to return to my cabin. | wasn't prepared
to be patient. "Tdl me what it says, Paul-Human. Is she dl right?*

One side of his mouth quirked upward. "Well, she's dl right until Kearn finds out
this refugee convoy is nothing of the sort."

| clutched my hoobit. "What do you mean?"

It was his turn to glance around. A fine pair of inconspicuous conspirators we
made. "After Skal-ru received your message, she up-shipped from Kraa Prime with
an escort of Confederacy heavy cruisers. The refugee distress calls were apparently
her way of getting the Rigus to bring you to her, rather than risking her fleet beyond
Krad borders."

Typical, | thought with disgust. Skalet preferred manipulation over any other type
of interaction between beings. "I take it this clarification isn't in the messages Kearn
has been receiving."

"No. This arrived secretly, under the same protocol as ours went out—tucked
within the regular signd stream. Kearn is dill receiving a distress cdl. In fact, it's
getting even more desperate." The Human waggled his eyebrows suggestively and
lowered his voice. "Pirates have been mentioned.”

"Pirates?' My fingers fluttered weakly. "We're trying to save her life and prevent
catastrophe and she's playing games?"



"Is this something you'd expect?' Ragem frowned, suddenly grim. "Or is there a
possibility this message is from your Enemy? Is it intdligent enough to use
technology?’

| crouched, dangling my hands to the floor so | could tickle my toes. a childish
gesture, but soothing. "I'll listen to the message mysdlf to be sure, but it's exactly
what Skalet's capable of doing. It must be her. Unless—" | rose with a new thought,
straightening to step closer to him, placing one long-fingered hand on his chest. Had
it assimilated that knowledge from Lesy and Mixs? Should | warn him? "Ragem, |
haven't told you this, but—"

"There you are, Madame Ket!"

"Acting Captain Kearn," | acknowledged, surreptitioudly taking the message cube
from Ragem and tucking it into the waist of my skirt. It poked into my skin, cold and
comforting. Skalet was alive. So far.

Kearn hurried toward us, his hands suspended in midair as though he wanted to
rub them over his gleaming head but knew the moment wasn't quite right. Equally
unfortunately, from the point of view of command presence, his suit coverals fit
even lesswdl than Lawrenk's, being far too long in both deeve and leg. He'd had to
roll them up, completely obscuring the vital connectors on wrist and ankle. |
perceived conspiracy and barely kept my fingers from fluttering in appreciation.

"Just the being | wanted to see," he paused and peered up a Ragem, pouting as if
in thought. "Aren't you supposed to be in the nexus, Specialist Ragem?"

"Just down for adrink, sir."

"Then get one and take it back to station with you."

Kearn snapped. "There's a stack of new messages just arrived. You know | can't
waste my time trandating. I've a ship to prepare for possible combat!"

Ragem touched his fingers to my hoobit courteoudly, then walked away.

"This Ket is troubled by your tak of hodtilities, Captain,” | sad sernly,
deliberately avoiding his use-name to stress my Ket disapproval of hazard. Not to
mention my personal didike of this Human, | added to mysdf, only partialy
ashamed of this descent into ephemera behavior. "Is this not an errand of mercy?”

Kearn sighed theatrically. "We must be prepared for any eventudity, Madame
Ket. Which iswhy | wanted to check on your safety personally. You are our only
passenger, you know. Quite a responsbility. | wanted to ask you for next-of-kin
information—just a precaution, but things could get dangerous.”

Next of kin? My mind went blank as my hands gave a painful clench on the hoobit
that belonged to a very dead, hopefully till very buried Nimal-Ket.

“I'm sure you mean you'd like Madame Ket to prepare a sealed data file, to be
opened only in the event of the worst, sir," corrected a quiet voice from behind me.
"Given the cultural imperative againg reveding true names to non-Ket."

Kearn's face worked its way through severa possible expressions before deciding



on pompous, | maintained a dignified stillness with an effort. "Naturally, Specialist
Ragem. I'm fully aware of the culture of our distinguished guest. | intended no
discourtesy, Madame Ket."

| bowed. "This Ket fdt none. Perhaps you would honor me with a vist shortly,
Captain. Your increasingly great responsbilities must cause you tension,” |
suggested with lips pursed in afrown and carefully ill hands. Ragem had to pretend
to cough. "These surely need to be eased for full health."

Kearn bowed, too. "l assure you | will come to you, my dear Madame Ket, the
instant those responsibilities dlow me a moment of my own. In the meantime," he
glared a Ragem, "I must ensure that my subordinates fulfill their duties properly."

"On my way, Sr, Madame Ket," Ragem gave a hint of a salute and left, unable to
restrain the occasional cough as he strode down the corridor. Kearn rubbed his
head, uttering another deep sigh.

"My apologies, Madame Ket, but | must get back to my own duties,” he said,
distractedly. "There's so much to do. There may be wounded personnel to transfer
to the ship. We don't have the space for more than a few without total disruption to
quarters. Then the forms to be completed..." The acting captain of the Rigus
wandered away in the opposite direction, taking a turn into an adjacent corridor, his
muttered list of tasks and complaints trailing behind. "l wasn't supposed to have to
ded with this..."

"Behold our Great Leader."

| turned to peer down at Lawrenk Jen, taking her raised eyebrows for an invitation
to confidence. "Y ou miss your former captain, Lawrenk-Human? This Ket has been
told you lost her just before | came on your ship."

"Aye," she agreed, chewing on a bottom lip, her hazel eyes amost green in the
hdl lights. Her strong features were resigned. "Kearn's a capable officer, don't get
me wrong, Madame Ket, but Captain Simpson, well, | served under her in a few
scrapes. Until you've been this close to vacuum," she pinched together her thumb
and forefinger, "sucking smoke while crewmates bleed to death a your fest—well,
that's when you know what decisions a captain is capable of making—and sticking
to."

"And this crew doesn't yet know these things about Acting Captain Kearn."

The engineer lifted one shoulder. "Know? Maybe not." Her eyes hardened. "Regs
say we should have picked up a qudified captain before lifting from Rigel 11, but this
crazy chase of Kearn's after that Lanivarian grabbed support from way up. So he's
in the captain’s chair. | just hope we don't end up paying for his obsession."

"This Ket agrees, Lawrenk-Human," | said softly. Completely.

34. Shuttle Morning; Cruiser Morning
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"WHY ? Give me one good reason!"

| wrapped a pilfered sock around the haf-empty jar of sauce remaining from my
shopping trip on D'Dsdl. | didn't have any spare clothing to keep the fragile
container safe within my bag among my accumulation of creams and ointments,
many farewdl gifts from the crew. "My thanks, Paul-Human. For dl you've done—"

Ragem gripped my arm below the elbow, pulling me around to face him with quite
unnecessary force. The jar tumbled from the sock before | could catch it, but
bounced safely to rest on the floor near our feet. SO much for being fragile. Ragem
didn't let go. "I don't want your thanks," he said with what seemed red anger. "I
want to know why you're suddenly leaving the Rigus. | thought you wanted to track
down this killer; I thought | was to help you reach Ansky as well."

His fingers dug in, a further sign of emotion, | concluded, rather than any intention
to cause me pain. Still, I winced and Ragem released his grip, the skin of his face
going from pale to a warm flush. His expression remained furious. "Skalet arranged
for me to come on her ship—" | began, only to be interrupted.

"That's another thing. Who knows what story she concocted to get on Kearn's
good side? You don't. But it must have been something. None of us can believe the
Trium Set's captain isn't at least going to be questioned for misuse of an emergency
distress call." He took a deep breath and said in a more reasonable tone, "1 don't like
this, Esen. | don't trust it."

To be truthful, 1 was quite curious mysalf how Skalet had managed to turn
Kearn's outrage at her deception into what amounted to davish cooperation. The
result, however, was dl that mattered. She wanted me with her. And | had to go.
"This Ket," | stressed the word, "has been invited to serve an old and favored client,
Paul-Human. That isdl you or | need to know. There is nothing mysterious in my
wanting to leave your ship to seek a more profitable opportunity. It is our way."

"Be Ket with Kearn, not me, Esen," Ragem gritted out between clenched teeth.
"You've warned me your enemy has the ability to take information from the
memories of your kind as it kills them. What if it learned enough to impersonate
Skalet's Krad persondity, Skal-ru? The Kraad Confederacy is in chaos. Who would
question anyone of her rank?"

"Portula Colony wasn't torn apart by a subtle being, Paul-Human," | reminded
him. "Why should it try such an e