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1

Success often depends on the screwups of the competition, Soph thought as she examined the dark bulk
of the spaceship Argent. The Argent had beaten Soph's team to Venus by more than a month but ill
hung in orbit, silhouetted againgt the protective dust clouds, farther fromitsgoa than ever.

"Her second atmospheric shuttleisgone. Just like you said." Kun took amoment from his contemplation
of the dust charts that floated around his head to examine the Argent. Soph wished he would leave that
to her. Getting them safely to the surface should have been his sole concern.

"Yes." Soph didn't bother to tell him that it had been her irritating ex-husband, Lightfoot, who had told
her that the Argent's second atmospheric shuttle would be down on the surface ahead of them, probably
at their intended destination. She hoped that didn't mean she'd have to reevauate al the other things he
had told her.

"Shit!" Kuntook her mind off the Argent.

"Ah, that's not the kind of thing you liketo hear your pilot say." Soph loosened her grip on her crash
cocoon's webbing.
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"Shit." Kunwiped hisbad head. "This chart'sagoddam liar!"

Venuss dust clouds swirled around his head. They blocked sunlight, keeping the Venusian surface
human-habitable, and also protected the planet from intrusion by unauthorized vessds. Asde from these
space reefs, Venuss orbitd interception capability was limited, under treaties dating back to the first
human settlement of the planet, centuries before.

"Tel me again how much you and Kammer saved by buying the cheaper version of the bootleg chart,”
Soph said.

"Never mind—"

Thelanding craft bucked. The cabin walls grew hot from dust friction. Soph heard the other team
members muttering and cursing behind her.

All three of Kammer and Kun's craft were surplus Jupiter system gear. Soph and seven other members
of the team hung aboard a narrow monocrystal hull with retrofitted drive pods. The crash cocoons had
been ripped from an old Earth-Luna shuttle and till bore the smiling flower logos of the rebuild company.
Soph noticed that each rubbery logo was carefully placed to conceal stress creasesin the cocoon frame.
Kammer and Kun loved saving money.



The flattening globe of Venus appeared below her lug-soled boots. Soph had seen ancient images of the
planet when it had looked like afuzzy ball bearing, covered with sulfuric acid clouds. Now vivid green
lowlands surrounded pewter seas. Craters from the comets dropped by the aien Probe Builders
pockmarked the plains. When the oceansfindly filled, the planet would have two mgor continents:
Aphrodite, along landmassthe sze of Africa, dong the equator; and Ishtar, the Size of Audtraia, hanging
off the north pole like adipped toupee.

Their misson god lay in the foothills of the Maxwell Mountains, which rose steeply in central Ishtar.
There, aheavily fortified and protected alien named Ripi had made adedl for an extraction. Ripi had
been aguest/prisoner of the Venusian government for eighteen years. He was the only representative of
his species within the Solar System. The bored corruption of some of hislow-level jailers had alowed
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him to make contact. It wasworth alot of risk to try to get him out.

The Argent had beaten them to the profitable pickup. But her captain, Tiber, had, for some unknown
reason, descended to the Venusian surface done—and disappeared. Since Tiber wasthe only one
aboard hisvessel who had communicated with Ripi, the Argent was stuck. The crew had apparently
then sent the second atmospheric shuttle down directly to Ripi's covert, but that effort had failed aswell.
Ripi remained on the surface.

Theterminator lay near Ripi's covert now. The fuzzy strip of extended sunset rippled over the high peaks
of the Maxwels. The Venusian longnight was just faling there, which meant that Kammer and Kun's
team would have dmost two months of darknessin which to operate. Soph hoped for aquick in and
snatch, but, clearly, things didn't lways work out as planned.

Just ingdetheline of night, afew hundred kilometers south of Ripi, glowed Golgot, Venusslargest city,
at what would someday be Ishtar's southern coast.

Kun peered at acoordination display that linked him with the other two penetration craft, one Kammer's
and one piloted by awoman named Mura, and shook his head. He was young and had long eyelashes,
asif to compensate for the lack of hair.

A whistling seemed to come from everywhere, even theinside or Soph's own skull, asthe dust tore
vicioudy at the hull's ablative shielding. That had been an expense Kammer and Kun had tried to avoid.
But Soph had inssted on it as arequirement for her participation. A circum-Lunar orbital yard had
sprayed it on a agood price. Its erosion would absorb the kinetic energy of the impacting dust. It wasa
means of survival asold as spacetravel.

"WEell bedl right, Kun," she said. "We have redundancy."

"Sure," he said. "No question. Redundancy.” The word did not seem to give him comfort. He swallowed.
"Doyou ... do you suppose the Argent crew acted without Tiber? That they'retrying to grab Ripi on
their own?"'

"No, of course not,” said Soph, who suspected exactly
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that. Otherwise, they would have sent that second shuttle down to recover Tiber, instead of trying for
Ripi directly. God, she hated it when Lightfoot' s warnings were borne out. She so wanted himto be
wrong.



"Yeeh," Kunsad. "Well get Ripi out."
"Wewill."

Soph rested back and felt her luggage rearrange itself to support her lower back. Itsinterna linkages, she
hoped, would make up for any insufficiencies in the cocoon. The ship shook harder. A soft bag cupped
the back of her head as the planet swelled.

Sophonisha Trost was a smal woman, with a stocky, efficient body, dy black eyes, and aflat nose. She
was some years older than fifty. She wore her dtill-black hair in ahelmet, and her face crinkled al over
when she laughed. She had ways feared that she looked like amonkey.

Shewas dightly disappointed by therising thunder asthe ship madeit past the last swirls of theinner dust
clouds and entered Venus's stratosphere, and she blew a breath out between her lips. When they last
talked, in hishouse on Luna, Lightfoot had told her to turn this mission down. It was suicide, held said.
What he didn't understand was that that was one of its main attractions.

A broken dining room tabletilted in the middle of the dimly lit storeroom like asinking ship. Damaged
decorative pands of synthetic stone from other parts of the vast house dripped with condensation.

"Ripi." Lightfoot wore awhite shirt with ahigh collar, tailored to minimize hisbelly. "The Venusans
haven't gotten anything from Ripi in the eighteen years since he blew into the System from Outside and
crashed in the Ishtar back country. I'm sure he thought he was lucky to live through it, a the time. They
guffed him into thet place they call his covert and haven't let him out since.”

"I've done the research,” Soph said. "I know the story.”
"But do you understand it? That's the question.”

"The questioniswhy | even came here."
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Lightfoot's creased face sagged even further: that basset hound expression he thought got him sympathy.
"l invited you," he said. "Y ou were kind enough to accept. | just want to talk." He pushed a steaming cup
of teaat her. She caught it before it did down thetilting tabletop.

"Lightfoot," shesaid, "you're not going to talk me out of it. If that's the only reason you've invited me
here, we can go right on to the house tour. | understand there's some lovely ceiling carving on the upper
floors..."

"No, no. Please.”
""What, then?" She camed hersdlf by building ateacup barrier out of toffee-colored chunks of carndlian.

"Some people used to think that Ripi entered the System with afunctiona deepdrive. After dl, hed come
acrossinterstellar space. Right?”

"'If he had one, it vanished someplace between the orbit of Uranus and hisimpact point on Venus," Soph
said, taking hisrhetorica question at face value. "Therés no sign of one. The Venusians do have his ship,
what's|eft of it. They had to collect the pieces from the heights of the Maxwells.”

S0, no deepdrive. Fine. What are you after, then? What makes it worth your while?!

"Something's up with Ripi. HEs a Vronnan—the only example of that speciesin the Solar System. He



was fleaing something when he camein, so hewasjugt as glad the Venusians stuck himin velvet
confinement when he landed there. He's let out dribs and drabs of V ronnan technology—it seems mostly
biol ogical—but nothing worth the amount the Venusians have sunk into him. Now, for thefirst time, he's
let out that he wantsto leave. Something's changed, either back in Vronnan space or herein the System.
Something Ripi isinvolvedin. It could be big."

"Could be" Lightfoot tugged at hisjowlswith thumb and forefinger. Soph thought he had waited dl his
lifeto have them, just for that ponderous gesture. "There till isn't any reason to risk your pretty little butt
on this expedition, Soph. Kammer and Kun ... amateurs. | don't trust them.”

"Never mind my butt,” Soph said, for form'ssake. "And | know it'sarisk. Since when have we not taken
risks? Come on, Lightfoot.”
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"Calculated risks. For red gains." Lightfoot paused for along moment. "It's against the order of nature for
amother to inherit her son's obsessions, Soph.”

The mention of their dead son rocked her. They usually maneuvered around him, asif hisbody lay on the
table between them, hands folded on his chest. Lightfoot never mentioned Stephan, not in fights, not in
despair, never. In over two years, thiswasthefirst time. It had to mean something.

“Lightfoot—"

"Sorry, sorry.” He turned away and dumped down againgt the chair arm, asif examining the flawed
layers of blue-gray chacedony piled in the corner. The storeroom waslit by flicker bulbs that had once
provided romantic light to the huge ballroom upstairs. They had grown dim and begt in their fixtureslike
suffocating fireflies.

"It's against the order of nature for a son to die before his parents,” Soph said to his back.
""Well, Stephan never did pay much attention to therules, did he?'
"No, hedidnt."

Stephan had been their only son. Soph and Lightfoot had talked about having more children, but
somehow, between the oscillationsin Lightfoot's fortunes and their endless operations, schemes, and
missions, there had never been time for another. Stephan had become the repository of their warring
ambitions.

Perhapsin response, his had been alife of risk. While till legaly underage, he had served in the
Earth-Mars War, with its far-flung battlespacesin the Asteroid Belt and the moons of Jupiter. Soph
thought of that war asafutileriot againgt the dien speciesthat had settled the System, from Gunnerson

Mercury and the B garth on Venusto Cruthansin the Titanian atmosphere. Stephan had seen it asaflare
of romancein agrim, dark world.

There had even been fighting just off Earth itsdlf, among the circum-Lunar asteroids of the Diadem. Those
carefully neutral Lunarianswho wished, watched the flare of Martian and Terran reaction drives through
automated telescopes, and took bets. Soph had never wished.

After the war, Stephan had become a sporting guide on
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lo, which, despite itsinhospitable surface, had been asite of mgjor fighting during the war. lo, the
innermost large moon of Jupiter, was the most volcanicaly active body in the System. Itsthin crust flexed
dramaticaly under the gravitational pulls of Jupiter and Europa, the nearest of the other large satellites.
Tidd friction kept avast seaof sulfur and sulfur dioxide molten, ready to blast through the silicate crust.
Volcanic plumes rose hundreds of kilometers above the surface. Continenta floods of liquid silicate and
sulfur poured across the torn surface, then seeped back down through the crust to the molten interior.

Uninhabitable by any of the alien speciesin the System, lo became a gigantic, dangerous playground after
the war, with insulated siwimmers chasing each other through bubbling pools of sulfur, gliders mounting
amost to escape velocity on erupting volcanic plumes, surfers on breaking waves of rock.

It was there that Stephan had died, atop avolcanic eruption. The bloated face of Jupiter had stared
down at him through the roiled atmosphere. Both his parents secretly wondered what he had seen there
in those last moments. Somehow neither doubted that some revelation had come as he flew, arms
outdretched, into the flaming sky.

Lightfoot sighed. "So you indst on going on this treasure hunt to Venus?!
"How oftendo | haveto say it?"

"Oncemore, | think."

"'Just once?" It was an old game, and she played it without thinking.

"Y es. The repetitions seem to be adding up.”

"They are. I'm going, Lightfoot."

Once out of the dust cloud, they skipped down through the atmosphere over the Guinevere Sea, to the
south of the future continent of Ishtar, and made their rendezvous. The landing craft now nestled into the
underside of a hundred-meter-long biopackage built by the dien B garth, supported four thou-
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sand meters above the surface by vast airfoilsfilled with buoyant hydrogen, driven by biomechanica
turbojets.

The Bgarth had landed only afew decades after the mysterious Probe, with its escort of ice comets, had
begun the great transformation of Venus. The Bgarth accelerated the planet's human-habitability
bootstrap by their presence benesth the crust and by complex biologica packageslike this one, intended
for the continuing ecologica growth of northern Ishtar.

The teams climbed out of their landing craft. The air a this dtitude was thin but bresthable. The airfoils
hissed just like eroding orbital dust, asif death, an amateur poet, required an exact rhyme. The seawas
an indigo poal, too far below to show any texture.

They faced aserious problem. Instead of threelanding craft did cozily into mushy growth under the flying
bio-package, there were only two. The biopackage dirigibletilted periloudy from the uneven weight.

"Areyou sure she didn't makeit?' Kammer paced the tilting floor. Pollinating beetles, escapees from their
delivery modules, scuttled away from under her silver-trimmed assault boots.

"Pogitive” Kun stood absolutely Hill.
Behind him, half-sunk into the soft tissue, was the ship he and Soph had come down in. Reentry had



scorched and puckered the shielding. The crystal hull shone from the bottom of dark holes. Beyond that
was the second vessdl, aconverted water tug. Neither vessdl retained enough ablative shielding to get
back out through the dust cloud, Soph thought.

The rest of the team ignored the argument between their leaders and checked their gear with superstitious
thoroughness.

"She might have veered off, realizing that the path was wrong. Muras smart, Kun. That'swhy we hired
her. She could still dide in and make the contingency rendezvous.”

"She'sameteor.” Kun seemed to think that if he moved so much as an eyebrow, it would mark him as
untrustworthy. ' 'l tracked her. Once the shielding burned through, the ship
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didn't last asplit second. It's gone, Kammer. A third of our team isgone.”
"Dammit!”

Tal and long-necked, Kammer wore her golden hair in looped braids behind her head. In her reflective
vest and hip-hugging insulated pants, hung with spiky combo climbing/ fighting gear, shelooked ready for
aparty, rather than an assault on aprison fortress holding an aien intelligence.

Too bad there was no party to go to.
"WEelIl haveto change our plans,”" Soph said quietly.

Kammer tilted her head back to look down at Soph over her nose, afavorite gesture. "Y our job doesn't
dart until we hit the surface.”

"That'swhat | mean. That ship carried most of our dl-terrain vehicles. We can't haul our gear up to Ripi's
covert from the airhead without them. If we land as planned, | won't be ableto do my job.”

"Isntit alittle early to start covering your ass, Ms. Trog?"

Soph controlled her temper. Sheld argued about putting al the ATV sin one landing craft, but she'd been
overruled. On fairly reasonable grounds, she had to admit: neither of the other two craft would have been
able to hold them. The planning problems went deeper than she could have done anything about. Wasn't

that what Lightfoot had warned her about?

"WEell have to abandon most of our heavy defensive gear at the landing Site, then," Soph said. "Therésno
way we can get it up into the Maxwells and il get back out with Ripi."

"So what do you suggest?' Kammer had an air of barely controlled patience.

"WEell haveto hang onto thisarship for longer, let it take usfarther up into the Maxwells. There are
some dternate landing spots nearer the target.”

Kun slently opened up topo displays of the Maxwells. Pegks thrust up from the floor. Proposed landing
stesglowed ydlow-green.

"Y ou rgjected those Stes earlier,” Kammer said.

"They're more dangerous,” Kun said. "More exposed.
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Soph was right to reject them. Then. But now we don't have the ATV sto take us up from the proposed
arhead, so the Stuation's different.

"'Goddammit, how was | supposed to know her ship was going to burn up in the dust cloud?' Kammer
sucked in abreath.

"Kammer, please." Kun almost whispered.

Kammer let the breath out and smiled. Suddenly she was again the competent team leader Soph had
thought she was Sgning on with.

"All right, enough screwing around. Let's look at the backup sites and get on to busting Ripi out of jail."

The Bgarth biopackage sank down toward the dark landscape of Ishtar. The sky still glowed with light
refracted through the dust clouds—and would for weeks. It was asif amoon had been smeared out
across the stars. By the cloud's vague light, Soph could see the peaksrising up at them.

Most of the team members were adeep, readying themsalves for the landing and move toward Ripi's
covert, which was planned to start in fourteen hours. It would still be night then, of course. It would be
night for another two months. At Soph's direction, the team had set up perimeter proximity darms, asif
they were camped in the forest. They'd had very little time for practice back on Luna, and Soph felt the
lack of actua field exercises keenly. It had taken them forever to lumber around the darkening biologica
platform to set up the alarms. Soph was not happy.

Soph'sluggage had arranged itself near the platform edgein abroad V, its parasail configuration. Soph
had decided not to depend on the descent gear purchased by Kammer and Kun and had instead
invested her own money in adding air-assault capability to her own luggage. But the damn thing had sat
too long in Lightfoot's house. It had always been his game to modify whatever gear she was setting up.
Anairfoil had already grown over the welter of chrome-cornered bags, striped gold and red: Lightfoot's
school colors. The man had no decency.

The underside of the flying Bgarth biopackage was packed with tranducent cylinders, like giant butterfly
chrysdises
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Severa had been bruised by the landing craft, and broken vesicles seeped yeasty-smdling fluid. The

underlayersthat supported the landing craft cresked asthe dirigible€s arfoils shifted out in the night,
directing the biopackage to its destination.

"Look at this"" Kun kndlt by a swollen black mass at the base of asagging chrysdis. "It's activated before
hitting the surface. Kind of acrude thing, redly. Penetrant explosive fungus. Breaks up the surface
clinker."

Soph had been gtralling with him while he examined the biopackage. "Explosive?”

He chuckled. "We don't have to worry about it. Takes abig eectric charge to activate. Very specific.
The Bgarth usualy use acdculated lightning storm after they've sown an area. But this sort of mistakeis
unusud. Thisoneisnow usdess™

Kun was the one who had arranged for them to conced themselvesin the Bgarth biopackage. He had
contacts with the dissident human ecoteamsin Aphrodite, who often covertly placed their own



ecomodules aboard Bgarth airships.

Soph knew she should be adeep, charging hersalf up, instead of wandering around these distracting
mysterieswith Kun. But there was something charming about the young bad man with thelong
eyelashes. Despite dl her efforts, Soph was till not sure whether he and the lovely Kammer were lovers.
She rather hoped not.

"It'shard to tell anymore—what of Venusslife came from the Probe, what from the Bgarth, and what
from these crazed ecoteam researchers down in Aphrodite,” Kun said. "And it kegps going. New

ecol ogies propagate themselves over the planet, each metastructure trying to bootstrap itsdlf into dynamic
dominance. It'skind of fun to watch."

"There are bookmakers on Lunawho bet on ecotones moving as different environments expand and
contract,” Soph said.

Kun grinned, alittle shyly. "Where do you think alot of the money for the expedition came from?”
"| thought it was Kammer."

"Kammer spends money. She doesn't makeit. | bet the lines and won big."
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"Money...." Sophsaid. "Y ou know, Kun, I'm worried about these scapular credit stores of ours.”
"Theright of survivorship?' Kun looked surprised. " Surely, you don't think—"

"When an expedition fals gpart, anything can happen.”

Each member of Kammer and Kun's expedition carried cash in a secure module in his shoulder blade. In
atrue expression of trugt, the cash was arranged in that ancient gentleman/adventurers form of financia
trust, the tontine. Survivors could call up the access codes of the dead and drain their valuta stores. Soph
had visons of afalled expedition, itsgod forgotten, but with various members hunting each other down
for the remaining expeditionary cash in each others scapulas.

"l don't think it will cometo that,” Kun said. "Redly, Soph. I'll never kill you for the money in your
shoulder.”

A proximity darm buzzed in Soph's mastoid bone. Too bad that it would wake up her team. They
needed the deep. But perhaps they needed the dert practice more. She leaned out into the rushing
darkness, expecting to see somelarge high-flying bird curioudy investigeting the huge airship.

Instead, what she saw was the flicker of copter blades.
"Down, Kun!"

Together they rolled behind a chrysdis and scuttled backward. Soph could hear her team yelping
questionsin the darkness.

"Who the hell isthat?' Soph asked. Now that she knew what to look for, she saw several more of the
sound-screened aircraft hovering just beyond thefirst one. They vectored in.

"Enforcement & Joy. They won't fireyet. All this hydrogen, and no one wantsto pissthe Bgarth off by



blowing up a biopackage carrier. Who knows what the Bgarth might do? Take away the oxygen
atmosphere, maybe. People are dways terrified that will happen.”

Kun was panicked, babbling.
"Venusans are such worrywarts," Soph sad. "Kammer!"

"No need to yell." Kammer appeared at her sde and handed her a shoulder-launched antiaircraft
munition from stores. Kammer's munition was dready crouched tensely on
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her shoulder like awaiting hawk. She pulled on a control gauntlet and pointed a the nearest copter,
which was only metersaway. A thud, an amost sublimind flash of explosive, and it tilted and fell away
into the darkness,

"I don't know who the hell they think they're dedling with," Kammer muttered.

Soph aimed her own munition and fired. But hers vanished into the darkness, and the copter she had
amed it a moved in unharmed. They had turned on their countermeasures— and Soph was sure that the
penetration software in the munitions she had bought in Copernicus was monthsif not years out of date.
The lead copter had been destroyed through its own overconfidence.

Asthe attackers came closer, they opened fire to cover their landing. Soph and Kammer ducked. A
copter bounced againgt the underside of the biopackage at the stern, and troops with black
image-amplification face masks spilled out of it. On each glared two green laser-grained eyespots, a
vishle sign of authority. They fanned out among the chrysdises.

"Back about ten meters," Kammer said. "There's a bottleneck amid these egg cases. They'll haveto string
out to get through. We can hold. Kun, get your butt into the ship and power up!”

Jugt like that, the mission was scrubbed.

Kammer yelled and swore and got some of the back peopleinto Kun's shuttle while somehow preventing
ageneral ssampede. She seemed even taller than before. Soph took up her assigned spot, back toward
the bulbous water tug, and her luggage. Kun dove through the shuttle hatch.

The E& Jsdid indeed get necked down by the arrangement of chrysdises, to be met with determined fire
from the mission team. One of them dropped, to be pulled by one ankle back behind a chrysalis. Kun
hesitated, hatches open, until Kammer screamed at him. Then he buttoned up and hit his side thrusters.
Flames tore above Soph's head. The shuttle rolled dowly, then dropped over the side. Thunder sounded
below as the shuttle's main drive came on.

Soph didn't have time to see whether Kun managed to avoid smashing into the seabelow. Theteam
memberswho
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remained had to try to get aboard the water tug and make their own escape.

Shouts came from behind her. Soph turned to see troops rappel down the biopackage's sde and swing
into hitthemintherear.



They must have landed somewhere on the complex control surfaces above, aticklish operation. For a
brief ingtant, Soph felt admiration for their daring.

It wasdl over, A few more of the mission team went down, and the rest of them attempted to surrender.
Therewas no escape. The E& Jtroops had cut them off from the tug.

But Kammer was not about to surrender. Not handicapped by the E& Js fear of destroying any Bgarth
biologicds, shefired sraight through the bulging chrysdisesto kill whoever was hiding behind them.
Support fluid poured across the floor, filled with the dying shapes of incomprehensible embryos. The
spoatlights caught her bright hair, and Soph could hear her laugh above the high crack of smadl armsfire.

Most of the other team members had surrendered or died, leaving Soph as a holdout. She saw two of
the black-helmeted figures turn toward her, their emerad eyespots glaring.

Soph dove, grabbed at her luggage handles. A burst of fire went through the space she had just
occupied. She pushed her boot toes againgt the damp floor. Her luggage fell off the edge of the platform,
pulling her after it.

Rushing wind, darkness. She held on to the handles as she fell down at the peaks of the Maxwell
Mountains

"Tiber, of course, isthe key to the problem,” Lightfoot said.
"How?" Soph asked.

"Because the question isn't why Ripi wishesto leave his upholstered jail in the Maxwells. | should think
that would be obvious. Thered questioniswhy, out of dl the vessalsin the System, he would choose
the Argent.”

Damn him, Soph thought. Lightfoot could find asurface irregularity in anull-g sphere of helium 2. She
was not about
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to admit that that was the very question that had been worrying her.

"The Argent was hijacked from the MeshMatrix Krystal shipyard three years ago,” she said. "It'sbeen
on the run from Terran recovery teams ever since. Tiber and his crew have sub-rosa contacts in the Belt
and proven skills at evasion. Ripi had good reason to contact them.”

"Proven skills? Redly? How hard do you think Terran recovery teams are looking for that scow,
anyway? They could be parked in orbit around L unaand no one would bother them. There were reasons
Tiber was dlowed to take off with the Argent... but thisian't the timeto discuss Ulanyi interna politics.
At any rate, | wouldn't put alot of money on the Argent's evasive capabilities. It'sjust good luck that the
ship hasn't falen apart dready. After dl, it wasn't designed for interplanetary transport but as asort of
broodship for conscious Ulanyi embryos shuttled up from Earth's northern hemisphere. It'saflying
creche”

"So Ripi made amigtake," Soph said. "Heworksin astuation of imperfect information, after al.”

Lightfoot looked at her from under his brows. ' 'No reason for you to think just asimperfectly, then. A
month ago, Tiber descended to the Venusian surface near Golgot. There he vanished. He hasn't come
back up to the Argent or made it acrossthe Maxwelsto Ripi."



"I'mwell aware of that," Soph said. "That's how Kam-mer and Kun have an opportunity in thefirst
place." She'd wanted to conceal exactly how shaky their operation's toehold was, but of course,
Lightfoot knew alot more than she wished he did. "He might reappear a any time, which would screw
us—completdly. | know that. But it'sworth therisk.”

"Tiber isn't regppearing,” Lightfoot said. "Not without help. Do you know what happened to him?”

She hesitated. Lightfoot was not above pumping her for information while pretending to clarify things. "He
seemsto have gone down into the B garth facility at the Well, near Golgot.”

"Quiteright. Now what in the world would Tiber have to talk about with those crust-esting worms?”

"That | don't know, Lightfoot.”
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"Well, whatever it is, hell have plenty of time to hammer out the details. There was surface action at the
lip of the Well. Seems some kind of snatch team tried to grab him. Enforcement & Joy intervened, there
wasalot of wild blasting away, and Tiber ended up stuck, his surface access destroyed. Who knows?
Maybe those sentient mining machines just ate him, and you have nothing to worry about.”

"Y ou should ring for some cheese and crackers,” Soph said. ™Y ou sound hungry.”

"'Ha. Maybe | am. Y ou dways were better at figuring that out than | was. Y ou know, I'm not just
interested in Ripi for your own sweet sake. He came into the System with a deep-drive. It disappeared.
I'd like to know what happened to it. It'simportant to al of us. We need one to get out of this dust pit we
cdl asolar system. Those Martians who launched the Prismatic Bezdl just gave up on it and sent their
colonization vessdl through normal space. Crawling. Some other species do that, but they have much
longer lives. And then the damn Bezdl vanished before getting more than afraction of alight-year
avay...."

Lightfoot, like other tech hunters, sought the big score: afunctiona deepdrive. Not long before Stephan's
death, he/d managed to lose afortune on a brilliantly planned assault on a Cruthan nest floating in the
thick atmosphere of the Satur-nian satellite Titan that had netted nothing but dead growth infested with
particularly virulent bacteria. Arguments still raged about whether the thing they had stolen had been a
cleverly designed decoy, a big mistake and not adeepdrive a all, or whether deepdrivesredly were
somewhat dive and thus could die and decay. Some even maintained that the essence of the deepdrive
was somewhere concealed in the bacteria organelles and that the sterilization and quarantine had
destroyed the results of what had actually been a successful mission.

But a deepdrive was more than a piece of useful technology. Sincethe arriva of diensin the Solar
System, it had taken on an dmost spiritual meaning. To possess one was to possessthe universe, to bea
species equd to dl the othersin the Gaaxy. Without it, humans were just crude idanders, standing on the
beach and chanting at the passage of ships,
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Lightfoot denied this nonphysical meaning, even to himself, but Soph knew that it was what truly drove
him. To become wed thy was one thing. To become Prometheus was something else again. Her plump
ex-hushand cherished ambitionsthat il excited her.

"We're not counting on any deepdrive information,” Soph said. "We're interested in Ripi directly, for the



reasons I've dready explained to you. With Tiber out of the way, we have aclear shot.”
"But do you have any idea of what Tiber was doing underground with the Bgarth?"
She considered abluff. "No. Not specificaly. Do you?'

"'Noideaat dl. Like Ripi, | am dependent on my sources. How did you put it? | operate in 'a Situation of
imperfect information.' " He said it Sngsong, like aline from achildren'srhyme. Lightfoot had agift for
presenting her own words and thoughts back to her in away that made them seem impossibly foolish.
"Soph, you have to wonder why. Tiber didn't just take asdetrip. It had to be part of his plan. What

part?'
"Don't hector me, Lightfoot.”

"And Ripi wants him. Not you, Soph. Not Kammer and Kun. Tiber. Y ou guys have been drafted as
backup. And how much of abackup? The Argent has sent its second atmospheric shuttle down to Ripi's
covert. They'rewaiting for Tiber. All of them. All he hasto do is get out of the Well to achieve his
purposes. And what those are, you have absolutely no idea.”

"We're going, Lightfoot. We know the risks."
"No, you don't! Y ou have no idea of what you arefacing.”
Soph stood. "Goodbye, Lightfoot.”

"Goddammit, Soph, don't be so stupid!” 1t was amazing how fast hisface turned red. "Don't get dragged
down with thosefools. It isn't worth it.”

"'Lightfoot—"
"Firgt Stephan, now you. What drivesintelligent people to bash their own heads out againgt awall?*
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The house was nothing but endless rooms laden with stone ornamentation. She stalked past long screens
of carved synthetic jade, across pavements of rippled brown-and-white-striped sardonyx deliberately
worn to seem ancient. Her luggage waited for her in the wide foyer. It stood against a.curving wall,
arrayed asif on display for a progpective purchaser. She had not |€ft it that way.

"Soph." Lightfoot had followed some other route through the house and now stood above her on a
curving flight of stairs made of purplish-red porphyry.

Sheignored him. Perhgps he had built specid access circuitsinto that wall when he finaly convinced her
to vist him. Shewouldn't put that past him. Lightfoot had bought her the origina active luggage years
ago. That armored trunk and ova overnight bag were gtill congtituents of the system. Lightfoot had
always had good taste.

Sheld done her best to clean the software of any trojan horse modules but had obvioudy not been
entirely successful. Something in the house wall had issued acommand, and the luggage, not mindful of its
true allegiance, had responded.

"Soph. If things don't work out... | have acontact in Golgot. The one who knows about Tiber. And
there's something about Tiber. ... For God's sake, Soph, pay attention to me!”

Hewas dmogt crying. The bastard redlly had no idea. He dways managed to peg the emotiona price of



hisinformation at just alittle more than it was worth. And this, she had to admit, wasworth alot.
"I'm not going to Golgoat,” shesaid. "And if | were going, | have my own contacts."

"Just takeit! Please ... her nameis Ambryn Chretien. | haveto say . .. she's not exactly dependable. But
she'sthe best I've got. 1t may help you."

She had to force hersdf to listen. It was not often that Lightfoot just gave up information and even less
often that he admitted that he was operating on the basis of a hunch. His apprehension about Tiber had
no rationa basis. He gave her contact procedures and identification codes, and she remembered it dl,
without acknowledging him once.
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Her luggage rearranged itsdf into transport configuration, raised itsalf onitswheds, and dithered
obediently after her as she walked down to her car. She would have to check it over thoroughly again on
thelong trip to Venus.

As she pulled the bubble car away from Lightfoot's house, down the fused-dust road across Aristarchus,
Soph turned to look back at it. The place was visible from across the crater, adark chunk of chondritic
rock that looked asif an asteroid had lowered itsdf and nestled into the pale crater rim.

High up in the huge black boulder was a single glowing window, with aslhouetted figurein it looking
down at her. Lightfoot would have had to put alight some distance behind him and project his shadow
on atrand ucent screen to be visible from this distance.

It seemed like alot of effort, but then Lightfoot had always been willing to work for those things he found
important. Soph wished he would stop considering her so important.

The wings spread out and the parasail caught the air. Soph grabbed for the dangling harness just above
her. At the touch of her hand, it did down and hooked under her armpits. That gave her enough support
to pull herself up. The rest of the harness clicked around her chest.

Shewasfar from any of the surveyed landing sites. Thisregion of the Maxwellswas dl volcanic rock that
had been deeply shattered by subterranean Bgarth action.

Thelight that came from the nightglow of the Venus-girdling dust cloud was enough to hint & what lay
below without giving her good detail.

It wasdl her own goddam fault. If she hadn't ingsted on going farther, getting closer to Ripi's covert,
they'd have glided out from under the Bgarth biopackage hours ago, headed for the origind landing Site.
Their two spaceships would be buried in the high-dtitude forest, awaiting their return. The E& J assault
squads, having searched desperately for the interlopers after the other vessel burned up in the dust cloud,
would have found nothing aboard the biopackage but some seemingly random vanddism to mark where

they had
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been. Asit was, due to Soph's decision, they'd bagged the team. Kammer was probably dead, perhaps
Kun aswell. When she had a chance, shewould cry for them.

Her luggage chirped a couple of ultrasound pulses, disguised as the insect-hunting signal of alocal bat
species, then bleebled the derived dtitude information through an earphone that had sprouted up from her



shoulder. If she pulled in her wing tips and kept straight, she could land on the bottom of the fault ahead.

A sand dune came out of darkness and she dammed into it. She did acrossits crest, pulling at the
harness. Broken rocks jabbed at her thighs. She tasted blood in her mouth. A fina yank, and she freed
the harness before she got dragged any farther. Her luggage snapped through dry growth beyond. She
lay in aromatic grass. The air was still warm from the just-departed day and she could fed the dryness of
the thin leaves. Seed pods shattered against her and rattled down across her boots as she sat up. A small
animal, panicked beyond sense, ran across her hand and dove into a hole beyond.

The luggage had been caught by a copse of shrubby trees. Dry leaves came down on her in ashower as
shetugged it free. The trees had settled down for longnight.

A map of southern Ishtar appeared on the ground. A nicker of caculation, and her current location was
marked. To the south, about eighty kilometers away, sprawled the giant metropolis of Golgot. Golgot
then grew until it wasitself amap, itstangled streets swelling out at her. She had her own contactsthere.
If shewaslucky, shewouldn't have to resort to the contact Lightfoot had given her.

Her eyes adjusted to the dark. She looked up past the cracked stone walls on either side into the glow of
the sky but could see no sign of the Bgarth biopackage or the Enforcement & Joy assault copters. She
was utterly done.

According to the map, this fault descended until it opened out on the shore of astream. The stream was
amog dry after the end of the longday. It would not have much water in it again until the morning, when
the longnight's collected high-evation snow melted and swdled it into flood. She could follow the
muddy streambed down into the plains above Gol-
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got, then make her way through the suburbsinto the great city. It looked like there were a couple of steep drop-offs,
waterfalls when there was water, but nothing too bad.

With much cracking of twigs, her luggage had reassembled itself. It now rested on high sets of triangularly arranged
wheels, atransport configuration suitable for even the roughest country. With arush of ventilators, it blew out any
dust that might have worked its way into her clothing and gear. It shivered, ready to move.

She sat on adry tussock and wept for Kammer, Kun, the other team members, Stephan, and everyone else. When there
were no more tears, she stood up.

*kk

Two

1

"Why'=" Ambryn looked at the Bgarth physiological image she had spilled across the table. The complex
internd structureswere ablur. "Oh, why?'

"Redly, Ambryn." Derinda sat coiled on the other side of the table, her long body in askintight lesther
auit stabbed through with hundreds of rusty blades. Fake blood had crystallized at the dash edges, where
it glittered like citrine. ' 'l came here for askrying. Isthat so odd? Y ou are the best.”

"I'm the only xenoanatomica skryer in Golgot,” Ambryn

said. ' 'No different than when we were ... together. Derinda, | "



"Sowhat am | looking at?"

Derindarested her hands on the table. Since the last time Ambryn had seen her, she had put razor tipson
her nailsto keep from biting them. The edges were bent with tooth marks.

"These purple lumps are oxygen-generating nodes,” Ambryn said.

"Ah." Derinda nodded eagerly. She'd shaved her hair, and the scarred scalp brought out the strength of
her jaw. Ambryn was surprised by how well it suited her. "Oxygen.”

"Derinda. Areyou willing to learn thistime?* Derinda
22
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nodded. "Bgarth physiologica processes are symbols only because they are dso redl. If you want to
understand how they tell you the truth about your soul and your future, you have to understand the
physicd redlity. The actua glands and organs. And they don't give up their secretseasily.”

"I remember. I'll do my best. But it's hard. Y ou are agood teacher, Ambryn.”

Derindawas redly trying, Ambryn thought. Her eyes were wide as she looked acrossthe table at
Ambryn. Derinda had never tried to understand when they were together. Not at dl. She'd found the
whole practiceridiculous.

There was asnort and clatter from the darkness at the back of the skrying parlor.
"Elward,” Ambryn said. "That'sapiece of Cruthan integument. It'sfragile.”

"Vauable?' Elward took histhick fingers off the beaded hide only reluctantly.

"Extremdy."

"Huh. Lookslike abig scab." He made ashow of looking around. "Got any dien earwax?"'

Elward had a huge torso, which made even hislarge arms and legs ook spindly. Hisface, withits
rosebud mouith, its aquiline nose, and its wide-set dark eyes, wasingppropriately romantic-looking for
the blocky head it had been dapped on to. Ambryn did not remember his being so offensive.

It was seeing him here, apparently working for Derinda, that frightened Ambryn. Ambryn had not even
known the two of them had been in contact after that desperately botched operation at the Well. And,
for that job, she had been the one who had hired Elward. That disaster had marked the end of her affair
with Derinda. Sheld spent the last few monthstrying to forget al about it.

"Why the Bgarth?' Ambryn asked Derinda. "1 really don't think their bodies are appropriate for skrying
your fate. If you remember, the Ulanyi—"

"I'm not interested in those thinking embryos," Derinda said. "Weve dug around in their little shriveled
bodies enough. That'sthe kind of thing Terransworry about. Right? Like you. After dl, you grew up with
them. I'm from Venus. Bgarth are my adiens. So what about these axons here?"
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Derindaran her fingertips across theimage. Ambryn remembered how ddlicate her touch could be. And



how rough...

"These axons carry Bgarth neurotransmitters to the oxygen-producing reaction site. In one sense, you can
think of the current atmosphere of Venus as a Bgarth thought.”

Ambryn flicked acontrol and afull-senseimage of a Bgarth bulked in the shadows at the celling.
Manipulator palps and machinery interfaces dangled down into the cozy acove where Ambryn did her
fortune-teling.

"'But what about the navigation gear?' Derindalooked up into the guts, but Ambryn could tell shewas
looking for something else atogether. ' 'l mean, the Bgarth move around through the crust. How do they
know where they are? That would be the best guide for me. Right? The most suitable metaphor.”

That was alittle too obvious. But that was Derinda's way. Shetried to be subtle, but it just wasn't in her.
It was the obviousness of her movements that had captivated Ambryn when they had first met. So
Derindamust know about the chunk of Bgarth anatomica nav gear Ambryn had recently acquired, after
long effort, and be here after it. But why should she care about it?

"Hey, get this" Elward held abook with atooled binding. "This guy saysthat some racelived on Venus
before the comets came. The water poisoned them all. Genocide, he says. Deliberate. By the Probe
Builders." He shook hishead. ' 'Y ou can till find the bodies, down in deep lava caves, he says. Isthat
true? I've never heard it." He looked disturbed.

"It doesn't matter.” Derinda spoke sharply. "Come here and stand by us. Ambryn is nervous about her
suff, so don't touch it.”

Elward loomed up at Ambryn's elbow. She remembered how comforting she had once found him, when
they were on the same side. Held saved their asses when things went bad at the Well, and Enforcement
& Joy dmost got them. Ambryn owed her freedom to him. Now he scared the hell out of her. The fact
that he stared down her cleavage as he stood next to her didn't help matters.

Ambryn reached up with along-fingernailed hand and
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tugged out bioreactor guts. Reactive tissues spilled out across the floor and fetched up against the bases
of the curio cabinets. Ambryn dug through them for the navigation connections.

"How much of thisinformation comesfrom the Guts?' Derinda asked. "They're the ones who obsess
over Bgarth bodiesthe mogt, aren't they?"

"They'rewilling to tradeinformation,” Ambryn said.
"Trade? For what? What do you give them?'

Derinda had uncoiled and now thrust hersalf acrossthe table at Ambryn. She'd waysfet like acutting
surface. Even when she rested her head on Ambryn's large breasts after love, the bones of her skull had
seemed to dig for something.

"A variety of things" Ambryn said. "It'shard to know ahead of time what will please them. They'reredly
odd people, you know. Living underground, trying to reach the Bgarth ... that doesn't keep you on an
evenked."

"Doesliving here among dien innards keep you baanced, Ambryn?’



"It kegpsmefed.”

Derindalaughed. "Not well. It'saways abitch, making aliving in Golgot, isnt it? Everyones dways
stepping on each other'sfaces."

Bgarth navigation organs bulked in the shadows. The magnetic coils warned Ambryn of danger.
Everything looked ominous. Y ou can find your way, they said, but the way will not be easy. Those you
once loved will try to crush you....

Derindadid not see the clear message of the Bgarth's navigation organs. But, of course, reading the
message of the anatomy was Ambryn's skill. That waswhy Derindawas here, Wasn't it? A staying—and
an attempt to rekindle their romance.

She was working for someone else, Ambryn thought. Maybe she had aways been working for someone
dse

"It's been rough,” Derindawhispered. "For me."
"Metoo."

"l need someoneto throw me alifeline, Ambryn. | need ... what happened a the Well... | lost alot
there." Her narrow eyes could grow wide when she wanted them to.
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"What?' Ambryn asked, confused. "What did you lose?' The expedition to the Well had been her job,
her idea. She had been after Tiber, down from the Argent. That was her big obsession. The escape after
failure had been hairy, but Derinda had seemed to enjoy it, taken it asalark. That night she had made
love even more savagdly than usud. And that night had been nearly thelast time. Thelast pleasurable
time, that wasfor sure.

"Energy, | guess" Derindasaid. "Tiber.. .you know, Ambryn, | bet we could still get him out. If only
there was away to get the Gutsto help us. They know the ways into the Well."

"No. I'm through with that." Ambryn had to lie. It was tempting to confide in Derinda when she seemed
to open hersdlf, but Ambryn had to do it on her own thistime. She didn't know how, but she had to get
intouch with Tiber hersdlf. It was her only hope. Otherwise, sheld live out therest of her life here,
looking &t the intestines of Ganymedean Turtlesfor old ladieswanting to talk to the ghosts of their dead
children,

"Please, Ambryn. Think about it."
"I've thought about it."

"Y ou should think about it alittle more." Suddenly Derinda grabbed Ambryn's hair in her hand and pulled
her face close. Ambryn thought she could see each individua tooth pressing out against Derinda's taut
lips. "Don't you agree, Elward?"

"If you say s0." Elward sounded reluctant.
"'l do say s0. Get meinto the Well, Ambryn. Y ou have away. Don't you?"
e

"Think carefully beforeyou lietome.”



Ambryn had acquired the Bgarth nav organ from sources outside the Solar System. It had taken al she
had |eft. She wanted to use it to negotiate with the Guts for away into the Well, to talk to Tiber. She
couldn't giveit up now. Not even because she and Derinda had once loved each other.

Not entirely believing what she was doing, Ambryn reached her hand under the table for the charge prod.
Sheld bought it in case aclient became hystericd at the truth that
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was reveded, but she had never had to useit. It was much farther under the table than she had thought.
Thethought of using it on Derindagave her athrill. It would put their relationship on amore even footing.

"Y ou know," Ambryn said, "people oncetried to skry using the constdllations of the zodiac, patterns of
stars along the ecliptic. Can you believe that? | mean, it's so arbitrary, to base your prognostic science on
what isjust achance angle of perception. The dienswho comeinto the System are astrological Sgns
mede flesh...."

Her fingers closed on the grip.

Ambryn gave Derinda one more chance. "I need to go my own way. Please. What's over isover. Let's
each follow our own path.”

Derindasnorted. "I thought you were smarter than that, Ambryn. Elward. She thinks she's getting clever
with aweapon.”

He smashed the side of her head without even seeming to move. She lost her grip on the charge prod and
fell to thefloor. Her head blazed in agony. He picked her up with huge hands and ddlicately set her back
onthechair.

"Tie her up now," Derindasaid. "I'll talk to her again after | have alook around.”
Elward stirapped Ambryn to her chair. The side of her head felt soft, like arotting peach.
"Sorry," Elward said in her ear. "Contract provisions. Nothing persond. Y ou understand.”

"Get away from me." Theroom swam. She licked at the blood that trickled from the corner of her mouth.
Her tonguefelt amilelong.

"That'sal for now, Elward,” Derindasaid. "I'll giveyou acall the next time | need you on aspecid.”
"Wha?'

"Y ou heard me. Y ou can go back to our usua tasks. The day-to-day grind of our arrangement.
Profitable, though, right? At least, | haven't heard you complain. The pickup tomorrow should fetch you a

good amount.”
"l don't think | should leave you done with her," Elward said.
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"Go," Derindasaid. "Oh ... take asouvenir from her collection. The Cruthan integument. Consider it a
tip." "1 prefer my tipsin cash.” The barest pause. "Congder it atip.”

The thunder of the blower that kept the patio bubble inflated aso kept Soph from hearing the beating of
her own heart. She tried not to peer too obvioudly at the door on the opposite side of the Street. She



huddled in her coat againgt the cold. The temperature had been dropping since she hit the wilds of Ishtar
amost amonth before, and the bubble did a poor job of insulation.

A waiter dumped past, ran a sponge across the table, exchanging new grease for old, and jammed a
steam nozzle into Soph's soup bowl from the heating pipe that ran along the bubble edge. He had aready
reheated her soup twice and clearly resented the space she and her luggage took up, despite the fact that
the bubble, intended to extend the restaurant's breezy longday patio into the coldest part of longnight,
was otherwise empty.

An hour before, Soph had watched abig man in along coat escort adender woman from aheavily
armored limousine into the doorway under the sign that sssid AMBRYN CHRETIEN,
XENO-ANATOMICAL SKRYING, with abackground of aien interna organsthat flickered just at the
edge of perception. Neither had come out.

Soph was here, waiting for Ambryn Chretien to be free, because both of Soph's other Golgot sources
had already come up dry—and worse.

Hisan, asilver-haired executive in atourist agency, had been impervioudy bland, asif Soph wasa
deranged relative who had neglected to take her medication, and responded not at al to the code
phrases that indicated disaster and apleafor help. A nervous assistant had escorted Soph off the
premises and given her some money from Hisan, enough to buy the bowl! of soup she was currently not
eding.

Kopko, a pudgy man from a business bank, had met with Soph at his permanent tablein the local
restaurant where he
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made his data exchanges. There he had tried to turn Soph over to two local police officers hagtily
disguised as waiters. Soph had left behind amess of broken plates, adining room full of acrid smoke,
and ascreaming chef. Her luggage had punched aholein the wall. She wondered if Kopko had lost his
choicetable asaresult.

Now Soph was here, seeking the contact Lightfoot had desperately proffered. She had no choice.

The man in thelong coat came out aone. He struggled with abulky shape, irritatedly shrugging his
shoulders asit bumped against the sdes of the doorway and then dmost fell onto hisarmored limo.
Soph's cosmetics bag unfurled amirror and she turned away, asif she wished to check her lipstick.

The driver opened alimo door and dung the bulky object into the rear seet. He glared in after at it, asif it
had jumped in there on its own and now refused to come out, demanding that he drive it to some
inconvenient location on the other sde of Golgot. Then he dammed the door, got into the driver's seet,
and drove away.

What had happened to the woman who was clearly his boss? Was she supposed to take a cab home?
Why hadn't she had her driver wait? Soph gulped the rest of her soup, which was once again cold, and
|eft the restaurant. Behind her, the waiter dammed shut the access door to the patio. He wastired of
having to serve whoever decided to go out there.

Her luggage probed Ambryn Chretien's secure door. A soft-read popped up on the inclement-weather
garment bag, showing the security codes. It had been awhile since they had been upgraded. Soph was



familiar with the problem. A moment |ater, the door unseded, and she followed her luggagein.

The elegant staying parlor was slent. Between high display cases she saw the actual staying table, an
image of somedien gutsactiveonit. Next to it—

Soph sucked a bresth through her nogtrils. A lush woman in atight green sheath dress and knee-high soft
leather boots lay unconscious, head back, strapped to a chair. Her auburn
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hair pilled down the chair back. Blood covered the side of her head.

Soph diced through the straps with a utility knife and lowered her to the floor as the med bag checked
the woman's vitals. Soph was struck by the haf-floral, haf-ferd scent that rose up from her warm skin.

Soph looked at the reads. No toxins, it seemed, just adight concussion. The woman, presumably
Ambryn Chretien, was in no immediate danger. Soph sprayed the head wound with an antiseptic and
locd anesthetic. But where was the other woman? Soph passed through the curtain at the back of the
staying a cove into the space beyond.

Shefound hersdlf in atreatment room that must have come from amedica center. An oval pool of
support fluid steamed in the center, an instrumentation cluster dangling down over it.

Beyond the treatment room was an arched halway, rooms opening up to either sde. Thefirst door on
the right was a utility room. A chunk of shale resting in asupport cradle contained a partidly excavated
dienfossl, something lacy, like achrinoid. Chisded fragmentslittered the floor around it.

Soph heard athump. The next door |ed to the bedroom, which smelled like amuskier variation of
Ambryn's perfume. Expensive-looking clothing lay scattered and wrinkled on the thick carpet, around an
dtarlike bed on atulip stem. A slver cooling bucket stood by the head, empty bottle till leaninginit, ice

long gone.

"Help!" someone shrieked. "Oh, please, help! Someone!™

The dender woman lay huddled on the closet floor.

"Thank God," she murmured. "That terrible man... | thought he had come back.”

Soph moved to help. Asthe woman reached up for Soph, she curled the fingers of her right hand and
pointed. All the bones seemed to knot up. Soph dapped the hand away.

A crack—and the shot blew aholein thewall. The hand turned again, and in the fingertip Soph saw the
dark pinhole of the vapor projectile launcher that had replaced the interior of the woman's phalanges and
ulna

The second shot, panicked and too fast, blistered past
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Soph hit the summoning button in her knuckle and legped out of the room and down the hall. She
grabbed the fossil-bearing rock on its cart and rolled it. It trundled down the hal like an eager but elderly



dachshund, and caught the woman in the legs just as she stepped through the doorway. That had to hurt.
But she shoulder-rolled right over it. Soph only gained afew feet, making it into the treatment room.

"Stop," thewoman said.

The surface of the black stone pool reflected the squid tentacle tangle of bioaccess gear that hung down
over it.

Soph turned. The woman was young, with alean, strong body. She wore an outfit covered with wounds.
She smiled at Soph.

"Just like Ambrynto cdll for help. Areyou another of her dear loves?'
"I'msorry," Soph said. "I'm from—"

"Makeit good. Back at the office, we like to trade the wild excuses people give us when we nail them.
We have a contest every month for the most crestive.”

"I camein from tech support,” Soph said. "But | must have the wrong office. If you'll excuse me, I'm late
and—"

"Oh, wdl." Thewoman wasdisgusted. "l guess| loseagain.”

Her hand rose. Findly, in response to the summons, Soph's luggage did into the room and hit the woman
behind the knees.

The shot went wild.

Soph kicked up savagely, hoping to shatter the finger bones and to at least throw that damn gun out of
dignment.

But instead of falling back, she smashed Soph in the cheek with her other hand. Soph's head jerked, and
shesaw stars.

The woman was on her.

It was now Soph'sturn to fee something behind her knees: the edge of the pool. The woman'sweight
pushed her over, and they both toppled into the water.

Soph fought to the surface, took a breath, then was forced back under. The woman's hands tightened
around her neck.
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Maybe the gun seemed too impersonal now. Or maybe Soph had damaged it.

The woman tried to dam Soph's head against the side of the pool, but what |ooked like rock turned out
to be soft padding.

She had no air. Soph flailed her arms but couldn't get agrip on anything. A layer of water separated her
from the world. The woman's face swirled, growing larger, then receding. She maintained her
dispassionate expression as she waited for Soph to see sense and die.

Thewater's refraction made it seem as though the instrument cluster was closer than it actudly was. It
looked likeit hung right over the woman's shoulder. It loomed, unfurling each instrument control bulb for



€asSy access.

It was close. Sensing something in the treatment pool, it had activated itself so that the thergpist could get
to work.

Maybe she could get enough of agrip to pull hersalf out and get some air. Surdly it would be designed to
present itself to auser'sfingertips....

Soph flailed, trying to make it seem random, the last throes of a dying woman. That wasn't hard.
She got a purchase, felt her fingers close around a soft bulb.

It did nothing for her. She yanked with every ounce of strength she had |eft, but the young woman was
too strong and heavy for her. Soph did manage to pull her head up for onetiny gasp of air, afew more
seconds of life, before she went under again.

Still shehdld on. Thefed of the control bulb comforted her. It was al she had.

Instruments. Medical instruments above the pool. What were they? Tubes to aspirate mucus, muscle
relaxants ... surgical lasers? Deep anesthetics?

Fedling the quivering of her smal muscles, she thumbed the knob until the indicator pulsed Maximum into
her fingertip. She had no ideawhat she was maximizing. Then, with the last strength in her fingers, she hit
activation, praying that it would not do something like clean the dead skin off her murderer's back with an
ultrasound pulse.
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The woman arched her back. Every muscle convulsed and she fell forward onto Soph.

Soph couldn't move her own right arm. It was dead meat on her shoulder, and when, in the course of her struggles, the
hand happened to flop near her eyes, she did not recognize the fingers as her own.

Even dead or unconscious, the young woman was winning the fight. Soph scrabbled at the smooth walls of the pool
with her one working arm. The woman's weight forced Soph back down.

The water closed back over her face.

Ambryn stood in the treatment room and watched the ripples on the water disappear. The sound of splashing had
awoken her. The wound on the side of her head pounded. Nothing seemed real. The swirling clothes beneath the
surface might have been some undersea plants, glowing herein the overhead lights of her treatment room.

Then what was under the water snapped into focus. Heads, hands ... faces. Ambryn reached over, grabbed a handful
of clothes, and yanked. Up came Derinda. Her hard face was serene, asif, beneath her closed lids, she dreamed of
something beautiful. Ambryn lowered her to the floor, and another body floated to the surface. Ambryn pulled this
woman out too. She was lighter than Derinda. She looked in the pool for another, but that seemed to be it.

Derinda had been hit by the neuromuscular depolarizer once used in presurgical prep. Her muscles were completely
limp, and her diaphragm was goo. Ambryn flopped her back into the water, turned on the jets so that she floated, and
pulled down the life-support sucker. She'd never had to use this—her clients weren't usually this far gone—and she
hoped it hadn't been disconnected before she bought the setup. The mask attached itself to Derinda's face. The
ventilator filled her chest with air. Her body shuddered as electrodes steadied her heart rate. All her muscle control was
cooked. She wasn't going to be moving for awhile, which was perfectly fine with Ambryn.
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The woman on the floor choked. Ambryn turned her facedown and pushed the water out of her lungs.
Shewasjud alittle thing, Ambryn thought, bony and wiry. Ambryn could fed ribs beneath her fingers.
The woman coughed up water and drew a shuddering bregath.



The woman was abundle of taut springs. She twisted from Ambryn's embrace like a child who'd had
enough affection from a parent. Her eyes, now that they were open, were dark and clear. Her face was
dightly Asian, with aflat nose, wide cheeks, anarrow chin. Big creases on the sdes of her mouth. She
looked like sheld recently spent alot of time being unhappy.

"Areyou dl right?" Ambryn asked.

"Areyou Ambryn Chretien”?"

"Yes Yes | am."

"Andwhois she?"

"She's... it'skind of complicated.” Ambryn was taken aback by the speed of the woman's questions.

The woman gestured at adithering stack of luggage. A bag opened and presented her with an ebony
gun, very decorative. She pointed it over Ambryn's shoulder.

But Derindawas gill unconscious.

The woman, her eyes gill on Derinda, said: " "'The wolf, whose howl's hiswatch, thus with his stedthy
pace, like Tarquin's ravishing strides, towards his design moveslikeaghost." "

It was the identifying code phrase for Ambryn's data contact on Luna. She'd picked it herself from an old
play in archaic English, which, like dl good studentsin the Ulanyi regions of North America, she had
learned at school. Mcdon-ald? Old Macbeth? Something like that. She now wished sheld used a
somewhat less ominous passage.

"Wel," Ambryn said. "I'm glad my information hasfinally proved of useto someone. | must say, | never
expected to actually see anyone. It'salittle like having a picture step off the wall, to see someone from
Luna"

"I hope you can be even more useful. My name, by the way, is Sophonisba Trost. Call me Soph."”
"Areyou here after Tiber?' Ambryn felt gpoprehensive.
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She would be brushed aside and everything she'd worked for taken away.... "Where's the rest of your
team?'

"l have no team."
Ambryn froze at Soph'stone.

"'My team isdead. All of them. The misson isdestroyed, and | only barely made it down to Golgot dive
myself. | was hoping that we could reach an arrangement. All 1 need to do is get off-planet. Out of here.”

"Oh, no,” Ambryn said. "Oh, no ... I'm sorry. I... I'm sorry. There€'s nothing | can do. Nothing | have.”

"l just need to use your contacts to arrange transport,” Soph said with forced patience. "If | can get from
Ishtar south to Aphrodite, | can make contact with one of the eco-teams. We had dealings with them.
And they have off-planet connections—"

"No," Ambryn whispered. "Those were dl... Derindas contacts. | knew them, used them... but | can't



use them anymore. They had their reasonsfor dealing with her...." Shelooked at her ex-lover'sfloating
body. "And now they have their reasons for not deding with me.”

Soph looked dismayed, and Ambryn knew why. To bolster her value to her mysterious Lunar
information buyer, Ambryn had claimed underground connectionsthat were actualy Derindas. While
involved with her, Ambryn had been able to back these claims up with hard evidence. Ambryn and
Derinda had, in fact, helped two Martian researchers trapped in the Maxwells escape to Aphrodite,
exactly as Soph now wanted to. Now Ambryn wondered why Derinda had done that, and how deep her
game had actudly been thewholetime.

"Therésnothing | can do,” Ambryn said miserably. "And | need to escape as much asyou do, now."

"Perhaps you have aplace to wash up." Soph was brisk. "Then | can beon my way." Asif inanticipation
of her decision, her luggage had gathered itsdlf together and waited by the door.

"Please! What are you after? Maybe | can—"

"The less we say to each other, the better.” Soph nodded at Derinda. "Isthis persona? Or isshe
Enforcement & Joy?"
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Ambryn had been wondering that since Derinda's regppearance. She'd aways thought that—whatever
they had between them—it was entirdly persond. "Both.”

"Then we should both get the hell out of here. Now."
"Where? Where will you go?'
"Asl said, the less we know about each other, the better.”

Ambryn could see that despite her coolly professional demeanor, the other woman was at the edge.
Soph had exhausted all of her other possibilities before coming here. And now Ambryn had disappointed
her too. She'd taken that monthly retainer from that secret data buyer on Lunaand in return was able to
givenothing.

"Look." Ambryn decided to giveit al up. She'd never get in to Tiber now, not done. She needed any
help she could get. "I have away of contacting Tiber. A way through the Guts. I've been working at that
ever snce... ever sincel got him trapped down there in the Wdll. I've just succeeded in finding
something. | wasthinking ... Derindawas after it too."

"Y ou're the one who trapped Tiber?' Soph said. Ambryn could see that she'd caught the other woman's
interest. ' "'When he came down to vist the Bgarth?'

"Yes. It wasnt... | meant to talk to him. That wasdl. | have my own reasonsfor it. But things went
wrong. If you help me, | have away into—"

"I'm not interested in Tiber." Soph'svoice wasflat.

"What? But—" Ambryn was closeto crying. "He's valuable! Not just to me. My personal reasons... he
came down to go after that alien up in the Maxwells, the redly secret one that everyone knows aboui.
And Tiber still has his atmospheric shuttle down therein the Well. That could be away out! For both of
us. Enforcement & Joy couldn't expect usto come up with an operationa shuttle. Well take them by
urprisal”



Ambryn wasflying. She could bardly believe what she was saying.

"Tell mewhat you did to trap him." Soph said. Her flat face reved ed nothing, but Ambryn knew she'd
caught her interest.
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"Do you want to help me get Tiber out?' Ambryn said. "It could be useful to both of us."

Soph looked at her for along moment. What Ambryn had interpreted as alack of expresson wasredly
alook of degp thoughtfulness, she redlized. There was something attractive about it, asif thought implied
vulnerability. Maybe that was because Ambryn got theimpression that Soph's thoughts often hurt her.

"Y ou understand that our goas most likely have nothing to do with each other," Soph said findly.

"I.... understand.”" Did this mean that Sophonisba Trost had agreed to try to recover Tiber? Ambryn
wasn't sure.

An aligator bag in her luggage opened and Soph picked up a detection device with atortoiseshell handle.
Ambryn found this evidence of style consciousness caming. Perhgps she and this dry, intense woman had
something in common, after dl.

"l don't want there to be any question.” With quick movements that would have done credit to a
pickpocket, Soph searched Derinda. The instruments scanned for body implants and el ectronicsin the
clothing. Soph found much of both. "We want Tiber for completely different things. Y ou want—what?"

"l just want to talk with him," Ambryn said. "The Argent is packed with Ulanyi biological membranes. It
was intended to house Ulanyi sentient embryos.”

"I know," Soph said.

"Tiber hijacked it before it wasready. The placeis, to al accounts, faling apart. | wasraised asan
Ulanyi embryo jockey. It'safamily skill. When | heard the Argent was coming to Venus... well, |
remembered. | fled al that, but ... | have alot to offer Tiber. | just wanted to do it.”

Soph stared at her, asif uncertain of whether to take her serioudy. Maybe all of Soph's decisonswere
carefully conddered. That wasn't Ambryn'sway.

"Y ouwant Ripi." Ambryn took awild guess. "And you think you can use Tiber to reach him."
Soph winced. "Yes"

"| thought that if you weren't after Tiber specificaly, you must be after Ripi." She felt pleased with hersdlf
for having
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hit the target. " So you still want to get to him, even though your teamiis.... wiped out? | bet we can get
you off Venus and aboard the Argent. Then you can go home. Why trek on up into the MaxwelIs?

"Actudly, | have no desireto go home." Soph pulled asmall object out of Derindas pocket and
examined it. "I smply had no other aternatives. If | have something to do, I'll doit. How will you get
accessto the Wdll?'



"I have something to trade to the Guts—wheat are you doing? Don't kill her!"

Soph turned her ebony gun from Derinda and looked startled. "My ex-husband told me never to kill
anyonein astrange city. Y ou can never be sure of the consequences.” She pushed the barrd against a
couple of items sheld taken from Derinda and pressed thetrigger. A dull thump—and dust sfted to the
floor. ' 'Do you have a secure room in this place? One that can be locked off separately?*

"Urn, yes," Ambryn said. "What for?'

Soph grabbed Derinda's shoulders and pulled her out of the pooal. Itsjob done, the support squid had
pulled back up into the celling. Derinda bresthed on her own. Water beaded on the leather suit. "We
need somewhere to keep her, don't we? While we discuss the terms of our agreement.”

Ambrynfirg met Derindaa agdlery opening. In the time they were together, Ambryn never quite
figured out Derinda's connection to the art world. She seemed to be some kind of art finder, scoring odd
works of orbital and convict art for discriminating gallery owners. But shewasinvited to dl the parties.

As s00n as she spotted Derinda douching, drink in hand, near apolished cube of meta with fist marksin
it, she knew she had made the right decison in coming. She later learned that the fist marks were
Derindas own, kind of an homage by the artist. After the party, they came back together to Ambryn's,
where, for the first and last time, Derinda professed a deep interest in the practice of skrying.

A week after they got involved Ambryn learned that Tiber was coming down to the surface to vist the
Bgarth at the Well. Ambryn had contacts with the Guts, humanswho lived
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in Bgarth tunnels and sought to understand the crustal aliens by changing their own physiologies. They told her that
Tiber would be trading membranes and other products that the Argent's Ulanyi biological machinery was designed to
produce.

When she was hijacked, the Argent was being built at MeshMatrix Krystal for avery specific purpose: to raise Ulanyi
embryos in mental isolation from adult Ulanyi. Only human beings would control reality for those embryos. Asthe
embryos grew to intellectual power, their entire world-view would be the creation of human beings. They would,
essentially, be intellect daves to the human-supremacist faction behind the building of the ship.

Ulanyi had colonized the wide, almost-uninhabited plains of North Americaand Eurasiain thefirst centuries of alien
settlement in the System. They had quickly found humans among the seminomadic tribes of those regions who were
willing to interpret the universe to the mind-hungry Ulanyi embryos.

A faction called the Pure Mind group arranged for the ship to be hijacked by Tiber before it could reach full
functionality. Tiber had his own reasons for wanting the ship but was willing to accept help where he could get it. But,
apparently, placental tissue for embryonic support was aboard when the Argent blew out of the construction bay. It
was only that tissue that had kept the Argent financialy viable.

And Ambryn had heard rumors that at least one Ulanyi embryo was aboard. Before fleeing Earth, and her family, she
had been trained as an embryo jockey, someone specializing in mental contact with the developing Ulanyi mind. Now,
after years of drifting aimlessly through the stew of Golgot, the prospect of contacting that embryo galvanized her into
action. She decided she wanted to see Tiber and perhaps find a way to get aboard the Argent. It seemed that her
earliest ambitions, drilled in before the fights with her family and disillusionment with the goals of human/Ulanyi
civilization drove her from Earth, were not dead, after all.

Derinda found out what Ambryn was after and threw herself into the project. Ambryn was sure Derinda had no idea
what the ultimate result of success would be: that Ambryn would leave Venus, never to return. It tormented her, some-
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times, late at night. But Derinda was so goddam useful.... Ambryn was just starting to suspect why
Derinda had had so many contacts.



One day they scouted the Well from the air. Ambryn's hobby was renting ultraightsto fly into the savage
updrafts of the Maxwells. Thistime she and Derinda flew into the dangerous vortices above the Well.
They madelove up therein the hogtile air, taking turns controlling the arcraft with their toes, laughing,
trying to drink from a squeeze bottle that ways seemed to point in the wrong direction. They both got
bruised from turbulence, and the act turned out to be more exciting than fun. Derinda bit her own tongue
and made fun of her own inability to talk afterward. But that moment would hang perfect in Ambryn's
memory, aspot of clarity in ajumble of dusty time.

The Well wasavast holeinto Venuss crugt, kilometers across, dug for unknown Bgarth purposes. The
Bgarth grew alanding lip for Tiber's shuttle right at the Well edge. The atimospheric shuttle would land
there and be taken into the Bgarth structure, where Tiber could negotiate a price for his membranes.
Through her Gut contacts, Ambryn found a place she could meet Tiber as he came out. That wasdl. All
she needed was a few minutes to convince him of her bonafides. If he needed her rare skills—and she
was convinced that the Argent was dying without them—he could take her up in the shuttle. By this
point, she had ceased to consder how insane this entire ambition was.

The Well was surrounded by an Enforcement & Joy security zone. The zone was vast and inadequately
patrolled, but penetrating it was beyond Ambryn's capabilities. She needed someone who worked illicit
access with corrupt joy-boys.

Derindaoffered her contacts, but Ambryn had reached her limit. She was tarting to fed too guilty about
using Derinda Instead, she found her man hersdlf. His name was Elward Bakst. He got hislimo serviced
inthe lower levels of the Nubu Garage, the same place where Ambryn came more and more frequently
to rent ultralights, in pursuit of some memory of innocent childhood when she had flown amid the cumulus
clouds above the Canadian prairies.
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Elward sat in shadow at the far end of hisarmored limousine, not smoking, not drinking, just Sitting,
elbows on knees. His questions had been cam, and she had fdlen into trust with him. He had hisown
contactswith E& J. Those had been expensive. Very expensive. Ambryn had paid, heedless of
consequence.

" '"Tiber wasjust coming out of the Well when the E& Jassault hit." Ambryn's voice was unsteady. "'l saw
him. He stood at the valve head of the Gut tunnel, looking toward me, ready to say something. A very
odd-looking man...."

Soph watched as Ambryn poured herself another glass of the yellow wine shed pulled from the lacquer
cabinet by the head of her bed. Soph had considered forbidding it, but sheld been a mother and knew
how to pick the battles that were worth fighting. Ambryn was so tight she was going to snap. Having her
drunk was preferable.

"Enforcement & Joy wanted Tiber," Ambryn said. "Maybe as atrade to Earth. E& Jhelpsfinance itsdlf
from the bounty system.”

Soph found something wrong with that reasoning. Light-foot had pointed out how little Earth was
interested in the Argent. "How much would Earth be willing to pay for Tiber, do you think?"

Ambryn curled atendril of hair around afinger and thought about it. In the low-cut velvet dressinto
which she had changed, she looked like a Renai ssance painting of awoman considering a suitor's
proposal, even with the black silk bandage on the side of her face. The skrying acove in which they sat,
with itsbronzeincense tripods, itsinlaid table, itsfringed curtain, served as the perfect backdrop, which
Soph did not think accidentd.



"Youreright,” Ambryn said. "The Terrans don't want Tiber back. That would cause too many problems
among the various factions. E& Jmust have been defending Ripi. They're very serious about that. He's
their great aien resource, vaueless though he has turned out to be."

"I've had experience with E& Js seriousness,” Soph said.

"Oh, I'm so sorry!™ Ambryn said, placing awarm hand on Soph's shoulder. " They're going overboard,
though.

42 Alexander Jablokov

Someone at the Skullhouse isforgetting the only redlly important diens on Venus. In Venus. No one
knows how the Bgarth might react to aviolent attack so near one of their ... places. It'sa senselessrisk.
The Bgarth have charge of the atmosphere, after dl.”

The assault on the Bgarth biopackage had been asimilar risk. " Someone took it. How did you escape?’

"Elward got us out of there," Ambryn said. "Down an escape route he'd set up ahead of time. Derinda
made like it was something quite exciting, but we amost got killed, even though we weren't the target. |
don't even know if the assault squad knew we were there.

"But that access point to the Well was destroyed. Tiber ducked back into the Gut facility and hasn't been
ableto get out since. | guess he'stried acouple of times, but E& Jisall over the areanow.”

Soph and Ambryn had brought Derindato asmall room in the back. It was athick bubble, insulated
againg the sucking cold of the longnight outside. It was the only place that could be sealed separately
from the rest of Ambryn's apartment. The lean bald woman, with sharp rusty blades torn through her suit,
had seemed afrightening figure to Soph, but she could tell from the tender way in which Ambryn laid her
out that some fedling gtill remained. Soph wondered if that feding would survive what she would soon
haveto tell Ambryn about what she had found in Derinda's pocket.

"So why do you think you have access now?' Soph asked. She answered her own question. "Y ou have
something the Gutswant. They'rewilling to defy E& Jto get it from you and give you Tiber in return.”

Ambryn'swide gray eyes expressed gartlement. She was awoman who had never learned to hide her
emotions, because most people were eager to do the bidding of those emotions. Manipulating her must
have been the least of Derinda's tasks.

"Yes" Ambrynsaid. "l purchased arare piece of Bgarth anatomy. It's something the Guts have never
been able to get their hands on. The Bgarth guard themselves particularly againgt Gut investigation.”

"Sowheredid you get it?"
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"Do you ever do anything but ask questions?"

"When | get enough answersto act, | stop,” Soph said. "I'm dmost there. If you and | areto get Tiber
out of the Wdll, | need dl theinformation you have."

Ambryn did something and afreeze locker packed with human remains floated above the staying table:
arms, legs, internd organs, even heads, their features mercifully invisble under alayer of frost. Soph kept
her expression noncommitta.

"Trade goods." Ambryn zoomed in on the frozen human corpses with what Soph thought was too much



attendveness. ' 'From an old contact of mine, a salvage jobber who works out around the Uranus system.
It's nothing terrible, despite how it looks. He picked it al up at bankrupt transplant centers. So hetold
me, anyway. He would rendezvous near Uranus with other collectors. From Outside.”

The locker was replaced by amuch larger array of low-value pieces of avariety of dien species: vestigia
Turtlelimbs, discarded Harf carapaces, Serile Tibrini reproductive segments, ambient-light Cruthan eyes.

""Thisiswhat he got in return. Not much of interest, right? Starter sets and stuff obsessives use to make
their collections complete. But therewas also this." She focused in on an irregular chunk of rock. Soph
recognized what she had thought was afossil on arolling cart. Derinda had ignored it too. "Thisisakey
part of Bgarth interna nav. Their sense of direction, if you will. The jobber held it for me, but | had to pay
for it—big. What | didn't spend thefirst time at the Well, I've spent now. | have nothing left, Soph.”

"Soyouvesad."

"Immediately after | bought this, the trader got himsdlf killed breaking into an organ bank that had
somehow neglected to go bankrupt. Hiswife traded his body for aVery Fine set of Ganymedean Turtle

mouthparts.”

Animage of them appeared. They redly looked quite handsome againgt the polished mahogany pands of
the grieving wifesfoyer.

Just like Ambryn, what Soph wanted most of all now was money. The bodies of the Kammer and Kun
expedition lay somewhere under E& J security. In their shoulder blades was
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enough free cash to finance another expedition. But without agood illega contact, there would be no
way for Soph to get into them.

"Ambryn," Soph said. "Who would be the best person for getting into an E& J secure area?'
"Y ou need to do that?' Ambryn was gpprehensive.

"I do."

"Asl told you, | don't have alot of contacts.”

"l know." Damn Ambryn for puffing hersalf up so, and damn Lightfoot for not having caught it. Hislast
loving gift to her had dmaost gotten her killed. "But you have a least one.”

"Who?'
"Elward. Elward Baks."

"Oh gresat idea. HE'sworking for Derinda. For . . . E&J." Ambryn touched the bandaged side of her
face. "Hehit me"

"Anyone dse, then?'
"Youredly need this?'
"I redly do," Soph said. "It will finance the whole operation.”

Ambryn sighed. "He probably still works out of the Nubu Garage. We can go there, but—



"l don't think we need to go there. | think helll be back here and be willing to negotiate.”

Soph pulled out something she had taken off of Derinda. It was awell-worn pocket stone, such aswas
carried by drivers, cops, and mothers. dl those who have to stand and wait and thus need to fidget. She
held it up to thelight. It glowed adark blue.

"Those are thrown up from somewhere in the Bgarth gut,” Ambryn said.

Soph turned it over. On the unworn edge, just past where the thumb would rest, were silver initids. Soph
squinted. EB.

"Unwise of old Elward to leave such an easly identifiable object behind, isn't it?" Soph said. "Mogt
unwise"

"Y ou found that in Derinda's pocket?' Soph watched a horrified redization grow in Ambryn's gray eyes.
"Shewas going to kill me. No matter what happened, after she found what she was after, she was going
tokill me"
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"Now, we don't know—"

"I know!" Ambryn raised her hands and turned her head back and forth, as if looking for tears of sorrow but unable to
find them. " She was going to set Elward up for it. The police investigation team would find that thing somewhere
behind one of the cases, not too far from my body." Now the tears did come. Ambryn kept her hands raised and did
not wipe them away. " She would get Tiber, and al of her past would be neatly put away. It would put her professional
career right back on track. I'm sure that botched ambush really didn't make anyone at Enforcement & Joy very happy
with her."

"If we work this right, they'll be even less happy," Soph said.
Three

1

El wand Bakst crunched across the frost-covered trash in the empty cand. He couldn't believe that he
was actualy walking across this abandoned turdscape, getting his driving boots dirty. But it was hisown
damn fault, wasn't it? He couldn't believe the mess Derinda had sucked him into.

The cand had never had water in it. Someone had built this place expecting the oceansto rise faster than
they had. The seaside resort areawith itslittle pavilions and shaded walkways was nothing but thefalen
ruins of the future. Had the red estate developer believed some rock-chewing Bgarth's promise that it
would spit that aqua up pronto? If so, he was as dumb as any Skullhouse politico. The ocean was il
kilometers away. Might stay there forever, asfar as Elward knew—or cared.

A bridge sagged broken-backed into the mounds of garbage. What was |eft of the gold trim glittered ina
distant streetlight, and for an instant, Elward saw what it was supposed to be, arching over flowing water,
ladieswith dowly spinning ventilating parasols |ooking down at the fish. Hadn't worked out that way.
Never did, in Golgot.

In the silence, he heard the crashing of a constant landdide as spoil from underground Gut excavations
got piled up out
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on theflats. He could just see mounds of rock in the flare of work lights. They were hundreds of meters
high, incredible monuments to pointless|abor. People were aready thinking of living on them, hed heard,
offering the Guts money for stuff they were throwing away. The rock pileswould be idands when the
water got higher. Good places for resorts, rich estates. Was everyone completely crazy?

He hadn't dropped the stone. He knew that. He dways kept it in an inner pocket so that it wouldn't get
scratched up. Hed bought it himsdlf with some of the money from hisfirst transport job. He thought
about it. Derinda sometimes pretended to be interested in his body and touched him in away he found
hard to resist, even though he knew that hishard bulk held nothing for her. But the touch was good—
when shedidit.

Ambryn had never known who Derindawas. Hell, at the beginning, Elward hadn't either, which was
reglly dumb. But Derinda had shown up at the Nubu Garage with ahead of thick hair, Ambryn's
girlfriend, and hed dwayskind of liked Ambryn. She had good flesh, and she amiled at people. Hed let
her talk him into something ridiculous and dangerous. And after it al came gpart and they barely got out
with assesintact, Derinda reveaed hersdlf to be the joyboy she'd aways been, grabbed Elward's ballsin
alegd vise, and informed him that he was either working for her or going down for violation of an
Enforcement & Joy security zone, conspiracy to transfer an dien resource, fleeing the scene of alegd
assault, and so on. That hadn't been much of achoice.

Ambryn Chretien's building backed up onto the embankment. Elward climbed therailing of the fallen
bridge. A mass of abandoned gear lay piled against the building rear. He climbed that too. It was
covered with ice and snow, and he dmost fell off twice. When he got up to the bal cony, hewas
Swedting.

He'd wanted thisto be the gpproach in the first place. Ambryn's security wasterrible. She dways cut
corners. Derinda could have gonein, gotten whatever the hdll dien gland Ambryn had, and been out. But
no. Derindawanted a nice face-to-face, asif Ambryn had done something to her. Hell, maybe she had.
Elward got theimpresson that Ambryn
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could be a hit casud with human organs hersdlf. So: alittle persona revenge. A bit messy for a
supposedly professiond job.

The balcony was buttoned down for the winter. Therippled black fabric parted with asingle dash of his
utility knife. Insulating foam puffed out. He reached in, grabbed handfuls, and threw it into the air to
watch it drift off on thefrigid longnight breeze. In the streetlights, the blobs of insulation looked like
faraway clouds, like over the mountains. Y ou could see the MaxwelIs from right here in the middle of
Golgot, but Elward had never been there.

The place was dark and slent. That smdll... something like animals, rich petswith clean silky fur,
screwing. It gave him ashiver, that rich sex stink. He clipped through the temperature darms so that the
house wouldn't detect cold longnight air coming through the cut.

Someone lay on thefloor. He pulled himself up againgt the curving wal and flipped out agun.

Widl, well. Derindamust have untied Ambryn so that she could have some fun and ended up having a
little too much. He kneeled down next to Derinda and searched. No think-stone.



But, goddammit, the door into the apartment was locked. It wasn't supposed to be. But, of course,
Ambryn had confined Derindain here. She didn't want the dinky little joyboy coming back in after her.

He pulled out atube of spray-on insulation, the sort of thing every Venusian carried when out during
longnight, and sprayed it over Derindas too-fancy leather outfit. The foam puffed up and hardened until
shelooked like afalen snowman. It would keep her divein the bitterly cold air that spilled into the
bubble through his cut. With the thinkstone missing, and probably other evidence of his presence around,
he didn't want her to turn up dead either. If he played this smooth, sheld never know held been here.

Hefiddled with the door lock. Ambryn hadn't expected someone equipped with full penetration gear,
and it didn't take long. He crept down the dark rear halway into the treatment room. Steam clung to the
surface of the pool. He looked
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around for histhinkstone. The floor waswet. He didn't know what that meant. But where was Ambryn?

The staying room was through a curtain. There shewas, ill in the chair. Hmm. Elward saw her shift her
weight.

"'Miss Ambryn?"

Somehow, when hefelt the hardness of the gun muzzle under his chin, hewasn't abit surprised. He
dropped his own gun without even being asked. He hoped that gained him some points.

"Can | help you find something?' He didn't recognize the woman's voice. That didn't surprise him ether.

Thefigureinthe chair was. . . luggage, goddammit. Just some kind of mobile storage bags, now
scurrying around, asif making fun of him. A leather purse bounced open and spit out some cable cuffs.
The woman with the gun snaiched them from the air.

"I came back to seeif Ambrynwasall right,” he said. "Derinda had no cdl to go so far. My persond
opinion.”

"Mease put your hands behind your back."

Heliked that: "please." Who was thiswoman? She barely came up to his shoulder. Could he take her?
"Dont." Sheld detected his minute weight shift. The gun jabbed into hislarynx. "Y our hands."

He put his hands behind his back. The cuffs snapped on around hiswrigts.

"No, redlly,” hesaid. "I'm not just some kind of random sneak thief. | was here before, Just alittle
strong-arm job, | thought. Y ou know, awarning with aversive conditioning. Nothing complicated, but it
takesaprofessond. It's easy to overdo that kind of thing."

"Overdo! Y ou dmost smashed the sde of her head in."

"No, | did not!" He was exasperated. People always overreacted to things. ' 'l hit her, drew agood show
of blood for Derinda, nothing aspray of skinseal and a couple of dayswon't get rid of. What's the story
here?'

"Areyou Elward Bakst?"

"No sensein denyingit, | guess.”



"Well, let's see what Elward Bakst would know, if he's as good as hethinks." A rustle as she put the gun
away. "A few weeks ago, anillega expedition was annihilated in the
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Maxwells by an E& J assault squad. Do you know anything about it?"

"I heard about it. Gossip at the usua bunker watering holes, you know. Jaw, jaw."
"'Anything about the disposition of the bodies?'

"Hmmm." Helooked off, asif thinking deeply. He could il take her, he thought. He had no arms, but it
would take her asecond to get a her gun. She'd put it in an awkward pocket. That could be enough. He
had heavy boots and knew how to use them. He could kick and then drop down on her. The cuff release
had to be on her somewhere.

A noise made him glance at the luggage. A little bag on top was open, and agun poked out of it, asif a
team of trained hamsters was baancing and holding it up. It pointed right at him. Ashewatched, a
display screen unrolled and brightened up with apicture. It showed hisface. And in the middle of his
forehead was the glowing ruby dot of atarget indicator. For some reason, he didn't ook happy. And
he'd missed a spot when shaving.

The woman hadn't made a sound.

"l heard something about it." Hefelt like he had to show her that he had something onthe ball. "There's
abig fight insde Enforcement & Joy about them. A jurisdictiona dispute. Seems that the assault squad
that hit them didn't get their orders right. They were supposed to leave some of them alive, you know, for
questioning.”

"They didn't take any prisoners?’
"Nope."
She sucked in air. Her folks, then. Or maybe she was just agenuinely caring person.

"Anyway," he continued, "the ingtructional boys are dl pissed off, because they have no oneto
interrogate. No one seems to want the bodies or know what to do with them, so they've dumped them in
areconditioned meat wagon over to the secure spaceport. Someone from the Skullhouse is supposed to
groll on over there and look them over, one of these longdays. That's about al | know."

"Y ou once did ajob for Ambryn Chretien."

"Totd screwup,” Elward said. "An ambush | should have

, DEEPDRIVE 51
gpotted even before | let her hireme. Almost got usal killed.”
"So you came here to apologize?!

"No. Wasn't my fault, anyway. She should have been smarter."”



"She judged your performance satisfactory. Exemplary, even. She particularly admired your sublevel
contactswith E& J."

"Sure, | can didein anywhere. They aways need someone deniable to rob their own organization. Hell,
that's what Derindas been using mefor. Paying mewell too, | haveto admit. A pustvpull thing, | couldn't
ress. | got in aspot of financia trouble, never mind the details, but | needed the cash or | might losethe
car. Without the car, I'd have to do something like bodyguard some snot-nosed kid while he struts
around the play yard pissing on the scholarship students, then wipe him and tuck him back in when he's
done."

"Not your ambition." A bit of amusement in the voice. That was good. If brass knucks and guns didn't
work, you used funny. At the moment, funny was al he had. " So are you currently employed, Mr.
Baks?'

He didn't anticipate anything she said, but none of it surprised him. It felt fated. Maybe hed donethisal
in another life. Maybe that Ambryn could find some dien guts that would explain it to him.

"Wall, | fill got Derindasjobtofinish...."

"Derindawas going to send you down for amurder. | might have something profitable enough for you to
giveyou somewiggle. Would you like that?*

"I'd need to know the details. And, ah, I'd like my think-stone back."
Thewoman smiled. "Of course. Sit down.”
He moved toward the big chair he'd tied Ambryn to.

"No. On that big bluetrunk.” The luggage shifted with agrunt, and therewas aniceflat placeto st. The
gun bag closed itself back up. "It has a pressure sensor under thelid. If you try to get up without
permission, it will jab nervetoxin into your buttock, and you'll be dead before you take a step.”
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"Where do you get luggage likethis?' "Nowhere you shop. Please sit.”

Soph stood in the darkness, breathing dowly. From glimpses of the mildewed remnants of
large-breasted-woman-and-earth-moving-machine posters on the walls, Soph figured the trailer had
once been amobile office for a congtruction site. Someone had brought in panels to cover the windows,
but they were the wrong Size and so leaned usdlessly against thewall, adeep kick mark on onea
memorid to anindaler'sfrugtration. All that screened anyone's view of the inside was a desultory spray
of black paint across each window.

The ground-surveillance lights of copterstaking off from the nearby E& Jlanding pad stabbed in through
the gapsin the paint, each time picking out anew view of aclenched hand, an exploded thigh, a
disturbingly peaceful face. The body pallets had been jammed in without attempt at order, rolling one
corpse up against another. There wasn't even room to walk between them, so Soph had been forced to
clamber acrossthe corpses of people she had worked with only weeks before, in order to suck money
out of them.

It had been worse than she thought. Much worse.

Soph's bresth puffed as she cut into Kammer's frozen shoulder. A thick cable dangled out of thetraler's
rear, but there was no power hookup to plug into. Instead, longnight cold kept the bodies preserved.



Thisill-planned storage facility was temporary while the jurisdictional squabbles were settled.

One of her bags played an IR beam on Kammer's back while Soph viewed her surgery through close-up
goggles. Soph had brushed Kammer's hair forward to hide the fact that most of her face had been shot
away. It curled golden down to the scratched floor, asif Kammer had just fallen adeep in adeck chair
and would have to be awakened soon to keep from getting sunburned. The fingers of her right hand were
broken. Someone must have wrenched a gun from her death-tightened grip. But this shoulder looked
perfect, ready for alow-cut dress, anight out. Soph diced delicately down
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through the muscle layers until she saw the gray-white of the scapula.

There. Soph stuck the socket under her pinkiefingernail into the cut, down through the frozen flesh to the
credit module. The pulse of datafelt warm up her arm. My God. Kam-mer had been carrying alot of
cash. Soph was appalled. She could have used some of that, for better defensive precautions. All too late
Now.

Another copter rattled by overhead. Did itslightslinger alittle too long over the supposedly uninhabited
body-storage trailer? Soph held her breath. The beams did away, moved down the line of warehouses,
illuminating El ward's limo, which was parked among some other cars by the black cube of awarehouse
ahundred meters or so away, and then hunted across the torn rubble to the horizon.

Elward should be about done with his businessin the warehouse now. He was proceeding with his
smuggling job for Derinda, asif he knew nothing about her attemptsto frame him for murder. Thiswas
smple prudence on his part, for during his negotiation with Soph, Derinda had escaped through the cut in
the insulated bubble and disappeared, courtesy of Elward's sprayed insulation. Ambryn, weeping and
frightened, had been hidden in the depths of the Nubu Garage, in ahidey hole Elward had set up, and
Soph was working as fast as she could to get Tiber out of Golgot and off to Ripi's covert in the
Maxwells. Elward needed denia-bility for when Derindafinaly turned up. Hed get his share of the
scapular cash, but there would be no evidence held had anything to do with the operation.

Soph turned her IR viewer off. There was nothing to cover Kammer with. Their gear was €lsewhere.
Everyone looked so cold lying on the floor. Soph had known them only for afew short weeks. They had
never been friends. She wished there was something she could do for them. Kun must have escaped with
afew of the othersin the shuttle, but al those who had been | eft behind had died, even those who'd tried
to surrender.

She picked up the bag, and it clung to her belt. She swung out and made the long drop from the battered
door of the congruction trailer. The air outside was so cold her nostrils
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seemed to crackle. Ice probed down her neck through gaps around her hood. Nothing lay around her
but the rubble that was the basic structure of the Venusian surface, even after centuries of terraforming.
Far off acrossthe rubble plain, an orbita shuttle took off from the spaceport. Itslight flickered acrossthe
rocks asit rose, then curved off to the west. Therest of her luggage, which had been standing watch
outside, collected itsdf behind her.

The limo'sengine purred in the darkness. A thin stream of condensation rose from avent on the rear of
the cab. Soph climbed the ladder to the warehouse. Like the body-storage trailer, the place was | eft over
from some long-ago construction operation, perhaps the first building of Golgot. The meta skin was



shredding off the fibrous skeleton.

"You'reflush, youre heavy." Elward pushed awheded pallet stacked with meta dabs. "Y ou'refull of
money, like atick." The dabslooked like hunks of spacecraft hull, with scorch marks and edges melted
from reentry. One showed a cracked adhes on point where the descent parasail had been attached.

"Y ou're about to explode.”

"Arewe ready to go?" Soph asked.

Helooked at her. She'd said the wrong thing. "Wereready," he said. "But not to go. Not yet." Despite
the coldness of the space, he unsealed hisjacket. "Let'sdo it. Here, right? Let'sdo it here. Within our
agreement.” He bared his muscled torso.

She stood behind him. "We could just load up through the norma input channd.”
"No," hesad. "I likethisway. It's more secure.”
"Fine." And with that, she diced through the skin of his shoulder.

Blood streamed down hisribs. Keeping his data store so isolated showed aridiculous fetish for security,
she thought. Such a store was suitable only for black-edged security cash likethis. It waslike it wasn't
even real money, but aspell, aknot of power, an ancient coin with an emperor's head slamped on it. The
money wastied to hiswill, to hisdedre. If the spending did not arouse him, the money would not leave
him.

"Takealook at this stuff," hesaid. "Thisiswhat Derinda
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uses her joyboy statusto get. It's made her rich. Maybe, if this Tiber thing doesn't work out for her, shelll
just retire.”

Soph looked at what appeared to be pieces of what had once been afud tank. Graffiti was scrawled
acrossit, some carved in with abrasion cutters, some with welded-on dust. They were mostly crude
obscenities.

"Pena work," he said. "Prisonersin orbit, working meta salvage. Old craft from the Outer System used
to get sent down in minimum-energy-transfer orbitsto Venusto help inits settlement. Some of them are
dtill coming, will for centuries.

"True shit job, sorting that space junk, tossing it down to the surface. Disciplinary labor. They get used to
it, addicted even. Their body-hugging spacesuits fondle them. They drink didtillate of their own urine and
swest. Even carbon-ating it with CO, sucked out of their own breath can't redly hidethat. A pulsing
fusion tube dug in along their spine, farting ionized plasma. Grab each incoming booster or support
module, dap awedge chute on, send the baby down to the surface. Likebeing agod, | guess. A little
god, theidol kind unit dwellersdig out of adrawer and beat when the rent comes up short.”

Hekicked at the wheeled pdlet, bringing it around. The money flow into his scapular store was amazingly
dow. He must want to fedl every penny asit did in and clicked into place. On the metal, Soph saw what
looked like teeth marks, livid bruises, knife cuts.

"Leavethar marks. Look." Elward leaned forward and rubbed hisfingers acrossthe patterns, lips
pursed. "Classic bite with suction bruise here. Little scalpel probing, sharp, the blood makes everything
dick. Ah. Nice double-thumb press, snap the hyoid bone, clean strangle. Child, probably. Adults struggle



too much for that particular grip.”
"What the hdll isthis?' Soph said tightly.

"Crimindsdoing timein orbit, like | said. No oneto exercisetheir taents on, so they create... art. And
you know what the incredible thing is? They don't know. They don't know that their little scrawls sdll for
big money down here, that collectors have them on their walls, in their gar-

56 Alexander Jablokov

dens, hanging on wires above their beds. No, they do it for purelove. Who the hell €l se does anything for
love?'

The money wasin. She pulled away. He turned, looked at her, smiled. Hisface glowed.
"Ripi, right?' hesaid. "That'swhat you're efter.”

"l don't know who you're talking about.” It was an effort to remain calm. Everyone knew her business.
She dapped skinsed on hiswound.

"No big deal. What do | care? It'sjust aguess, Soph. Just aguess. Lately theresbeen alot of interest, is
al. Why esewould a sweet lady like you cometo Golgot?!

"Tourig," Soph said. "Seeing thesghts.”

"Ah. Too bad your buddiesran into one of our mgor landmarks. Enforcement & Joy. A wonder of the
Solar System." He shrugged back into his jacket. "Y ou know, these same guys, they drop al sorts of
suff down to Ripi. Hishouseis built of old spaceship parts, did you know that? The Skullhouse gives him
the pick. What they don't know is how much active siuff floats down aong with the junk.”

She helped Elward |oad the heavy art into the limo. It was clearly Elward's home, aswell as his center of
operations. A bedroll and toiletry kit lay against one door, only cursorily tied down, so that drinking cups
and epidermdl cleaning sticks rattled around on the exposed corrugated subfloor. The car smelled sour,
like aman spent too much timeinit.

Thelimo's engine powered up and the tires spat gravel. Soph barely made it in the back door. She would
never be sure whether Elward had meant for her to.

"Soph," Ambryn said. "I heard her. Shewas here.”

"Who?" Soph was distracted, looking up at the Nubu Garage's vaulted roof, where three
gossamer-winged ultrdight aircraft dangled from support lines, ready for launching.

"Who? Derindal Who else?'

Soph's head snapped. "What did you hear?"

"Slence”

Soph didn't say anything.

"See? Just like that. Thisentire place roarsand rattles. |
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wasin that damn equipment closet Elward stuffed me into while you two were off doing whatever you



were doing." She il resented being left out of Soph and Elward's plans. "'l put my head on that damn
Bgarth nav organ, but it couldn't tell me where to find deep. People chattering, workersin the next bay ...
and then quiet as she passed. She was walking the skidgridslooking for me. For me, Soph. It waslike
hearing the shadow of a hawk."

"She gone now?" Soph asked.
"| think s0. She dways did have ashort attention span. But shell be back. Wherethe hdll is Elward?”

"He has his cut." Soph sounded disappointed at Elward's being gone. That wasinsane. "He'sgone. He
had big plans, | gathered.”

"'Elward ways had big plans. | had big planstoo, cometo think of it. Now..." Now the planswere dl
Soph's. Ambryn couldn't even figure out how that had happened. They were, after dl, supposed to be
equa partnersin this operation.

Ambryn and Soph stood on the equipment platform that hung under the aircraft, high above the rest of
the Garage.

"If you want to hire one of those, you'll have to negotiate with the aircraft themselves," Ambryn said.
"They do the risk assessment and price accordingly. I've never been able to afford to rent any of these,
but I'd suggest Len-3. From what I've heard, the other two are by nature more risk-averse. They'll
probably regject your initial bid and shut themsdves down. Think you can handleit?'

"You'l bethepilot," Soph said. "Perhaps you should—"

"It'syour cash. Y our operation. Everything isyours. It's an old expert billing system, upgraded over the
decades. These craft are more than ahundred years old. There's areason they've survived. They pay for
their own repairs, buy their own parts and upgrades. Over the decades, each has hit on asurviva
strategy based on itsinherent structura features. Len-3 is physicaly tougher and can take more damage.
So it can afford to push therisk curvein pursuit of greeter profit.”

"And the Garage provides the support system?' Soph looked at the manipulator arms, circuit furnaces,
[ubrication
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tubes, and power feeds that hung under the vault long with the aircraft. Dangling platforms were stacked
with replacement parts.

Some of those parts, Ambryn suspected, came from aircraft that had gone too far into debt to the
company store and lost their independent existences. All of Len-3's negotiationswould have, & ther
base, the need to avoid that fate.

"Yes" Ambryn said. "But these aircraft have good maintenance and supply contracts. They lease space
and services from the Garage. If they decideto, they can fly off. There are plenty of other placesthat
would be willing to cut adea with them. The aircraft exchange information, keeping each other updated.
Such craft have been known to swarm, taking their business el sewhere en masse. The Nubu Garage
treetsthem well, believe me."

While Soph negotiated, Ambryn paced the platform, feding it shift beneath her feet, and looked out the
observation bubbles a the busy traffic of the surrounding neighborhood.

Soph's plan wasrisky but tight. The Guts, the Well, Tiber, the ultralight: it al fit together. Therewas



nothing in the plan that Ambryn couldn't have come up with herself, and her Bgarth nav organ was akey
part. There was no exotic piece of off-world technology, no use of forces from elsewhere, nothing but
what was readily availablefor use, including Ambryn's own skills. But she hadn't come up withit. Soph
had. Ambryn felt like someone who had been trying to scale awall for days, only to have someone else
come by, build afunctional ladder out of corn shocks lying on the ground in plain sight, and clamber right
over.

Outside, atow truck grunted up one of the Garage's ramps, towing a flame-blackened vehicle with
shattered windows, bent amost double from impact.

Ambryn recognized Elward'slimo.

"I'mglad | have somemoney," Soph said, looking at the display. "Len-3's asking for aheavy risk
add-on."

For thefirst time, Ambryn felt disturbed. "How big arisk?"

Soph looked at her and smiled. "Y ou'll be glad to know that Len-3 will give usa 10 percent discount if
you arethe
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pilot. These craft do trade information all through the Garage, don't they? Len-3 has a good measure of
your skill. It ssemsthat there was one particular high-risk procedure over the Wdll... a any rate, you just
missed getting the 15 percent discount.”

"Sorry." Ambryn found herself embarrassed, wondering if Soph knew that that high-risk procedure had
been screwing Derindain midair.

She looked out at the ramp. The tow truck and burned car had disappeared. Let it get towed in, she
thought, parts removed for salvage, the hulk dumped into the growing waste pile out on the flats that
Garage managers labeled "future reef development.” Let Elward disappear. He dready had disappeared.
Then let him never return.

"Soph,"” Ambryn said. "I think something bad has happened to Elward.”

Elward had hislimo washed and quick-lacqued after maintenance. He admired its blue-black gleamin
the overhead lights of its bay. He'd never had the money to spare for that before. It looked great.

Hedid into hiscouch. A task ligt flickered above the dash, bright stars offering sl f-congratul atory
assessments of quality. He'd gotten a quick adjust on the rear inductive rotor. He looked forward to
feding the extra power. Sensing his need to go, the bay door did open. Now he could get the hell out of
here and leave that Soph and her weird plans far behind. He had thingsto do.

A joyboy in along leather coat stood in the lane, skidgrid shadows stresked across her bald scalp. It
was Derinda. Elward considered gunning the engine and running her over. He could be out into the
Maxwel| foothills before anyone raised an darm: the Nubu Garage resisted E& J penetration. But that
would be stupid. After dl, she was the one who had sent him away, at Ambryn's. Asfar as she knew, he
had had nothing to do with what had happened afterward. She was after her art. She could haveit. Then
they would be done with each other.
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"Keep driving, Elward." Derinda did into the backsesat. She had to have crossed afair amount of Golgot



in freezing longnight with nothing more than alayer of sprayed insulation to protect her. Now she hunched
in the backsest, asif dill holding the cold.

"Whereto?'

"Just drive. | love the way you drive. Smooth yet powerful. Just the thought of it excitesme." Shefalled
to put any emotion into her voice.

He pulled out into the dark Golgot streets. She smiled and licked her upper lip. The mirror showed him a
new addition: she had aminiature pelet gun under her pink tongue. A quick vigit to the E& Jsurgery, it
looked like. Its barrel briefly pointed at the back of his head.

"Got agood load thistime, lookslike," Elward said. "Theré's somered talent up therein orbit.”

He heard a clank as she kicked the stack, but she did not examine any of it. Usualy she dug right through
it, her breath coming fast.

She leaned forward and stroked the back of his neck with cold metal nails. She wore nothing but a soft
camisole under her coat. Her skin looked cold but felt hot.

"| got nailed by someone,” she said. "I woke up covered with hardfoam. | walked home. | could barely
remember who | was."

"At Ambryn's? After you sent me away, you mean?'

"Elward. Dear Elward." Her breath was hot on hisear. ™Y ou came back, didn't you?"

"l don't know what you mean. Y ou sent me away. | went. | took that hide. My tip. It's till in the back.”
"Wher€'s your emergency hardfoam canister?"

"Around here somewhere. The car'samess. | really should clean it up.”

Hefdt likeajet of longnight air had gone straight up his ass. She knew. She knew he had come back.

"Don't dow down, Elward." She dumped back in her seet, far away from him. "I never knew thisjob
would be so lonely. So devoid of real contact.”

"What did you expect?'

"Ambryn never knew, did she? Who | redlly was."

I
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"Ambryn never knew."

"But you did, smart boy."
"Not right away," Elward said.
"Soon enough.”

"No," Elward said. "Not soon enough.”



Derinda had been ajoyboy from day one. She'd set up her first meeting with Ambryn. Derinda had known that the
Argent was coming up on Venus for whatever the hell complicated operation. And Derinda had known to cover the
WEell. She'd gotten Ambryn, who had the contacts and information, all excited about getting into the Well to meet the
Argent's captain. Derinda had also known how to have agood time. It all worked out real nice until her operational
boys had jumped the gun and started blasting away before the target was clear.

"Ambryn was protected,” Derinda said. " She'd made contact with some kind of off-world extraction team. | never knew.
Dear Ambryn. | never knew what she was capable of ."

She sounded betrayed, asif Ambryn had deliberately lured her in. She huddled in the backseat, arms around her knees.
"It was my last chance, Elward. Oh, God!"

She shifted around in her seat. There were no options for her. She'd been assigned to pull in this Tiber, captain of the
Argent, and she had blown it. She'd had too good a time with Ambryn, and none of her plans had worked out. Now
she had to ... what? What were her options?

"Elward. Please don't drive too fast. Look at that. Doesn't it look beautiful in the night?* Elward felt a surge of warmth
toward her. She had suffered. She had been driven to work for E& J. She looked like alittle girl back there.

"It does," he said.

A twisted, spotlit shape loomed above Golgot. The Skull-house was the shell of the first Bgarth to have landed on
Venus. It had crashed into the crust as cometary storms had torn the surface. When humans finally came, many years
later, they found the shell completely empty. The Bgarth had injected itself into the crust in anew incarnation. The
ragged top of the Skullhouse marked where the fusion drives that had carried this Bgarth into the System had lost their

mag-
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netic fields and novaed. The detonation had |eft the shell half-melted and usdessfor trying to figure out
anything about the Bgarth that had supposedly once inhabited it. Skullhouse was a misnomer, but Elward
supposed Butthouse just didn't have the right tone.

"| used to make wishes on it out my window when | was young."
"Ah, sure”

"'Elward. What did you do when you came back?'

"l told you, I didn't—"

"Y ou have your thinkstone back in your pocket. The one | took. Y ou really should get rid of that habit,
Elward. It will get you into trouble someday.”

It suddenly seemed like aboulder againgt his hip. God damn it. Soph had given it back to him, asif she
was doing him afavor.

"I saved your life," he said. "Put the foam on you."

"Why do you think you're ftill dive, dear Elward? I'm grateful. Very grateful. Can you... can you lower
your couch? No, no, don't stop driving.”

The ergonomic adjustment motors hummed as they brought his head back, and she did up next to him.
Her hands moved here and there on his body, and he found himself excited. And she talked. She spoke
in an even monatone, giving him ingtructions, telling him how to fedl, how to react. He obeyed, for a
moment forgetting who she was. She pulled the thinkstone out, and he redlized sheld just been guessing
about it. Dammit.



A fingernall scratched at the healing wound on his shoulder and, freezingly, he understood everything.

He had to want to give the money up. That wastheway it was stored in his scapula. Will released it. She
knew that he had gotten the smuggled artwork only afew hundred meters from where those cash-full
bodies had been lying. She wanted it. Her career was bust, she wanted to get the hell out, and here he
had come driving up with just what she needed to do it: agood load of cash.

"Comeon," hesad. "Comeon. | never knew."

"There was nothing to know." Her gleaming bald head moved down his chest.
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He reached under his seat with hished and deactivated dl of the limo's safety systems, except for the
ones protecting the driver. The factory-sealed interlocks had been devilishly hard to get through.

He'd steered by ingtinct through the tangled streets, the timing was right, and his destination lay ahead: an
overpass with its abutments protected by solemn facon statues, symbols of some long-defunct officia
cult. Shock-absorbent padding normally swathed them, but some fund had recently donated money to
have their black bulks cleaned. The rightmost one stood in aabaster splendor, just afew streaks of black
left on one Sde, as asteam-cleaning machine raised noz/lesto its crudly curved beak. Nothing but a
stretched barrier separated its clawed feet from the stream of traffic.

"Let metakethisoff,” Elward murmured, leaning over and tugging at his secondary safety harness. "It'll
beeaser.”

She leaned back to let him.

Ashedid so, hejerked the whedl sharply, saying a prayer for the soul of his poor car. They'd been
together for years.

Elward saw the startled white dot of the steamn cleaner driver'sface in the dark window, then the flimsy
barrier wasflying. The stone claws of the hawk smashed through the windshield.

Derindalay on the buckled floor of the car, one hand under her cheek. Her coat had fallen away, and she
looked incredibly beautiful. Blood sheened on her head.

Heturned away and was just about to climb out through the smashed windshield when fingernails sank
into hissde.
Blood streamed down Derindas face. Her left arm was broken. She smiled.

"Redly, Elward. Isthishow you show how much you love me?" She put her mouth on hisneck inawide
kiss, and hefelt the barrel of the gun push againgt his spine.

A complex cloud, ruby inthelight of early morning, climbed into the sky likethe God of the Israglites. A
heavy cyclonic stalk supported a vast thunderhead that smashed its way into Venuss upper atmosphere.
Congtant lightning flickeredin
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the highest clouds. Soph paused in the street and |ooked up at the eternd storm of the Well's
atmospheric column. Despite hersdlf, she thought of her dear, dead, daredevil son, Stephan. Hewould
have loved hang-gliding that thing.



That had to be Derindas place, with the unobtrusive security sed around the door and the metal shuiters,
formidably locked, on the windows. Ambryn had, unwillingly, directed her, demanding to know why
Soph thought she had to rescue Elward.

Soph had |eft before it became obvious that she didn't redlly know.

Behind the cluster of houses was an area of rocky soil covered with spiked plants. Derinda's personal
defensive perimeter no doubt extended farther back here, so Soph's luggage generated adecoy and let it
precede her.

Soph had devoted some effort to programming the decoy, and what strutted across the sharp-edged
grasswas a nattily dressed image of Lightfoot. If he tripped a detector and got raked by aUV laser, the
clotheswould scorch and the collar would become undone, but he himsalf would remain untouched,
looking around in startled incomprehension, exactly the way he had when she told him shewas|eaving
him.

Lightfoot prowled through the spike-tipped shrubs, rubbing hiswide belly through his pleated shirt. He
was, she knew, utterly in fashion. That made watching him risk his ass so much more pleasant.

During her last talk with Lightfoot on Luna, he had, without comment, given her agylistic update with a
complete image stack of hislatest wardrobe. That was gutsy.

The booby trap made just the barest hiss asit went off. Transparent razor ribbon spiraed out from its
buried packet and filled the field with what looked like migt.

It shaved grass stems off negtly, topping each with amilky droplet of sap. Shreds of bark hung off the
trees and asingle aggressive jay squawked once and became nothing but feathers and blood drops.

Soph had just been stepping ahead, sure that she had findly passed all the way through Derindas
perimeter. The ribbon tore past her face and diced off alock of hair. She
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froze for asecond, seeing cold transparent desth fluttering in front of her eyes, then threw hersalf
backward.

Lightfoot stood therein the middle of it, clothes ripped into confetti. He looked at her pityingly and shook
his head. Damn it, she hadn't loaded that favorite Lightfoot expression into the decoy. He must have
bootlegged it in with the clothing data. The clever son of abitch.

The dispenser sucked itsrazor ribbon back into itself, cleaning the edges with a high-pitched squed. The
jay'sblood misted into the air. A security bag from her luggage took hold of the booby trap and
deectivated it by lying ontop of it and clamping it shut.

Aheed, the rear patio of Belindas house. The insolent Lightfoot image shuffled polished loafers acrossthe
frost-heaved paving stones, peered into the pot of afrozen plant left outside during longnight, pushed
hands againgt the rear door, jacket deevesfaling away just right to display fire-crystd shirt trim, then, no
further booby traps detected, faded into nothing without looking at Soph again.

Soph pushed open the door and went in.

Theinterior reeked of shit and sweat. The hot air clung to Soph'sface. The high roomswere surprisingly
elegant, with white walls and tapestries showing misty mountains and earnestly meditating monks.



Someone clattered in the kitchen, exactly the sound of anorma morning—somewhere esein the Solar
System. Der-inda sang gently to herself. A coffeepot clinked and steam hissed through grounds.
Derindas light step went out the other side of the kitchen, and adoor shut.

Elward lay in the living room, naked and bloody, on atangle of sheets. The bonds that had once held him
now dangled loose from the bed frame. The screws holding the bed to the floor had splintered the fine
wood. Derinda had surely attached it with shaking, passionate hands, breath coming fast between her
teeth. Thiswas pecid, the damage said. Elward wasn't like dl the others.

The white sheets under Elward were wet with blood and semen. The salty reek clogged Soph's nodtrils.
Hiswide back gleamed with swest. Dried blood encrusted hisfingernails.

Soph lay ahand on his shoulder. He shuddered and twisted
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toward it, moaning deep in histhroat. His hips twisted, and she saw that he was erect.

"Therésno more" hesad. "Youvetakenit al." Hiswheedling tone demanded further punishment.
"Elward."

At the sound of Soph'svoice, his eyes opened. The dilated pupils contracted as he looked at her.
"No," hesaid.

"Shhh," Soph said, her hand till on his shoulder. She whispered, "Did she get it?!

He turned away, huddled up with his head hidden. The wound on his shoulder had not hedled. That was
hers, Soph thought. She had sarted thisentire thing.

"The money, Elward," Soph said. "Y our money. Did she get it?"

For amoment, she thought that the shame would make him ignore her. Then, reluctantly, he nodded.
They both knew the degp meaning of the seemingly heartless question. For him to have given up that
money ... Soph didn't want to think about what had been done to him. Vastly worse that he had been
made to want it.

"Well, Elward," Derindas voice said a the kitchen door. ' ‘A little R& R will do us both some good. Then
we can get back to accounting. Cash withdrawa s are so much more fun with this technology, don't you
think?'

The bald woman wore a pink robe and carried a bregkfast tray with one hand. On it were two steaming
porcelain coffee cups and a plate of shiny browned rolls. Upon seeing Soph, she opened her mouthiina
round O of shock.

Derindas chest puffed out under her robe and she fell backward into the kitchen. The cups shattered on
the wood floor. She shuddered, tried to push hersalf up on her elbows, then flopped, loose and dead.
Only then did Soph hear her pistol's detonation and fed the kick of recail.

Soph looked at the gun in her hand, then down at the open security bag. After amoment of hesitation,
she clicked the gun back into its mount, which had extended itself up to reach her. The bag seded itsdlf
and then was again nothing but a peacock-green valise with dightly worn brasstrim. Her luggage was
getting to sense her moods alittle too well,
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Soph thought. She had not had any ideathe gun wasin her hand or even that she wanted it to be there.

Derinda’s persona weapon gleamed a Soph from beneath her tongue. With her toe, Soph tried to snap
the woman's jaw shut, but it kept faling open. Finaly Soph rolled her completely over onto her face. Her
left arm, she saw, wasin a self-tensoning splint. Crude clamp points for tools had been added to it. Soph
resisted the urge to kneel down and clean up the coffee. It would just have to pool there and stain the

parquet.

Elward sobbed. It was amazing to see him with hisbull-like torso curled in onitsaf, his head hidden,
wanting to roll himsalf up and disappesr.

"Elward."
Did heredly think shewasjust going to leave him aone and go?
"Elward. Can you move?'

"She needed it to escape. She kept talking about getting back together with Ambryn, going back to Earth
with her, meeting the family, staying safe. Sometimesit al seemed so swest, like really should help. Her
voice. Theway shetalked. | wantedto doit.”

Soph felt uncomfortable with the nakedness of his pain. He sat up on the bed now and looked to her, as
if she had some solution from him, something to calm the fevered mind.

"It'sredly mein there somewhere," hesaid. "What I'm redlly like. That's athing she understood.”

Soph bent down, grabbed the collar of Derindas robe, and tore it, exposing her shoulder. She stared at
it. That money wasn't coming back out. When Enforcement & Joy got the body, they could dump the
cashinto their party fund.

"Still—" Elward choked. "Still need help?I'll work cheap. | need the money."

Elward activated the multiwhedled saurus. Despite its abandoned state, herein junk storage behind the
Nubu Garage, the vehicle's motors hummed right up. It was equipped with
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a. pincer claw for picking up abandoned junk on the streets of Golgot. With aremote control pand, he
worked the claw through dl of its movements, making sureit was not impaired a any joint. He focused
on theturning of thejoints, asif it was the most important thing in the world.

"What did she..." Ambryn's voice faded as she stared at hisback. "And you ... Soph just shot her?”

"Yeah. Just like that. Pretty rude when you think about it. Soph just barged into that cute little place and
darted blasting. Derinda was just making coffee.”

"Look, Elward. | think | know what she—"
Heturned on her. "Y ou don't know agoddam thing."

Elward liked seeing her afraid. Shereally was alooker, and she dressed to show it: high boots, short
loose skirt over tight leggings, a purple jacket that fell away, just right, to show the breasts under the
ribbed sweater. Too bad none of it did him adamn bit of good.



She touched the black silk on the side of her head. That had to have healed by now. But she sill wanted
him to fed bad about it. Hed be damned if he would.

"No," shesadinasmdl voice. "No, | don't know anything. | guess| never did. | never knew who
Derindawas."

Now hewas supposed to fed sorry for her. "Doesn't matter. | hired on after what happened at the Well,
and | sure did know who shewas."

"I'm alittle curious asto why you—"

"Look, sweets. Theresalot you want to know, right? But I'm not going to tell you. I'd suggest we both
just get onwithit."

Elward kept his attention on the saurus. The thing was old. Since it had been designed to be
self-modifying, incorporating bits and pieces of junk that it recovered from the streets, it had ended up
looking pretty strange. He recognized the suspension of a high-speed bus above the front whedls and the
remains of an urban antiriot vehiclein the sde-mounted stun flailsthat settled arguments over towed
vehicles. It sure wouldn't be much fun to drive.

" 'Derinda was going to send me down for that Well thing, okay?' he said. "And she offered me agood
dedl, smuggling that art for her. So we went to work together. Of course
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it went farther. 1t dways does—with them. But | had to keep up the car, and that's not cheap, you
know?'

"'l saw it when they hauled it in. Can you afford to repair it?"

"Not any more."

"Y ou don't have any money left,” Ambryn said.

Heglared at her, wondering why she was picking afight after he had just tried to make nice,
"I don't have any |eft either,” she said.

"Wdll, aren't we both just aprize. We both work for Soph now, that right? All we can do."

"Sheand | are cooperating,” she said sharply. "We share acommon goa. She does have money, that's
true. That's all she has. Taken from dead bodies. Y ou helped her get it, didn't you?'

"That | did." The smuggled prisoner artwork il lay in apilein Derinda's gpartment. He hoped that
would dow down the Enforcement & Joy investigation alittle, givethem afdsetrail, keep their minds off
whatever insane thing Soph was planning.

Soph had taken him out of the house, through the red-glowing streets, to a public hot pool nearby. The
heat came from metabolic exhaust from a Bgarth deep benesth the surface.

"Bgarth farts" he had said, sinking into the seaming water. "A tonic for everything. Aint Venus
wonderful ?*

Soph had calmed him, washed him, treated his wounds with one of those bags of hers. In the house,
when he cried, shed been amost cold, standing there, not looking at him, asif hed messed himself and



shewas embarrassed. Hell, who was supposed to be embarrassed? There he'd been, tortured, covered
with come, gasping for more, more ... But in the pools, she had cared for him. She had held him while he
floated in the water. He had tried to tell her about Derindas voice, about how hard it had beentoresist,
but he hadn't made any sense, even to himsdlf, and eventualy had closed his eyes and dept.

"Thiswhole plan'salittietoo smple,” Ambryn said.

"It'sonly smpleif nothing goeswrong," Elward said. "It's the contingencies that dwaystake up al the
planning.”
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"Sure." Shewasjust pissed that she was now a subordinate, Elward thought.

"Hey," hesaid. "Thisdien sheés after. Do you suppose she'sredlly going to get something for him?"
"Yes" Ambryn said. " She's going to get something for him. Y our cut will make you rich.”

"Ha | wasrich before. | lost it in one night.”

Ambryn looked up a the high vault of the Nubu Garage asit glowed in the horizonta sunlight of thelong
early morning. " She must be down in the Gut headquarters by now, with my nav device."

That was sad. Elward knew how hard she had worked to get that damn thing. Derindahad almost killed
her to get it. And now Soph had it.

"Y ou friendswith them?" he said. "The Guts, | mean? They're crazy, right?"

She sat down on the lower rim of one of the sauruss whedls and crossed her legs. Elward found himself
gtting down next to her, asif they were old friends chatting. He liked the fedling, even though he didn't
bdieveit.

"l was at a Gut banquet once,” she said. "Their banquet room is the anterior end of a Bgarth that died
underground. Each guest sat in front of abig bowl with a shattered edge, as if someone had pdlet-knifed
it from adinosaur egg. In it wasathick dudge, somekind of Gut... preparation. They kept offering us
temporary intestina extensons, like atrombone dide, they described it, fed in through incisions above
and below our navels. No one went for it. Y ou couldn't drink the water either. It wasfull of specidized
protozoa. If you took asip, they'd dide down your throat and start rebuilding your Gl tract into a potent
chemicd enginefor what they call the Grand Transformation of Venus."

"Think they'll offer Soph a snack?'
"I'd like to hear what she says."

They both found themselves laughing. When Ambryn laughed, sheredlly did it, head thrown back, teeth
white. Her whole body got intoit. He liked seeing it.

"Oh, Elward," she said findly. "Do you ever wonder what happens after?"
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"After what?"

"'After we get Tiber out from under the ground and aboard Len-3."



"No," hesad.
Four

1
"What happened here?' Soph said, even though she aready suspected the answer, ' 'An earthquake?'

She and her guide had come to the abrupt end of the curving dining room, where a cave-in had punched
through the delicate layers above. Huge sheets of broken glasslay tilted among chunks of dark rock.

It could al have been cleaned up, Soph thought. But there was something memorial about it. She could
see the pride of the secret act.

"No earthquakes on Venus." Mahmun, her guide, stated the fact asif it wasarule he occasionaly had to
enforce. "No tectonic plates. Crust is one solid chunk. Living things make the only changes. A change
that you, Sophonisba Trost, can be a part of."

Theinevitable recruiting ad. Ambryn had warned her.

Despite the folds of decorative cloth that concedled Mahmun's belly, his Gut, symbol of hisdevotionto a
new world, Soph still sensed the things that moved beneath conced ment, dithering ominoudy, waiting for
an opportunity to spring out at her.

"It wasn't an accident, then,” she said, resisting a step back.
72
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"Oh, yes, an accident, of course." Mahmun grinned, revealing horse teeth with stainless-stedl crowns. His
augmented jaw musculature flexed like aweight lifter's biceps.

"Unfortunate.”

" Someone was excavating, dozens of kilometers away. This particular Bgarth was digging itsway to the
surface. Don't know why. A coincidence of rock layerswith different refractive indices lensed the shock
waves and concentrated them on afault here. It cut off the first anterior somite and a part of the second.
We mourned for months."

"And then you moved in."

"Weve learned alot. There wasn't anything elseto do. It wasfate."
"And good luck for you."

"No," Mahmun said with adeep Sigh. "A tragedy.”

These spaces—the high-domed rooms, the dithering passages, the dark dotswith their rumbling
pumps—all weretheinsdes of adead Bgarth, abandoned here, deep under rock. Thislargest sinus,
whose low end they stood at, was now the Guts main ceremonia dining room. Soph wondered what a
dinner would be like there.

Had the dead Bgarth been escaping from something? Perhaps it had been fleeing, inits geologica way,
from some political controversy down in the Well. It had been about to reach the surface when the



Bgarth-focused Guts had struck, and thus created themsalves a cozy clubhouse.

""Whereis Tiber?" Soph had aready turned in the Bgarth navigational organ as her part of the deal. Now
she wanted to make pickup and get out of here.

"Tiber showed us." Mahmun spoke softly. "It was dways there. We just didn't think about it. The
pinched-off somites of this Bgarth are dtill dive, way below us. Tiber wantsto ride them.”

"Ridethem?'
"Youll see”

A passage had been dug through the rubble. Soph and Mahmun climbed down through a maze of
excavating machinery, some of it ungpeskably primitive: jackhammers, conveyor belts, vibrating drills
with power cables whose cracked insulation revealed ungrounded wires. All Bgarth
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were hybrids of the organic and the mechanical, but Soph had never known how wide the range really
was.

"Areyou managing to understand?’ Soph asked.

"About our magters, the Bgarth?' Mahmun smiled with some satisfaction. "Oh, yes. They can't exist
without us, you know. That'sclear.”

"'l understand that they coevolved with a surface oxygen-breathing species of some sort.”

"'And that speciesisnow vanished. That idea makes them hysterical up top, doesn't it? When they come
down to talk to us, you can see the longnightmares they have. The air isgone, and they look out their
windows and see Bgarth backs coming up through their gardens. They hope that we can give them some
kind of guarantee that it won't happen.”

The hypothesis was genocide, Soph knew. The Bgarth had wiped their co-species out in some sort of
long-term planet-wide struggle. Then, lonely, unable to function properly without them, they Ieft their
planet and traveled long light-years to find a replacement.

"And are their fears misplaced?' Soph said.

"'Only if wefail the way the other speciesdid. If wefail to play our role properly.” He gestured at the pile
of archaic industrial machinery. ' The Bgarth need our help. If we work together, Venuswill bea
garden—above and below."

Soph wondered how much of the Guts existence was with Bgarth connivance. Those rock dugsdid
need heavy maintenance, and clever opposable-thumbed tree swingers, self-impressed descendants of
Homo habilis, made excellent engineering symbionts. She did not believe the paranoid theory that human
evolution had, asits secret red godl, the creation of just such asymbiont.

"And Tiber found away to help you out?" Soph said.

"Hewantsto go below,” Mahmun said. "We can free those lower somites and let them dide back down
into the crust. The Bgarth seem to have anetwork of high-speed transport tunnels down there. Maybe
maglev, maybe something else, nobody is sure. But Tiber has converted that shuttle of hisinto a
bathyscaphe and attached it to the somites. We think there is aroute back to the surface, inthe
Maxwells, through the throat of an extinct volcano.”
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"That'sinsane," Soph said. "Isn't it?" She had not based her plans on the shuttl€'s being operable, and this
information confirmed her caution.

"Nothing to do with the Bgarth isinsane," Mahmun said. "It just soundslikeit."

Above them, on a platform supported by pitons dedge-hammered into the rock face, stood a steaming
food cart, pressure indicator on its domed top showing the readiness of its contents.

The Guts held complex metabolic smulations within their abdomens, in order to fed engineering
revelations come from within. Some of them sought, it seemed, not just knowledge of , but identity with
the Bgarth. Soph thought that Mahmun had gone further than most. Perhaps one of his descendants
would someday, as some Gut extremisis had it, sivell out hisspind column, inhabit itsinside, and burrow
beneath the surface to compete with the Bgarth on their own turf.

Mahmun pulled ahuge green sausage out of the seam. "The Wdl's edgeis actudly severd hundred
Bgarth fused into aring. They share metabolic support, even nervous systems, and their nethersthrust
down into the planetary mantle. Maybe deeper. This Bgarth was kind of a pseudopod of that structure.”

Hetook a bite and the surface crackled between histeeth. The sausage was marked with silver lettering
indicating itsmicrobial substrates and trace mineras. Rows of colorful secretive organs had supplanted
Mahmun's weepy pancreas and bile-seeping liver, hisimitation of aBgarth physiology.

"Y ou shouldn't take him," Mahmun said.
"What do you mean?"

"I mean Tiber knows what he wants. And what he wantsisto help us reach the Bgarth depths. Y ou
should let himdoiit."

All Tiber wanted to do was reach Ripi in the Maxwell Mountains. Soph was astounded at the lengthsto
which hewould go to get there.

"Careful, Mahmun," she said. "We made adedl .

"I made no dedl! Some of the higher-ups have lost touch with the true mission!" His pupils were dilated.
Mahmun, it seemed, was arenegade, adavetotheinsn-
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uating Connection whispering somewhere on the discursve highways between pylorus and cecum. It had
to happen dl the time, a congtant fear for any right-thinking Gut. Such an extended amount of digestive
innervation could lead to atakeover of the sensory cortex by purdy internal Sgnas. Therewasno timeto
ded with the outside world: the bubbling chemica plant insde required too much care. Intricate
psychoses, chemically modulated, followed. Ambryn had briefed her.

He pushed Soph againgt ahydraulic drill face with hisimmense belly. She could swear shefelt the
vibrating peristass of hisintestind muscles, mimicking Bgarth processng of metd ore.

"Let mego, Mahmun,” shesad.

"No! You're bad substrate. Y ou can't build aworld on it. We can handle Tiber oursalves. We don't need
your help."



Jesus. The Guts had agreat dedl to learn about public relations. Bad to have your flackstry to suffocate
outside contractors. Puts a damper on negotiations.

Sheld been searched at the entrance and Al her toys taken away. But public relations wasn't the Guts
only shortcoming. She reached, two-fingered, into adeeve and pulled out what looked like asilvery
handkerchief. A snap of her wrigt, and it siffened into agun.

Mahmun hesitated, pulled back. "What's that?"

"'Oh, just some medicine. For my ... spells. | like aremote hypo. That way | can cure other peoples
diseases too.”

A pharmaceutical code floated above the gun, indicating what was loaded in it. Soph scratched the back
of her neck with the corrugated barrdl, then pointed it at Mahmun.

"Y ou want to get cured?' she asked.

The code indicated that the hypo contained atailored broad-spectrum antibiotic. Oneinjection from a
dart, and dl of Mahmun's carefully nurtured intesting florawould die. Hisgut, no longer ableto survive
with the meager chemica economy of E. coli, would rot from theingde.

He shrank back. "No need to threaten,” he said sulkily. "I wasjust trying to explain the Situation.”
"l admirethe clarity of your exposition,” Soph said. "May we proceed?’
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The Argent's atmospheric shuttle had been hauled in from the Wl lip by the Guts and brought down
into the depths of their operation. It had become part of the lower body of the dead Bgarth. Its
beetle-like shape squatted within atangle of piping and wiring, avast superconducting meta torus around
it, asif it was an ore load being launched into orbit by amass driver.

L aboring Guts squeezed between the overhanging rock face and the Bgarth. Protective meshes held up
the crumbling rock. The heavy air had the acrid smell of doom that often clung to operations far under the
surface. Soph felt avibration through her feet and fancied that it was the Bgarth, trembling with
anticipation at itsrelease.

"Take him to the surface, then,” Mahmun said. "WEell go below. Well see what's down there oursalves."

That had to have been the plan dl adong, Soph thought. Tiber was not one of them, not asurgically
modified Gut, not a Bgarth worshipper. His desperate need to reach Ripi had been useful to the Guits. It
was useful to her too. She had no other way to gain access.

Soph dropped onto the shuttle's back. Light spilled out of the rear hatch, held open for a power cable
running into the interior.

She climbed down. The shuttle was packed with Bgarth extrusions that had grown into it, and Tiber was
just bardly visible, sitting in acontrol couch, hunched over something. He turned toward her.

He was abig man and dominated the space insde the shuttle. His powerful shoulders matched amost
equally wide hips, with anarrow waist between, giving him the proportions of two stacked triangles. His
fingertips, asthey rested on the back of the couch, had wideflat pads, like afrog's.

Tragic blue eyes sank deep into his oddly distorted face, whose bones seemed not to have known when
to stop growing. The sweeping ends of black brows disappeared beneath a mass of long hair. His



out-of-scale face was too large for the shuttle interior, like atheatrica property being carried away for
storage, bumping againg thewalls.

"Y ou have transportation to the MaxweIs?' he said.
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"If we can reach an agreement,” she said. "Y es. Better than this, at any rate." The Guts had conveyed to
him al the information about her mission as part of the dedl for the nav part.

"They don't want to come up, you know." He kept hisvoicelow, but it filled the small space. ' They say
that they do, that they can drivethisthing right up avolcano in the Maxwells. But they're lying. They want
to keep going down. That's dl they want. What do you want?"

"'l want to reach an agreement as to the disposition of the person of Ripi," Soph said. "Each of our
missions hasfailed. Maybe, together, we can cobble together some sort of success.”

"What do you wantT'

She found the intensity of his gaze disconcerting. She didn't know what she wanted. "I want to find out
Ripi's secrets”

He paused for amoment, asif that wasanovel idea. ' 'The Argent's second atmospheric shuttleis at
Ripi's. It was sent as backup. If we reach him, we can useit to get back up to the Argent.”

Lightfoot had been right again. What that meant, thistime, was that she could remain diveto beirritated
withhim.

"Isthat what you needed?’ Tiber asked.

"Yes," shesad. "We can hammer the rest out aswe go. Y ou will give thisvehicle up to the Guts for their
purposes?' Shedidn't like operating without a solid agreement, but if they did not get out of Golgot and
then off Venus asfast as possible, no agreement would matter.

"Yes, of course” hesad. "It isuselessto me now. Let'sgo get Ripi."

And, just like that, he lifted Soph up out of the shuttle, hiswide hands on her hips. In turn, though he
clearly did not expect it, she braced herself and reached a hand down. For amoment he was fearful of
her touch, crouched like afrightened child. Then hisfingers closed around her wrist. For dl hisbulk, he
wasn't heavy, and when he sood next to her, she redlized that he wasn't tall either, certainly nowhere
near Elward's height. The sense of bulk came from hisface done.
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As Tiber stepped among the Gutsin the cavern, he grew large again, and everyone turned toward him.
He had used them, they had used him, and in the end they had won, but she could see the bond that had
grown between them. They gathered around him, touched him asif for luck, spoke softly. The Gutswith
their daborate Bgarth-modeling abdomens, Tiber with his swollen bones and wide hips: Soph felt the
misshapen one, with abody designed for hunting animals across along-vanished veldt. Her anatomy had
smply not kept up with thetimes.

It wasn't until much later that she redlized that he had never told her why he wanted Ripi.

Elward settled the control helmet on his head and started the saurus's engines. He loved the control
helmet. On its gleaming black front flared green |aser-grained eyespots. They were the current fashion for



anonymous authority figuresin Golgot.

He should just go. He owned this damn vehicle now. The Garage had had no interest inleasing it out but
had made him prepay arecovery feeif he should abandon it. It was quite anifty ded for them, and hed
looked over the legal language with someinterest. And al Soph wanted him to do wasact asa
complicated decoy and lumber around to catch E& Jsinterest. Thisthing had better uses.

The saurus could be an unusua fredance enforcement vehicle. He could pick up cars, dig out supposedly
secure underground bunkers like new potatoes, quell rioting mobs. And held ook greet with this helmet.
This saurus could become amythic creature of thelongnight, terrifying and fascinating.

Or maybe he could leave Golgot, grind out the long klicks across the flats of the someday-oceans, down
to thelong continent of Aphrodite. The ecoteams could use avehiclelikethis, he bet. The Skullhouse
restricted the technology available down there, trying to keep the Aphrodite ecoteams from taking over
the entire planet with their experiments. The saurus would be useful not so much for planting maoss col-
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onies, or something, but for conflicts with other ecoteams. Elward understood that those philosophical
disagreements sometimes got pretty violent. That would be interesting, smacking around down in the
equatorial jungles, seeing the weird creatures those guys were working on, extinguishing an entire species
if absolutely necessary.

A little girl watched him from an upper window of abuilding overlooking the yard. She had long hair,
half-blowing across her face from aventilator, and held something clutched againgt her chest: atoy truck,
adoall, atoaster, El-ward couldn't redly tell. Thisyard was part of her entertainment, and the newly
excavated saurus, standing tail-up among the abandoned vehicles, was probably the sharpest thing shed
seen in sometime. Hewaved to her, but she just kept staring down at him, asif worried that he wasn't
going to do hisduty.

Sheturned to look at something inside the house. Someone was saying something to her. She waved her
free hand with theeatrical emphasis and pointed out the window. A parent wanted her for something, a
meal, anap, and she pleaded for afew more minutes to watch. She wanted to see what Elward would
do, whether he would abandon Soph and escape with his vehicle or whether he would take it to the Well
and do what he had agreed.

The parent was kind, and the girl settled back down at the window, chin now resting on her hand. The
object she had been holding stalked away—a cat, its upthrust tail mocking the rear crane of the saurus.

He should show her. He should show her that things seldom worked out the way they did inlittle girls
dreams. Thefriend betrayed you, the lover infected you, the parent abandoned you. She should learn,
damnit. It was about time she learned.

Elward put on his video-feed helmet and sivung himself up into the cab, trying hard to look likea
romantic figure on an important mission. He ran through al the equipment functions, raisng and lowering
both ends, whipping out the stun flails, twisting the crane. Then, after torquing the engine to its maximum,
he tore out of the lot, sending up acloud of dust. The thing was top-heavy, and he dmost toppled it at
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the turn beyond the gate. That would have ruined the effect completely.

Helooked back in arear screen, but he couldn't see anything but gray-yellow dust, the buildings dim
looming shapes beyond. She wouldn't know where he had gone. She couldn't know. But she would
hope, he knew, that he would achieve his goa and come back safe.

Len-3 spun up itsturbines. Ambryn felt the responses of the control surfaces through the steering
gpparatus. In addition to giving her the physical pushes and pullsthat mimicked the actions of the air
outsde, they provided texture, letting her know instantly about turbulent flow on any surface. Theflexible
wings folded back into launch configuration.

Ambryn shivered alittle and the support lines catapulted the aircraft through the launch hatch. Ambryn
felt the rocket assist asa push directly on her butt, a shiver-up-the-spine thrill.

The turboprops grabbed the air and pulled and she soared into the sun. Light, shadow, light, the glare of
the Sun at the horizon, the long shadows stretching out across the ground. The yellow of drying grass, the
patchy green of scrub woods. Theland in shadow gleamed siver with frog, asif lit by anonexistent
Moon, while the ground in the sunlight had already turned dark.

The storm tower of the Wdll rose up before her, and she found herself remembering Derinda. Was what
they had had together completely false? Was Ambryn stupid for having felt joy? She didn't think so. Even
now, shedidntt.

Anillegd suburb of Golgot sprawled out to near the Well edge. Ambryn sank down toward the buildings
and took adow circle over the areq, asif looking for something. Stacks of dwelling unitsin extensible
meatrix supports swayed in the morning breeze. Elevator tubes clung to their Sdeslike parasitic worms.
Golgot builders had taken construction scaffolding and turned it into chegp permanent habitation, though
only the desperately poor or insanelivediniit.

A multiwheded saurus picked itsway along the base of the buildings, grabbing mounds of garbagewith a
pincer claw and tossing them into its hoppers. Didn't Elward know
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how out of place it looked to be working so hard? No city services got provided to areaslike this, even
just before eections. A decoy should at least ook like it was trying to conced itself. Ambryn widened
Len-3's wingsand dowed, asif to land. If those guyswere at al onthe ball...

An E& J copter bounced up above aline of dwelling unitsand fired amissileat Len-3.

Shejust had time to note the copter when the impact snapped her head back into the restraints. Len-3
flipped over and hit full rocket assst. The Well storm rushed &t her.

Themisslehad Len-3 right in the belly. But the aircraft's countermeasures had kept the missle from
knowing that it had reached itstarget. Sheimagined it lying in avacant lot, fought over by rival gangs
interested in increasing their firepower.

A second E& J copter clung to the edge of the high winds, periloudy closeto being svept away. There
were no buildings here, just garbage plastered againgt the rocks. The Well served Golgot asagiant

garbage disposal.

Ambryn heard aclick as Len-3 deployed adecoy drone. The detonation of the second copter's missile
was just audible above the rush of thewind. It had hit the tiny decoy's giant radar image, but Len-3 spun
asif it had been hit itself. The outermost layer of the vortex grabbed the aircraft and sucked it into the



Will.

' T tried to get out of one of these shafts," Tiber said, looking up at the sealed entrance. "It was an
ambush. | and the two Guts escorting me were dmost caught.”

He punched afigt into his hand. Soph understood his frustration. He had lost some of his freedom of
action in dedling with her. If he could have gotten out on hisown ... but, of course, the Guts had set that
ambush up, in order to keep Tiber. It was his own fault for becoming so useful to them. If held been
nothing but adrain on their resources, they might have let him go.

"These shafts are easier to enter than to leave,” she said. "Our decoy will be using this."
"Then helll be stuck down there too.”
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"Elward? The Gutswon't try to keep him. They'd be quite sorry if they did.”

Bgarth movements through the crust had left tracks of softer rock through the granite. It had taken her
and Tiber afew hoursto climb up anarrow Gut-dug shaft. She could have just depended on Gut
testimony that the entrance was easily accessible, but Elward deserved better than that. She had to check
hersdf, and she had brought Tiber aong to keep an eye on him.

The exit was blocked by an overturned bathtub, its bottom caked with some unsuccessful attempt to
synthesize drugs or explosives: Soph pictured angry parents, an assgnment to dispose of the evidence
properly, an assignment adolescently neglected. Tiber pushed up and the bathtub rolled over, letting in
sunlight. Leather-leaved weeds a meter high concealed them from view.

They looked out at awasteland at the edge of a dense Golgot suburb. The soil was unreconstructed
surface clinker. Once eternally stable in the preservative embrace of an inert carbon dioxide/nitrogen
atmosphere, the rock and sintered dust now crumbled under atmaospheric oxidation into an unpleasantly
textured minerd fdlt, asif the mass of dumino-glicates had decayed without ever becoming organic.

Tiber tensed, asif thinking about making abreeak for it, despite her warnings.

"They'll nail you," Soph said. "Before you get ten meters.”

"Those ten metersin the sun and air might makeit dl worthit,” hesad. "Just to fed it."
"Y ou wereraised orbital?* Soph said.

"'l have never been anywhere where | was not surrounded by something on al sides. Looking out there
scares me, but..."

Stephan had once tried to jump over the edge of abacony inaLunar arium severa hundred meters
deep. Soph had not quite believed that he would do it and grabbed him only at the last minute. Then he
had run off to play and never remembered the incident later.

She tapped Tiber's shoulder. Having made sure that Elward could use the shaft for his own escape, they
now
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climbed back down. The Guts had an access point to the wall of theinner Wdll. If dl went well, that was
where Am-bryn would be able to pick them up.



It would take a dozen of these sauruses ahundred years to even begin to make adent in this mess,
Elward thought. The winds blew trash in from dl over Golgot, and people in this neighborhood seemed
to think of it as nothing but good long-night insulation. He used the pincer amto dig away &t it.

Ambryn had put on quite an air show. That lagt little bit had been impressive, where she looked like shed
actualy been hit and fell into the Well. He didn't think any farther about the possibilities. He had hisown
shit to worry about. That act had been Decoy One. He was Decoy Two, and he had to make it look
good.

Once through the garbage, he hit rock and dirt. A Gut tunnel was supposed to run afew meters
undernegath here. They'd abandoned it awhile ago, but E& J probably still had it marked as an active Gut
route. Elward dug down toward it.

Those joyboys were set up al through this neighborhood, just waiting for Tiber to try to get back out
again. They'd relax alittle after they nailed Len-3. When they spotted Elward, they'd be sure that thiswas
the real penetration. That wasthe plan, at least.

If he was successful, held never be sure whether the others made it. Hed sit out histime in some Gut
hidey-hole, then make it back out once the heat was off, with al the money Soph had given him. Maybe
he could manage to hold on to it for more than twenty-four hoursthistime.

God, he hoped they hadn't redlly shot Ambryn down.
He could fed the hollowness down below. He was about to bresk through—

Metal flared asastream of UV pulses hit the saurus. He couldn't see. Everything was dust and flashing
light. And the smdll of metd toreinto hisface.

He turned and tore down a narrow road between the dwelling stacks. The saurus had an
energy-absorbing coating, to
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ded with well-armed rioters, but it wasn't meant for thiskind of attack. Hey, thisthing was faster than he
had thought. Faster than they thought too. He'd taken them by surprise. He was going to get away clean.

With arending wail, an entire stack of living unitstilted and did in modulesto the ground, blocking his
path. E& J had booby-trapped the entire area. Elward couldn't believeiit.

The modul es flattened and smashed like ripe pumpkins when they hit. An old man wearing only shorts
did out of acrack in his house and shouted with rage as he wiped foaming impact gel from hisskin. His
eyes widened as he spotted Elward's saurus and he dove over his smashed house.

Elward would have to trust the impact-protection gear that was standard modul e issue to protect anyone
left in the modules. Most people who lived in these things couldn't find anyone to sl them to. Elward
torqued the engines and climbed up over the toppled living stack, praying no one was|eft insde.

Puffs of smoke rose from the buildings and the road.

Then hewas over and clear. They hadn't expected that particular maneuver. Now, that rabbit hole Soph



had planned for him was somewhere ahead to the lft, behind the tile-fronted sewage reclamation center.

An armored car with spring wheels gppeared in his rear-view. Those huge blunderbusses on the side had
to befor show. They put garlands of flowers on them for officia parades. The red weaponswere small,
concedled in the headlights.

"Stop!" avoice belowed. "Stop immediatdy! "

The damn thing was much faster than hewas. A parked car exploded as he passed it. A couple of
fragments thunked his cab.

He dowed. His breath wastight. His heart flexed hisribs. Goddammit, he was scared.

The E& J pursuit car disappeared. Elward blinked and stared at the rear display to make sure. Gone.
Nothing but a puff of dust. He just caught aglimpse of the hole that had opened up in the street and
swallowed the armored car. The Guts usudly didn't give E& Jonein the ass that way, Elward
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thought. L ooked like whatever nav gadget the bellyboys had gotten from Ambryn had them al excited,
and willing to take chances. They'd just saved Elward's sorry buitt, that wasfor sure.

Elward took a sharp corner. There. A huge dump, big ugly plants growing al over it. The rabbit hole was
somewhere over near the far sde. He ground through the piles of garbage. There. He saw the landmark.
Homefree.

An assault copter did out from behind abuilding. Its armored rear carried an incongruoudly cheery design
of red and bluetulips, vestige of some failed E& J public relations effort. He could seeits flechette
launchers swive toward him.

Hewas over the escape hole, the saurus between it and the copter. Out the door, dive, hewas safe. The
Gut hatch would close over him. He could St down there and count his money.

He hit reverse, turned the saurus, and headed straight at the copter. Y ou could only run so far.

Ambryn had never been thislow down in the Wedl. Theimmense wall tore past her. It never ended. All
sorts of structures bulked dongit.

Sheld barely lived through that attack. Looking like she was damaged had not been hard. When the
vortex caught her, she dmost smashed right into the rim. Fortunately, her flying reflexes had taken over.
She hadn't had time for athought until now.

Where the hell was the Gut access point? It was hard to tell where she was, even though Len-3 kept
giving her apreciselocation sgnd. It waslike trying to find aparticular spot on the porcelain while being
flushed down thetoilet.

A gigantic flap that could have been the Skullhouse's overcoat stuck out into the flow. Sheand Len-3
swept over the sharp edge. Behind it, the wind was camer. For the first time, she could open up her
throat and take a breath.

The Guts had stimulated the growth here, not the Bgarth who had built the Well. So maybe they had
learned something about the Bgarth, after dl.

There, astiny asachild's outthrust lower lip: thelanding Site. Len-3 backed engines. The air herewas
just asmooth
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gde, nothing terrible at all. A hatch unsedled, and she saw Soph and Tiber. She moved toward them
gently until the wings dmost touched the wall and felt the aircraft rock as they stepped off onto its back.
Each of them baanced for aterrifying moment. Then Tiber, followed by Soph, tumbled into the cabin,
and she accelerated.

"Soph.” Ambryn turned Len-3 in atight circle above the module stacks. One lay on its Side, surrounded
by amob of citi/ens. "They'll be on usin afew seconds.”

"I'mwell aware of that," Soph said. Shelooked down at the field by the escape hole. What the hell was
Elward doing?

The copter hovered right over the saurus. The saurus brandished stun flails that could not possibly reach
the aircraft. For some reason, its pincer arm was not in action, but was folded at therear. A flechette
stream destroyed one of the saurusswhesdls. Like a cat touching snow with aforepaw, it pulled it back
and shook off the fragments of tire. The rest of the whedls shifted to maintain stability.

"Ambryn, cant we—"
"Len-3 hasno wegpons,” Ambryn said. "Banned by its maintenance contract.”

They had to go. Soph knew that. Otherwise, her entire decoy operation would have been run for nothing.
For his own reasons, Elward had not tried to escape, but instead had turned to afutile attack on the
copter. If hedidn't want to save hisown life, there wasn't athing she could do about it.

"Wait," Ambryn said. "l see hisplan. If that thing would just get alittlelower..." Sheflicked her finger.

A projectile arched out from Len-3 and exploded. The bright burning dot and minor-chord wail showed
that it was nothing more than an emergency flare.

Nevertheless, the copter, wary of attack, pulled itself farther down toward the saurus. The sauruss
pincer arm swung up and passed through the copter's rear rotor. The blade smashed into it and tore free
of itsmounting.

The copter tilted. Its other rotor smacked tips on the hard ground. It bounced back up and smashed to
the ground. Fragments flew. Impact foam sprayed in streams from ripped-
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through screw holes and formed staghorn sculptures asthey hit the air.

The saurus crashed into the fallen copter.

"Land, Ambryn!" Soph said. "Land."

To her surprise, Ambryn had aready done so. Len-3 bumped across arubble field and drifted to a halt.

The saurus bounded across the field toward them. Elward had one of those ridiculous emerad eyespot
face masks on, Soph saw. Those dramatic spots were based on an anatomical feature of Ganymedean
Turtlesthat was not actudly an eye, but instead areproductive indicator in fertile females.

Soph was dmost mad enough a him to tell him that.



Five
A Chapter from the Life of Ripi-Arana-Hoc

Later the surviving members of the Brafamily would marvel at how long Ripi-Arana-Hoc must have been
plotting hiscrime.

Ripi tugged at the sedl-hatch. It clung on stubbornly, like the modified mollusc that it was. Theridges
werethick and hard under hisfingers. Thiswas an old one. Old asthe clanship, most likely, sucked from
the sunlit shores of an ancient seabefore Ripi's speciesfirgt lifted from their native planet, a planet that
now existed only as a bright memory resting in the back of the mind of every member of hisrace.

Thisdark corridor, its atmosphere thick with biological secretions, made Ripi uncomfortable. He was
now far from familiar areas of this hogtile clanship, and the clanship's places were important, individud,
like the organs of the brain. He was not native to this place and had no inherited memories of Bru
clanship. The discordant memories of the generations-familiar corridors of the Aranaclanship in which he
and his ancestors had been born and raised clashed with what he saw before him, sending out psychic
moire patterns.

At any moment, a scavenger would come along and bump into him with its huge multimouthed heed. It
would do nothing, since hewas dive, but his pheromones would later get reported to the cloacawhen
the scavenger vomited up its
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load. It might get ignored asirrdevant long-chain molecular noise. Ripi didn't think so.

Bru clanship's cloaca had more nervous system than it knew what to do with. In some Vronnan citiesand
clanshipsthe cloacas nervous system was purely vestigid, but in Bru clanship there were still substantia
plexi, acause of derison among other Vronnan colonies, sSnceit indicated a primitive Sate of being. Ripi
remembered mocking it himsalf. Now hefeared it. So the cloaca floated there in the deep center of the
clanship, swollen and gassy with bacteria, and thought constantly about the moleculesthat floated inside
it. The vagrant trace of Ripi's presence would finaly rise to the bubbling surface and get amplifiedinto a
sgna perceptibleto adirecting intelligence: ahaf-memory-transferred Father, till anomaoudy
conscious, was wandering near the memory creche where his children grew dowly to consciousness.

Someone up the Bru clan hierarchy would surely be interested. They had gone through agreat ded of
troubleto acquire Ripi and his valuable memories from the Arana clan. Treaties between the clans of
Aranaand Bru had set what should have been alasting peace by sacrificing Ripi, once ahigh-ranking
Aranaclan leader.

By this point in the memory-transfer process, Ripi should have been lying limp in his supportmouth,
postlingua, pattern-sucked, ready to have what wasleft of hisbrain deliquesced, removed from his skull
by the supportmouth's hollow incisors, turned into a preparation, and used asthe find substrate for Ripi's
children's growing memories.

It was supposed to be a Father's proudest moment, the last flickering of his consciousness
comprehending glorioudy the fact that his children had his memories, aswell asthe ancient and
long-preserved memories of the family. Every story held heard since childhood, every transferred,
specificaly emphasized memory: they dl told him of the transcendence of that redization.

His skinwas il dick from the supportmouth’s many tongues. Hed | eft the easily fooled supportmouth



with adecoy, apreserved and chemically massaged lump of circuitgut arepairer had carved out of the
wall of achamber in Ripi‘'swifésfamily compound afew months ago when processing
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tumors had metastasi zed through its circuitry, changing its functions beyond repair.

The circuitgut had mostly ceased to function, but enough could be hormonally stimulated thet itsweight,
temperature, and e ementary movements fooled the primitive support-mouth.

Ripi hadn't known he was going to need the circuitgut when he stole it from the preliminary digestive
system of arecycler moving dowly through the muck of the lower hall with its paddie-like paws. The
knowledge of how to steal from arecycler was an inherited Arana-Hoc memory, alucky one. Some
ancestor had doneit asachild, back in the early otherwise forgotten generations when children had little
backed-up gene information and acted entirely on their own. Ripi had gotten athrill from the bite of
digestive enzymes on his hands and had even licked some off to fed the sting on histasting palps.

Hed stored the circuitgut in acooler, right in hiswife's compound, until ause arosefor it. Sothe
circuitgut, with alittle bacteria dicknesson its surface, now rested in the caresses of the unintelligent
supportmouth, which had issued no darms and was content to keep the seemingly living mest floating on
itstongues.

Ripi knew what would soon happen. One of his memory-strip chamber's mindnurses would hang down
over the supportmouth to do abiocheck. For amoment, it would think that Ripi had turned into a hunk
of rotting mest. Then it would sound the darm.

Ripi did not have muchtime.

He sguatted to tug harder at the hatch, then remembered that Ankur had given him asignal key. This
secret creche was Ankur'sdomain, after all. Ripi's sterile semigb ruled here, and Ripi was a desperate
interloper.

Ripi-Arana-Hoc should not have had to be here. He should have been back aboard his ancestral Arana
clanship, heading up the Hoc clan, as his memory of Departure entitled him to. But he was a short-lived
male, so he had been made apoalitica sacrifice to Aranasfutile ambitionsfor interclan peace.

Departure was the marker memory of the Hoc family head,
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arequirement for the possession of Ripi'srank. Thefed of being pressed back into an acceleration couch
asthe primitive, dangerous spacecraft rose up from the native planet no onewho lived in any of the
clanships or clan-cities strewn across hostile and dien planets had ever seen—the memory defined its
bearer. In mind-maintenance deep, Ripi was tormented by the wide curve of that blue planet, VVron, for
the memory wastinged with the regret of eterna |oss.

The key wiggled in his hand. Its ancestors had been abyssal worms, underwater business colleagues of
the mollusc's. Their symbiotic chemical recognitions had been made complex to an incomprehensible
degree, to dlow for essentid security coding. Aninvisible exchange of information and ajoining a alevel
of the clanship's culture that Ripi was incapable of comprehending, and the hatch slently unseded. He
wasjust an intelligent epiphenomenon of the clanship's complexity, foam atop awave. The clanship'sred
function-ings were concealed from him.

He climbed through the hatch.



"Empty," Ankur said. The support-fluid-gleaming body tossed among the lashing tongues of the creche
supportmouth like something bailing inapot. ' Thereis nothing left in hismind that we can use.”

"He remembered." Ripi squatted by the unconscious form of the old Vronnan in the supportmouth.
Neura cables had pushed their way past his eyes, into hismouth, and into hisears. Their surface was
protected by aridged green-gleaming shell derived from a beetle.

The unconscious Vronnan male's skin was cracked like dry mud. Many of hisjoints had fused into
uselessness. Devoid of family, he had lived long past the point where amale usually gave up his
memories.

"The memoriesremaining areal hisown or, if ancient, do not match yours. Usdess.”
"He remembered Departure. The same couch, the same controls.”

"He remembers Departure no longer. That memory has been transferred, stretched across your children's
minds. No one will be fooled any longer.”
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"So now what do we do?' Ripi felt drained, as useless as this poor old Vronnan in the supportmouth.
"Now this."

Ankur stroked the supportmouth. Pin-sharp teeth emerged from the softly comforting tongues and sank into the flesh
of the comatose, memory-drained body that lay there, all along the lines of the nerves. Useless neural deliquescence
came. None of the memories this VVronnan had had could any longer conceal Ripi's betrayal so, instead of being ducted
along the beetle-wingcase-sheathed neural cablesto the brain of the Bearer who carried his growing children in her
belly, the mass of neurons and al their irreplaceable information were dumped into waste disposal, another sign that
would soon arouse suspicion.

Within afew moments, the Vronnan in the supportmouth was dead. Ripi looked down at him, obscurely saddened. His
Brother in Memory had been useful to him, nothing more, but a deep identity of memory had now been shattered.

"Areyou ready?' Ankur said.
Ripi looked at him helplesdy.

"You must be ready. The next correlation check will reveal that your children have nothing of you in them save their
genes."

Ankur slapped the dead body's chest. The supportmouth's tongues had pulled back, offended at the cessation of life
they themselves had caused. Busy scavenger bugs already crawled on the skin. Primitive bugs, Ripi saw with horror.
They had grown hard shells in defiance of the hormonal programs that were supposed to make them forget their
planetary origins. They tore at the shells of the neural cables and devoured the delicate nerves underneath.

Ankur, Ripi's sterile semisib, was in charge of the memory-transfer process. That was hisrole, by rights so ancient they
werereflex in al Vronnans, so the Bra had brought him here, even though they knew he was an enemy. He had been
bred for this very action. His betrayal of the process was a crime as deep as Ripi's.

Ankur's kingdom, here in the depths of the enemy Bru clanship, was one of death and decay. Fecund air, thick with
gold-green pollen choked Ripi's breathing tubes. The
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fibrillation of air-circulator wings poisoned by neglect. Bio-luminescent bulbs scribbled with black lines of
light-devouring parasites. When Bru security troops finally broke in, accompanied by their laser-armed
Guardians, they would be horrified. For amoment, Ripi took pleasure in the thought.

Ripi thought of hiswife, scion of apowerful Bru family. She rested now, in her postbirth chamber, vast



and beautiful. He had met her years before, in the course of a surface assault Aranaand Bru had
cooperated on, and traded scentswith her. If it had been just her, if they could have been together
outside of the constraints of Aranaand Bru policies, they could have been happy. But one could no more
exis outsde of family and clan policiesthan outside of air.

Bearers emerged from their secret kingdom to take away the body. Five of the mysterious beings, with
their flat faces, their bad bulging skulls, their ddlicate soft skin. Ripi, like any adult Vronnan, preferred not
to think about the Bearers contribution to birth and memory transfer, to the very basis of what it meant to
be a Vronnan. He could not suppress a vagrant fegling of disgust, which encompassed Ankur, who dealt
with these creatures of dark, desth, and birth.

Ankur spoke sharply to the Bearer leader, abgeweed femae. She reacted dowly, with seeming
contempt. The Bearers knew the truth. Ankur and Ripi's el aborate charade did nothing to fool them.

Ripi knew he was a pervert. He had lft his children with no real memories, save the ancient ones he had
shared with his Brother in Memory. Two sons, three daughters. Their liveswould have no status, no
meaning. There would be no place for them, either here on the Bru clanship or back on the clanship of his
ownfamily.

Thelr Bearer, ayoung femae carrying her first VVronnan clutch, hung mentaly suspended within the
life-supporting abdomen of a creature that had once, distant in evolutionary time, kept live prey within
itsdlf to feed its children, who hatched insde and ate the never-spoiled living flesh provided. Itsfunctions
had been altered until it could keep a Bearer dive asthe Bearer's brain, linked by neura cablesto the
Father, transferred memoriesto the Vronnan embryos. Eventually, Bearers would cut the abdomen open
with cer-
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enionial knives and pull the barely breathing body of the one now known as the Memory Giver out into the light. But
when Ripi's children were finally expelled from the body of the Memory Giver, who awoke to high status among her
people, they would emerge into a hostile world.

But Ripi was alive. He had his memories, and hewas alive.

He was going to stay that way.

"Are you coming with me, Ankur?' he said.

"No. No desireto visit that place. Nothing for me."

"It's perfect. A new species, hungry for technological data. The price they will pay for my knowledge will be high."
"Y ou don't know what will happen. Y ou know nothing about them."

"So what will you do?' Ripi asked.

"I have my own plans," Ankur said. "They need not concern you."

No more time. Without another word or gesture to his semisib, Ripi climbed through another hatch in the creche wall.
He'd planned this, hisfina exit. He followed a path through maintenance access, full of recycling insects and slowly
frothing bacterial mats. He crawled through the muck, feeling the writhing of creatures of decay. It was degrading, a
place he should not have been. That didn't matter. Nothing held him back.

He came to aweakened circle of tunnel wall. It was a zone of suspended decay, which had eaten through support
members without sending arepair signal through the clanship's chemical nervous system. With anegligent flick of a

razor-edged knife, Ripi cut hisway through.

Now the signals screamed their chemical warnings. Oxidation block dripped from the edges of the newly cut hole.
Beyond, nestled tumorlike in the very rind of the Bru clanship, was Ripi's escape vessel. Life connections had been



shunted around it. The Bru clanship did not know it was there. Despite how he had been betrayed and his exile here to
Bru, he still had secret alies aboard the Arana clanship. They had sent him the hormonal algorithmsto create this
vessel.
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In response to his manipulations the ship had sprouted from theliving shell of the Bru clanship, calling
upon resources it had no right to. Ripi could only hope it was now mature enough for use.

Its hatch parted, and he entered.

The destination was aready programmed into the navigation system, another hard-won piece of
information: aplanet circling newly contacted G3 star cdled, by the humansthat had evolved under its
light, Sol.

It wasthere that his new life would have to begin. Something pounded on the outside of hisship. They
had reacted more quickly than he had thought possible.

He hit aswitch and burst free of the Bru clanship.
Six

1

An exploson flashed far away off Len-3's left wing.

"What wasthat?' Soph looked out at the tree-covered hills over which they flew.

"E& Jcopter,” Ambryn said, after checking the displays. "'Flying nap-of-the-earth in an attempt to reach
Ripi ahead of us. Seems Ripi managed to get bootleg interception missilesalong with therest of his
orbitd junk. If there are other copters, they've gone to ground now. They didn't expect this."

"Maybe the next time the Skullhouse gets avauable dien, they'll supervise him more closdly,” Soph said.

"Don't count oniit," Elward said from arecumbent posture in his couch. "There's dways someoneto be
paid off. Someoné'srich now, and having Ripi goneis probably agood thing for them. Watich the
interests, Soph. They're not aways what they seem.” He glanced at Tiber, to whom he had taken an
ingant didike.

Tiber held his kneeswith hislarge hands and looked straight ahead. Because of his mass of curling brown
hair, Soph thought of amale lion. He had that same air of strength developed to impress and overawe,
rather than for mundane physica use.
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The sharp dopes of the lower Maxwells poked up through morning mist. Ambryn banked Len-3. The
sun hung above the horizon to the west, and the snow-frosted bulk of the main volcanic shield glowed to
the east. Ripi's covert turned out to be three standing spacecraft, onetilting dangeroudly, and acollection
of gpacecraft partsthat lay on ahillsde like a child's abandoned toys.

Len-3 swooped below thelevd of the surrounding dliffsinto avalley whose ydlow-green wasvivid
againgt the darker treesthat hemmed it in. Dead aspen littered the level ground, their trunks bone-gray
amid theferns. Ambryn, with Len-3's cooperation, handled the landing nonchdantly. The aircraft spilled



air through spread wing edges like a crow. The whedls bounced once, then settled on the soft ground.
The engines hissed in reverse, and the aircraft dowed to ahalt.

Len-3 opened itself up and dropped ramps to the needle-covered soil. Soph's luggage swarmed out and
reassembled itsalf. While Ambryn, Elward, and Tiber stepped tentatively onto the ground, Soph
remained amoment to finish another ded with Len-3. She wasn't ready to let the aircraft go, not until she
was definitely free of Venuss gravity well. So, for asurprisngly reasonable charge, Len-3 agreed to
remain in the area of Ripi's before returning under autopilot to its nest at the Nubu Garage. Soph jumped
out after the others.

Under Ambryn'sdirection, they dl pushed the aircraft to a good takeoff position, nose pointed
downdope. Len-3 just had to make it over the pointy tops of the firs below.

Itsjet assst rumbled, and the craft was off the ground. It climbed steeply over the trees, wings gleaming
inthe sunlight. It banked acrossthe valley and was gone.

The cold morning air carried the resin of high-dtitude pines and junipers. The hillsdes sprouted with
eager growth. Somewhere out here, Soph knew, were the products of the biopackage Kammer and
Kun's expedition had hitched aride on, now in combat with other ecologica schemes. She wondered if
any of the new plants she could see had been seeds aboard that craft.

Holes gaped in the standing spacecraft where equipment had been carelessdy removed before tossing the
hulksinto
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savage orhit, and the parasail landing had battered them further.

Soph pulsed the identity code Ripi had given the Kammer and Kun expedition. With adull creak, an
airlock hatch opened in the toppled thrust cylinder that formed the house's base. The thing was awreck,
creased by along-ago explosion.

"Quite the mysterious golden city.” Ambryn stood, hands on hips, and regarded it with disapproval.
"Don't be so fussy, Ambryn,” Soph said.
"That'sit?' Soph said.

They stood at the bottom of avast silo, at least thirty meters across and twice that high. Light streamed in
from overhead. Five mouths opened to passages, one of which they had come down. An atmospheric
shuttlelay tilted amid junk like bent launch arms and oxygen pump lines, aswell asaMartian emergency
med cart ill inits protective blister. Tiber nodded.

"So wherethe hell is our host?" Elward hunched his shoulders. "1 thought he was desperate to get the hell
out of here. | know | am.”

"There." Soph pointed.

A transparent bubble bulged ten meters above the floor. Init, Sitting in the middle of abank of bleachers
recycled from some centrifugd arena, wasthe dien, Ripi.

"Should wewave?' Ambryn said.

"He looks like he'swaiting for the gamesto begin,” El-ward said. "'l wonder who he bet on?!



Ripi wastiny, about the Size of aten-year-old boy. Despite hisdienness, Ripi projected adistinctly
arigtocratic air. His eyes rested close together in the tiny face on the front of ahead asdeek asa
wind-powered racing vessdl. The complex bone structure on what would have been a human's cheeks
seemed to be air-inha ation vents. Soph could hear the soughing of his breath through speskers
somewhere. The femaes, she understood, were much larger and stood centaurlike on apair of
secondary limbs on the chest. If Ripi had those,
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they were concealed by his expensive-looking robes. Space hulls and weaponry were not the only things
he had had dropped down to him, it seemed.

"Proceed,” Ripi said. "Quickly."

A channd change, and tense voices muttered map coordinates over the speakers. Ripi had either tapped
into a secure E& J command channel or, more likely, into an in-clear propagandasignd, intended for their
benefit. Ripi had shot down a copter. Hell, so had Elward. That was adeclaration of war. Only flight
would save them. Soph noted afew wegpons pods hanging on the walls. Antipersonnd stuff, nothing too
sophidticated. It could il kill them dl—if Ripi got irritated with them. She didn't like that.

Soph turned to see that the shuttl€'s hatches were open, and Tiber had aready entered. She scrambled
after him, asif afraid he would leave without her.

The shuttl€'sinterior showed generations of poorly systematized repairs. A too-large enviro module
poked out through a hole cut in the floor. A soft-grip floor had been torn away, leaving a crunchy pattern
of adhesive dots.

Ambryn did over to the controls. "All right, al right,” she said. "Not too bad, considering.” Indicator lights
came on, and Soph felt a puff of ventilation on the back of her neck.

Elward stood in the middle of thefloor, carefully not touching anything, and watched Tiber suspicioudy.
Soph couldn't figure out why Elward was so distrustful. Tiber wasjust as stuck astherest of them.

"'Anything specid | should know about thisthing?' With her hands on the controls, Ambryn was quietly
authoritative.

"| think we should be careful," Tiber said. "It looks like someone has—"

"Y ou know, Soph,” Elward said. "I never get into acar without giving it asecurity check first. A thorough
one. Particularly if it has been dtting in somelot for agood long time, like, say, five minutes.”

Ambryn'shandsfroze. "What are you saying?"

"He'ssaying I'm stupid,” Soph said.

"That's not what [—" Elward began.
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"And hesright.”

Two of her bags hopped into the cabin and immediately snuffled around the control panels.

Tiber watched intently and showed no fear.



"Booby traps,” Soph said. "Sabotage. Anything. | don't expect it—but Elward's right. It would be stupid
to take achance.”

"| didn't say you were stupid.”
"Wadl, Elward, that's because you're so polite.”
Helooked startled.

One of the bags had paused at Ambryn's couch. It extended a sensor into the magnetic clamps that held
it to the floor. Ambryn started to get up.

"Wait," Soph said.

Indicator patterns crawled acrossits boa-hide back. Soph knelt next to it. A drawer opened and,
without looking, she pulled out asdlf-closing ring with an iris cutter in it. The bag had aready clamped
around the anomal ous addition to the couch's hardware: what looked like a makeshift connector box,
fully in keeping with the rest of the repairs aboard the shuttle. Only this one had no apparent function. She
fastened thering around one end of it, and theiris cutter diced through thefibers.

"What isit?" Ambryn sad.
Soph pulled it out and held it dangling from thering.

"A booby trap," Elward said admiringly. "Focused explosive. That thing would have turned your assto
jely, sveetheart.”

"Ambryn!" Soph shouted from the hatch. " Stop. Please. Ambryn had rolled out of her couch and
jumped out of the hatch. She had run across the silo floor, dodging odd chunks of surplus space gear,
and now huddled against the opposite wall, sobbing.

Soph climbed out. She understood Ambryn'sfear and felt like afool. She had never anticipated that
anyone would have managed to put a booby trap aboard the shuttle, which had been sitting herein Ripi's
secure silo sinceit had landed. Had Ripi put it there? She looked up at the observation bubble. It was

empty.
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"Oh, God. Oh, God. They're here. They're everywhere." Ambryn quivered. "E&J. The joyboys. |
thought we had gotten away. | could have ... | had my hands on the controls. Oh, my God!"

Soph knelt next to her and suffered hersdlf to be embraced by that lush flesh. That perfume ... it should
have been cloying, but it seemed to caress her nogtrils. Ambryn pushed herself against her and sobbed.

El ward loomed over them. "Y ou only just figured that out? Get used toit." Heran hiseyes over
Ambryn, enjoying either her terror or the effect it had on her body.

"Elward." Soph kept her voicelevd. "I know you'reonly tryingto help ..."

"Sure." He looked back at the shuttle. "Ha. I've got to admit, that's the most useful thing anyone has done
ofar.”

Soph followed his gaze. Tiber squatted before the shuttle. He had pulled out a catalytic stove and
unrolled a pan over it. As she watched, he chopped things and threw them into hot oil in the pan. He
moved with total serenity. Even on the opposite side of the lo, she could smdll the frying spices. She



redlized she was desperately hungry.
"But that guy istrouble,” Elward said. "He's sucking you right in, Soph. He has his own reasons—"

"Back off, Elward." Soph said angrily. "Tiber istaking the sameriskswe are. | don't think you
understand a damn thing about it."

Elward sucked in a breath and stepped back. "Maybe."
Shewasimmediately ashamed. "Elward, [—"

"And maybe you should think about something. When was that booby trap put in? Here at this midget
alien'slittle escape chamber or aboard the spaceship we're headed for?”

Hewaked away before Soph could say anything more. She was surprised to see him squat down next
to Tiber and watch him cook. But maybe he wasjust hungry.

Ambryn looked at her with gray eyes gleaming with tears. "What does Tiber mean to you, Soph?”’
"Mean? He means escape.”

"Sure" Ambryn paused, asif thinking of saying something more, then pushed hersdf to her feet and drew
ashaky breath. "I'm sorry | panicked, Soph. Buit... I'm so scared.
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prom now on, everything is dangerous. Anything could kill mein asecond.”

"'Elward and | will do our best when we check over the shuttle, Ambryn,” Soph said. "And our best is
pretty good. Y ou haveto believe me. Before we launch, well take that thing gpart.”

"Sure. Sure. But I'll never be safe again.” Ambryn looked up at the height of the silo. An open circle high
above showed a patch of cloudy sky. "Y ou know, Soph, thisisn't a surplus spacecraft, not like the rest
of thisplace. Thisisthe hollow body of aBgarth. A small one, of course. Maybe an infant. Weve never
seen one of those™

If the discusson would cam her... "Isit dive?" Soph asked.

"Wdl, let'ssee Ambryn pulled afew paracrine communication capsules out of the Bgarth kit on her hip.
Injection into the wall produced adight but distinct shudder. ™Y ep. Still some activity here." She popped
the capsulesback intheir kit. "At least | didn't waste my effort by bringing this Stuff.”

"What isit doing here?" Soph asked.

"'Maybe it came up through the soft rock of the fumarole, got stuck, and pulled back, leaving just its
shel," Ambryn said. "A little bit of exuberance that took afew decades. Y ou have to understand the
scae onwhich they live. Weredl just aflicker to them. For al | know, they don't perceive usin red time
a al. Maybethey'll just storeit all up—for centuries—and then experience it as one thunderous burst of
revelation after human beings have once again departed Venus."

"'Do you suppose that thiswas what Tiber had been aiming for?" Soph asked. "In his descent into the
crust aboard his shuttle? There's probably a passage upward from those high-speed passages the Guts
believe are down there.”

"The Gutsthink with their bellies™ Ambryn said. "They're crazy.”



Soph looked over at where Tiber was cooking. "Maybe we should go eat.”
"Elward's right about onething." Ambryn started back
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toward the shuttle, every step avisble effort of will. ' 'Making lunch is the smartest thing anyone's thought
of sofar.”

"Vronnans," Tiber'svoice said from the darkness. "Do you know anything about Vronnans?' Then the
key light came on, and hisface became visible. He stared up at the low ceiling.

"Ripi'speople?’ Ambrynsad. "Very little”

She brushed her image display, and afew flickers floated through the air: aVronnan limb, scorched asiif
from aflaming explosion, found in another cache of smuggled dien body parts, amassve Vronnan female
gpotted on araft in aninternal seaby ahuman researcher visiting Epsilon Eri-dani; aVronnan city dug
into the bedrock of an airless planetoid. Now that she saw it, Ambryn recognized that Ripi had, crudely,
mimicked the structure of such acity in setting up his own fortress. And held hidden himself somewhere
within it. No one had seen him since they'd discovered the booby trap aboard the Argent's shuttle.

Tiber breathed hard as he watched the Vronnans. His skin was very fine, and she could see the begating
of ablood vessd in his neck. Ambryn and he were in what she thought had once been part of aMartian
orbital research station. Soph and Elward were checking the shuttle over for more booby traps, and she
had suggested askrying to Tiber asaway of caming hersdlf, asthe cooking seemed to have camed him.
Tiber had been eager. She had sensed his need. Soph, distracted, had agreed after issuing Tiber acomm
link to her luggage. He and Ambryn had found aspace in a shuttle bay.

"Y ou show the soul viathe bodies of others," Tiber said.

"Something likethat,” Ambryn said. "Let's seewhat | can show you."
"Not these. No."

"Okay."

It wasjust aswell that he didn't want to use the Vronnans, because she didn't have enough material about
them for adecent skrying. But his reaction to them was powerful—and ingtructive. She pulled up the
bodies of other diens. "Y ou're
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an excdllent cook. | think that lunch doubled everyone'sintelligence. Something we badly needed.”

"A friend taught me," Tiber said. "His name was Hlo-bane. Cooking was a hobby of his. It takes your
mind off your problems, he said. And when you're done, you can edt."

He'd done wonders with the ingredients he had brought in his pack. It had been asort of curry, witha
jangle of competing flavors somehow brought into overal harmony. Ambryn could sill smell it on her
hair, but that didn't bother her. The food had brought them all into harmony aswell, and the fear and
pressure that seemed to push under everything had been, for the moment, released. Even Elward had
seemed happy.

She watched Tiber's reactions to the various dien species, from the Turtles of Ganymede, to the
pillbuglike trading Ti-brini. She bresthed through the top of her head and felt the cool relaxation come up



from the smooth functionings of the diencephaon, the oldest part of the brain, which sat on the end of the
spind cord likeabal joint and |et the hemispheres of the cerebrum tilt crazily about it while itself
remaining till.

"Home," he said. "Do you know where that is?'

"No," shesad.

"How do you know when you've returned?’

A solar prominence, vivid with deviant isotopes, crawled across the celling, climbing up from the Sun's
chromosphere. What did that image mean?

"Home," Ambryn said, "isthe place that gains as much by your return asyou do." Why the hell had she
sadthat?"If you can't find it, you haveto createit."

"Ah," he breathed, asif shed said something meaningful.

"The Gunners." Shelooked up at theimage of the prominence. "Their homeislog.”

"They dwayslook for it," he sad. "But the only thing they ever find is someone e sgshome."
"Of course," she said, not knowing what he was talking about.

The image dropped down to the surface of Mercury. The Gun appeared, standing stark and straight
across the concen-
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trie landscape of Cdoris, the basin that dominated one face of the planet. Theimage closed in on the
base of the vast trussed object, which was athousand kilometers long.

All around the base of the Gun, astructure larger than cities, Ambryn could see Sgns of activity.
Radiation flared across the ground, incredibly dangerousto most life. Gamma rays poured through the
surrounding rocks, Cherenkov radiation glared blue behind the gigantic bastions that supported the Gun's
base.

Tiny figureswerejust visible, but the time for examining the actual Gunnerswas not yet. She tracked
aong the Gun itsdlf asit readied itsef to launch an isotope barge. At firgt the vibration was sublimina, a
possibleilluson of strained eyebals. Then it became more obvious, a series of harmonics snapping
through what suddenly seemed like a plucked violin string.

"Thebarges," Tiber sad. "Do they contain something for me?"
"Of course" shesad. "Of coursethey do.”

"No." He was seeing something. She could tell. "Not the barges. The Gunnersthemsalves. They
know—" He stopped himsdlf. "They know...."

The solar prominence continued to crawl acrossthe celling, its unnaturd path guided by the
incomprehens ble plasma dynamicsimplicit in the Gunner isotope barge that had been dropped into the
solar photosphereto set it off. Beneath it, aflare pulsed as stored magnetic energy was released, sending
out cascades of everything from hard X raysto long-wave radio. An entire region of the Sun's surface
was convulsed from Gunner intervention.



Dropping those stupid barges seemed to be the Gunners main purposein life. Thistiny colony of
Gunners on Mercury—afew hundred of them a most—spent their time preparing for and launching
isotope barges or examining the flares and prominences that resulted from the atmospheric penetrations.

Some on Earth feared that eventudly, through their interference with the solar atmosphere, the Gunners
would set off anovatha would serilize theterrestria planets and that this
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was actudly the norma culmination of their activities, and had been, in other systems.

But the Mercurian Gunners had suffered a secret disaster, of which only hintswere available. They
missed something essentid to their faith and sat on Mercury, furious a the Sun that rose methodicaly
every one-hundred-seventy-six Earth days, always exactly the same, seeming to have sworn an oath to
exigt forever. Each time they punched it with one of their isotopic barges, it grew acolorful zit, which then
faded. They had arrived in the Solar System in a pupated state, aboard a seedship. That seedship had
disappeared, and indications were that they were till looking for it.

"The barges vanish," Tiber whispered. "Halfway between Mercury and the Sun they ... skip. A gap.
Eighteen, maybe twenty light-seconds. Pop—over in ananosecond. Twenty light-seconds, x million
kilometers, in amillionth of asecond. Imaginethat if you can.”

Thiswas an odd focus, though it was one that obsessed alot of people. Ambryn didn't understand this
passion for faster-than-light travel, for hunting down deepdrives. Let others worry about bursting free of
the Solar System, asif they had exhausted its possibilities. The universe could be seen perfectly well from
where Ambryn sat. It sent its signals down to her in the form of exploratory aien species, who did not
achievethar true meaning until they got here.

"All right," Ambryn said. "L ook there, then. Look into the gap. Maybe your answer liesthere.”

"There" hesaid. "l could go there and ask ... they will pay. They pay with information. | could find the
answer. ..." Hedrew achoking breath. "No!*

"Tiber—"

"No, no. Turnit off. Please." He sat up. Ambryn brought the lights up. He was swesting. Hislong hair
dangled down about hisface. "I don't need those answers. Shewill.... | will be safe.”

"l hope s0," Ambryn said.

They locked eyesfor amoment, and she sensed his desperate need. Except she had no ideawhat it was
he needed. He lay back down on the meta floor. "I'm sorry. Let's proceed.”
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He stared up at a Gunner isotopic barge asit was readied for launching. Ambryn would continue the
skrying session, but she knew that the truth—whatever it was—had already been reveded. All either of
them would get from it now was the comfort of ritud.

Elward had never been off Venus and was surprised at how flimsy al thisorbital stuff proved to be.
Everywhere pand s were torn away, frames were bent, modules were squashed. He had no trouble
finding away to the outside. Of course, the poor quality of the Skullhouse-hired crewsthat had first built
the place didn't help. Maybe it was amiracle any of it was standing up &t all.



He crawled through ahole and found himsdlf standing on the ground amid plants. The tilting spaceship
stood over him. Ambryn had called the big trees "pines.” Their needles covered the ground in a soft
brown carpet. All sortsof fungi grew there—and lacy-leaved plants just opening out into the sunlight. It
was gtill morning cold, and Elward shivered. A rumble of thunder came from somewhere downd ope.
Hed finished hisjob. The shuttle was clean.

The big volcanic shield rose above him, broken into subsidiary pesks. Mist poured down the steep
valeys asthe sun mdted the snow. Elward squinted at the silver line of awaterfall sketched down the
gray rock. It must be ahundred metershigh, at least, for it to be that size at that distance. He wondered
what it sounded like, up close. And aspaceship lay just at its basg, its prow in the soft ground. One of
Soph'slanding vessels, it looked like. That Bgarth biopackage must have come apart right here.

He strolled across the uneven ground, fedling it through the soles of hisfeet, dl fresh and huge, the air
moving around him, asif he had never heard of Golgot or Enforcement & Joy. Hell, he should just teke
off. Upinto the hills. He could—what did they call it>—live off the land. He didn't quite know what that
meant, but it didn't sound too hard. Y ou just had to et the plants, right?

A rock hit againgt another. He walked around the spacecraft's stern to find Tiber digging at something in
the ground.
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Seeing Elward, he stood up and brushed the dirt from his knees. Soph had sent Elward after him. Well,
here he was.

"I've never been here," Elward said, looking up at the mountains. "Actualy, 1've never been out of
Golgot. I've seen the mountains but only from far away, over buildings.”

"Thisismy firg planetary surface.”
"Raised in orbit?' Elward said.
"Wes"

""Y our parentslive out there?'

"] don't remember them.”

"My parentstook off before | could remember them," Elward said. "They gave me apicture, at the
creche, of acouple standing on abridge, but | found out later that it was a computer-generated image
based on my DNA.. | have my mother's cheekbones.”

"Y ou were raised there?" Tiber did have a soothing voice, degp but smooth.

"Oh, | wasraised sort of holographicaly. Ah, let's see, ‘every part of the child's environment containing
the essentid information needed for hisemotiona formation.' " Elward frowned. ' 'l used to have alittle
display that explained the processto me. | must havelost it.”

"That'ssad."
"Y eah, well. Could have been worse."

He remembered the Preceptor in charge of his education. Its synthetic voice had been deliberately flat
and mechanical to remind him of hisfalen condition. And suddenly he understood. Derinda had known
his past, of course. She had accessto the records. And she had imitated theat flat tone, the voice that



Elward had dways thought of as his parent. And he had obeyed without even knowing why.

"l wasraised on a spaceship.” Tiber started walking between the trees. Elward followed. ' 'Though my
mother told me I'd been born on aplanet. | wasn't sure what that meant. Actualy, | never did
learn—until | came here." Helooked up at the mountains.

Elward swallowed. ' 'What wasit like?"'

"Y ou could watch our ship—all over it—and my friend Rampo and | liked to do that. The ship'sname
wasthe Bezd. The Prismatic Bezdl. It was supposed to go far. Therewas
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aroom you could go to. They had screens showing everything about the ship. The people working would
even answer questions—if they weren't too busy. Y ou could see the peoplein the corridors, and al the
stored anima embryosin the library, and fdlt like you'd put the ship on, like awrestling suit.

"'Rampo and | were watching one day, the way we liked, when abunch of things suddenly popped out
around the ship. One second they weren't there, the next they were. They looked like sections of a
cylinder, curved on the inside to match our hull. For alittle bit, I thought they were part of the ship wed
forgotten, and someone had finaly found them and brought them to us.

"Everybody was yelling. Someone grabbed Rampo and me and pulled us out of there. We thought it was
because we weren't supposed to see what was up there on the screens and we wanted to and we started
ydling too. But it wasredlly to protect us. | don't know where my parentswere. | never saw them again.

"The hull blew in where those cylinder-section things were attached. | could hear it from my hiding place,
which wasin asecret placein the hull. They gave me food and water and reminded me what to do.
They'd spent alot of time teaching usthis, and we had thought it was just aboring game. | don't
remember now how we were supposed to survive, but | remember the taste of the air mask and the way
it sucked onto your teeth to make a sedl. If you blew into it right, there was away to make aloud buzzing
noise, and they'd tell you to cut that out.

' Therewas alot of hoise—explosions, shouts—and then everything was quiet. | waited there until
someone findly found me. | guessit wasjust amaiter of time."

"Who?" Elward asked. "Who found you?'

"l wasrescued.” Tiber'svoice had no morelifetoit. "Eventudly.”
"Lucky," Elward said. "Y ou could have died there."

"Yes" Tiber said. "l waslucky."

They stopped together beneath an open dope. Tiber frowned at where big black boulders poked up
through the fresh grass. A fresh breezerriffled through. Dark clouds
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loomed up, and lightning nickered through their upper parts. Elward heard the echo of thunder.
"Oh, no...." Tiber bresthed.

"What isit?'



"A biologicd explosive," Tiber said. "A sort of fungus. It'sdl over thisdope. Ready to detonate.”

Elward looked back. They were right above Ripi's covert. The three battered space vessels and the silo
mouth, with its dabs of glass, looked very vulnerablein the gray prestorm light.

"WI]: ?I
"l don't know!" Tiber shouted. "I think | know where Ripi is. Go warn the others. We don't have much
time!"

"I knew | should have brought Tiber back with me." Am-bryn paced in front of the shuttle. "I shouldn't
have left him there, thinking about hisfate.

"What did hetell you?" Soph peered into the eyepieces of her image display. The booster nozzle
embedded inthewall of that passage ... there. The vibrationa image showed atangle of tiny passages
behind the metdl.

"A whole bunch of stuff. Why the hell did you send Elward after him? Elward doesn't even like him!™

The exposure of the booby trap in the shuttle had terrified Ripi. It had showed him that his security was
not as good as he had thought. So he had panicked and hid himself, going to ground like a gopher. Soph
had devoted hersdlf to searching out his place of conced ment, and she thought she had finaly found it.
Vibrationa analysis had found alot of empty spaces behind seeming solid metd, but thiswas the only
onethat looked usable. And IR showed asmall living shape huddled in there.

Soph stowed the display. Hed come out anyway, she hoped, when it cametimeto leave. But she liked
keeping dl the possibilitiesin mind. It might be necessary to yank him out.

"Elward wanted to go," she said. "He wanted to take alook around, see afew things. Don't worry."
Though now Soph was getting worried hersdlf. It was tak-
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ing much longer than it should have. The shuttle was ready to go. There was no reason to stay amoment
longer.

"Tiber islooking for home." Ambryn managed to make herself st down, though she kept crossing and
uncrossing her legs. She was dressed asif for an adventure movie, with low boots, ribbed tights, and a
high-shouldered jacket. She looked quite spectacular.

"Any indication of where that might be?* Soph said.
"No. But... Soph, | don't get the sense he wantsto leave here."
"Why should he want to stay?"

"l don't know. The Gunners... the Gunnersare asideissue. It was like abresk of freedom when
helhought about them. He does not see histrue fate in them. He seemsto think home may be here. What
are you looking for, Soph?'

Soph couldn't have said why she found that question so annoying. Ripi's hiding place was in the passage
that |ed to the shuttle in which Ambryn had stayed Tiber. Ambryn had said that Ripi's covert seemed an
imitation of aVronnan city. What did histiny hiding place represent?



She decided that Ambryn deserved some kind of an answer.

"I'm no more sure of what I'm looking for than Tiber is of hishome. Not long before Stephan died, he
told me.... you know, it was dways hard to follow his thoughts. Even for him. He seemed to have away
of screening histhoughts from himself so that even he could not say how he reached the conclusions he
did. He was like some kind of ... prophet, | don't know. Hearing voices. HEd always know where lost
thingswere. But even if they wereimportant to him, he would never actually go to find them.”

Soph described Stephan's desth on lo. " Stephan had what, for lack of a better term, | would cal a
religion, there a the end of hislife. He believed that something, some intelligence, inhabited the deep
amaosphere of Jupiter. Possibly some dien speciesthat had snuck in during the conflicts that tore the
System gpart after the Probe's arrival. He traveled the Jove system collecting stories from water
dowsers, tech hunters, isolated ecstatics. He came to believe that, at the moment of maximum risk, the
moment when your life hangs
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in the balance, uncertain of which way to tip, the Voice of Jove speaksto you. Y ou hear something, you
under stand something. He was dways after that. The ordinary conclusions of life had ceased to be
enough for him."

Ambryn seemed mesmerized. She leaned close to Soph. She radiated hest.
" Stephan knew there was something on Venus," Soph said. " Something important.”

" Stephan learned this around Jupiter. And so you came here." Soph was amused to see what she thought
was ahint of fear in those expressive eyes, asif Ambryn was suddenly wondering if this woman who had
brought her here to this dangerous place was actually completely insane. She shouldn't have started on
this subject, Soph thought. It was hard to make coherent, even to herself. And it lay, Slent and still, deep
under the last arguments she and Lightfoot had had.

"|.... it affected my choice of projects” Soph said. "Cdl it awhim.”
"Do you have whims, Soph?"

"Stephan did. I'll just haveto use his.”

Footsteps pounded down the passage.

"Thiswhole placeis about to go up,” Elward said.

"Those explosives came from the biopackage | wason," Soph said. "'l saw one. It had grown, and Kun
pointed it out to me."

"They'redl over the mountainsde," Elward said. "1 don't know how detonation occurs—"

"Lightning," Ambryn and Soph said smultaneoudy. They looked at each other, but it wasn't abit funny.
They weredl intheir couches, waiting for Tiber. Soph had yelled at Elward for not bringing him, but both
of them had understood the pointlessness of that emotion.

"The Bgarth," Ambryn said in wonder. "Those are Bgarth biologicas. I've had to deal with them before. |
know how they ..." She seemed about to say something else, then thought better of it. "Tiber paid the
Bgarth off with those membranes. Not that they mind getting rid of Ripi. I'm surethis partialy dead
Bgarth body that he'susing for hislaunch
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slo doesn't make them happy. Though it seemslike they could just send someone up out of the ground to
ed him...."

"Giant explosvefungi,” Elward said with what Soph thought was inappropriate enthusiasm. " So when do
they go up?'

"When the lightning hits."" Ambryn pointed up at the clouds visible overhead. " Stratoseeders created those
clouds. Theentireworld isin league againg Ripi."

"Tiber!" Soph shouted into her comm link. Still no answer. Shelooked a Elward. "Why didn't he come
with you?'

"| told you. He said he wanted to get Ripi."

Soph looked across the silo at the embedded drive nozzle. Could she have been wrong about Ripi's
location?

Both Ambryn and Elward watched Soph. They were so needy. If she said to go now, they would go, be
out of the silo opening and up into the amosphere. If she didn't, they would wait, wait, if need be, until
the explosives detonated and brought the entire mountainside down on them, destroying Ripi's covert.
She found hersdlf shaking.

An explosion shook the shuttle, and she knew she had waited too long. "Ambryn—"
"Wait!" Elward said. "That wasn't from outsde." He pointed at adisplay screen. "There. Look!"

Dust rose from the opposite sde of the silo. The passage there had just collapsed. It was the one that led
past where she had concluded that Ripi was probably hiding, Soph redlized. And it led to where Tiber
was. That passage was now closed.

"Tiber!" Soph shouted into the communicator. And finally his voice answvered.
"...cut off..." Tiber'svoicewasfaint, asif he was many milesaway.
"There must be an dternate route,” Soph said. "Y ou looked—"

"Ripi isdead." Tiber'svoice grew stronger. "The exploson caught him ... torehimin haf, buried himin
rubble. | had just found him. And I'm cut off here." He paused, asif looking around. "Both passages are
closed. Soph. Go."
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"None of us has much time. If you wait... it won't help me. It would take weeksfor you to get me out of
here. And by that time I'll be dead anyway."

Ambryn leaned her head down over the controls, covering them with her hair. "Soph." Her voice was
very quiet. "Soph, | think | can deactivate the explosives on the hillside. | learned it from the Guts—"



"It'sasetup.” Elward said. He looked at Soph.

"What do you mean?' Soph said.

"l..." He cleared histhroat. " Soph. Tiber planted the explosivesthat blew that passage.” He paused.
"Goon."

"'l saw him finishing thejob. He wasright above the passage, planting them. Or that'swhat | think. |
could bewrong."

"Y ou're not wrong." Soph made afist and rapped her knuckles on the bulkhead. She'd known it for a
while now. No, not known it—should have known it. Lightfoot would have been contemptuous. "We
have been set up. Used.” She picked up the communicator. "Tiber!" No answer.

"But why?' Ambryn said. "Why would he want to stay here?'

"I don't think well ever know," Soph said. And the thought drove her crazy. There would never be any
way to confirm her conclusions. She could be completely wrong, leaving behind someone completely
innocent.... ""Ambryn, | think we should just take off."

She expected instant acquiescence. Ambryn had spent the whole time here in absolute terror. B,
instead, Ambryn turned away from the controlsto look at her.

"Likel said, | can deactivate those explosives," she said. "They're Bgarth products. I've dedlt with them.
They're used in fracturing rocks. Without direct Bgarth management, they're pretty easy to circumvent.”

"Why the hell didn't you tdll usthat before?" Elward asked.

"'Wewere leaving. Taking off with Ripi and Tiber. That wasit. Who cared if the place blew up once we
were gone?"

"Not me. Good point, girl." Elward looked a Soph too.
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"l think | know where Tiber is. That is, presuming he's not telling the truth about what happened.”

"He'snot,” Soph said. "1 bet you he doesn't even have Ripi. | think | know where Ripi is. But it doesn't
meatter."

"Maybe not to you," Elward says. "But it doesto me. Ripi's our stake, Soph. He's worth money. If we
just take off from here, who are we? Where do we go?'

"Hesright,” Ambryn said. "If we leave without Ripi, were totaly screwed. We have nothing. What do
you have?'

Soph looked at them. "Ambryn. Take care of those explosives with your Bgarth kit. Elward. Go find that
goddam Tiber and haul him back here—unconsciousif necessary. And I'll get Ripi.”

Elward grinned. "Tiber can cook. | knew there was areason we need him.”

Seven



1

The nubble shifted under Soph'sfeet. It looked like Ripi's escape path had been destroyed, as had no
doubt been Tiber'sintention. A loose rock fell from overhead and struck her on the shoulder. Shefell and
rolled down the rocks. She pushed herself up. She didn't have time to worry about it.

The drive nozzle was impervious, but she thought some of Ripi‘stiny passages ran right under the rock
here. An overnight bag climbed up next to her, drilled holesin the rock, and planted microexplosives.
The detonation was abardly audibletick, and a section of thefacefdl away, reveading the tunndl. It
looked like the tracks | eft by awood-boring insect. It was asif Ripi had been an interloper in hisown
covert.

"Ripi! Come out. We need to escape.”

And there he was, curled up in adepression in the floor. He looked up at her, asif she'd disturbed him at
his nap.

"Do you have any enemies?’ she asked.

"Thousands," he said without surprise. "Perhaps millions.”

Now, that was acharming bit of arrogance. "Any who arelikdy to try to find you here on Venus?'
"My enemies are Vronnans." He had the patient air of
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someone explaining asmple matter to achild. "Vronnans do not travel within this Solar System. | am the
only one. If someone did, hewould be unable to find me. The information would be unavailable to him."

"Wefound you," Soph said.

"But you are humans. Native to the System. Y ou can contact information sources. But an unknown aien?
Nolll

"Tiber isahuman being,” Soph said. "What if he guided someone else here?'

Ripi stared at her with his close-set dark eyes, and she knew he wasfindly reaching some of the
conclusionsthat she had.

Then he dove under her feet. She grabbed at him, but he was past and gone, out the opening she had cut.
By the time she was able to follow, the floor of the Slo was deserted.

Rain pounded down on Elward as he crept across the wet rocks. They wereloose and ready to dide
down a any moment. Those explosives were redly overkill for thisthing. There. He was right above the
Bdt shuttlein which Tiber had been hiding. He was probably till in there. He was not expecting anyone
to come after him.

Did the storm seem to be moving on? Elward couldn't tell. But maybe this one would move past, and
Ambryn would have time to deactivate the explosives. He hoped so. Otherwise, shed just ruin that

dress. Despite himsdlf, he smiled. She would have liked him having thet thought. A bright flash of lightning
blinded him. As he blinked, someone grabbed him and dammed his head against the rocks. The thunder
in his head mixed with that outside, and the wet mud againgt his cheek fdt like the sky, getting close.



He couldn't have been out more than a couple of seconds, but now hewasinside and rain did not fal in
his eyes ashe looked up. A fuzzy spherefloated into hisfield of view. It had aface onit. Earth had a
moon, he'd heard, abig one. Maybe thiswas what it looked like. The Man in the Moon. God, who'd
want to see that thing floating in his Sky? A wonder they hadn't blown the damn thing up.

"Sorry about thet," Tiber said. "But | can't risk alot of movement just at the moment.”
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"That'sdl right,” Elward said. He could talk, but he couldn't move. Heredly couldn't move, though he
could fed thefloor under him and the cold dampness of his clothes. He put every ounce of willpower into
moving hisfinger. Nothing. Tiber smiled a him, touched his head. Elward could fed it, fed thefingers
stroking his hair. And the pressure of something, aband around his head.

A suspension strap. It cut his voluntary muscle impulses. E& J sometimes used it for pre-ingtructional
detention. Made security alot easier.

"It should be over soon,” Tiber said. "Then | will release you."
"What will happen?' Elward said.

"l cango home."

"Where's home?'

"Homeis Sukh."

"Sukh?'

"Sukhis Ripi-Arana-Hoc's daughter. The one he betrayed and abandoned and | eft without memories.
She rescued me from those who attacked the Prismatic Bezel, destroyed everything, and took me.
Things... happened to me. Sukh rescued me from them, gave melife. But just wait. In afew minutes,
you'll get to mest her."

Through the gashesin the shuttlewall, Elward heard along rumble of thunder. Thunder?
The shuttle shook asthe mud and rock above Ripi's house roared down like an immensefigt.

Ambryn clung to the jagged dab of glass. Rocks dammed against the other side, but the glass did not
crack. She squeezed her eyes shut, certain that sheld guessed wrong, legpt for the wrong thing, and that
what she had thought was the B garth mouth ring was diding, with increasing speed, down the dopewith
the rest of the mountainside,

A fresh breeze blew through her hair. She unhunched her shoulders and straightened. The eectrica storm
had dispersed, and the air was crisp.

Shel'd done agood job. Only afew of the fungus explosives had detonated, dropping aload of rock and
dirt on the dented spacecraft Ripi called home. Still, shed waited alittle
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too long. Wires had come up out of the soil and extended themselves until they were dmost astall asshe
was. They had wiggled like stop-motion photographs of sprouts seeking the sun. They had sensed the
massive charge of the thundercloud hanging overhead and desperately wanted those electrons. Sheld
barely made it out before the lightning struck.



She looked out over the ring's edge. The landdide had sheered away the dirt and rock around it, and it
now hung free. Immediately below her, alump severd timesthe size of aperson, dmost like agigantic
barnacle, swelled from the smooth side of the Bgarth body. She recognized it as aBgarth override
interface. She had never seen one.

She wasjust reaching down for it when the sky thundered. Had the storm returned? A small dark cloud
against the now-clear blue—no! It was a descending spacecraft, which had hit the denser atmosphere at
incautious speed. It roared down, sending fragments of ablative shielding flaming into the atimosphere,
wherethey floated for amoment, like festival baloons, before winking out. Asit findly dowed, it became
not a spacecraft but a paradox, a heavy object suspended in air.

Ambryn watched in awe as the bulbous aien spacecraft settled ponderoudy into the waiting landing silo.

Soph pursued Ripi, praying that Ambryn was dl right. She heard the explosions. Insdethe silo, light
brightened, then flared. She looked up. The Bgarth body itself seemed to be generating it from athick
ring partway up. Parts of the walls peeled away, knocking over poorly stowed gear, and quested upward
like tentacles toward what was clearly an dien spacecraft. It lowered itself through the silo opening,
blocking the sunlight from above. Now everything was the searing white light of the Bgarth ring.

The spacecraft cut its power adozen or so meters above the floor. It smashed down through the Bgarth
tentacles. Soph jumped into the air, then met the crushed and tilted floor as she came down. Thetearing
roar of theimpact came
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an ingtant later. Soph did down the torn metd toward the bulging shape of the alien spaceship.

Her elbow caught a sharp chunk of metal, and she grabbed on to it. The lights had gone out again, and
the only light came from the opening high above. The dien ship had found aresting point not far below.
Soph clambered back up the tilted floor.

She managed to grab on and swing hersalf up onto aleve surface. The emergency life-support cart
peeked out of itsblister asif nervous about being seen. Through its double-bulge glass fuselage, Soph
could seethat it had inflated the pillows on each of the emergency cots. A tribute to Martian military
medicine, Soph had timeto think.

Then the spacecraft's hatch dammed open.

"Ripi... Ripi abandoned his daughter Sukh,” Tiber said. "Left her without memories. Y ou have to know
Vronnansto know how significant that is. All because he wanted to live. Everything ese led from that
oneact."

"So you came hereto nail him," El ward said. "All that shit you did. Just to get hereto help her out?"
"Yes. Just 0 she could get her revenge. And perhaps her memories.”

He'd hauled Elward into the bleachers overlooking the silo. Tiber considerately propped Elward up so
that he could see what was going on.

If he could have moved, he would have—to get away from what appeared in the hatch of the VVronnan
spaceship.

Explosions, rending metd, disaster. Ambryn cowered back behind the protection of the glass dabs,
afraid of seeing what was happening below. She was stuck up here, and there wasn't anything she could



do.

Wait aminute. She dill had part of her Bgarth kit with her. Fumbling, she pulled out a paracrine activator
and reached down to the armored swell of the Bgarth override interface. These swellings had once been
parasites on the ancesiral Bgarth. With the grand indifference with which they incorporated parts of the
universe into their bodies, the Bgarth had turned the parasites into emergency external con-
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trol stes. A Bgarth that had lost function could be controlled remotely by one of itsfellows until it could
be ... repaired, heded, whatever the hdll you did with a Bgarth.

Maybe she could use it to do something.

She thought she could fed the huge barnacle quiver, though it was hard to tell with al the vibration from
whatever was going on inthe silo. Then, acquiescing dl at once, its shell cleaved open with adull crack.
Before she could reconsider, Ambryn dropped down into the hot darkness inside the override interface.

An dienfigure sood in the hatch. The body, supported by squat rear legs, was huge, swellinginan
immensearch.

A Vronnan femae. In the male, Soph knew, the middle two legs were shrunken. Ripi concedled his
benesth his e aborate clothing. But the females middle limbswere vastly larger and et her sand in
centaur posture, her forelimbs— arms—raised in adramatic gesture. She bellowed, her voice
many-toned, like an organ. If that was intended for Ripi, it was wasted. He was hiding, and sheld haveto
dig him out of theruinsof hishouse.

It was good planning, Elward had to give Tiber that. Ripi ran into the observation bubble and stopped
dead when he saw Tiber dready there. Tiber took him with absolutely no trouble at dl and hauled him
right in. Maybe he wanted Ripi to get alook at his daughter, who was kicking up agigantic fuss down
below.

Elward waited, expecting thelittle dien to whip out some kind of wegpon and cut Tiber up into tiny
pieces, but instead he dumped in Tiber's grasp, like somelittle kid knowing held done wrong. It was that
guilt thing that got you in the end.

"How did she make the arrangements with you?' Ripi said. "What Earth humans have contacts with
Vronnans?'

"Never mind how." Tiber's voice was dangerous. And here Elward had thought Tiber kind of a
blowhard, abigfoot
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captain type who couldn't do anything without abig control couch and an obsequious crew.

"Y our trap was right out in the open.” Ripi sounded incredibly calm, but maybe these diens showed
hysteriain some other way—their smell or something. Hed have to ask Ambryn.

"That's your daughter,” Tiber said. "Her nameis Sukh. | don't think you ever learned it before you ran
avay."

"My daughter.” Ripi stared down, fascinated. "She hascome so far. Sofar.”

"Fight him, you stupid son of abitch!" Elward couldn't stand it anymore. Here he was, plopped on the



floor, and he had to watch thisidiot give hislife away because he felt someweird kind of dien guilt. Asif
he wasthefirst guy to ever abandon achild. They got over it, for God's sake. They learned to live their
livesthe same way anyone else did. It didn't make agoddam bit of difference.

Ripi jumped toward Elward, but Tiber plucked him right out of theair. Ashedid it, thelong trailing edge
of Ripi'sfancy deeve brushed across Elward's face. Before he knew what he was doing, Elward used the
only part of hisbody that still worked and bit intoit.

Tiber hadn't expected El ward's large weight to be added to Ripi's and fdll off-balance, down to his
knees. Elward fdt asharp painin hisjaw. The deeve pulled him forward, and he rolled down onto Ripi.
Together they sent Tiber sprawling.

Circus people did thisjaw thing and spun around right under the tent. Their teeth didn't come out of their
heads. Elward held on, getting dragged across the floor, fegling the pain as his loose body pounded on
obstacles.

Elward spit out the deeve when he fetched up at the bottom of the observation bubble.
"Comeon, you moron!" heydled. "Ripi! Before he grabsyou again. Doiit!"

Ripi dithered, unable for amoment to figure out what was wanted, then reached down and hit the release
on the suspension strap.

Everything hurt, but Elward gathered himself together and
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gprang up from the flexible glass. He dammed into Tiber just as he was coming down to findly take care
of Ripi.

Elward head-butted him right in the pit of his scomach. Tiber went down hard. Dealing with wimpy diens
the Sze of an Airedde had clearly not prepared him for ared fight. Elward dammed heavy figsinto
Tiber's face—one, two. And three, just for good measure. When Elward saw the blood come out of his
nose and spill al acrossthat weird face of his, he knew that this was what he had been waiting for al
aong, sincethefirs time he saw him, when Soph brought him out with her from under the ground.

Ripi was watching, but he didn't seem to be enjoying it.
"Got anything to defend againgt her? Why were you coming up herein thefirst place?”

Thedien ship fired explosives up at the observation bubble and the glass cracked and sagged. Elward
felt like someone sitting in areal wide-butt box at the arena, only the players were pissed and charging
after him.

"Yes," Ripi sad. A bulgeinthewal popped open, and he did something insgde of it.
"Let'errip!" Elward said.

Theair was so full of flaming trash that for amoment Soph couldn't see what was happening. Then she
redlized—that firing was from the wespons pods Ripi had hung intheslo.

Soph flung hersdlf into the Martian emergency med cart just as smal-armsfire stitched acrossthe
impact-resstant tube of the medica bay.

"Andyssindicatesthat the patient isfully functiond," acool voice said. "Please dischargein favor of next



patient.”

Soph crouched behind a cot. Explosive fragments rattled on the tube. She could see the gleam of
wegpons lasers through the dust and smoke.

"Please do not mainger," the emergency vehicle said. "It will go on your next fitnessreport.”

"I'm seeking shelter," Soph said, wondering how sophisticated its processor was.

"Thisisnot ashdter. Thisisan emergency medica facility. Y ou will be gected,” the vehicle said.
Its sheltering double cylinder opened up, the cots folded
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into the walls, the rear tilted, and Soph found hersaf on the ground. Shelay till. Mentdly, she checked
for broken bones. If the emergency vehicle had injured her, then it would now have areason to let her in
for treetment. Maybe that had been its entire motivation. Even smple operational devices, left doneto
mull over their processing for long enough, devel oped interesting and perverselogic loops.

Soph rolled on her back. The firing had dackened. The Vronnan femae—whoever she was—had just
buttoned down and waited out the attack, sending out her own counter-battery fire. She'd destroyed al
of Ripi'sfeeble wespons pods. Now she could move out without resi stance.

Blinded by the darkness, Ambryn felt across the tiff folds of tissue ingde the barnacle, sensing the
different textures— sticky, dippery, rough—that marked interface points. After afew minutes, she got
hersdf oriented and found the mouth-part control. It had several configurations—suitable, she suspected,
for differing Szes of filterable food in the Bgarth's ancestral seas before they dug into the bedrock in
pursuit of an absolutely unexploited ecologica niche.

And the appropriate neurotransmitter was propane, asmple molecule. And the little lighter she used to
melt on her decorative fingernail covers... or, hdl, wasit butane? Dammit!

Her fingersfelt at the appropriate vid. A makeup kit always camein handy. She'd show Soph.
That is, if she wasright about the propane.

She unscrewed the catdytic igniter, dropped it irretrievably into the folds beneath her feet, then tilted the
nozzle over the reactive areas she pinched up with her other hand.

She couldn't smdll it and hoped it wouldn't poison her in this enclosed space. The surrounding folds did
seem to shudder and pull away alittle. Otherwise, nothing.

Maybe this damn stuff was butane. She couldn't figure out any way to check. Screw it. Shetilted it and
actually poured liquid out on the receptor Ste. It made her dizzy.

Then shefdt it, adeep rumbling al around her. She had
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activated the sphincter closure reflex. The hydraulic-actuator-powered muscle around the mouth ring
now started, ponderoudly, to shut the mouth, trapping the attacking Vronnan spacecraft insde the Bgarth
landing Slo.

A creaking echoed through the silo. Elward looked up. The opening overhead shrank asthe huge vanes



moved in. What had activated them? Maybe this dead Bgarth had decided to eat them, after all.

That huge Sukh redlized that in aminute she would be stuck likeabug in ajar. She moved fast. The
attacking spacecraft wailed, sucking oxygen in through pop-out intakes to power its atmospheric engines.
The shattered observation bubble tilted, its supports blown away by Sukh's return fire. No moretimeto
rubberneck. Elward scrabbled up and managed to reach a secure grip at the Bgarth wall. The bubble fell
no farther. But he was stuck. There was no way to get up and out.

Ripi rolled past him. Elward couldn't grab him. He was holding on too tight with both hands. Ripi tumbled
off the edge. Half-horrified, half-wanting to see the splat, Elward watched him shrink toward the floor.

He never got there. Instead, the spacecraft hissed powerfully. Garbage flew acrossthe silo floor. Gas
jetting out of anozzlewalled at painful volume, like an emergency horn.

Elward did not believe what he was seeing. Ripi floated in midair. His clothes flapped. Elward couldn't
read Vronnan facia expressions, so he couldnt tell if Ripi was scared, accepting, pissed, what. The
spacecraft good up onitslanding legs, anozzle sticking out from under its skirts, and shot a powerful jet
of ar up at Ripi, supporting him. Then, by dowly decreasing the pressure, the ship lowered Ripi
delicately to the floor. He lay there, staring up.

"Moveyour assl" Elward shouted. " She's not going to wait!"

Tiber hadn't fallen down into the silo, and he wasn't up here. What the hell had happened to him? Then
he looked down and saw him.
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Soph ran out into the silo, right under the ship that could kill her in an ingtant, and grabbed Ripi, thinking,
Thank God, at least Elward's dill dive. She heard him yelling from above. Ripi waslight under hisbulky
clothes, and she had no problem dragging him.

"Sukh!" avoice shouted from above.

It was Tiber. He hung from the ruins of the observation bubble, reaching out to the ship with the gesture
of adying man on aliferaft.

"Sukh! Don't leave mel”
Soph thought it was the most anguished cry sheld ever heard.
"Get back!" Soph shouted. "Takeoff backwash!"

She couldn't wait around to see if he understood. She dragged Ripi across the floor and threw him into
the rear of the Martian med cart. She could see no emergency bunker to hide in. Thiswas the closest
thing to shelter she could find.

She pulled the cot pads over onto her and Ripi.
"Thisisnot ahuman being,” the vehicle said. "Not a human being!™
The shock of the takeoff blast turned the vehicle over.

Elward huddled against the wall as flames and dust blew past him. Everything shook as the spacecraft
took off. Despite the risk, he turned his head and peeked out under hisarm.



The Vronnan spacecraft smashed up through the half-closed vanes of the Bgarth mouth. Fragments
showered down. Then it was gone.

The bright flames had blinded him, and he blinked at a big blue dot that obscured most of hisvison. His
head rang. He had no idea of what had happened to anyone else. Maybe he was the only oneleft dive.

Then, abovetheringing in hisears, he heard Ambryn'svoice.
"Hey! Anybody aive down there?"

"He knelt right here." Ambryn gestured dramaticaly over the rubble that covered the bent and torn silo
floor. ' 'Crying.
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Wailing! Hed lost everything held dreamed of. His ... mother. Hisonly love!™

"In hot cods?" Soph found thisal too melodramatic. The flames of the unassisted oxygen-boosted
takeoff had scorched theinside of the Bgarth silo. The metal floor was Htill hot.

"Likeamartyr in the radioactive ruins of acity! Even his clotheswere smoking. I'll never forget the sight.
Here, thisiswhere hiskneeswere."

Soph stared at the two marksindicated, close together but otherwise indistinguishable from the other
gougesin the rubble, and shook her head in wide-eyed incomprehension. Her head hurt. Sheld lain
unconsciousfor at least fifteen minutes while the med cart tried to regain enough function to tregt her.

"Tiber wanted to go with that ship." Elward reluctantly came to Ambryn's support. "Ripi's daughter Sukh
was aboard. Sheraised him, | guess. Something like that. HeE'd set this whole operation up so that he
could see her again and go with her. That was the plan—for him." His back was scorched, but he
seemed dl right.

"So whereis Tiber now?" Soph asked. Damn it, she'd missed the most important events.

"Ran off!" The whole thing excited Ambryn more than Soph thought decent. ' 'Before | could find away
down from the Bgarth mouth ring. And Elward was just getting down from that ledge. | don't know
where he went."

Soph looked over to where Ripi lay, almost catatonic, under a blanket. And beyond him, the blackened
remains of the atmospheric shuttle. It would take weeksto get it operational again.

"Soph," Elward said. "Y ou knew. About Tiber. Assoon as| told you—"

"| dready knew. | just couldn't admit it. And that's dangerous. | thought my training had gotten me over
thet."

"Our needs and desires are dwaysinvolved,” Ambryn said. "They haveto be"
"They shouldn't be. Not to that extent.”

"How?"' Elward persisted. "I thought you'd bought him al the way."
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"l did," Soph said. "Maybe| ill do. But it seems clear that he set thiswhole thing up asaway of getting



back in touch with ... Sukh, you called her? Ripi's daughter. Hed gone down to the Well to negotiate for
these explosives to be sown over the covert as part of an ecomodule drop. That was why he talked to
the Bgarth in thefirst place. But then Am-bryn's attempt to contact him caused him to get sedled in.

"He never had any intention of returning to the Argent, but he ordered the second shuittle to be dropped
here to conceal that fact from his crew. He—or an accomplice—placed the booby trap aboard.”

"But Elward was the one who found the booby trap,” Ambryn said.

"Because Elward is smart and knows hisjob," Soph said. "But if he hadntt... | think Tiber was just about
to point it out himsalf. Remember? He needed to appear willing to leave. But he wanted us stuck here."

""Then why not just deactivate the shuttle?* Ambryn said.

"Because he wanted usto be able to get out,” Soph said. "He had his meeting with Sukh all planned.
Onceit was coming up, hetried to push usinto taking off without him."

"Y ou think he wanted to keep us safe?' Ambryn said.
"Yes" Sophsad. "l do."
For awonder, Elward did not snort.

Instead, he said, ' "The house defenses are down, and even lazy E& Jinterrogators can get up here
without tiring their tootses. We need to get moving.”

"Soph,"” Ambryn said. "What do we do?'

"'l can get usout of here. Or, rather, you can, Ambryn, if youwill pilot. | put Len-3 on retainer. It must
be roosting somewhere up in the Maxwells. A sgnd, and itll be herein fifteen minutes. It even has
rocket-assisted exo-atmospheric capability. We can probably make it across the pans down to
Aphrodite and the eco-teams. It'srisky, but it's our only choice.”

"If you had another choice,” Ambryn said, "would you takeit?"

"What are you proposing?’ Soph said.

"Find Tiber,” Ambrynsaid. "Tak to him."
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"Yes," Soph said, feding oddly tentative about the idea. What would she say?
"Hey, hewanted to screw usadl," Elward said.

"Heand the Argent are till our only hope," Ambryn said.

"'How isit ahope?' Elward seemed irritated that people refused to give up. "Y ou heard what Soph said.
We got no way out."

Ambryn shrugged. ' 'Perhaps the Argent can drop ashuttleinto alow orbit, rendezvous with Len-3
when it goes exo-atmospheric. | don't know, Elward. If you don' likeit, you can just stay here and wait.”

"Great," Elward said. "Just great. That'sal my lifeis—abig smorgashord of wonderful choices."
"Quit bitching," Ambryn said, "and fill your plate.”



The shattered landing-ring vanes stood above Soph like semaphore signals. Their fragments littered the
wet ground. The marks of Tiber's frantic run were easy enough to find. And the ground was unstable
beneath her feet. She felt the rocks and mud shifting with every step.

"Tiber!"
The day was bright and looked full of hope.
"We haveto talk. Pleasel”

Sheld dready summoned Len-3. Sheimagined how it must have perched on the edge of some high rock
face, regarded with jaw-circling indifference by mountain goats. Upon recelving her sgnd, it had raised
up onitslegs, tilted forward, and did slently off into the air, diving like a hunting owl, to swoop across
the rock and mount into the sky.

"We might have away out of here," shesaid. "If you cooperate with us."
" lied toyou."

Hisvoice camefrom ahole a her feet. Startled, she shifted her weight and felt the rocks start to dide. He
reached out and steadied her.

"We don't have much time." She squatted down next to where he sat againgt the side of the hole. Hislong
har
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swirled down to his shoulders. Burns covered his skin and his clothing, and the stink of fire struck her
nodrils.

"Time? | think we have dl of it that we need."

"Tiber! Listento me." He looked at her, and she saw life come back into hiseyes. "Y ou lied to us, you
lied to your crew, you used us al. Y ou were never intending to go back up to the Argent, wereyou?
Y ou wanted to leave with Sukh. Y ou wanted to give her father back to her.”

He nodded.

"Weknow al that. It doesn't matter, not right now. E& Jison itsway here. Y ou can ether shoot yourself
now or tell the story to them. Ripi will be imprisoned somewhere else, and they'll lock himinacage. No
onewill achieveanything."

"No need to threaten."

"I'm not threatening you. I'm informing you. I'm sorry we live in auniverse where those two things are so
oftenindistinguishable”

That amost seemed to amusehim. "Soam 1.

"The shuttles down," she said. "So are Ripi's defenses. We have to get out of here, and we have to get
out soon. | kept Len-3 on retainer. It1l be hereingde of ten minutes.”

Helooked at her, tugging burned hair away from his strange face. Hereally did look like alion now.
Lions: impressive, sdfish, and devious, just like eagles and dl other symbols of masculine pride.



"Len-3 haslimited suborbital capability,” Soph said, trying not to reved her own fear. "We can pop up
above the atmosphere. Does the Argent have any way to rendezvous with avehicle that'sjust barely
exo-amaospheric?’

"In her hold, the Argent has atethered dock." Tiber reluctantly returned to life. " 'If she comescloseinto
the dust clouds, she can drop it down to an orbit several hundred kilometers below. If we dock withiit,
she can pull us back up."

"That might risk aserious military response from the Skullhouse."

He shrugged, dismissing that as aminor inconvenience. There were drawbacks to making high-risk plans
with some-
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one who might be deeply suicidal, Soph reflected. But she didn't have ahdll of alot of choice.

"I want some way of guarding our safety.” Soph was brisk. ' 'As do Elward and Ambryn. Once we are
aboard the Argent, our freedom of action will be extremely limited."

"Minedso," hesaid wearily. "l can't guarantee your safety. But | will support you asmuch as| can.”

"l wish to go aboard without search of our effects,” she said. "Once Ambryn, Elward, Ripi, and | have
established our quartersin amutually agreed upon area, we will, of course, wish to prevent the intrusion
of unauthorized personnel. Ripi will remain in my custody. Wherewill the Argent head after Venus?'

He got to hisfeet and stood facing her.

"Y ou will leave the ship at thefirst safe opportunity,” he said. "Whether or not it is convenient. Just safe
for you."

"Agreed,” shesad. "With Ripi."
"If hewishes"
"Of course"

"The Argent will head for Mercury," he said. "I have aquestion to ask there.”

7

Ambryn soun Len-3's engines up. The chatter of copter blades was just audible down the valley asE& J
forces till wary of Ripi's defensive gear approached.

The cabin was crammed with gear. Elward had rigged a safety harness for Ripi.

The arcraft tilted, did down the rubble dope, then, with awailing burst of power, tore across the bright
landscape and roseinto the air.

A warning beep, then arough jerk that sngpped Soph's head into an ingtantly responding restraining
harness. A single missile had been fired from an E& J copter. Len-3 shrugged off thisfina assault and
climbed. Ambryn hissed out a breath.

They tore across Ishtar, pressed into their couches by stiff acceleration. Soon, the wide expanse of the
Sea of Atalantaopened up to theright. By thistime they had climbed high
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enough that the pale curve of the atmosphere had become visible. The sun rose over them asthey dove
deeper into day.

"The dust will gtrip us," Soph said to Tiber. "If we get much higher.”

"We're ready. Two degrees southing, Ambryn, and ten more kilometersin dtitude.” The closer he got to
his ship, the more serene Tiber became.

They had left the bulk of the atmosphere behind. Soph had not told anyone, but she had doubted Len-3's
promotiond claims. The plane had, after dl, upgraded itself to exo-atmospheric capability without
supervison. It wasn't asif the original arcraft, built more than ahundred years ago, had known any
aerospace engineering. It had relied on contract workers, each kept in the dark asto what the others
were up to.

"'How are we doing?" she asked Ambryn.
Ambryn skinned lips back from white teeth. "I'm just hanging on for theride.”
"Good," Soph said.

Shedidn't hear any hiss of escaping air, and the rockets under the wings came smoothly into operation.
The curving suborbital trgjectory glowed on the display screen. Within the next ten minutes, Len-3 would
cut its rockets and arch back into the atmosphere, there to grab back on to the air with just thetips of its
folded wings and come, after along course, back to the surface. Though maybe space contained the
inactive corpses of ultrdightsthat had flown too high and goneinto orbit. Dark wings might sail eternaly
above the atmosphere.

She stared forward. The planet glowed blue and dark below, its separate seas glimmering against the
land that surrounded them. Wasit... there. A small dot, growing rapidly. Now it was visibly adisk.

"Good, good," Tiber said under his breath. "Gently now, gently."

The disk became a concave dish. Hanging from its center, pulled aong behind it, was an assemblage of
spheres.

"That was once a high-vacuum research facility,” Tiber said. " Superseded technology, for some reason
we picked it up. The shield wasn't meant for this sort of friction, but just
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for pushing aside the usud dust and molecules found in interplanetary space. The vacuum behind itis
severd orders of magnitude harder. I'm willing to sacrifice the shield, Snce wererarely ableto leaseit,
but we must hurry. It can't stand this stressfor long.”

An dephant's-trunk lock connector quested down from the research facility and felt out Len-3's roof
lock. Magnetic connectors clicked on. Ambryn turned the controls back over to Len-3's autopilot.

Soph patted Len-3's console. "Maybe someday you can buy yoursaf adeepdrive,” she said. "Start
saving now."

She followed the others up the lock connector.

Len-3 disappeared into the atmosphere below. Theinterior of the research station had the swooping



style of acentury or S0 before, the same time period as Len-3's origind air-frame. Soph wondered if they
had recognized each other as coevals.

The research shield hung far below the Argent on a hundreds-of-kilometers-long tether. A flaring corona
made up its perimeter, and flames blew past them on al sdes. If the shield failed, their little cocoon
would betorn to piecesin an instant. Soph felt the acceleration asthey were reded in from above.

The flames diminished, then disappeared as they |eft the dust cloud, and they werein darkness.

Itsjob successfully completed, the shield tried to fold itself, but, damaged, stuck hafway, like an umbrella
abandoned in agarbage can.

Above them, the Argent. It had awide stern, where the drive pods and life-support systems were, and
curved up to an oddly pointy bow, asif it intended to enter an atmosphere someday. They rose up
toward ahatch that had opened to reveal an open interior space, glowing from within.

Eight
A Previous Chapter from the Life of Ripi-Arana-Hoc
"Marriage," Ripi said, sunned.

"It's our most effective move." His mentor, Timp, was an ancient femae who had long ago lost the use of
her hind limbs. She crouched in awarm-water bath, nerve-maintaining eds dithering futilely againg her
flanks. "Our only move."

"l amranking," Ripi said. "Vdudble"

Hetried to risefrom the interview seet, but, of course, the restraints kept him motionless. The sendtive
sraps derted Timp'stwo Guardians, whose long paired forelimbs did out of their confinement: a
warning. No Vronnan female would permit apossibly hostile male free movement in her private space.

"Mogt vauable as asacrifice to peace with Bru clan,” Timp said. ' ‘It isyour very rank, unusud asit is,
that makes you theideal candidate. And your memories. Most valuable of al. Most vauable.”

Timp munched thoughtfully on the ddlicate heart of aplant that had been growing in her chamber for
decades, seemingly in anticipation of this desperate conversation. Its bitter scent filled the room, causing
the sengtivefilterplants on the wal to wrinkle up their comb leaves.
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Timp had run the diplomatic sde of Aranaclan'srelationsfor dmost acentury. Her mind held every
detal of generations of agreements, dliances, linkages, a dense net that once had enabled Aranato pull
itself forward among the exiled clans of Vron but now imprisoned it asit dowly shrank in influence, likea
trapped and parasitized insect.

That gtatus quo waswhat Ripi had spent his career struggling againgt. He had aroused much opposition.
That opposition had clearly reached Timp'sleve.

"Braspower isrigng,” Timp said. "Soon it will dominate this region of space. If we intend to continue our
trangt ... we must have unlimited peace with them. And a penetration of their inner secrets.... You areto
marry Lo-Bru-Tirni."



"She gave me honor,” Ripi said dazedly. "Permitted my rank.” Hefelt the dmost pardyzing panic
response that he recognized as sexua passion.

"Shewill giveyou more

Lo-Bru-Tirni had commanded the spacecraft aboard which Ripi and an operational group had been
carried to the asteroid belt of the Telstet system. There they had engaged a HarNagn colony that
enforced amonopoly on minerd rights. Casudties were heavy, but together, the Aranaand Bru forces
had cleared the nest out and shared in the resulting wesdlth.

Ripi had imprinted on the powerful Lo, whose handling of her vessals had been ultimately professond.
Those weeks that he and his force had spent aboard the Bravessd glowed in hismind till. He would
never have petitioned for that mating, of course. Doom lay that way.

Hisweakness had been obviousto al. Thus, he had achieved his most dearly desired destruction.

""Thetransfer of your memoriesinto the Bru memory pool will cement our dliance,” Timp said. ™Y ou will
live on within that clan. Ripi-Arana-Hoc will never be erased.” Traditiona images of the ascent of hissoul
through the minds of his descendants flowed acrossthe wall behind Timp.

Ripi knew that their effort was misguided. He would not have minded an early mating and dissolution, not
for agood
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cause. Or at least s0 hetold himsdlf. But the Brahad clearly outmaneuvered Timp and her cronies.

His memory-holding children would be used for modeling. Their Aranamemory traceswould be
intensively andlyzed as they devel oped through their Bearers, and those memories would then be used
againgt Aranaclan. Traditiona tactics would be analyzed, emotiona weaknesses pinpointed. He knew,
from long experience, that Bru aimed for absolute power in thisregion of space.

Hewould haveto find away to avoid hisfate.

Ripi had found his Brother in Memory at a half-abandoned asteroid transfer station in the second asteroid
belt of aKI star devoid of habitable planets.

A Vronnan only truly existed with his clan, part of the interactive system with dl the other speciesthat
had found homes within the Vronnan colonies over hundreds of thousands of years. But there were those
Vronnans—exiled, fled, deranged—uwho lived apart, just as primitive Vronnans once had and as most
Gaactic species, less advanced than Vronnans, il did.

Ripi had been ajunior member of atrade delegation dedling with agroup of Ulanyi. The ded wasfor
new membranes for the Arana degpdrive. It needed pieces of amodified Ulanyi placentato survive, and
what supported it now was dying. Every few centuries or so, something would go wrong that interna
system maintenance couldn't handle, and new graft tissue would be necessary. That had happened to the
Aranaclanship.

Perhaps the Ulanyi had ddliberately put the death timein to ensure their market. But then, all thingsdied,
even with sophisticated gene repair viruses busily keeping cancerous defects from spreading. The Ulanyi



themselves discarded the placentas after they were born. It was only the Vronnans who had found such a
use for them, which included a substrate for growing spacecraft.

When it reached the negotiation asteroid, the Arana clanship absorbed one end of it. All internal
Structures were rearranged to accommodete it, asif the ship weretrying to invaginate and digest it. Such
direct contact was always use-
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ful, for dl sorts of defective and mafunctioning inhabitants of the clanship could then be filtered out
without killing them directly. They just wandered dong artificiad habitability gradientsinto the new
gructure, to be left behind when the clanship finally detached itsdlf.

Asaresult of generations of biological dumping, the asteroid'sinterior had achieved afectitiouslife of its
own. Exilesrigged crude pumping mechanismsto transfer nutritive fluid. Creatures reverted to
less-specidized primitive forms and hung in rock-cut chambers, their flesh carved off for food as they
continued to live. A fusion reactor in the center generated more energy than anyone could possibly use,
and theintdligent inhabitants, refugees of severd species, had achieved a sort of primitive composite
culture.

It was such asituation that must have been the origind mode for the clanship sysem in which all
Vronnans now lived. Memories of that erawere vague and disordered in al adult Vronnans, perhapsa
consequence of the emotionadly fraught conflicts of those millennia.

Or perhapsthe sterile Helper semisibs, Ankur and his cousins, who supervised the transfer of memories
into repro-ductively active Vronnans, had decided to edit those memoriesfor reasons of their own. They
themselves had no direct inherited memories, but their histories and traditions were vitd things, jealoudy
handed down through professond lines of descent.

Ripi had wandered away from the negotiations. The contact took months, according to Sow but precise
embryonic Ulanyi brain processes. VVronnans, particularly the younger males, never spent their entiretime
at the mesting.

But Ripi wandered much farther than any of his companions, who tended to huddle just outside the
sedled polymer doors that marked the secret parts of Ulanyi territory. He brushed through tunnelsfilled
with burgeoning Morth colonies. Those winged dugs seemed to find the asteroid congenia and, in fact,
were gpproaching a population criss, when they would be forced to swarm. Transport sellers aready
circled the asteroid, ready to make dealsfor the vast hollow spaces of their obsolete water transport
tanks.

Ripi found hisway to ahugeinterior space, avacuolein
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the asteroid. A primitive Vronnan nest hung in the vacuol€'s center. Ripi paused in shock. It had clearly
been congtructed from usualy vestigia Vronnan glands, as had been done by primitive VVronnans before
technologicd intervention in their reproductive schedules. Whereas modern Vronnan nests— clanships
and clan cities—were kilometers across, this one was, at most, a hundred meters.

Plants grew densdly throughout the surrounding chambers. They were relatively unmodified, only afew
generations away from planetary surface, and still soread optimistic leaves, even though there was no
solar energy to be caught in the warm, damp darkness, and the leaves were only foci for infection.

The plants were caught in dense webs of light-passage mycelia, which carried energy from the asteroid's



fusion generator. The myceliapumped energetic photons directly into the chloroplagts, having
bucket-brigaded them down their endless molecular corridors, not spilling asingle one into the outside
environment.

It was a crude makeshift system, an indication of some seriousfungal or vira plague that had destroyed
specialized space-adapted plantings. Mycdiaquested endlessly for chloroplasts to contact, while their
energy-input endplates thrust into the face of the fusion flame, turning colliding hydrogen nucle directly
into photonic energy. It was akludge, but it worked, keeping acomplete shadow ecology in operation in
the center of the agteroid. Ripi had seen more than one such asteroid filled with dry funga matsthat had
once been intelligent beings. Whatever it took to survive.

The unforgivably primitive gland-grown nest should have sent Ripi screaming back to hisdelegation to
squat humbly at the chief femaesfeet and listen to the chanted negotiations with the Ulanyi membrane
slers

Instead, he found it perversely attractive. Even at that young age, when the idea of having progeny to
suck the mind out of his skull seemed absurd, he had a queasy fascination with the forbidden. He pulled
himself across on ropy mycdiatrunk lines and shoved hisway into a pulsang gate orifice. It waslined by a
gphincter-keeper kept dive by clumsy semi-
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living feed tubes, dangerously exposed. Itstight slimy grip ran slowly up his body.

Within, adank olfactory vestibule sorted his molecules across its sagging membranes. Supports had rotted and
dropped their burden of sensory organ, which lay piled on itself and created spots of decay. Even the bony sphere of
the olfactory cortex, all that was left of the original creature's nervous system, lay out on the glistening tasting papillae
of thefloor like alost ball.

Two Guardians, of a much smaller subspecies than he was used to, popped out of their neststo threaten him. Their
flesh-ripping jaws were hungry for soft meat, but he noticed that their lasers had seeped out their fluid and were
useless. With the confidence of his hereditary rank, he challenged them and slapped their jaws with a
biocommunicator stick, then waited for his pheromones to come through the vestibul€e's analytic surfaces to their
primitive nervous systems. Guardians were descended from some distant branch of the Ulanyi. Some version of aimost
any creature evolved in this Galactic Arm could be found within Vronnan clan nests. No Vronnan thought that odd or
even thought about it at all. It was just the way things were.

Hisidentity diffused into the membranes around him, alerting the nest. Pheromones containing long-chain molecules
coded with his genetic inheritance slid his genealogy into the binding sites and sent a signal into the chemical analysis
centers within the bony sphere. The Guardians rested, spikes moving dlightly, asif blown by aventilator breeze, and
waited, still not permitting him passage to the inner levels.

He squatted down to wait. The short forearm bones of his arms rested on the soft floor and gave him stability. Memory
sorting took up the time. Any Vronnan had such a pile of unsystematic images and knowledge, stretching back
millennia, that there was always room for more sophisticated cataloging. If they ignored him, in afew days or so he
would leave.

It was in the hours he spent there in the vestibule, confronting the still-hungry Guardians, that the origins of his
eventual diplomatic vocation could be found. Until hisarrival
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at that asteroid, he had never been truly aone. From his birth, when he emerged from his Bearer aready stuffed with
the ancestral memories of his race, he had always been surrounded by the other beings, sentient and nonsentient, of
the Arana clanship. All were bred to communicate and ask for instruction. His life had been filled by the constant
sussurartion of information transfer.

Here it was dead and silent. This caricature of a clanship was near death, seed spilled on rough sterile soil. He couldn't
even tdl if anything intelligent was left insideit.



Still, the smell had been there. Something, some distant relative of hisfamily, had once dwelled here and |eft its traces.
His curiosity was aroused. The Ulanyi had not spoken of this hybrid colony on the edge of their biological
manufacturing center.

A voice spoke. It was rough, asif not having been used for many generations. A Vronnan voice, speaking the
common root dialect, used for so long that children came forth with its rudiments spilling off their mouthparts.

"The sun creststhe hill," it said. "The lacy trees hang silent asit floods the valleys with light. Y ou are guilty. Y ou have
killed and are fleeing. But the beauty stops you. The rock path, smooth with the passage of a million feet, reflects the
light and glows pink. Even the circulatory fluid, dried on your hands, so thick you can feel the layer of it cracking at
thejoint of your lower elbow, looks gorgeous in the light. Birds cry in the crests of the trees. Water tumbles between
moss-covered rocks. Despite the pursuit, you pause, you look. Y ou hear the beaters behind you, shouting your name.
With sparkling blue wings, a blossom-sucking bird buzzes above your head, flicks past, and is gone.

"Y ou run forward and escape your pursuers.”
Ripi kndlt in shock. "Brother," he said. "Y ou remember.”
"'l remember. At theroot, we are the same. | can smell it in your identity."

The memory was incomprehensibly old, dating back to some period before the existence of space travel, on the old
planet VVron, before the wars destroyed it and the Vronnans fled in their earliest clanships.
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A valve opened. The long-disused tissues creaked. A head poked forth: an old, half-blind Vronnan.
"I remember the Departure,” the old Vronnan said.

Though he did not consciously recognize it, it was at this point, looking at the parasite-encrusted head of his Brother
in Memory, that Ripi had the first inklings of a desperate plan for survival.

A thousand years before, Arana clan had been dug into the surface of a Probe-altered world. The crust wasrich in
minerals, water was plentiful, life abundant. It seemed that, at last, the Arana seed had found fertile sail. If the clan
grew enough, it could split, hiving off subordinate clans, which would, in payment for their existences, give support to
the parent clan. A rich net of associations would result, giving power in the local region of space.

It was not to be. Military conflict with an aggressive species dug into the crust of one of the planet's three moons led
to greater and greater defensive expenditures. All expansion had to be stopped.

Specialized combat species had to be bred. Weapons bubbles sprouted and grew in the living sheath of the clan-city.
Attempts to carry the war onto the moon proved futile. The mysterious beings who dwelled there did not negotiate
and seemed impossible to kill. It was possible that they were not even truly alive, being the descendants of intelligent
machines.

Finally, Arana clan-city was forced to encapsulate and depart. All resources had to be drawn to the creation of a
clanship.

A deepdrive was grown in orbit. The original source of those tissues was forgotten. Some alien race had, at one time,
given up the secret of interstellar travel to the VVronnans. It took most of Arana clan's life resources to grow the drive
within its Ulanyi placenta, and they were vulnerable during the entire process.

Then units rose up from the surface and joined the deep-drive. Various species that had existed solely as eggs or
dia-paused embryos during Arana clan's tenure on the planetary surface were reactivated and allowed to be born.
They helped
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congtruct the outer shell that protected the ship, grew into multitubed ventilation chambers, burst into
glomeruli that filtered waste from water. All the speciaized organs of space travel grew exactly asthey
should, though they had not been needed—or even thought of—for hundreds of years.



But the rancors and interna struggles attendant on the abandonment of Eden were never to be forgotten.
The familieswere careful to breed in those memories, focusing and intengfying them o that their
struggles, hurts, and enmities could findly, a some future time, find afertile place to grow and reach
fruition.

The Helper semisibsworked intensely on these tasks. Hel pers, sterile themsalves, had hope only in
propagating those genesin the fertile caste that were most smilar to those they themsalves bore. And
their skills gave them a precise knowledge of each fertilized ovum's genetic endowment. In order to
maintain this power, they were dways obedient.

Ten centuries|ater, Ripi's promising diplomatic career would come to apremature end as adistant
consequence of these ancient hatreds.

Nine
1

Dr. Fulani peered & Ripi. "Ugly sumbitch, ain't he? That norma?* The Argent's medico's
mesh-reinforced legs were aslong as Soph's entire body.

"I think s0."

"Onething | don't have to worry about, then. Alien facid recongtructive surgery'sabit out of my line.”
The doctor cackled. "The crew's pissed at you dl, understand. Y ou're aforeign body. Y ou'll have
spiritud leukocytes al over you before you know it."

"That athreet?' Elward paused in histask of ingaling security linesthrough the siff fabric of their sheter.
"Cdl itadiagnoss” Fulani sad.
Soph gestured for Elward to be sllent. "And you, Doctor? Y ou have apostion?’

"Me? Tdl you the truth, | thought we were better off without Tiber. So I'm not thanking you for bringing
him back to give us transcendent purpose.” She put afinger dongside her nose. "Don't tell. My approval
raing'sinthetoilet asitis" Her face was blotchy with generations of funga skin rguves. Soph wondered
how old she actually was.

"Whereis Tiber?" Ambryn asked.
144
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She hung against a seeping mass covered with transparent tubes and filtration capsules. It was the outer
wall of an Ulanyi placenta, used by the crew to digtill psychoactive drugs. It smelled like aburning
compost heap, but Ambryn had insisted on this positioning for their shelter so that she could study it.

"'Getting ready for the big celebratory riot so that we can try to forget how much we al hate each other.
Meanwhile, everyone's probably giving him lists of other crewbies persond transgressonsto mull over.
Weve been up herein orbit for months." Dr. Fulani looked thoughtful. "I should get minein, now you
mention it. That damn Archon, for example. That little pouter pigeon redlly gets on my nerves.”

"Could you look at Ripi first?" Soph said.

"Ah, don't get your catheters knotted.” Fulani peeled back Ripi's concealing robes. He was now



conscious again and stared at her with close-set black eyes. He was, Ambryn thought, terrified. And why
shouldn't he be? She had hauled him aboard the ship of someone who had proved to be an enemy. Ripi
had lost whatever control of his destiny he might once have had.

"Tak tome" Fulani said. "Y ou know what's norma, what's not. Pain?Y ou fed pain? Sharp or dull?
Abnormal condriction?'

"I had amild fal," Ripi said. "The damageisrdatively minor."

"Let'sseeif we can confirm that hypothesis, shal we? It's amazing how wel damage can hide itsdlf.
Maybe your body is smarter than ours, but we should be sure.” In her medica persona, Fulani was
utterly serious, her eyeswide and probing.

Sowly, considering each answer before he spoke, Ripi responded.

""Y ou know what amazes me most?' Elward lay on hisback at the narrow bottom of their shelter.
Covered hammocks hung overhead on taut lines. Elward had spent awhile stringing them up.

The Argent was under acceleration. It was good to fed alittle weight. HEd never experienced null-g
before, but hed
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aready had enough. It made him fed like aghost. But now they were heading to Mercury. He didn't
know what to make of that at all. How had he ever let everything get out of hand thisway?

"What amazes you, Elward?' Soph looked over the braces that spider-legged doc had put on Ripi and
findly nodded approvd. Thelittle dien barely moved. Elward wondered if Ripi wassick.

"That I'm ill dive”

Ambryn turned from her examination of the placentaand laughed. Now that he was getting used to her,
he redlized that she often sounded dightly hysterica. Of course, held never known her when she didn't
have agood reason to be hysterical. "Metoo. | thought that dust shield would burn up for sure.”

"Me, I'm surprised | made it through that duel with the copter.”

"All right, dl right." Soph dropped lightly down next to him. ' 'When the Vronnan spacecraft came down
into thesdlo, | thought that wasit."

"Huh," Elward said in abemused tone. "That scared you?'

For an ingtant, Soph stared at him, then grinned and dapped him lightly on the arm. He was startled by
how good that made him fedl. For aminute, anyway.

"Soph," Ambryn said, deliberately casud. "What arrangements have you made on Mercury?'
"'Ah?" Soph seemed annoyed by the question. ' 'What do you mean?"

Ambryn pushed her head closer againgt the placenta and made agreat show of intent scrutiny. ' 'You
need to contract for avessdl at Caloristo get off the Argent. | think | have away you can do that.
Therésagroup of construction monkeys under the Gun, doing work for that crazy human colony that's
dug into the crust. They'll probably bewilling to lease or sell abooster and an environmenta capsule.”

Soph wastired of thinking things up, Elward could see that. Still, she wasn't sure she wanted Ambryn's



help. That woman was too clingy. Soph had probably been looking forward to getting away fromiit.
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"| did askrying for afew of them, years ago, on my way to Venus." Ambryn was enthusiastic. "It would
be interesting to see what happened to them, anyway."

"What about that embryo thing?' Elward said. "lsn't that what you were hot to get to thiswhole time?”

"It's..." Ambryn put her hand against the placental surface. "There was an embryo in here once. | think.
But it's been what we call ‘psychically dissolved.’ It's a disorganized mass of needsand ... services.”

"Services?' Soph said.

"'It ducts emation, for onething. The crew usesit for their pep ralies. Syncs up whatever it isthey use
for brains™

"So was coming herefutile?' Elward said. "Meaningless?'

"No,"” Ambryn said quickly. "Oh, no. Theré'salot to be learned fromiit. It needs... it has strange needs.
Someone else's, maybe, | can't quitetell. It's..." Her voice grew quieter. "It's not what | wanted, but it's
something. It'sarare opportunity to get in touch with even thismuch of amind.”

"So why the hdll isthefirg thing you want to do isleave and supervise some stupid ship lease?' Refusd
to admit your own motivations had alwaysirritated Elward. He didn't understand how people could do
that.

"I want to help,” Ambryn said. "That's dl. Y ou and Soph are heading off for Lunawith Ripi and—"
"Whoa." Elward sat up. "Who said | was going to Luna?'

"|—" Soph was uncomfortable. "1 thought that you would—"

"Would what? Do whatever you told me?’

"You prefer to stay aboard the ArgentT' Soph tried to hide her disappointment, but he could seeit. So
maybe she wasjust pretending to hideit.

"I don't know. But | don't need to go with you. | don't need to do anything. So don't assumeit. Look, |
didn't ask to get hauled dong on this. | wasdl fine, just doing my job, happy in Golgot.”

"Hey!" Ambryn waded in. "If you hadn't decided to get
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brave and whack that E& J copter with your dick, you'd be safe and rich in Golgot, where you say you
want to be."

"Screw you, muff mouth. | don't need your—"

"Stop it, both of you!" Soph looked at them with something likefear. "Y ou have no idea how dangerous
thisis. Were just atiny redoubt aboard this ship. We have to stick together.”

She pulled hersdf up againgt Ripi, asif to protect him. Her prize. The thing sheld come after. And shed



gotten it. What more could she want?
"I don't know that it's so important,” Elward said.

Thumping music pounded through the shelter. V oices howled outside. It sounded like the entire crew of
the Argent, trying to sing. Soph, Elward, and Ambryn pulled together. They were poorly armed. It
would beimpossible to stand against the crew if they chose to attack.

"Soph! Elward! Ambryn!" It was Tiber's voice, sounding strong above the music. ' 'Please come out and
jointhe party. We want to thank you!"

If you took a packed mass of sogp bubbles of varying sizes, punched out the faces, and turned the lines
of intersection into afibrous black composite, you would have had the framework that filled the interior
of the Argent. Functiona spaces and brightly colored privacy shelters clung to the framework like bodily
organs. Their own makeshift shelter, Ambryn noted, was no different, though somewhat lumpier.

The entire crew, some twenty people, had climbed out and hung themselves from the framework from
straps on their clothing. Tasklights crawled aong the struts. Each crew member seemed to have a
gpecific one dedicated to him. They glowed like angels, though Ambryn could smell the stink of
unwashed bodies above the resin smoke of their pipes. God, they smoked placental secretionsto get
high. It was an ungpeskably primitive thing to do with those biologica membranes. Still, she felt the rush
up into her skull. She could fed the emotiond ducting of what was eft of the embryo.

Tiber stood above them, casting huge shadowsinto the bow high overhead. He wore a suit of many
layersof thick
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folded silk, tight at the wrists and ankles. Something about its tentative lineslooked like held copied it
from an uncon-fident memory. Still, the dark green fabric had an effect. It suited him and madethe
swollen bones of hisfacelook more dien. Ambryn felt like questioning her assumption that hewas, in
fact, ahuman being.

"'"Mercury!" he cried. The crew cheered, asif it wastheir heart's desire. He'd already prepped them. The
pounding music made Ambryn's head hurt. She noted that more than one crew member wore yellow

eaplugs.
The rusty-bdl-bearing image of Mercury floated up through the ship's center.

"l saw thetruth on Venus!" Tiber worked the crowd like a preacher. "We will see more truth on
Mercury!" They danced to the music, chanted responsesto his phrases. Hetold of histravails on Venus,
suitably edited. They wailed as he was imprisoned below the surface. They cheered as he saw the sun,
then groaned as Enforcement & Joy threatened. "l was saved!" Wild cheers. "'l was saved by Elward
Bakst. By Ambryn Chretien. And by Sophonisba Trost!"

Despite their covert hodtility, they cheered the three interlopers who had saved their idol. Ambryn saw
Elward skulking at the edges of the crowd, no longer willing to admit to association with her and Soph
but uncertain of where else to go. Soph stood up and bowed graciously, so Ambryn followed suit. She
didn't like Soph's attitude toward Tiber. Soph seemed to respect him too much, even like him. First it had
been Elward. Soph had poor taste in young men, it seemed.

Then Tiber launched into an account of Ripi's escape, with even greater gaps and fictions covering his
complicity in Sukh's assault. "Engineer,” he said. "Show us."



A wide-shouldered woman with a heavy jaw, her big fingers covered with metal rings of adozen colors,
manipulated an image display. Mercury disappeared, and aview of Venus from low orbit replaced it.
The dust clouds melded perfectly with the thick smoke from the pipes.

Ambryn recognized central 1shtar and the mass of the Maxwells. A spacecraft rose up, moving much too
quickly through the thick lower atmaosphere, leaving a hot stream
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behind it, like ameteor in reverse. Sukh's ship, escaping from Ripi's covert.

Atmospheric detonations shook the craft. E& J had gone completely crazy, using such massive wegpons
this close to population centers. One came close to hitting the Vronnan vessdl.

The Engineer called up spectra information, which indicated the amount of surface damage Sukh's ship
had suffered, and then fdll into atrance over it.

"Please," Tiber said as energy leaked from the revival meeting. "Engineer. It is not necessary—"
Reuctantly, the Engineer turned off the spectra displays. She turned and smiled shyly at Ambryn, who,
dartled, smiled back.

"'Our attackers did not escape unscathed. They are so serioudy damaged that they will not be able to
follow usto Mercury. Mercury, where we will take our first steps toward destiny!”

The crew cheered again. Ambryn felt weaknessin her joints. Those missiles.... if Sukh hadn't taken the
heet firdt, Len-3 would never have madeit. But it did look as though Sukh had taken a begting. She
wouldn't be much of athreat for awhile.

Tiber ill loved Sukh. Ambryn could see that. But he made the copious tears part of the show. He
flicked them off the ends of hisfingersinto the audience. The crew writhed passionately together, even
Fulani, who grunted in protest.

"My knees, dammit,” shesaid. "My knees."
The music grew even louder and the party began.

Three haf-naked crew members covered with shiny insulation bounced up and down between two
resilient membranes, hands on each other's bald heads. Bioluminescent blue tattoos on their shoulders
gleamed through their grease covering asthrough alayer of ice.

"Undines," the Archon said. She had dreadlocked hair and wore an impact uniform covered with
weapons points. "Undina's a prison asteroid run by the inmates. They lease each other out for income.
Those three broke indenture. Were al exiles here. See him?”
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Elward looked at a sad-looking dwarfish man with odd cheek extensions. "Y eah.”

"The Sharif. Hes arefugee Turtle-server from Ganymede. He lived hislifein the bark of one of those
yggrasisthe Turtles grow from the core out to the ice rafts on the surface. The good luck sighting of an
ice-swimming Turtle dignitary at his coming-of-age party is hisonly mental landmark. It'sal hetalks
about. It gives his soul akind of purity, | suppose, but it'sredly boring.”

"And you?' Elward found her disquietingly exciting.



She smiled, reveding teeth filed to points. Her face was heavily tattooed with swirls and jagged lines.
"Egeria. Another asteroid—if you don't know. We're bounty hunters. | was agood one, but | overran my
expense account, became atarget instead of a hunter.”

"So you joined Tiber's merry band.”
Shewinced. "Sometimes survival hasahigh price. Look, theré's Fulani. She thinks she runsthis place.”

Fulani danced with afat man with bandoliers of hypodermics criss-crossed on his chest. Histitlewas
Sirdar, and he was the one who ditilled stuff from the placentas for these hopping ship conferences.

Ambryn had dready had afight with him over what that had done to the placentas. Fulani'slong arms
and legsflopped in time to the music, but her eyes kept up a cold scan of everything going on around.

"You don' like her?' Elward said.

"None of uslike each other. That's not the point.”

"I have aquestion for you," Elward said. "Do you protect Tiber? | mean, persondly?'

"Am | hisbodyguard?' The Archon seemed to find theideaamusing. "Hisfleshis his own busness™
"Good, good. You know, I.... | hit him."

Her eyesflashed. "Hit Tiber?'

"Yes. | punched himin the face. More than once, actudly. Back on Venus."

"'What did you do?' She was excited. He could see that. Hed counted on it. "Tell me. Please be
precise.”

He leaned toward her. The music was making his head hurt. He told her what he had done, each punch
like the movement of asymphony.
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"Now that's abond between us," she said. "Once| did pretty much the same thing to him. Worse,
actudly. Muchworse."

"'And then he made you his security chief?"

"Who better? That's abond too. | told you, liking's not the point." She put her hands on his chest. Her
huge breasts were lower here in the gravity, but he didn't mind that, not at al. "There are bonds of dl
kinds, Elward. Maybe you should think about making afew with us."

Why did that ssem to make more sense than keeping with Soph? " Sounds great," he said.

Shetugged him by the hand. Together, their egos vanishing like dust thrown into awhirlwind, they
dropped together into the howling crew of the Argent.

"Thelast timel tried this, | took out the ventilation in the aft port quarter.” Fulani dipped ascapd under a
power cable looped onto a support strut. Shredded repair tape dangled from previous patchesto the
cable. "'l don't got alot of engineering, tell thetruth. | go on medical ingtinct." The ultrasonic blade diced
through the sheething. The lights stayed on, but the oppressive thumping music went dead. "Ah. I'm
smarter than | thought. | ways surprise mysalf.” She popped out her earplugs. "That music'sahigh price
to pay for crew solidarity, you ask me. Someone away's sedl's the connections under high-impact plastic



50 that the damn thing can't be turned off."

Soph saw aloose hand sticking out from under a pile of unlaundered ship's coverals. Shetugged, and
the Turtle-worshipping Sharif popped out. Close up, Soph could seethe scesheld inserted in his skin.
Theloose bundles must have fallen over on him during the mad bouncing dance the crew had indulged
themselvesinfor at least two hours.

Fulani peded back hiseydid and examined his pupil with apinlight. * ‘Ah, of course, the usual. He keeps
running this memory regresson thing whenever he parties. Like nothing good will ever happen to him
again. | know just how hefeds" She pushed on his chest to expel air, then popped a cartridge under his
nose.

He gasped and awoke. His eyes focused on Soph. ' 'l saw
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the Preceptor as he siwam the cold ice seg, the day of my coming of age. He was covered with lights! It
was an honor, understand. The luck of my life was established then."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Fulani said. "Timefor bed, Sharif. Party'sover.”

The Sharif grabbed Soph's hand. "Trust everyone, believe no one. All the Argent seethetruth but lie. |
will return to Ganymede. The Turtleswill take me back."

"I'm sure they will," Soph said.

Ganymedean humans had moved into the huge tredlike yggrasils the Turtles had grown in Ganymede's
sees. Asfar as anyone knew, the Turtles regarded the interl oping humans as pests but had not, so far,
tried to exterminate them.

Whimpering over lost glories, the Sharif crawled to the purple lozenge of his persona quarters. Therest
of the crew lay like soldierskilled in battle. Fulani walked among them, aspirating vomit, Stabilizing heart
rates, detoxing blood, making sure no one died from an excess of celebration. As each crew member
had fallen unconscious, histasklight had gone out. The interior of the Argent was now dmost completely
dark.

"Now where'sthat dear captain of ours?' Fulani said. "Y ou don't suppose he made it back to his coffin
under his own power, do you?'

"I think | saw him heading that way," Soph said. She hoped Fulani would forgive her thelie.

One st of lightsremained, illuminating Ambryn and the Engineer asthey sat down by the drive pods that
the Engineer maintained. The Engineer was dowly and shyly telling Ambryn her theory about the
placentas, about how they were meant to house a deepdrive. Soph sensed that the wide-faced,
dow-moving woman would have liked to have become a deepdrive hersaf. Ambryn was noncommittal
about the possibility. Soph admired her graciousness. The Engineer had falen hard, and Ambryn desalt
delicately with her.

Tiber lay snoring undernesth the shelter Elward had put up, againgt the placentaitsdf. Therest of the
crew members had specidized in their drugs, while he had taken them al. What had happened to him
must have been hard, Soph thought, for him to seek such oblivion.
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No one had ever known what happened to the Prismatic Bezel. The Martians had launched the sublight
colonization vessdl toward a Probe-modified world thirty years before. A light-year or so out, it had
vanished. Itsfate was one of the great mysteries. If what Tiber had told Elward was true, before her lay
the solution.

Tiber opened hiseyes. "Sukh raised me," he said. He reached up an arm and Soph pulled him up until he
was gtting. "Not well. She didn't understand human beings. But as well as she could. She rescued me
from what happened to the Prismatic Bezel. My family was dead, dll that | had known was gone, | was
crying, and ahuge Vronnan femae loomed out of the smoke and screams and took me away."

"Where?' Soph said. "Where did she take you?'
Tiber shook his head in bewilderment. "I don't know. | never saw the outside of it. Only theinside.”
"But surely you—"

"It was not area world, that place where she took me. Sukh knew something of human beings. So she
raised me, aswdl as she could, with smulation devices programmed with human responses. | was old
enough to know that these were not redl, that the figures that held my hand, that threw meinto the air,
that warmed and comforted me when | hurt myself were nothing but generated images. But | knew that
behind them was aredity, something that was caring for me."

Tearsflowed from hiseyes, and Soph held him. It wasn't until she did it that she redized she had wanted
todoit dl aong. Hewas a powerful man—and afraid. She thought she could protect him.

"It wasn't until Venusthat | realized the true reason Sukh kept me aive. She had raised someone who
could dip through the humans of the Solar System and find her father, Ripi-Arana-Hoc, for her. If | had
not been useful for that | would not have lived.”

Ambryn watched the dark side of Mercury swell ahead, visible only as an absence of stars on the greater
blackness of the universe. The vacuum shuittle she piloted was, if any-
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thing, in worse shape than the rest of the Argent's equipment. It would never have made it down to the
surface of aplanet with an atmosphere. With the Engineer's help, she had done her best to make it
gpaceworthy. Asit was, she hoped she would be coming back from the surface in something more
functiond.

"You dl right there, Captain?' Fulani examined Tiber's physiological readout.

"I'mfine.” Ambryn was pleased to hear impatience, evenirritation, in Tiber'svoice. These
unmel odramatic emotions made him easier to take.

"Just doing my job." Fulani had added herself to the shuttle roster before the descent to Mercury. She
hung closdly around Tiber ever since rescuing him from Soph, in the aftermath of the big party afew
weeks before. Shed immediately sedated him and kept Soph from learning anything more. Ambryn
could tell how frustrated Soph was but was unable to tell how much wasintellectua and how much was
sexud. Usudly she knew right off, but Soph was hard to read.

Fulani wore the red quilted robe she used to warm up before operating. She reached into it, revedling the
sculpture of her mesh-reinforced legs. Their shape was exquisite, and patches of smooth, vat-grown skin
glowed under the mesh. Ambryn saw the cool run of avein on the doctor'sinner thigh and felt an
inconvenient surge of lust.



The Engineer had not satisfied that. At the end, just before going to deep againgt one of her drive pods,
the Engineer had hugged her, pulling Ambryn closeto her hard chest, and lft the imprint of her many
ringsin the back of her head. Ambryn supposed that it was the most physical contact the woman had
gottenin years.

Fulani's exaggerated formal hips were revealed to be equipment racks carrying med support gear and
persona items. ' Tea?' Steam rose from the thermos.

Ambryn accepted atitanium cup that soon became too hot to hold. Fulani, she saw now, wore black
ridged insulators over her delicate surgeon'sfinger pads.

She and Fulani sat close on narrow seats recycled from an excavation dozer, now-usdless blade and
tread armrest con-
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trols dangling loose wires. Ambryn stuffed her hot cup into ahole where an indicator had been ripped
from the padding and shook her fingers. Fulani gave no sign of noticing.

The grest circle of Caloris expanded below them. The basin's thirteen-hundred-kilometer diameter
subtended one quarter of the entire planet. The asteroid impact had shifted Mercury's entire crust,
causing vulcanism thet |eft the basin smooth, a perfect plain for the construction of the Gun.

A curving line of shallow impact craters across the basin marked where the encapsulated Gunner infants
had originaly hit and dug themsalvesinto the dust. The pattern of day/ night, heet/cold,
one-hundred-seventy-six Earth daysin duration, had stimulated maturation. A century later, mature
Gunners, enclosed in vacuum-proof integuments, had crawled out onto the surface of their new world
and immediately gotten to work on their grand project.

No mature adults had accompanied the unconscious infants. So they ether had their information
genetically encoded or had, as part of the complex maturation shells, ateaching system that raised each
of them to functiond adulthood.

It had been theorized that they were actually no more intelligent than Terran termites and that the Gun
was an ingtinctive reproductive device of some sort, one that had not yet reached maturity and fired the
isotope barges as some grandiose alien equivaent of nocturna emission.

Tiber wanted to ask the Gunners aquestion. As Ambryn had explained to him, the Gunners had
desperate needs. They had lost the vessdl in which their pupae had arrived in the Solar System. Its
whereabouts were, gpparently, of great significance, and they were so desperate that they regularly paid
well for obvioudy fase coordinates.

They had needs, and so did Tiber. Ambryn waswilling to help him, in the interests of finding out more.

Under her direction, the shuttle dowed, dragged itstall, tilted back, and settled onto its support legs.
From here, the straight-trussed trough of the Gun was so huge it was incomprehensible, blocking out half
the sky, asif the facade of the universe had been pedled away to reved its crude substruc-

DEEPDRIVE 157
ture. It would fall. Now that she wasin its shadow, Ambryn was sure that it would fall.

Ambryn's spacesuit had been made for someone taller than she was, and it kept trying to stretch her out
tofit, with an indstent tension at the wrists and ankles. And whoever had used it |ast, probably decades



before, hadn't cleaned it out. It stank.

They made their way into the structures beneath the Gun. Ambryn could see some of the access shafts
that led to the human city more than akilometer below the surface, where it huddled against the ondaught
of solar particles. That city was of no interest to Tiber, Ambryn, and Fulani, save asit affected their plans
to contact the Gunners. To prevent interference, Tiber had been forced to pay the colony leadersa
substantia fee. Thisfee, which the Gunners had nothing to do with, was the key to the colony's continued
surviva. The Gunners had become their sole naturd resource. While no longer interested in answering
any questions about the Gunners themsdves, the humans managed to make agood living from thosein
the Solar System who were il curious.

"Let's curl up back here," Fulani said. "If were careful, we can probably survivefor... oh, hours at least.”
Sheglared at Tiber through the flowing globe of her helmet.

"No need to be darmist.” Tiber strode over to the diamond-crystal window and peered out at the
structures that made up the base of the Gun. His spacesuit had been recut from some other mode, and
theweddswereplainly visble.

"Alarmigt! Particle flux is sointense I'm surprised the momentum transfer doesn't dide us acrossthefloor.
I'll need mast-cell repair when we get back up to the Argent. Replacement, maybe.”

"| thought this place was safe," Ambryn said.
"Assafeasit gets, | suppose.” Fulani gloomily contemplated the radiation counter on her wrist.

They had found shelter in the Gun'sinformation processing center. Cosmic ray damage could throw off
important calculations, even with robust error-correcting algorithms, so the Gunners had been forced to
shield their computers heavily. A dense sheet of crushed nuclel even screened neutron
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flux. Despite years of research, no one had been able to figure out that technology either.

Ambryn stood next to Tiber and looked out at the Gunners. Three of them hunched along in the vicioudy
radioactive work area. Their bodies were covered with complex laceworks of tissue that distended and
shrank, causing constant ripples of motion.

The truck-sized Gunners, with their eight pairs of subby legs, looked like something evolved to live under
incredibly heavy gravity. They swam through the low gravity of Mercury asif underweater, the manipulator
palps at the base of each leg waving gaily asthey floated down to take another complicated step.

Two transparent blisters, one to either side of the otherwise minuscule head, seemed to contain sensory
apparatus, perhaps even the radiation sensing organs that some had hypothesized. Maybe the complex
organsjust vishbleinside the blisters were really symbiontsthat had adapted to life as part of a Gunner's
body. The Gunnersdid seem to have smdler organs, like vestigial eyes and nogtrils, on thetiny head
between the blisters. And whatever was inside kept moving congtantly as the Gunner went placidly about
itsbusness

""Show them what we have, Ambryn,” Tiber said. "And wewill talk."

The three Gunners had stopped just short of the shidlding, asif the invisible particles whizzing through
their bodieswerein some way essentid to them.

Tiber walked out to the edge of protection and stood in front of the gigantic multilegged creatureslike a



mahout seeking just the right mount.

Ambryn fumbled with her display gear and, asthey had previoudy arranged, the image of a spacecraft
came dowly into existence, alumpy container being tugged dong by aramscoop that sucked up
interstellar hydrogen and compressed it to afusion flame. The stars behind it were distorted but not
dramatically so. It couldn't have been moving at more than haf light speed. Sheld bought it as part of a
collection of random images from around the near Galaxy and used theimage in afew skryings, but it had
taken Tiber to tell her what, exactly, it was an image of.
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"Y ou know," Ambryn said, "I've heard it hypothesized that the Gunner barge-drive isthe ancestor to dl
deep-drives.”

"Y ou can hear dmaogt anything, you listen long enough,” Fulani said.

"The Gunners have been around along time. Millions of years maybe. Some have seen anomaous
Gunner flaresin the Large Magd lanic Cloud, hundreds of thousands of light-years away."

"What the hdll isheplaying a?' Fulani asked. "That's nothing faster than light. That brasserething there's
adamn sublight ramscoop. And, yeah, you can find ramscoops hundreds of thousands of yearsold
floating around, you look in theright place. The racesthat built them are extinct, though. Not Gunners.
Just sad-sack colonigts that never made it anywhere.”

The thing the ramscoop pulled, heavy and lumpy, at least akilometer long, contained the swelling Gunner
pupae. And those eight pairs of projections from its back that might have been comm antennae or
weapons. But Ambryn knew what she was seeing. It was agigantic Gunner body, the pupae living ingde
it. The heavy projections, cracked by the cold of interstellar space and eroded by centuries of dust and
mi-crometeoroid impact, were what had once been the legs.

As she watched, ddlivery capsules emerged from the body, gpparently pushed by muscleswithin. They
jerked and emerged only dowly, asif reluctant to brave the light of the distant sun, which, Ambryn
thought by the apparent spectrum, was probably Sol.

Thislast ssgment was not part of the origina image sequence. Tiber had added it from some private
image store of his own. Ambryn wondered how much of it was true—and how much purely his
imagination. She hoped the image addition wouldn't start bleeding through and editing the previous strip,
making it completdy invaid. Truth was hard enough to find.

"They arrive as pupae,” Ambryn said. "Therés essentialy adifferent subspecies of Gunner on each
world, depending on the photoperiod. | don't know if aday as short as Earth'swould be possible for
them. But the isotope barges
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do move faster than light. Maybe someone e se, with different ambitions, evolved deepdrives from that
segment. | don't know how much evolution was necessary. The flare barge version they have here might
be the degpdrive equivalent of ... an Australopithecus, or something.”

Tiber pointed up, sketched lines againgt the image backdrop of stars. The Gunners around him paid no
vighble attention. Ambryn felt avibration through the soles of her feet. Something was happening with the
Gun.

The Gunnersrotated on their countlesslegs, ddicately avoiding Tiber, and walked off. Their fringes



erected and fell and then glared in the Mercurian sun as the dust flowed around their feet like thick oil.

"They will spesk to me further,” Tiber said, "when they have the information | need. No need for you two
to wait here. Ambryn, | think, has aship to purchase. Y ou can go with her, Doctor, and | will meet you
both back at the Argent when you rendezvous.”

"No, sr," Fulani said. "Y ou know my job. Y ou can do whatever you want, but I'm coming with you."
Tiber'sface darkened. Ambryn thought he looked quite frightening. "Doctor. Thereisno need—"

"Thereisevery need." Fulani was unimpressed by her commander's anger. "Welost you once. We don't
want to lose you again. The entire crew isagreed, and I'm their representative. 1t's smple prudence.”

They loved him so much that they weren't ever going to let him go, Ambryn saw. No matter what Tiber
himsdlf wanted, he was going to have to take the Argent crew aong with him.

"Don't you care what I'm after?" Tiber asked as he turned away, accepting Fulani's supervision without
acknowledging it.

"Tel me. I'm sureit'sfascinating.” For someone compelled by charisma, Fulani was remarkably resentful,
Ambryn thought.

"They logt their seed vessd. Their mother. They were conceived inside it and were finadly expelled fromit
asit neared the Sun. After that, it was supposed to have gone curving into the Sun's atmosphere, thus
sending up asgnd
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prominence with specific spectral characteristics. That way dl other Gunnersin the Galaxy would know
that anew solar system had been settled by their species.”

"Sowha?'

"So they need someoneto find it. It is both blasphemy and tragedy that it did not reach its determined
end. Their mother's soul will not achieve her findl rest until the prominence emerges from the Sun. That
prominenceisasignd to God."

"And you have information as to the whereabouts of Mom's body," Fulani said.
"I think that, together, the Gunnersand | can work it out.”

Following Tiber was mad. Ambryn could see that and could see that Fulani knew it. But what other
choicedid the Argent crew have? They had gotten themselves good and stuck.

"And what do you intend on asking them?" Fulani said.

Tiber looked Startled at the question, though it was areasonable one. He redlly had never learned to
conced hisemotions, Ambryn thought.

"The. .. many thingsarelost. We ... | seek aplace of safety for the Argent. The Gunnersknow al the
hiding places. We can be concedled.”

Sukh, Ambryn thought. He was going to look for Sukh and wondered if the Gunners knew where she
was. He was a man obsessed.



"Great," Fulani said, staring at her captain. "Just greet.”

After identifying himsdlf to the scanner that protected the shelter, Elward pushed hisway into Soph's
private space. A swirl of movement in the floating trash marked an air current from holes Soph had
punched into a ventilation duct. Crew emotions of suspicion and anger, which could not be expressed
openly againgt Tiber himsdlf, had cod esced around Soph, whom they saw as a dangerous interloper, a
Separate power center. In Tiber's absence, hostility had grown to the point that the Tribune and the
Ensign had cut her power, but
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Soph had run atap lineto aconduit in the hull itsdf, one they couldn't switch off without affecting ship
function.

"Elward," Soph said. "How goesthe Argent!"

The cheeriness of the question made him uncomfortable. In Tiber's absence, the Argent seemed likethe
place he had dways been looking for. No one seemed to bein charge, and he could make things
happen. He had plansfor this place. But Tiber would be back. What then? The Archon might be happy
that Elward had punched him in the face, but he wasn't sure Tiber was.

"Good, | see." Soph said withasmile.

"God, Soph, I'm sorry."

"For what?'

" "We came up here together, after al. Y ou still have thingsto do, placesto go.”

"So I'll do them and go to them. Y ou've lost your home. Someday you have to find another.”
"| don't know that Golgot was ever home. It was just the placethat | lived."

Her acceptance of his separation from her was more painful than anger would have been. Was that
deliberate? Every time hefelt something like lovefor her, hefelt suspicious. She seemed too smart to
ever have anyone love her by accident.

Soph floated cross-legged amid amass of coiled corrugated air tubes, aurine digtiller, and even three
ancient blue-green solar panels he had helped her drag in before the siege closed down.

She smiled a him and reached out a short-fingered hand. She looked worn, older than usud, with lines
around her brilliant dark eyes. Hetook her hand.

"Oh, Elward, what amess." With amother'sintent tenderness, she pulled at the fragments and dust that
covered hisclothes and hair. The air-filtration system in this area had long been knocked out, and dl the
detritus natural to anull-g environment had been collecting ever since.

"I've thought about punching a hole out through the hull here,” Soph said. "I'll suck the dust out, then
resed it. Let the crew send me another of their damn petitions. | can't stand the mess."
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"Don't be crazy, Soph. Y ou'd—" Then he saw the vacuum-sedl fabric that covered her hammock, the
ar-recirculaion lines running to pumps equipped with CO, traps, the squat three-nozzled shape of a
reaction drive, the black lozenges of magnetic cosmic ray blockers adding their fibersto the tangle. "God,



you could livein vacuum.”
Shenodded. "If | haveto."

"But—" Solar panels, urine didtillers, food stores. ™Y ou're not going to blow the entire side of the ship out
and escape!”

"Not in my immediate plans. But one should be ready. The crew seemsrather sullen, don't you think?"
"What'll you do then? Hoat around Mercury until you mummify?'

"Don't be upset with me, Elward. I'm just trying to take possible circumstancesinto account. Is Tiber il
down visting the Gunner oracle?

"Isthat what hesdoing? | don't redly get it. Y ou know, Soph, he was gone along time back on Venus."
"Hewas"

"Well, the crew got used to it. | can fed it, just being here. They kept the ship working, made
contingency plans. Particularly Dr. Fulani." Helooked around, but if someone had inserted an
eavesdropping device, there was no way he'd be ableto seeit. "And you and | know that he didn't even
want to come back up. I think they sense that. Once he gets whatever information he needs from those
things down on Mercury, what will he want to do next?' He shook hishead. ' They love him, they need
him, but maybe they just need to have him around. Not to make decisions for them anymore but just to
bring luck.”

"What will they do then? What are their plans?'Y ou know, Elward, those pep ralies have been keeping
me awake. Can't you guys make decisonswithout al that chanting?’

"I don't know, it feelskind of good, moving together," Elward said. He took a breath. "Y ou know, Soph,
you can join up, gain some control over the situation. 1 don't know what will happen when Tiber comes
back, whet hell say,
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what well do. It may help your missonif you join on. The crew will be glad to haveyou, | can say.”
"Sure." Soph brushed away floating debris. "They've been very welcoming.”

"They don't know what they're doing. They're running scared. To be frank, Soph, 7 could use you. Y ou
have no ideahow crazy some of these people are.”

"No thanks. I'm finding too much out. Look at this. He produced it with his chest glands."

A sructure with the papery texture of awasp nest hung behind the hammocks. Stringy lengths of foam
connected to Elward'staut lines.

"He'semotionaly and physiologicaly off-baance," Soph said. "He's been spilling information. | know his
story now, how he lived, how he cameto Venus. All the complex structure of the Vronnan clanship.”

"Incredible.” Ripi moved ingde the nest like ashifting grub. Elward patted the hard surface and, when
Soph's head was turned, did atool within. He wondered if Ripi would figure out how to useit. " Soph. |
don't know if you can leave with him."

Her eyeswere sharp. Hedidn't like her looking at him that way. "What do you mean?"



"l mean just that. Y ou've got Ambryn down on Mercury trying to rustle you up some transportation.
That'sfine, well within your rights. But Ripi... were likely to need him. The Argent, | mean. Ripi isthe
only valuable resource we have, now. Now that he'sfree of Venus, everyone will beinterested in him.
And the Argent isamess. We may even haveto ded with Sukh—if no one ese bites."

"My agreement with Tiber includes my control over Ripi."

"Tiber'sdecisons are not entirdly ... find. Not asfar asthe crew of the Argent is concerned. Heis
sometimes unrdliable. His generosity outstrips his resources. So they tell me.”

"Elward." She put her hands on his shoulders. It was only at times like thisthat he redlized how tiny she
redly was. Hefdt that he could grab her and hold her likeachild. "Try
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to take Ripi and you have afight on your hands. Do you understand that?'

He heard the rustle of her luggage overhead. It wasn't even worth checking out what weapons was now
focused on him. "L ook, it wasn't just you that took him. It was me and Am-bryn too. Y ou don't own him.
Hesnot your dave.”

"He's not staying aboard the Argent, Elward.”

Ripi gtirred in his nest. Soph grabbed a squeeze bottle filled with dark, rust-red liquid and popped it into
a heater meant for thawing oxygen cylinders. Sheld stepped the current down with Elward's help, in
happier times, just afew weeks before.

"A formulaDr. Fulani and | came up with," she said. "It seemsto be keeping him dive."

Hewanted to tell her he was sorry. He didn't mean to find joy in the hot crew assemblies, the idea of
unity and belonging. But he did. Soph's need to see what lay benegth the surface of things seemed cold
by comparison.

"It'snot persond,” he said.
"Y ou take care of yoursdlf, Elward. But Ripi leaveswith me.”

Asheléeft, Soph floated over to the nest with the bottle in her hand. Ripi had communicated hisdesireto
stay aboard the Argent. He had his own plans. Elward didn't know what they were. He hoped Ripi had
the sense to conced thetool that would let him penetrate the shelter's security layersfrom inside.

"'Did you ever find it?" The four-handed construction monkey, Martyshka, hung over Ambryn'shead in
aharness. She had acute little monkey face with big eyes and big teeth.

"Find what?' Ambryn asked.
"Thetruth."

Ambryn remembered her own boasting aboard the Imho-tep, the Venus-bound construction monkey
ship, years ago. Had she redlly been heading to Venusto learn the truth? "No."

"Of course not." Martyshka dapped the harnesswith a
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decorated pig trotter of afoot and raised hersdf higher, asif for dominance. "Y ou don't find the truth.
Youbuildit."

The waffle-vaulted tunnel, one of the maze the congtruction monkeys had dug out underneeth the Gun,
was about five meters high in the center and stuffed with gear and supplies. A ventilator made a
dangerous-sounding flapping noise.

"I need along-range shuttle,” Ambryn said. "Three-to-four-person. | sent you the specs.”
"We don't have one," Martyshka said.

Theair failled. Ambryn fumbled for her air mask. The crew of the Imhotep was famousfor ad hoc design
... she gasped a breath. Defeat had stolen the air. "But you told me—"

"Don't fret, Ambryn. We can build one. We need one anyway, to get oursaves off thisgravity bal. Do
you want to pilot usup? Y ou're better at tolerating high g'sthan we are.”

"Sure" Ambryn sad. "l think we can make aded."

Martyshka's modified feet dangled just above Ambryn's head. In infancy—or even before birth—they
had been diced up between the phalanges and actuators stuck in between the now-long toesto provide
motion muscles. In repose, the obscendy long toes curved weakly together and looked gross and
usaless. Redlizing Ambryn's attention, Martyshka spread her toeswide, like the ribs of an umbrella. Her
modified hip joint Iet her bring her leg up high enough that the foot could hold something while the hand
worked on it.

As sheremembered, she and Martyshka had flirted alittle on that long-ago trip, but nothing had come of
it. Still, you could do alot with that foot.

"Build one? Out of what?" Ambryn asked.

"Look around you. We have everything you need. Mogt of it'sin use now, often for anon-design
purpose, but we're about to finish our job and leave. Perhaps you would like that thruster there." She
pointed with her foot. "It can manage nearly two g's. Wewill need it to get off the surface, but after that,
we can sl it to you. It will be along time before we need that gravity-escape capability agan—if | have
anything to say about it. And if we need it, we can redevelop it.”
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Thethruster was old, and the Imhotep construction monkeys had heavily rebuilt it. Meant for purely
vacuum usg, its feed tubes and control lines were completely exposed. Am-bryn peered more closdly
and saw argument made metdl.

Each module, circuit, and valve had, shining next to it, one or more pearly dots. Touch one, and it
expanded into a holographic notice from whoever had last performed maintenance on the part, which
was standard procedure for complex systems.

But these notices denounced and argued with each other. Some had even, through metdeve conflict,
tried to edit the contents of other maintenance messages, leading to lines of garbled text.

Generations of modifications sorawled archaeologicaly, full of second thoughts, revisons, even pardld
structures duplicating function. Normaly, such design debates would be carried on in an interaction space
somewhere. But here they were actual bent tubes and snapped-in circuits.



"Oh, don't worry, it till works," Martyshka said. "Better than ever, in fact.”
"Thisisyour entertainment, | takeit."

"Thisjob for the colony isasmple one. It'sinteresting that they want expansion when their world is so
contracted, but maybe they've learned something from the Gunnersat long last.”

Ambryn doubted it. The Imhotep had drastically underbid the job to give this human colony, which
survived only by shakedowns of curious visitorsto the Gun, something it had no need of. The
congtruction monkeys were after something el se, something they were excavating from these endless
tunnels and chambers.

"'And what about the life-support capsule?' Ambryn said.

"We can chop off part of ours." Martyshkas harness did away down the tunnel. Ambryn followed,
kicking her way through congtruction litter. Asthey passed various pieces of gear, Martyshka muttered,
"Well need to run the nitroxy lines around the water reservoir ... foam out the seams ... change the pores
on that osmoatic filter and turn it into awaste freeze-drier...."
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Ambryn was alittle abashed to see the woman again. She had been young and thrilled with ambition, the
last time she had talked to Martyshka. Now she wasllittle better than arefugee, with nothing to show for
her sojourn on Venus but an added burden of years.

A bulbous body-transport module sat on its own booster at the bottom of an excavated shaft that
presumably reached to the surface. Its oxygen and water lines were also periloudy exposed. Martyshkas
cable swung her up into the open hatch, where her harness clicked onto another cable. Ambryn had to
find the maintenance foothol ds where they were obscured by after-market piping and make her way up
without damaging anything that might be responsiblefor kegping her divelater.

Martyshkalooked down at her. "Y ou know, | alwayswondered what had happened to you."

Ambryn had not thought of Martyshka more than once or twicein theintervening time. Now that seemed
like an immense oversght. And an unnecessary distraction.

"I'm afraid we won't have much timeto catch up on things," she said and felt the pain as the other woman
turned her head away.

Soph had heard the rdlly greeting Tiber and Fulani's return from Mercury. Ambryn had transferred to the
construction monkey shuttle and would come up to dock with the Argent inaday or so. And that would
beit. Soph would take Ripi and head for Luna, where she could name her price. Ambryn would stay to
study her placentas, and Elward would stay as afull member of the Argent crew. Their persond tensons
would fit right into the genera hodlilities of the Argent. She would missthem both.

"Soph." Weapons activated, tracked. That wasn't Ripi‘'svoice. It was Tiber's.

The Vronnan nest shook and fdll gpart in the null-g. Tiber climbed out of it. Hislarge hands floated up,
whitein the dark. "I'm sorry, Soph."
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"Wherethehdl ishe?

Ripi was gone. Someone had cut through the security barriers and pulled him out without setting off an



adarm. Sheld been skunked. She couldn't believeit. Wait. The wall had been penetrated from inside. Ripi
must have spent long hours working hisway through, bit by bit.

"Ripi wantsto stay aboard the Argent,” Tiber said. "There's something important for him here. Not for
me. Not any more."

Elward. That bastard. Here sheld just been having tender thoughts about him, and hed comein here,
ostensibly to talk with her, but redlly to dip Ripi the gear he needed to escape from her. Perhaps others
had had the opportunity, but she knew Elward. That last sneaking look as he had I ft...

She hadn't been kidnapping Ripi. Had she? She had just been relying on his having nowhere elsein the
universeto go.

Ripi was gone. Sheld never be able to haul him out of the Argent. He'd used her to get off Venus, just as
Lightfoot had warned. Then he had dropped her. Soph looked into the dark hole, with the ominous
thumping music beyond. Sheld logt. Bit by bit, snceleaving Luna, shed lost everything. No, it had started
long before that. It had started when Stephan died.

"Ambryn said you would let me go with you," Tiber said.
"What?'

"Wetalked about it while waiting for the Gunners answer. | need to escape. | need to leave the
Argent."

"Where do you want to go?"
"Home," hesad. "Home."
"Do you know where that is?'

Shedid her best to be businesslike, but she was frightened of herself. He was so gppedling like this, with
al of hiscompdlling drive gone. Thefrightening thing wasthat if he wasdwayslikethis, it would not have
been appeding. Y ou need afagade in order to have cracksinit.

"It'swhat I'm trying to find out," he said. "'l want to escape. | want to be free. Therewasatime |l was
free. | remember it. | made lunch. There, in that launch silo. All of ustogether.”
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"Yes" How long did it take to develop nostalgiafor something? "It was very good.”

"l wasfree once. Just like that. Just like that moment. Nothing driving me. No need. Just life. Isn't that the
way it's supposed to be?

It wasn't true of anyone Soph knew. "Y es. That's the way it's supposed to be."
"Please" Hewas crying now. "It may be my only chance."

Shetook hold of him, just the way she had the last time, before Fulani had come and taken him away to
protect him from himsdif.

"It'sdl right, Tiber," shesad. "It'sdl right." Hed hurt himsdlf, hed come home crying. The universe could
seem aterrible mass of painful accidents. But if you had someoneto hold you, it could all make sense,
after dll.



He moved againgt her, and she felt asurge of heat. Behind the tears, shefelt his Strength, the power of
that huge head. His arms tightened around her until she could barely bregthe.

Dammit, she'dd thought about it enough, hadn't she? She redlized that she had. Lightfoot would have
mocked her for not knowing she was thinking about something. And why was she thinking of him now?

Making lovein freefdl was, in many ways, as erotic as docking two spacecraft. The technica aspects
tended to overwhem the messy arbitrariness of rea physical sex. There was no weight, no sense of
pressure.

She pulled Tiber into one of the covered hammocks El-ward had strung across the space. His breath
chuffed. The hammock pushed them together. Shetried to calm him by stroking the back of his heed,
where shefdt scars under histhick hair, but he shook asif in afever.

Animalsbred in captivity often lost the ability to matein thewild. Soph felt that right away as he grappled
with her, now too hard, now letting go when he should be holding on.

"Shh," shesad. "Cadm down."

"Cdm?Isit about clm?"'

Hedid not make her fed like agirl again. Something
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about his aggressive clumsiness should have, the revelation of fear and longing, but instead it made her
fed infinitely old.

"It'sdl right,” shesad. "It'sal right."”

"lan't that what women say when it isn't right?" he said.
Trust that to be the one redl thing he knew about women.
"Please. It'snot important.”

"That's the other thing they say."

"Tiber." She put her arms around his wide chest and squeezed hard. "1 am ahuman being. And | will hold
you."

"l want to," he said. "I need to. | have dways been done.”

Soph wanted to tell him that the bare act of insertion was not what mattered. But that would be a
mistake—and alie besides. It had been awhile for her too, and she had felt a clearing surge of lust. But
now that surge settled down to a nagging sense of pressure.

"Ambryn said thiswould happen,” he muttered.
Soph froze. "Y ou talked about this?"

"Wetaked about alot of things. | can't talk to my crew. They don't want my redity. They have their sex.
They combinein al ways. But, though | participate, I'm always separate.”



"I'm sure you had an extremely enlightening conversation. Did Ambryn tell you that whét | really needed
was agood fuck?'

Hissighwasfull of pain, but now she didn't care. He wasn't the only one who could fed pain, damnit.
She turned her head and looked out through the steamed transparent fabric at the darkness of the shelter.
She had no idea of how she had cometo be here.

Tiber pulled her toward him and she felt the strength of hisarms. For thefirgt time, she felt fear. Shewas
adonein atrgp with him, this creature with its shaggy mane and its powerful bresth. And, in males, what
followed frugtration and disappointment was most often anger.

But histouch, for thefirs time, was ddicate.

"Soph," hesaid. "Therewasno harminit. | don't fed what | should, so | think instead.”
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"Y ou didn't think enough.”

Before he could hold her back, she unzipped the hammock and floated out of it. The air felt frigid on her
bare skin and she felt goose pimples al over her. She wished it was colder so that it could quick-freeze
her right down to the marrow. He floated past her, a shadow springing across her sight, to the acrid swell
of the placentathat made up the far wall.

"Soph." He moved the flat pads of his fingertips across the swollen surface of the placenta. "Theres ill a
chancefor us”"

"What chance?' shesaid.

"Here." Hetook her into hisarms and pulled her againgt the sagging side of the placenta.
"Did Ambryntell you about thistoo?!

"You'll seewhat | need. | don't. | can't. Look. Seewhat it is.”

Whatever was | eft of the Ulanyi embryo could duct emotions. The crew used it asjust another way of
getting high. But there was more to it than that. Soph knew that as soon as she opened herself up toiit.

Shefelt her own heat and then Tiber's directly, like asudden flare behind her eyes. His smooth skin was
hot, and his breath across her shoulder burned. Hislong hair tickled her face.

She arted to seeit: what he needed. She saw through his eyes, felt with his body. Something loomed far
above. Something that held him tight, kept him from moving, kept him pressed hard againgt joy.

Shetook the hint and pinioned hisarms. They floated, so confinement was difficult. She searched for a
moment and found a packing strap. He whimpered asit went on.

"My 9de" hesad.

"Here?" Soph touched hisribs.

"Lower, lower. Therel Now hard. Draw blood, dammit. Hard! Yes. There sheis. Therel”

Her fingernailstore his skin, releasing the tight knot of pleasure stuck in hisside. It filled hisguts.
"Whoisit?" Soph whispered.



"l never knew the one who used me. Sukh killed her. Sukh killed them all."
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Soph saw what Tiber made love to. Joints glistening with polish, hind limbs braced to exert maximum
muscular pressure, head raised up proudly, Soph loomed over Tiber in the guise of afull-sized Vronnan
femde

She did what he wanted. Her massive forelimbs pressed againgt his chest and the ovipositor pushed its
way through the skin of hisside.

Tiber's body melted under her magnificence.

The news had come while Elward and the Archon were making love—and operationa plans. Tiber had
attempted suicide by sticking asharpened hydraulic lineinto hisside. Elward hoped that the collatera
rioting by the crew hadn't serioudy damaged the ship. Excess enthusiasm was dangerous in enclosed
gpaces—an axiom of orbita crowd control. But without excess enthusiasm, the Argent was nothing but
an unsalvageworthy hulk.

He'd assisted the Archon in making the arrests. Soph they'd found, sobbing, with Tiber. Ambryn they'd
hit right when she came off the spacecraft into the docking bay. There weren't any charges, asfar as
Elward knew. Therewas only spiritua guilt. These women had done something to Tiber. They were
responsible. The crew needed scapegoats, and the choice was obvious.

Tiber'sbody floated in the ship's center, the crew packed in around it. They hummed gently to
themsalves, a sound Elward found immensdly irritating. Tiber was naked. An en-doscope line snaked out
of thewound in hisside. The display was al blobby and vague, and Elward couldn't make out what he
was seeing.

"He cleaned the toxic hydraulic fluid out first." Dr. Fulani floated by Tiber's head and brandished atube
with acrudely sharpened end. "The damageis purely physica.”

"Hell live?" The Archon looked beseeching.
"Yes. Hewill live" The crew's humming grew louder.
"Let'stakealook," the Archon said.

Dr. Fulani directed the endoscope, and the image on the screen shifted. "The hydraulic line penetrated the
musde
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layers of the externa and interna obliques” she said. "But beyond that, thereis surprisingly little tissue
damage.” Theimage floated up what looked like along passage. "Theres alayer of smooth muscle here,
much like that surrounding the intestines. But it isnot part of theintestine. It isnot part of the normal
human anatomy at al.”

Elward would have expected consternation among the crew at this news, but they barely responded.
Maybe they'd dways known there was something particularly odd about their captain.

Elward supposed that, in some sense, thislittle medicd investigation he was watching was actudly the
trial, though no one mentioned either Soph or Ambryn. The crew had to suspect that Tiber had tried to
desert them on Venus. Maybe they even suspected that he had been trying to arrange to run away with



Soph—Elward certainly did. But Tiber couldn't be guilty of anything. Therefore, Soph and Ambryn had
to be.

"The tube followed the path of the smooth muscle,” Dr. Fulani said. "It scraped its surface but never
penetrated it. What looks like a seriouswound isredly just superficial damage.” The endoscoperan into
adead end. "Hereisthe closed end of the passage, just anterior to the muscles of the descending colon
and rectum. Asyou can see, there has been past trauma and surgica repair. Blood vessels have been
tied off. And here are the remains of some sort of differentiated support tissue.”

For dl Elward knew, she was making the whole thing up. All he could see were differently shaped blobs.

"From what's | ft, it looks folded over on itsaf many times to make an immense osmotic surface, like that
found in the placentaand kidney. Mogt of it wastorn away in some earlier medica intervention." She
turned off the endoscopic image.

Tiber groaned, and his crew moved in closer to provide comfort. The humming now buzzed in Elward's
teeth. He caught Fulani's eye. Was that a message there in that grim face? Or was it atrap that would put
him right in the same cage as Soph and Ambryn?

He'd soon find out.
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Soph was done with crying. She dumped against Ambryn in the surprisingly sturdy cage the Undines had
built out of the useless remnants of the dust shield that had brought them up from Venus. She had told
Ambryn the story, and Ambryn had listened.

"Oh, Ambryn," shesaid. "I waswesk, so wesk."

"Thank God," Ambryn murmured. "It'stime for some weakness. So wasit Sukh that Tiber saw?' There
was alittle more left of that embryo's brain than she had thought—if it could do what Soph described.

"No. Therewas asense of Sukh to it, but the Vronnan female that assaulted him was someone dse. It
seems that some group of Vronnanstook Tiber from the Prismatic Bezel. Then, someindeterminate
time later, Sukh rescued him and raised him in asimulated environment. Later she dropped him into
human space somehow and used him to winkle Ripi out of hiding. She needed a human to penetrate
Ripi's defenses.”

Talking about conclusions calmed Soph down. Ambryn wasn't sure that was what Soph needed. "That
femae Vronnan, whoever shewas. Sheraped him. Or wasit afantasy?'

"A fantasy?"

"Let'scdl it an imaginative emotiona incarnation that explainsthe difference between what heis and what
he thinks he should be."

"I think it wasredl," Soph said. "He must have been young, and the act realigned hiswhole mind. Oh,
Ambryn, it was shameful, so shameful to him.” Soph began to cry again. ' 'Revedingittome... he
orgasmed when she stood above him. His soul dissolved in joy. So when we were. ... finished, he
wouldn't look at me."

"And then hefled in shame, because you had seenit? And tried to kill himself."



"Wes"
"| don't think that waswhy," Ambryn said.

"Why then?"

"His shame was not that you had seen but that hed en-
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joyed it so much. Maybe held never before even conscioudy perceived what it was that he loved. Hed
never confronted it with hisbody. Until that moment.”

"He's not dead,” Soph said. "I know that, at least. He stuck that linein, right where the ovipositor, or
whatever it was, had gone. It should have done serious damage. Instead, he went into some odd sort of
shock." Shelooked a Am-bryn. "He came to me. Ripi had escaped, he wantsto stay with the Argent,
for whatever reason he has ... and Tiber cameto me."

Timeto fessup. Ambryn hadn't thought sheld ever be confronting Soph like this. She'd figured shed
come aboard, Soph would leave with Ripi, and they'd never see each other again. It waslike alagt gift,
something she thought Soph had needed.

"Yes, | told him,"” Ambryn said. "He asked.” Sheremembered Tiber as he huddled against her inthe
darkness of the shuttle, just before they parted. His control had been cracking, even then. "He doesn't
know what human beings arefor. He's like, | don't know, an animal bred in captivity, never exposed to
members of itsown kind. Sex isnot natura to him, any morethanitisfor anyone. Oh, | suppose the urge
is, somewhere deep down. But the actual relation to another human being is something we dl need to
learn. He needed help.”

"And you thought | needed it too." Soph cried silently now, tears pushing their way out from behind
closed lids. She huddled againgt the side of the cage. "And | did.”

Ambryn had thought Soph's emotions too weak. That was how she had defended herself against the
other woman's overwhel ming competence. But that wasn't the case at al. Ambryn looked at the small,
shuddering figure before her and, for thefirst time, felt hersaf mdt.

"These two dats back here are weak," Soph whispered. "If we work them, we might be able to get out.”
"Shhh!" Ambryn said. " Someone's coming.”

"You guysareredly gumming things up." Fulani pulled herself down next to the cage and spread her
endlesslegsout to either sde.
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"Y ou hereto rattle our cage, Doctor?' Ambryn said.

Fulani smiled. "Be nice now, Ambryn. There's two ways this matter can be handled. One, we can kill
you."

The Engineer grunted. Sheld come in with Fulani but hadn't said aword. She huddled against the cage,
and Ambryn had suffered herself to have her fingers held.

"But you know who'd have to handle that particular little job?" Fulani said. "Me. I'd haveto inject you,
certify death, et cetera. A painin the butt, in other words."



"Sorry to be so much trouble," Soph said.

"Y ou have no ideahow much trouble you are. Tiber was bad enough to begin with, but now hisbrain's
floating completdy untethered. Asif that wasn't enough, we've got this dien crawling around with hisown
load of ambitions. All sorts of desires stuck together in abig wad, and not a one of them mine, got it?

Y our fault, every bit of it."

While holding Ambryn'sfingers with one hand, the Engineer worked at the cage datswith the other.
Without saying anything or looking at Dr. Fulani, Soph helped her.

"The other way thisthing can be handled,” Ambryn prompted.

"Oh, yes. Yes. That interests you, | expect.” Fulani looked across the docking bay to the airlock. The
gpacecraft Ambryn had picked up from the construction monkey was docked on the other side of it. '
The other way isyou escape. Dramatic, daring. Taking with you just the shirts on your backs and maybe
acouple of your more important self-directing makeup cases.”

Soph sucked a breath. She didn't want to go, not now, Ambryn knew. She'd lost Ripi, Tiber too. And,
just when al the mysteries seemed about to be revealed, she was being forced to leave. And Ambryn
hersdlf was |osing the opportunity to study whatever Ulanyi mind lurked in that placenta. A mind the
Engineer had told her wanted to become a deep-drive.

But there redly wasn't any choice.
"When?' Soph said.
Fulani looked at the Engineer, who nodded. "Right now."

Onelast lingering squeeze, and the Engineer followed Fulani out of the docking bay.
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Soph rolled against the loosened dats. They pulled away from their frame with adry cresking, and she
was out. Am-bryn saw three of Soph'sbagsin the air, just floating there, asif someone had dropped
them. Who had handled that? Fulani and the Engineer had been busy here.

Ambryn was bigger and had more trouble getting out. The dats scraped across her skin and toreahem
on her deave. Dammit, asif thingsweren't bad enough.

She doveinto the airlock. Asthe door closed behind her, she turned. Someone watched from the inner
arlock, hanging tightly on to the frame, asif unused to freefal. A big man. It looked alot like Elward.

8

Elward dug franticdly through the mass of gear floating in Soph's shdlter, setting off collison chain
reactions that eventually involved every object in the space.

Fulani had double-crossed him. He had worked with her and that silent Engineer to get Soph and
Ambryn off the Argent. But when the Archon started to figure out who was responsible, al the evidence
pointed to Elward. It wasredlly pretty neat, and he supposed he didn't blame Fulani for it. After al, she
lived here. Thiswas her place. It would never be Elward's.

The Archon would nail him, no matter what their persona connection. And the crew was out for blood.
Soph and Ambryn had escaped. Elward would have to be the sacrifice for everything. No one could
savehim.



Maybe Soph and Ambryn still orbited not too far away, shaking down their new interplanetary vessdl.
Hetried to think about that asarea possibility. It made sense, after al. Redly, it did.

Soph had rigged explosive dl through the hull. Elward moved a couple of wads, just to put hismark onit,
then pulled equipment out of the free-floating piles of junk and snapped it together. Soph had made
everything ready. It was quite remarkable: liquid oxygen tanks from one of the emergency vessdsinthe
loading bay, centrifugd ventilation motors, amesh of particle shield powered by anuclear decay
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pod. Carbon dioxide filters, even a packet of fecd decay bacteria

An darm buzzed. It wouldn't take anyone long to get through the security sedl. He climbed into the
hammock. It smelled like sex. Elward wrinkled his nose and pressed the activator.

The thunder of escaping air was much louder than the grunt of the explosive. Hoating garbage fought to
get out through the torn-back petas of the flower Elward had ripped in the ship's sde. The hammock
waobbled on its stays and inflated. Elward's ears popped from the pressure drop.

The hammock materia was more flexible than he had anticipated. It ballooned out, tugged at the stay
lines, and made disturbing stretching noises. He stared at the sides, asif they would be too embarrassed
to blow out while being watched, and released the lines.

The bulging hammock popped forward, surged aong with the last chunks of debris ... and bounced back
from the pedled-back opening in the hull. Theinflated hammock wastoo big to fit through.

"Shit!" After amoment's thought, he shut off the air flow from the tanks, dapped on a breathing mask,
and valved air back out of the hammock. The fabric collapsed around him.

He gathered the loose materia under hisarms, asif he was holding up ablanket while getting out of bed
to check on the window, then, with encumbered arms, reached out to pull himsdlf and the hammock

through the opening.

The hull edges were sharp, he could fed them hungrily checking out his protection. He pushed carefully,
relying on the fabric's dickness. He was narrower now, not the turgid balloon of before, and there was
room to get through, just as he had originally planned.

Light flared at the Sde of his head. He squinted, and found himsdlf looking into the oculars of the repair
Spider aready working manipulators at the edge of the torn hull. No one aboard the Argent had yet sent
it acommand to oppose El-ward's motion, and al it did waswait for the hammock fabric to dide out of
itswork area before going back to reweaving the hull fibers.

Then he hung from the Argent's Sde, aline connecting
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him to the drive unit till ingde. And the fabric on hisface was dowly suffocating him. Heflailed down
through the clinging folds and opened up the vaves on the air tanks.

Nothing happened. Instead of freeing him, the fabric clung more tenacioudy. For along moment of blind
panic heflailed away at it. He was trapped, he couldn't breathe, he was dead... he stopped himself and
thought deliberately, though the pounding of hisheart in hisears madeit hard to form a coherent thought.

He hooked his feet under the harness holding the tanks, pulled himsalf down through the fabric bulges,



and fet blindly below at the valves. A fold of fabric had gotten stuck under the harness and was holding
theair tanks closed. Hetugged, and it popped free.

The blessed fed of cold breathable air blew up around him. The fabric ballooned. He watched tensdly for
tears, patch kit in hand. God, he was dumb. He hadn't arranged the escaping garbage to make sure no
sharp chunks careened off him on the way out, and he had underestimated the inflated size of the
hammock so that he had hit the sharp edges of the explosive-ripped hole. If Soph found him tumbling
through space, dead from atear in his containment, she'd probably see at a glance how dumb he'd been.

Hewasfine, he wasfine, there was no leak. So he turned and yanked the drive unit out through the tear.
The squat shape sailed out of the hull tear—and the repair spider reached out amanipulator arm and
snagged it. Someonein the Argent hed findly gotten smart.

He hung taut from the Argent. The spider didn't have the capacity, but someonein an airsuit would come
out soon and redl him in, hand over hand. He was sure the Archon would be glad to have afina chat
withhim.

He pulled out the drive control and palmed it to full thrust.

A white glareilluminated the broad side of the Argent. But the line didn't move. That damn spider was
hanging on. He cut the drive, then dammed it on full again. He was sure the nozzles weren't made for this
trestment, but he didn't have much choice.

Off, on, flipping changesin the nozzle directions. Those
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transents had to hit the thing harder ... got it! The drive unit sailed past, achunk of the repair spider till
dingingtoit.

The drive caught up the dack and piled Elward into the rear of the bulging hammock with ayank. Along
with it came the sound of tearing, apopping in hisears, and Elward lost air. Fabric did not collapse
around him thistime, because the drivewas a full thrust and pulled everything taLt.

The top seams had ripped with the sudden stressing of the line attachment points. Elward climbed up with
seam sealer and groped. A burn and vacuum-suck on hisfingertips reveded the stressed seam.

He squeezed the tube. The organized gel obeyed its calculated tropisms, spreading out against the
vacuum and cold, directed by the brush of escaping air molecules acrossits back. That rush of air
stopped, but there was another one, which Elward could hear as a sharp whistling. Just afew pinpoints
on the seam opposite had sprung open. A few dabs with the sedler, and they closed up too.

Thetanks did what must by now have been aweary repetitive job and refilled the hammock with air.
Elward dumped down. It was asif he was being carried a the bottom of a duffle bag. He could lieon his
back and look up at the three bright pinpoints of the rockets as they tugged him aong. Nice. The safety
line held, he'd set up the connections right. And he was aive. What more could he ask for?

Soph and Ambryn's ship, for one thing. He looked out through the transparent sheet at the stars and the
fingernall paring of Mercury, with theimpossibly bright disk of the Sun beyond it. The Argent hed
vanished behind him into the infinite blackness. As he looked out at the wash of stars, he knew what he
had known al aong. Soph and Ambryn were gone.

Elward was covered with bruises, and bending hisleft ebow made him fed asif abone wastearing
through muscle. Hefdt it with hisright hand. No shattered fragments of bone or anything. He bent it



again, winang.
Equipment was piled up around him, bouncing on the flexible fabric as Elward moved. Hed done his best
on short notice to anchor it to the hammock, but most of those sta-
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bilization points had torn loose during one or another of his acrobatic stunts. He took afew minutesto
stack cases on top of each other and did his best to snap-strap them together. Soph's luggage organized
itsdlf.

Everything shifted to one side, and one of his stacks collgpsed. Things seemed alittle lighter. Decreased
acceleration. Elward squinted up at the rocket engine pod.

Only two pinpoints now. Thrust was down to two-thirds. Itsinterna programs had tilted the engine
dightly on its axisto compensate, but Elward wasn't sure how good ajob it was doing.

Hed like to blame the Argent crew for bad maintenance, but the drive pods were grower-sealed, never
maintained, never opened. And they were supposed to last for centuries before use, even if you dammed
them into aniron-nickel asteroid at agood fraction of light speed.

A few minutes later, asecond engine died. Only asingle pinpoint of flame now pulled him away from the
Argent. But wait—aflicker of light, like acoronaof the reaction flame, barely visble. Elward dug
through abag, pulled out aflashlight, and directed it up at the engine pod, some thirty meters away.

The two nonfunctioning nozzles gaped blankly at him, giving no indication asto their cause of falure. But
over by the still-functioning one ... Elward peered past the actinic brightness of the rocket, screening it
with one hand while he probed with the flashlight.

And, for aningtant, he saw it, hanging precarioudy off the reaction drive pod with two limbswhile athird
performed its deadly task: the repair spider from the Argent hull. Its bottom had been torn off, and
control ribbons and connector rods dangled out. Still, it had retained enough function to respond to a
command from the receding Argent to destroy the pod. Elward felt amoment of misplaced admiration
for thething, asif it was some kind of dedicated commando, sacrificing itslife for the good of itsfellows.

He blinked his eyes against the drive's flare and turned away. There was no way for him to climb up there
and do battle with it. But the drive control was till smooth in hispalm.
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After aslent prayer to an unknown deity—heredly should pick one, it would make momentslikethisa
lot easier to take—he cut the remaining drive. Once again he drifted weightlesdy. Maybe the thing would
think itsjob was done and quit. But no, there was another flicker. 1t would keep cutting until it ceased to
function.

Thislittle circle here was probably the attitude override. He'd never used such acontrol, but it had to be
one of the common symbologies used in interplanetary transportation. Centuries of use had smoothed the
systems until they seemed like something natura, co-evolved with humans. Using them required no
thought, just reaction.

So the devices were designed to make you think—if that was absolutely necessary. The palm control
poked sharp pointsinto hisskin as hetried to turn it, awarning of the inadequacy of human
comprehension when it came to navigating in space. Y ou don't just point things by fed, the control told
him. Y ou depend on gadgets like me that are much smarter than you could ever be. Understand?



Elward understood, but he pushed down and sacrificed some blood in the cause of human supremacy.
Thewhed clicked over to its maximum negetive extension, pointing up past perpendicular. The drive pod
had no true reverse. Thiswas as close asit got, with the nozzle pointed back at an angle. Elward could
fed someplay init: thirty degrees or so of back and forth. And the proprioceptive feedback of the
control let him know that, asit moved, the nozzle was bumping into something. Like Elward's | eft ebow,
it had logt itsfull range of motion.

Another flicker of light from the drive pod. The repair spider had probably been stimulated into more
frantic action by the bumping of the nozzle.

Elward braced himsdf and flicked the drive on again. The drive pod swung to the side like adingshat,
and dl tenson vanished from the line connecting it to the inflated hammock. The drive pod swung past,
pulled the line taut again, and the stars started orbiting, faster and faster.

Elward wiggled the attitude corrector, back and forth. If he had it right, at its maximum, the place where
itsSmove-
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ment was blocked, the drive nozzle was jabbing afiercely hot flame againgt the underside of that goddam
repar spider.

Something bumped against the outside of the hammock. Elward jerked his head around. For amoment,
it looked like some dien bug, desperately trying to get in at him so that it could rip him apart.

It wasthe repair spider, its Sde meted and torn, its one remaining limb waving. Its oculars glittered for an
instant, then it did off into space and disappeared.

Elward returned control to the drive pod's own processor. After afew moments, the sickening swerve of
the surrounding stars came to ahdt. The drive pod, with its Sngle functiona nozzle, tugged gently at the
connecting line, increased its flow, and resumed pulling Elward on the chosen trgectory.

He dumped down against the toppled equipment and looked out through the fabric at the universe. So
many gars... You couldn't see the night sky from the surface of Venus, not really. The dust cloud
screened out most of the dimmer stars, so it was dways like being in the city, no matter where you were.
But now, there was no air, no glow, and every place you looked they kept coming, just when you
thought you had seen them dl there were more and more, shoved in spaces where you would have
sworn there wasn't enough darkness for another one. The Sun itsdlf, though so bright it tightened the Sde
of hisface, was just another gtar. If he put hishand over it, the stars near it were just as bright as any of
the others. Everyone was equal out here.

Hereit was, what held been looking for: hiskingdom. His own little piece of the universe. He could fedl
around, find out what he ruled. Soph's solar panels had deployed. He had food, air, digtilled water.
Edible fungi could grow on his terilized shit. Thisfabric was asuit, a stylish garment. He would walk with
it among the stars, swishing his deeves. HEd kick the planets, rub the asteroidsin his hair, swallow the
comets. And it was dl his. He didn't have to worry about belonging to anyone. No one'sfedings
mattered, not even hisown. It was all physics. He could fed atoms banging against each other dl around
him. Hed never realized how
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mushy everything had been down in Golgot. Here everything was clear.



Wearing acrown of stars, Elward Bakst strode forward into the universe.
Ten

The road down from the rim of the crater Copernicus was not much more than arough grade at this
atitude, but Soph drove recklesdy, bouncing her car high.

Kun lived in an abandoned congtruction shelter. Hed hidden there after returning from the disastrous
expedition to Venus, and it had taken her awhileto find him. She had wanted to tell him what had
happened on Venus. He didn't want to hesr it.

Insteed, hetried to involve her in yet another tech-hunting mission, this oneto the Asteroid Bdlt. He had
recruited aband of impossibly young enthusiasts. They had sat cross-legged on the frost-covered floor of
the construction shelter and presented their case with every evidence of calm sanity. It seemed that there
was aMorth nest in the asteroid 324 Bambergathat wasto be the target of araid by Morth from 451
Patientia as the two asteroids cameinto conjunction. The Patientia Morth wanted to hire human
mercenariesto assist in the assault. It seemed a good chance to examine the innards of arecently
destroyed Morth nest, once the fight was over. The fact that neither Kun nor his young colleagues had
any military experience seemed aminor objection.

The road grew smoother lower down therim. In response
186
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to asignal that told her the road ahead was blocked, she swerved left of her intended route, past piles of
excavation spoil. Theonly sgn of lifewasthe blinking of alonely amber indicator light.

Theideaof anew tech-hunting mission left her with nothing but bone-deep weariness, but she couldn't
think of anything else to do with her time. Besides, quite to her surprise, she found herself closeto broke.
Sheld made money selling some of Ripi's dataand had her share of the cash from the sde of the
congtruction monkey ship in which she had come from Mercury. The amount could have lasted her a
while, but shed felt impelled to spend it extravagantly. Sheld redecorated her gpartmentsin the wall of
Archimedes. Soph rather thought Ambryn would have liked the effect of the dark red wood with inset
crystass, the swooping couches with human hands asfeet, the yellow porcelain potsin the pebble-filled
streams. But the pressures of the long journey from Mercury had been too much. Ambryn had gone
down to Earth, the planet she had fled so many years before, and Soph never expected to see her again.
And, damn it, wasn't this a stupid moment for that thought to give her apang?

A bridge crossed a dust-flow ravine. But amishandled construction crane had sprung atruss out of
position. The car advised her not to attempt crossing and plotted another route.

What the hell was being built way out here? Cranes hung overhead like quizzica diplodoci waiting for an
interloping mammal to be on itsway. Her car was locked into deep whedl trenches | eft by congtruction
vehicles. Their constant passage had welded the dust together. This road seemed to lead nowhere.

She squinted at atiny shape ahead. As she approached, it grew clearer. A big, full-bellied man stood
patiently by the roadside. Hiswrinkled inner airsuit was bare of equipment and outer layer, asif held
wandered away from hisfitting room before donning the rest of his gear.

Fighting down the urge to just accelerate and get the hell out of there, Soph stopped the car. There was
nothing visible around—not ashelter, not avehicle. She stared at the man. Heraised ahand in acasua



gesture of greeting, asif hed
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been expecting her and was pleasantly surprised to find her early.
"Son of abitch,” Soph said, and opened the airlock to let Lightfoot in.

The restaurant's glass floor glowed blue, but from the angle of the ebony-walled cloakroom, Soph could
not see down through it. The attendant gave the shoulder of her gown onelast brush.

Lightfoot was dressed with hisusua € egance, making his ponderous body into a confident statement of
authority. Despite that, he seemed puzzled, alittle confused, asif he had no idea of what he was doing
here in the cloakroom of the Doc Kraken Restaurant, where reservations usualy had to be made six
monthsin advance.

The attendant nodded gracioudly, exactly asif he had not just searched both of them thoroughly for
surveillance gear. The white of his sensor-gloved hands now bore the gore of confiscated equipment.
Soph swept out to thelr table, ignoring, for the moment, what lay beneath her feet, visble through the
glass. Thewhite cliffs of Copernicus rim loomed above, visble through the high windows.

The hem of her long skirt brushed the rough glass of the floor with aflare of sparks. Her face was
powdered bone white, matching the cliffs, and her lipswere dark brown-red. Her hair remained in the
black bowl cut that had, over time, become atrademark. Lightfoot followed sedately, a step behind.
They looked like quite a couple, she knew.

" See those segments?* Lightfoot pointed down through the floor. " They're stingers. | think they work
through focused e ectromagnetic pulse. EMPs are usually only made by nuclear detonations. They knock
out unshielded microelectronics. If you put Doc Kraken in the right place, once he gets himsdlf put
together, | bet he could hunt spacecraft.”

Thetoroidal segments floated separately, spinning like tires. Sometimes one would freeze, just for a
second, so that its cilia, each the Sze of ahuman arm, glittered like tree branches caught in an ice slorm.
Beyond was the cryptic high-pressure-fluid-ice environment in which Doc Kraken
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had evolved. A rippling plain of asolid ice phase bore spiky plantsonit.
"Well, Lightfoot,” shesaid. "I survived. You didn't think | would, did you?'

Helooked at her for along moment. "That's right. | didn't think you would. That'salovey dress, by the
way."

The tiff fabric rustled as she pulled her shoulders back. "1 did al right—if that's what you're getting at.
How's the house?"

"Soldit." He grimaced. "'l kept thinking there was someone e se there. I'd go searching and get lost. It
made me gppreciate that little place we had in Chaplygin, remember? When Stephan was a boy."

She did remember. Chaplygin was Farside, where there was nothing but starsin the sky and the
circum-Lunar asteroids of the Diadem. It had been alittle dark place, like a shoe box someone had
forgotten in acloset, and Soph hadn't much cared for it. The synthetic wood cabinetwork had quickly
lost its polish. But they'd been young. Y ounger, anyway, in Lightfoot's case. As soon as he could,



Stephan had climbed up the cabinetsin the kitchen and dove off until he cut his forehead. Blood had
gpattered al over the counters, and Soph had at first thought some hot sauce had spilled. The crescent
scar had been visible under Stephan's close-cropped hair the last time Soph and Lightfoot had seen him,
just before he left for Jupiter.

"Wevelived alot of places, Lightfoot. It'sawonder you remember any of them.”

"Please, Soph. Y ou're not actualy going to go out into the Bdlt after Morth nest-maintenance tech, are
you?'

"'And what the hell businessisit of yours?'

"None," hesaid. "Noneat dl." He poured her aglass of wine from an impatient bottle that squirted it out
rather than relying on Lunaslanguid gravity. "I'm not good at this. I'm sorry."

"Don't shadow me, Lightfoot. | know you have contacts everywhere. Y ou can find out what I'm
doing—if that's what you want. But don't lurk around in the shadows. If you need to keep in practice, do
it with something important.”

"Thisisimportant. Y ou have to understand.”
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"Dammit, Lightfoot. I'm tired of being your project. | don't careif you have too much money aready.

Y ou should find something e se to do with your time." And she was tired. She'd been tired ever since
arriving on Luna. She kept waiting for it to go away, but maybe thiswas how old age happened. One
day you were no longer yoursdlf, and had to learn to live with adull ache that never went away. Maybe
you got used to it. Maybe you died eventualy.

"l understand.” That was dways his response when he was going to disregard what she had said. "All |
want to know is: do you account the Venus mission a success?’

"Areyou debriefing me?"
"Don't you think you need it?"

He had the defining ability of aspouse or aparent: he could tell her something true, reasonable, even
necessary, in such away that she wanted to rglect it in arage.

"What | need is some peace and quiet,” shesaid. "A rest.”
"Y ou should rest only when you're done with something.”
"Only, with you, nothing's ever done.”

Under their feet, the defendve segments began to link up with the other free-swimming portions of
Kraken's anatomy. Kraken was acommuna structure, like a Portuguese man-of-war, and he had come
gpart for maintenance. Slithering shapes like moray edswith rows of sharp-clawed legsdong their bellies
hunted through the body segments seeking interlopers, those creatures more definable as parasites than
asmembers of the Kraken community.

To eat dinner while watching Doc Kraken was the most expensive show on Luna. Thisrestaurant was
how Kraken financed his millennid trip through thisarm of the Gaaxy. Reportedly, hed dready traveled
thousands of light-years, working as atourist sght the whole way.



ll$ph_ll
"God, Lightfoot, stop talking to me.”

He hid hiseyeswith hishand. It waslong and bony, with swollen joints. It looked carved from wood as
amodd to demongtrate the movements of the human hand, something
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kept in the cabinets of a Renaissance artist/scientist dong with the quartz crystals and the suffed raven.

Soph reached out and pulled his hand away from hisface. He blinked rapidly, asif the light wastoo
bright. Facing everything clearly every day caused him pain. It was adiscipline he had forced on himself.
He had forced it on Stephan too, aburden no child should have, forgetting the long years he himsdlf had
had to get used to it. But held never forced Soph. He'd just left hismind lying out like a gift, hoping she
would accept it. After Stephan’s death, which she had blamed Lightfoot for, she had no longer wanted
the crystdline lens of his mind anywhere near where she needed to see.

Lightfoot had let hishair go gray, but it wasn't the aristocratic pewtered look now in fashion. Thiswasthe
no longer obedient hair of asad and aging man. Stephan was dead, and Soph still refused to look at what
Lightfoot wastrying to show her. Maybe it was time she stopped refusing.

"'Lightfoot. | abandoned everything. | failed so completely | can't even begin to comprehend it.”
"Tdl me" hesad. "Tel meeverything.”
"It'samazing how often success depends on the screwups of the competition...." she began.

Kraken had taken shape. The stinger segments now bristled from an armored carapace whose hexagonal
segments were the shells of linked crablike creatures.

"Ripi has secrets," Lightfoot said. "He didn't tell you everything. But his secrets are not the important
ones”

"Tiber," Soph sad. "l know admost nothing about him.”
She hadn't told Lightfoot shed made love with Tiber. She wasn't going to.
"'What do we know, then?" he said.

"He's Martian, and was ayoung boy on the Prismatic Bezel when it |ft the Solar System on its
interstellar colonization mission. The ship was hit by some sort of Vronnan force used to interstellar
assaults, and he was taken for... reproduction? Some other process? | don't know. The experience
scarred him.

"Sometime later, he cameinto the hands of Sukh, Ripi-Arana-Hoc's Memoriless daughter. Ripi had fled
theBru
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clanship without transferring any of hismemoriesto her. All she possessed were the most ancient of
them, the ones he shared with his poor Brother in Memory. Sukh took Tiber from his kidnappers by
force, and | doubt any of them survived. She raised him with the aid of environment-smulation machines
to some gpproximation of normal human adulthood. Then she used him to ferret Ripi out of human

space.



"'Do we know anything about how he arrived in the System?" Lightfoot asked. "How he appeared
among men?'

"No, not redlly." Soph chewed her thumb. "Thefirst | know of him, heisadready onthework crew at the
orbital dock of MeshMatrix Krystal, working on what would become the Argent. Hedid mention aman
he knew on MMK, someone named HIobane, who helped him. Taught him to cook. Aside from that, it's
ablank."

"Hlobane?' The name meant something, but Lightfoot was noncommittal. "But Tiber had knowledge
useful to the condtruction of the Argent, probably learned during his so-journings among the VVronnans.”

"Right. He then used that knowledge to hijack the Argent. Sometime later, he used it to lure Ripi into
hiring the Argent in his escape from Venus. There was something about the Argent, withitsdying Ulanyi
placentas, that Ripi needed....”

"Was that the reason Ripi stayed aboard?" Lightfoot asked.

"I think it was." Soph had thought about it. "He wasterrified of Tiber, who was Sukh'stool. But his need
was strong enough to make him stay behind.”

"And then theresyour friend Elward.”

"If he'still aboard the Argent, | doubt he's getting a ong with anyone." Despite her suppressed worries
about El-ward'sfate, Soph smiled at the thought of him trying to get dong with that mad crew ona
day-to-day basis.

"At any rate, the Argent isgone, heading God knowswhere," Lightfoot said. "And Sukh'sshipis
untraceable aswell. Y ou have no ideawhat panic swept the inner System after that little hit on Venus. It's
been along time, over acentury, a least, Snce any dien vessd attempted any such
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military adventure. Even damaged, it managed to evade investigation.”

"So we have nothing." Soph felt resentful. ™Y ou've gotten me dl excited, stirred up things I'd managed to
forget, and ... therésjust abig hole."

"Not nothing. Not quite.” Lightfoot was patient. "We have Tiber, and his past. That can be uncovered, |
think. How he cameinto human space, and under what circumstances. One reason we can't figure out
where anything isgoing is because we redlly do not understand where it has aready been.”

It was amazing, how quickly she felt ateam with him again. She didn't even mind his use of the word
"we." Hed aways been the best project manager sheld ever met. It wasjust that having a brilliant project
manager as a husband had never quite worked out aswdll asit should have.

"So where do 7 go from here?' she said.

He nodded up at the high windows overhead. A glittering point had risen above the crater rim, and Soph
wondered if Lightfoot had timed the conversation for this dramatic point.

"MeshMatrix Krystad," he said. "Where the Argent was built and where Tiber lived out histime among
human beings. I've been in contact with various people on MMK. ... Forgive my temerity. Y our Hlobane
happensto be one of them. | think he might be willing to help you out.”

"I'll forgiveyouif it pansout,” Soph said. "Otherwise, it was unwarranted interference.”



"I don't know," the shuttle pilot said. "Thething looks likeit's about to come apart. Theimpact of the
Rock probably |eft fracturesthat never hedled.”

MeshMatrix Krystal loomed ahead, covered with ice spikes so that it looked like adowly rotating sea
urchin. The Rock, theiron-nicke asteroid that had been crunched into the center of the snow-and-iceball
that was now cdled the Halo, stuck out into space a one pole like a pimento in an abino olive.

"It'sbeen therealong time, Sarah.” It was just like Light-foot to hire Soph an attractive young woman as
an escort
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pilot. He didn't want her sympathies engaged with any more attractive young men.

"Has to happen sometime, right?' Lunashrank benesth them. "They must get alot of leaks. Mdting's
naturd, they cram too many functions together in a place where there shouldn't be anything a al.”

"Maybe," Soph said asthe spiky ecocyst approached. "But | think it'san ad.”
The spikes gleamed with subtle alga colors ranging from dark red to bluish green.
"Anad?' Sarah said. "For ice? We haveto buy it regardless.”

"Not necessarily from them. Besides, pure H,O'snot dl they sdll. It's clear they know what they're doing,
isntit?It'snot easy to keep dgd bloomsdive in water ice exposed to open vacuum.”

"An interesting problem, now you mention it." Sarah got lost in thought. Her pouf of white hair reflected
theindicator lightsin the otherwise dark cabin.

Soph had expected that they would have flipped over by now, decelerating for docking. The spiky
ecocyst swelled entirely too quickly in the trangparent nose of the shuttle. The rocky end had the usua
docking facilities, but they weren't heading there. Hlobane was an ice dweller and lived on the exterior of
the Halo, somewhere amid the ice spikes. Everyonein MeshMatrix Krysta had origindly livedin the
Rock, but rougher types had spread through ice tunnelsin the Halo, developing their own culture asthey
went.

"They're ill leaks," Sarah said. "Y ou get stress rel eases, the water comes out. Can't avoid it. So they
take advantage of theinevitable, makeit look deliberate and asign of their cleverness. Nice technique.”

A red dot blinked, down between two spikes with flat hexagond crystals at their tips. Itslight refracted
up through theice. The ecocyst swelled asthey circled it, closer and closer. Soph felt theincreasein
weight as they whipped tighter.

"Y ou know, their gpproach instructions didn't make much sense," Sarah said. "'In fact, they sound kind of
suicidd.”

What was it with the pilots Soph ended up flying with?"Y ou didn't think to mention this before?"
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""Thisisalearning experience for me. | figured you knew everything that was going on. | cleared theflight
path with you."

"With Lightfoot."



"Y eah, well, same thing, right? Don't you guyswork together?'

Damn him. Just when held finaly managed to make her fed something for him, he did something like this.
Their trgectory grew impossibly tight, aspiral held to the ecocyst's surface by a steady blast of
side-directed rocket. Each orbit took no more than two or three seconds. The same ice spikes came
pagt, each time higher, their widening bases closing in. The red dot strobed in until, with alast descent,
the shuttle dapped into it, and its bright red smears dripped back adong the hull.

A s0lid sheet of iceloomed ahead. If it was the last thing she was going to see, then she should see it.
Soph stared forward. They smashed through the sheet, sending flinders flying. Beyond it was another,
and another, hitting so fast they merged into a steady rumble.

The ship findly gave up dl momentum and cameto ahdt in apile of bluish snow. Soph looked up and
behind. They lay in acurving ice tunnel. Shattered fragments of the successive ice sheets stood, in steady
succession, back out of sight.

Sprays of mist into the cold atmosphere, and ice crystas grew visibly. Theice sheets that had dowed the
shuttlés frantic career reformed in seconds and once again blocked the tunnel, testimony to the skill of
MMK's water-sciences subdivision.

"No magnetic braking?' Soph asked.

"Therésbardly any meta aboard thistub. It's mostly crystal-grown." Sarah's eyes danced with delight.
"Pus, thiswas more fun.”

"You know it."

Just like youth, to stick risks where they didn't need to be. Soph looked out at thewalls of ice. "I didn't
bring aparka.

"Not as cold asit looks."

"How do you know?Y ou've never been out there."
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"| read the promotiond materids. After dl, thisis—"

"A learning experience, | know. Thanksfor theride." Soph unsnapped hersdlf. "How do you get your
shuttle out?'

"They'll sart melting me out soon. Y ou better get going.”
"Thanks, Sarah. | hope you're learning enough.”
"Good luck to you, Ms. Trost."

Water streamed past asjets of steam melted their way into the surrounding ice. Soph jumped out the
hatch and clambered across an ice bridge that arched high above swirls of boiling water. She turned to
seeitsglittering shards topple away behind her. With aloud cracking and hissing, the shuttle sank, blue
dabstilting up around it, and vanished.

Soph grabbed at arailing and looked down. The colloidd ice refroze ingtantly over the shuttle. The layer
thickened and | ft it entombed like afrozen mammoth. Had the MMK staff decided to imprison the



insolent Sarah and keep her for further study?

No. Below the ship moved ice manipulators. She could see the frantic boiling of adolescent water
confused about its phase, being solid, gas, and liquid smultaneoudy. Within afew seconds, the shuttle
had melted dl the way through thethick ice layer. Inertiagrabbed it, and it was gone, catapulted off at
the tangent. For an ingtant, she had adistorted view of the stars directly under her feet, then theice grew
thick again.

Stairs cascaded down, dick and dripping icicles. She turned and started the long climb.

"Do you want to see what's | eft of the old place?' Uncle Otho asked. "It's actualy got abit of melancholy
drama. A placefor apoet to Sit." The aircraft's wings shuddered, and they |eft the ground.

"What'seft?' Ambryn felt startled for amoment, then remembered. The house she had grown up in had
been abandoned, then semiofficialy looted and burned under the doctrine of embryo turnover. The Egg
had hatched, and Pyx, its
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embryo, now an adult Ulanyi, was imprisoned somewhere for crimes she had not yet managed to
understand.

"Surprise,” Otho said. ™Y ou've not become sentimentad, have you?'

' "There have been alot of changes, but nothing that dramatic.”

"Relief.” They climbed steeply. ™Y ou dways hated that place.”

"' did. But when you run away from something, you want it to remain behind.”

Uncle Otho examined her closdly, then smiled. He had aways been the one she would complain to,
because he would listen without telling her she was being unreasonable, an irresistible temptation to
everyone ese. Where Ambryn was big, ruddy, smooth-skinned, he was smdl and dark, with
carved-looking wrinkles and graceful fingers. He did not look any older than she remembered, but then
he had dways seemed ancient.

"Do you still want to seeit?' he asked.
"I'm sure you have other, more interesting thingsto show me." She strove for detachment.
"I think | do."

The shuttle from Earth orbit had landed on the banks of the Bow River, amid the overgrown ruins of
what had once been acity cdled Cagary. The front range of the Rockies bulked just below the horizon
to the west, while to the east, north, and south stretched the vast plains at the center of the North
American continent, the center of Ulanyi/human cooperation on Earth. Otho had comein one of the
family'saircraft to get her.

He had brought her adelicate spray of miniature roses of dizzying scent. The single bumblebee that had
come aong seemed to have become drunk on the smell. It lay in astupor on the worn leather control
pand, wings moving dowly in the apian equivaent of asnore.

Ambryn looked down at the spots of darker green as the clouds shadows grazed placidly acrossthe
endless grasd ands and, despite hersalf, saw the blur of tears. They weren't entirely for thisvision of her
childhood home. She remembered Soph's cold departure after they had sold the construe-
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tion monkey booster for much lessthan its true worth, smply to be quit of it.

Only onething had kept her from swvimming after Soph and embarrassing herself completely, and that
was the knowledge that Soph would someday have to face the mysteries she was avoiding. And when
she did, Ambryn would hold part of the solution, because the secret of the Argent's departure from
MeshMatrix Krystal lay back in the center of her own family. Pyx had been amagjor conspirator, part of
the reason Ambryn had gotten interested in the Argent and gotten involved with Soph in thefirst place.
Both she and Soph would have to accept the tangling up of their fates.

"Who shdl | say iscdling?' Otho said. "How have you been redefined since we saw you last?"

"Regrettably, | have to say that I'm much the same. I've lived on Venus mogt of thetime. In Golgot, the
big city on Aphrodite.”

"I'm familiar. Y ou look wdll. It must have suited you. But you did not rise to high office? A tooth on the
Mandible? No?'

She shifted, feding she was disgppointing him. "'l was afortune-teller. An dien haruspex. Particularly
popular on Venus."

"Foreigners must eat that skrying right up. A good living?'
"If youwork at it."

Otho laughed. "And you didn't work at it. Not half hard enough. Ah, you dwayswere alazy littlething,
dear Ambryn. Cursed by too much brains so that you never had to work very hard.”

"Areyou trying to toughen me up for the family meeting?”

"Y ou don't want toughness, Ambryn. If anything, you've dways had far too much. Y ou find some truth?'
"Abit."

"More than mogt, then."

"I'm looking for more.”

"Ah, an explanation. Why you are home. And why you're unlikely to stay, even to please an old man who
will not makeit around the Sun more than one or two more times."
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Ambryn kissed hisfurrowed cheek. "Y ou've learned the secret of manipulation, Uncle Otho. That people
loveit. It makesthem fed worth the effort.”

"If they loved it, I'd be more successful at it."
"S0," Ambryn said. "What should | watch out for?"

"Everything. Y ou're an outsder now, regardless of who you once were. It will belike learning to walk
again. With land mines under the carpet.”

"Oh, that makes me so happy to be back."



"Regrets. We're nomads now, we Chretiens. We walk the loamy soil, herd the buffalo, hunt the wapiti.”
He rubbed his shoulder in memory of some outdoor mishap. "It wouldn't be so bad if we had an adult
Ulanyi to follow, to give us meaning. We're wandering in the wilderness, Ambryn. Soon separate bands
will creep off into the whispering darkness, and the Chretienswill disappear.”

He banked the aircraft. Below, standing on adight rise of ground surrounded on three Sdesby a
meander of a swift-flowing river, scood aconventicle castle, with dl of thetypica extravagance of
architecture of afamily securein its possession of an Ulanyi Egg. Pavilions overhung the weter. Different
colors of cropsinterrupted the green of the grass. An attendant village huddled on the other side of the
river. For an ingtant, she thought she was home, and gasped. But this was nothing like the place where
she had grown up.

Ambryn had had her own room atop atower, adramatic place her mother had thought secure. But
Ambryn, dready an avid climber, had regularly swung hersdlf out through an darm-disabled escape hatch
and crawled down the rough stone of the tower to meet... whoever it was at the time. This castle had no
such tower. Hers had had a high octagonal roof that had devel oped astounding gleaming icicles during the
long winter.

"Hergild," Otho said. "A growing power, if you want to know. To climb back up, Chretien may haveto
displacethem.”

"Are you showing methisto bug me? | wouldn't undo my decisions, eveniif | had the power."

Otho sucked thoughtfully on adender eyestick, blew the delicate aerosol out his nostrils, where it formed
addicate
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rime and gleamed for amoment before evaporating. Sharply trimmed eyebrows raised, he offered her the
case. Shewaved it away.

"Too mild abad habit to be interesting,” she said.

"Don't be harsh, Ambryn. There€sinformation down there for you."
"Therésno Ambryn tower."

"Perhaps you reveded the flawsin the concept.”

"Ah, their poor daughters. To be punished for my experience.”
"I'm sure they have their ways of getting around family restrictions.”

They circled again. He had cut the engine back to dmaost nothing, extending the wings, and Ambryn
could hear the whigtle of the air acrossthe airfoils. She fdt like aghost.

Afternoon settled toward the horizon, and Hergild Castle cast shadows to the east, across the peaked
roofs of the village. The rotundarose in the house's center. Within it sat the Hergild Egg, in solemn
splendor amid its support equipment. Everyone in Hergild, including the embryo itself, dreaded the
inevitable day of itshirth.

"How much was Pyx involved in the Argent project?’ Ambryn asked.

"A deep question and one no Chretien has been able to answer. Not much, if a all, ismy suspicion.”



"But surdly, with the involvement of the Gregsons...." The Gregsons had been friends of Ambryn's
grandparents, and their part in the origina Argent conspiracy, the attempt to raise Ulanyi embryos under
complete human control, waswell known.

"The Gregsons are dead now and never reveded their contacts with any Ulanyi. Y ou remember them,
I'm sure. Not pleasant at adinner party, but tough. Wild human supremacists ... and, you know, | think
they would rather just have banished dl Ulanyi from the surface of Earth. They had no redl interest in
gpiritual domination. Asfar as| know, they never had much contact with Pyx. Y our mother, you
remember, was quite protective of him."

Ambryn couldn't imagine growing up without seeing the world reinterpreted through an embryo's
perception. Still, the
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result was asuspicion that the Ulanyi were nothing more than a consensus halucination. None of the
alienswho had entered the System were red, and deepdrives were not means of interstellar travel but
just away of giving human nightmares and needs physcd redlization. Therelay the origins of skrying.

"But what was Pyx charged with?' she asked.

"Oh, the usud Ulanyi sins: perverse thinking, refusal to be born, fear of reproducing, that sort of thing.”
Otho pulled at hislower lip. ' ‘At any rate, Pyx is currently under sentence of deathinanicecell inthe
Hao of MeshMatrix Krystal. Since the Argent was hijacked from a congtruction bay in the Rock, at the
opposite pole of MMK, that indicates that someone sees a connection.”

"Poor Pyx," Ambryn send, remembering the mind with which she had grown up. How was he doing with
abody?"I'm sure he's cold. He's done. He's frightened. And the Chretiens have abandoned him. But,
Otho, you don't think his crime had anything to do with the Argent.”

"Me?" Otho seemed startled. "Y ou know me, Ambryn. A mess of opinions, none of interest to anyone.”
"I'm interested, Otho.” She put her hand on his shoulder. "Always."

He rubbed her hand. " So nice and always so much trouble. Much as | love you, Ambryn, I'm glad I'm
your uncle and not your parent.”

"Dontt try to change the subject. Or pick afight. You'l till havetotel me.”

"Pyx'sguilt, it seems, isvastly deeper than involvement in amere conspiracy plot with human beings,
though, somehow, his obsessions were of interest to the Argent conspirators. That was what eventudly
led the Ulanyi Pure Mind sect to him after they succeeded in getting the ship hijacked and out of their
jurisdiction. But Pyx had not had any real connection with the conspiracy. What he feared was birth. His
own birth. He was looking for someway to avoid it, some way to reach transcendence without ever
feeling the air on him, seeing the light, ever having any direct senseimpression. And in there, somewhere,
liesthe crime for which heisto be devoured.”
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Otho, as Ambryn had suspected, had thought alot about Pyx's fate. She wanted his opinion before she
got to the Chretien encampment and heard the mass of theories, conspiratorial and wild, that were surely
common family currency.

"The Chretiens gave Pyx up, didn't they? Someone informed, in the wake of the Argent fiasco, to avoid



getting sucked up aong with the Gregsons and the rest.”

"The family has dedlt with that." Otho was clearly uncomfortable with the entire subject. "It hasto be
regarded as aclosed issue. They told methat | should be discreet— for now."

"Sure, Otho. Thewitch huntsarein the past. | don't want to mix in."

They?Who ran family affairs now? Ambryn's mother had aready been dead when Ambryn left. Ambryn
had been the product of a stored ovum, an indulgence of her mother's declining years. Ambryn had a
sudden painful stab of guilt at the thought of how difficult those years had redly been.

"'How long for them?" Ambryn pointed down at Hergild.
"Oh, decadesyet. Don't they look serene?’
"I've dways|oved serenity.”

Uncle Otho laughed, relieved a leaving asengtive topic. "Disappointment for you, then. Thefamily's
riven with infighting over what to do next. A new Egg must be acquired or the family will ceaseto be
organized by conventicle and fal apart into its congtituents. We may become ordinary village dwellers”

A new Egg. Ambryn sensed something unspoken behind what Otho had told her. That wasn't like him.
Pyx and the new Egg.... "When Pyx was arrested—"

"You will beinterested to know that old friend Martine is now apower in the Chretien family. Y our
mother's influence. There's even talk of making her the next Maintainer, as successor to your mother,
should an Egg be acquired.”

Ambryn felt aflush across her cheeks. "Marting? In the Chretien family?*
"Well, yes. Werather got to like her, you know, during your ... association.”

" Association? We were screwing, Otho."
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Otho chuckled, not at al offended. "1've become fond of her mysdf, | must admit. She'san ill-tempered
little seer. | can see why you were so taken with her."

"Gred.."

"Y ou want your old house to hang around, and your old loversto disappesr, right?’
"That would benice.

"Lifeismoreingructive than comforting, Ambryn."

"Platitudes, Uncle Otho. I'm surprised at you."

"Don't be. As| grow older, | takethe job of uncle more serioudy.”

"Thefirg thing in life you ever took serioudy, then."

"Weall haveto start somewhere.”

Marline had been Ambryn'sfirst red lover. Red, because unlike Ambryn's other girls, she had been



unwilling, finding girl love to be achildish affectation. Marline had had ared boyfriend, a
broad-shouldered man afew years older who wore well-cut suils and had abeautiful Snging voice.
Marline had clearly done aswell as she could, and Ambryn could see lha Marlinewas didressed a nol
being satisfied. Well, you had lo give Ihem alry, after dl.

Ambryn seduced Marline one afternoon after a school field trip, aparticularly neurosecrelory interview
with adying Egg, an Ulanyi embryo who, for complex biologica reasons, was never lo comelo lerm and
would end ils existence wilh-out leaving ils placenla Even Ihough heallhy embryos played a considering
Iheir adull dage aslanlamounl lo living dedlh, Ihisinvolunlary in-placeniadeah was alragedy, and
someone had decided |ha human children should be exposed to it. The humans of Earth concedled their
tightening grasp of power over the Ulanyi by dramaticaly regarding an Ulanyi desth as much more
importanl Ihan Iha of any human. Mourning ceremonies were adecoration on | he soft glove of power.

And bolh Ambryn and Marline had, wilh youlh's ndurd attraction to Ihe Iragic and morbid, felt Ihe
internal gloom of the dying Ulanyi. Afterward, Ambryn suggested |ha Ihey lay down and comfort eech
olher. She had awonderful daybed in her room, il was perfecl for sociaizing. Il wasthe cul-
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initiation of Ambryn'slong campaign. Degp emoation was aways useful in seduction. It didn't matter which
emotion it was.

In addition to atight, wiry body, Marline was sharply intelligent, with amind as heedlessy energetic as
her body. Between bouts of actua sex, Ambryn preferred to lounge, |et the sweat dry, maybe drink
something, while Marlineingsted on restarting some intricate argument whose premises Ambryn had
dready forgotten. When Ambryn figured out Ihal ihe harder and more effectively she argued with her, the
more furioudy Marline made love, Ambryn hyperoxygenaed Ihe drowsy flames of her intellect and
astonished her teachers. All ashesnow.

Ambryn was afraid. Sheld left Marline behind when shefled The redrictions of her embryo-worshipping
family. So thefamily, ever-flexible, had laken Marline as sacrificein Ambryn's place.

And Uncle Olho was IThe mod flexible of al Chretiens. Bachelor uncles are | he shepherds of genes and
customs, preserving Ilhose mod in lune wilh Themselves and expelling those they do nol approve of.

"Look." Ambryn pointed oul of IThewindow. "Whoislha?'

Olho didnl even look. Maybe il was part of hisguided lour, her preparation for finally seeing whal had
become of her family.

"Nordhoffs," hesaid. "Their Egg, named Chrism, hached ayear ago. She has not mated yet, not even
once. She's one of those adullswho aclually enjoys her own body, lookslike. A throwback."

She could see the dirutting shape of [he adull Chrism, ahead of ihelong irain of baclrian camels|ha
carried |he goods of Ihe Nordhoff family on Iheir resentful backs. Chrism waslarge, bul her shell was il
soft 11 was only after reproduction thai her armor would Thicken, spikeswould grow on her limbs, and
her jawswould gain muscle: Ulanyi femaes defended Their embryos.

Ambryn had heard Ihat these changes could be carried even farther with proper hormona control,
creating aded h-dedling creature caled an Executioner, useful in certain cir-
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cumstances. Human intervention in Ulanyi reproduction made sure that specidized form never appeared



on Earth, but they did exist in the Asteroid Belt. From what Soph had told her, though, the Executioner
form was standard for post-reproductive Ulanyi femaesin Vronnan civilization. The Vronnans cdled
them Guardians. It seemed that everyone who gained control of Ulanyi reproduction had a different god
inmind.

A small herd of buffalo cropped the grass two kilometers or so to the north, and Chrism seemed
interested in them. She was about the same size and perhaps found their company more congenia than
the nattering humanswho never let her be,

It was |late enough that the Nordhoff family head, whoever that was, had ordered a stop. Soph could see
tents blossoming on the grass, water parties heading out to astream nearby, animal handlers negotiating
with their camels. A group of armed young people followed Chrism at arespectful distance. If she
bolted, as adult Ulanyi sometimes did, they would follow—all night if necessary. They had to be present
if amating occurred to prevent damageto either Ulanyi and to lay claim to any resulting embryo. That
had never been part of Ambryn'slife. Pyx had been born before her own birth. She wondered if things
would have been different if her adolescence had been spent degping on the grass and diving amid the
flailing, deadly limbs of mating Ulanyi to prevent their killing each other before fertilization occurred.

Probably not. She would just have been the same in adifferent way.

The tents of the Chretien encampment lay atop ariversde bluff amid some stubby oak trees. Ambryn
thought she detected something demoralized in the arrangement of glowing geometric shapes. It entirely
lacked the purposeful confidence of the Nordhoff band, with their organizing obsesson with their
adult-phase Ulanyi. "Dammit," Otho muttered. ™Y oud think they could maintain those landing lights alittle
better."

An areaof flat land had been set aside asalanding strip, but only a scattering of glowing dots marked it
off againgt
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the darkening earth. Ambryn could just see the shadows of the storage huts that held the rest of the
Chretiens limited mechanica transport equipment: perhaps another aircraft or two, and afew riverboats
for supplies. Ambryn thought about offering to help Uncle Otho with the night landing but, looking & his
grim face, realized that such an offer would not be welcomed. Even the easygoing Otho was feding the
grain of thefamily's Stuation.

In any event, they landed without difficulty. It had been Otho, after dl, who had origindly taught Ambryn
to fly the difficult thermas of the Front Range. Ambryn hel ped push the light aircraft over to its hangar.

The Chretiens had clearly been in resdence for sometime. Thetrail up the bluff from the riverbank was
worn wide and was starting to erode. Some ha fhearted attempts had been made to bolster the trail and
creste some less-destructive switchbacks, but most of those bringing water and fish up from theriver
ignored them. Ambryn foresaw trouble. The agreements guiding settlement and nomadism in the Ulanyi
plainswere ancient and could be enforced harshly. The Chretiensrisked family annihilation if they stayed
in one place for too much longer without an Ulanyi Egg to give them sanction.

Lights glowed on high poles ahead. A hugefire burned in the pit in the middle of the encampment, the
carcasses of two deer and onewild pig turning init, sending up their rich odor. Cheers greeted Ambryn
as shewaked into the circle of light, and she felt dizzy to see so many familiar faces at once. She stepped
forward and was embraced by her family.

Ambryn walked cautioudy between the trees, once sumbling into some prickly bushesthat she



misinterpreted as oak branch shadows. She blamed that on the wine, even though she redlly hadn't drunk
that much. She'd been too busy catching up with everyone.

The encampment was quiet now. Ambryn luxuriated in the feding of the cool air across her face, the
smell of the damp earth, the hooting of an owl somewhere on the other sde of theriver. Thefeding
would soon fade, she knew, and she
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would once again long for the roaring confusion of aplace like Golgot, but for now, it cradled her soul.

There was her assigned tent, glowing afaint purple. Opening the flap sent up aswirl of rose petas.
Masses of the flowersfilled the tent. She could see the fluted legs of what had to be alightweight
reproduction of her favorite daybed among the blossoms. She got an erotic charge just out of seeing
those cloven-hoofed feet.

"I knew Otho would do the elegant thing," avoice said. "The precise gesture. That didn't seem right. Not
foryou."

Ambryn picked up ahandful of falen petas and let them sft between her fingers, feding their dusty silk.
"No, Martine," she said. "Excess has aways been the way to my heart.”

There, on the daybed, ahigh-arched foot in asiver sandd, Ataantaat rest. Heart pounding, Ambryn
pushed her way through the nodding blooms and stood over her old lover.

Martine had aged, and her skin had drawn tauter over bone and muscle. It made her eyeslook larger.
And her texture was, like the petals, degantly dusty. She moved her feet, and Ambryn sat down. A
hummingbird flicked by overhead, intrigued by the scent of Ambryn'shair, then buzzed away.

Light came from two lanterns. It gave the scene aromantic glow. Martine dways had been amaster
stage manager.

"I'm not hereto threaten your position,” Ambryn said.
"| didn't think you were."

And Ambryn did see from thetilt of Marline's head that she had lost none of that old confidence. Ambryn
had seduced her, but now it seemed that seduction wasn't power, not the way she had thought.

"So why did you think | was here?" Ambryn asked.

"Where ese would you go? Thisishome, after dl, isn't it?’

"Therearethings | need to know,” Ambryn said.

"And you think the Chretiens might be ableto help?* Martinesad. "What isit?"

"The Chretiens.... Don't get too cocky, Martine. It isstill my family, after al.”

"I'm sorry." Martine looked contrite, exactly asif the dip had been accidental. "Tell me what you need.”
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"Pyx. | don't know how, but | need to talk to him. To get into that ice cell of his somehow. | was aboard
the Argent, you know. For quite sometime. | had some communication with whatever was il dive



within the placenta. | may know something of use to someone ese, something | could trade.”

"Maybeit'sof useto dl of us" Martine said. Ambryn didn't think that what she needed was any surprise
to Mar-tine. It never had been.

"How isit of useto dl of us?'" Ambryn leaned back against Martine, not looking at her. Marlings skin
was hot, just as she remembered. Martine alwaysfelt like her bones were onfire.

"It'sinteresting that you should want to get in to see Pyx. Asyou may know, the Chretiens cooperated
with the Ulanyi Pure Mind investigation into the Argent conspiracy. Only asfar asthey needed to, but it
seemed to satisfy the Pure Mind investigators. But the main thing is, as a consequence of cooperation, the
Chretiens have won theright to Pyx's child—if there is one as a consequence of his execution. It'sjust
that someonehastogoand ... get it."

Ambrynfdt achill, asif that damn ice asteroid was resting right on the back of her neck. "And you think
that | can recover the new embryo?”

Martine shrugged, asif the matter were not redlly of any importance. Y ou dways were Pyx's favorite,
Ambryn. It would require his cooperation too. We can get you up there. That is, if you still think your
questions are important.”

Knowing it was stupid, knowing that there was nothing but troublein it, Ambryn kissed Martine gently on
her hard, dry lips. She could see the artery pulsing in Martine's throat. She seemed so fragile sometimes,
this endlesdy manipulative woman. If Ambryn hadn't requested to talk to Pyx, what way would Martine
have found to maneuver her into stepping into Pyx's execution cell? The Chretien family needed her to do
it. And Marlines main interest was now the Chretien family. Nol Ambryn.

"My questionsare dill importanl,” Ambryn said.
"Good." Marlings quick fingersundid Ambryn'slong hair so that it fell over both of them.

Eleven

1
"Thefirg thing isinventing the demand,” Martyshkatold Elward. "Without, of course, seeming to do so0."

"Got it," Elward said. The pae globe of Lunawas visible through a porthole. Hed gotten so used to the
interior of the Imhotep that he had at first thought that its light was some sort of condensation on the
glass. "'l can do the mysterious stranger role, sure. Let's see: | got secret knowledge, but I'm abit of a
naturd, innocent, you know, S0 | give stuff away without redlly redlizing it, and smarter people take
advantage of me."

Martyshkainclined her head, impressed. "Ambryn said you were asmart one.”
For some reason, that pleased him. " She had timeto talk?!

"Redlly, Elward. That was pretty much dl wedid.”

"Huh. Doesn't sound like Ambryn.”

"I don't think you know Ambryn Chretien a dl." Martyshka smiled so it did not seem like arebuke,
which wrinkled up her monkey face.



"Maybe not. Do you miss her?' Elward been on this tub long enough to be able to ask persona questions
likethat. Hekind of likedit.
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"Yes. Do you find that odd?*

Elward thought about it. Y ou know ... no, | don't." Ambryn and Soph must have fought after they left
the Argent. He couldn't see how they wouldn't have. "Do you want to find her again?'

"Yes. Youdotoo."
"No, I... well, what if | do?'
"We can reach some kind of arrangement.”

The congtruction monkeys had achieved their mission on Mercury and were en route to the circum-Lunar
asteroids, but they had decided to poke around the old Argent for awhileto see what information they
could pick up. Ambryn seemed to have gotten Martyshkainterested in that tedious subject. What they
had picked up was Elward. Despite the fact that it meant he was dive, he ftill felt regret at the end of his
personal kingdom. No other place would ever be so full of meaning for him.

An environmental globe floated up between them. It glowed in the darkness and cast soft shadows
across the equi pment-laden walls.

Over athousand of these globes had been buried in amass of waste out beyond the base of the Gun,
remains of thefirst period of human investigation of the Gunners and their structure. The current much
shrunken population of the human colony had long ago forgotten the entertainments of earlier generations.

The Imhotep had bid unrealigtically low for the rebuilding contract, because historical research had
revedl ed the presence of this obsolete technology. And obsol ete technology, reincarnated as fashion,
was, as Elward had learned, the main income source for the crew of the Imhotep. In fact, it had made
them rich and enabled them to indulge in their own expensive hobbies. Living in freefall was never chegp
inthefirst place. To rebuild one'sliving space on aregular basis took massive resources,

Restoring the globes to some semblance of function had been the crew's hobby on the voyage from
Mercury to Luna The high-intensity sun in the center of each globe had usualy ceased to function or had
shifted frequency. Theliving cregturesinside had died, gone into dormant states, or shifted
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populations into scavenging regimes. The congtruction monkeys had found the globesjust at the declining
kneein the curve. A few more decades and most of the lifein them would have been beyond recovery.

Asitwas, about haf of the globes had had irrecoverable ecological collgpses. Restoring the centra suns
had been the first order of business. After that, the dead globes had been sterilized and reseeded with
spores and eggs from avariety of sources, many of them Venusian and thus of dubious ancestry. Just as
aresult of gatistics, some of the globes had to contain largely Probe-origin ecologies: mysterious
duplicates of Earth biologies by adien agencies.



Elward caught the floating globe and looked into it. A swimming bug spread out its wing covers so that a
batlike shadow was cast out onto the globe's surface. Snails kept greedy algae from covering the sun and
absconding with dl of its photonsfor their own chloroplasts.

"Thisisabit of aspeculative enterprise,” Martyshkasaid. ' A little different than our usud line. Our last
shipment for the MeshMatrix Krystal passe-tech market was aline of combat figurines, made of stacks
of metd disks held together by superconducting magnets. The defective movements of the magnetic fieds
were adifficult-to-repair problem and engaged our customers attention for along time.”

Hed help Martyshka out with Ambryn. Hell, he wouldn't mind seeing that long-fingernailed little clothes
horse again himsdf. But what he wasredly after was Tiber—and through him, Soph. He didn't
understand the guy—and he knew Soph never would—unless he got down into Tiber's grimy past and
looked himsdlf. Tiber had spent an important part of hislifein MeshMatrix Krystd. Elward had logt dl
the anchorsin hislife, so Tiber's past was as good a place to start looking for some as any. Eventualy,
he'd find Soph again. She'd end up there too, he was sure of it, looking for the same thing. He hoped by
the time he saw her again, hed have something to offer.

Thelight from the globe glowed green and yellow on Martyshkas face. Seaweed waved, tiny fish with
vivid red stripes darted between reaching fingers of cord.

"We have too many globeswith us" Martyshkasaid. "If
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we shipped them in from the Imhotep, we would drown our own market. We must first stimulate those
desperate to gain status by their origindity. Our little combat scenarios are no doubt out of fashion by
now, played with by thelittle brothers of those who origindly introduced them into MMK society. So
they arelooking for something e se. Something new. Buit if they know how many globeswe hold in
reserve, they'll stay away. Part of the pleasure isthe rarity. So the new product hasto comein an
unexpected guise.”

"And | can provideit to them." Elward still wasn't sureif he bought theidea.

"That's right. The mysterioustraveler. It would help if someone assaulted you and stole the one that you
cary...."

"Sure. I'll try to work that out. Maybe if they killed me, it would be even more convincing.”
"Redlity isnot convincing," Martyshkasaid. "Artificeis convincing.”

Elward's destination aboard MMK was asmadll eatery. Flaring grow lights permitted a dense growth of
glossy leaves. Above, bare trunks continued upward until another cluster of lights marked some other
enterprise. The actua rock ceiling was high above. In between was darkness and mesh-sided storage
platforms. Elward did into avacant sest in the restaurant and Sung his bag of globes onto the tablein
front of him.

Laughing groups sat among the seeping leaves and hanging orchids, sipping drinks out of high cups made
of bamboo segments. He heard discussions, arguments, awoman'stears, clanking plates, the rumble of
piping .. . there. The diding sound of metal on meta and small, precise impacts. Martyshka had turned on
acombat figure for him aboard the Imhotep so that he could identify it, and his ears had been sifting for
the sound.

Elward'swaiter invited him into the back to examine the restaurant's ill. A fermented extract from a



gpecidized bamboo was vacuum-distilled, then aged in swollen bamboo casks.

"It'sgood," another patron, a balding man with long,
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nervousfingers, sad. "I haven't gone blind, at least." He squinted and stumbled into achair.
"Nice, Pragger,” the waiter said, snapping acloth. "Weretrying to build amarket.”

"No, redly," Praeger said. "VVacuum distilling's safer than heat. No toxic fractions cracking off the ill.
Andit'snot asif therés any shortage of vacuum.”

"Looksliketherearealot of fans" Elward said, examining thelist of testimonids.
"Desarvedly. Redly.”

Elward got abamboo glassfull of the house rum, mixed with fruit juice. He and Praeger chatted, and it
turned out that Praeger was a member of the passe-tech posse that hung out here and invited him back
into their private areato continue drinking. He wasintrigued by Elward's mysterious burden, which
Elward had been careful to say nothing abouit.

Toxic spills of lubricant and fuel had poisoned the plant growth, and the club room was surrounded by
dried branches, some of them with endsidly whittled into dangerous spikes. Machinery that would have
been better off in some sealed arealay piled in the corners. A young man and woman, both with long hair
clipped back with packing straps, desultorily played agame on the table.

Their fighting figures stalked across their field of combat, ascarred metd plate, their feet clicking down
with each step. Despite himsdlf, Elward found himsdlf interested in the movement of the figures, which
were made of stacked metdl disks held together by magnetic fields.

They had been popular more than seventy years before on a series of asteroid ecocystsin the Bdlt, as
well as Deimos and Phobos. They had worn versions of historical armor, and, at the height of their craze,
deadly serious combat contests had determined distributions of water and oxygen. Then their popularity
had fallen off, many of their superconducting coils reused for other purposes and the rest tossed out into
those bee-swarm orbital dumps that made gpproaches to old ecocysts so dangerous.

This particular passe-tech trend had started on MMK itself when a ship construction contractor had
brought back aload of the old devicesto be recycled. The passe-tech posse had
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gone through the pile of discards and rebuilt three complete sets of the combat figures, one of which was
later found to be mismatched, to the owner's dismay—and loss of status.

But now the whed of lifetrend had turned, and the devices were losing popularity again. No crowd
gathered around the two combatants, shouting encouragement and making keen judgments about
technology and technique. The devicesthat stood in combative attitudes aong the walls had pollen sifted
acrosstheir shoulders.

Martyshka had picked her marketing moment superbly.



Elward lay adust-fused lump on the table. After repairing them, the construction monkeys had restored
the globesto their appearance when excavated.

"Hey," hesad. "Y ou guys havetoals, right?'
Praeger frowned. "What the hdll isthat thing? A geode?’
"Not from Earth, | don't think. Mercury, the guy said. No geodes there."

"What, then?' Praeger waved ahand at the other two globesin Elward's mesh sack. ' 'Y ou carry them to
keep from floating away? Y ou're Venusian, right?"

"Yeah." Elward had been careful to emphasi ze hisflat, yokeish accent. "No geodes on Venus either,
unless the Probe dropped them. Maybe they're Gunner eggs or something.”

"So wheredid you get these things?' Praeger wasimpatient.

"As| understand it, there was an excavation at the base of the big Gun...." Hetold an edited version of
how the globes had actualy turned up, mentioning neither the 1m-hotep nor how many globesthere
were. "'l raninto aMartian. Hed picked them up at some kind of junk sale, brought them aong. But he
was out of money and needed to get back home.”

"So you bought them without checking to see what they were?"

"Sure. That's how | got them so cheap. He didn't know what he had, so why should | et himin onit? Did
you say you had tools?'

"So what did he have?'
llLalS %.II
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Elward sat and dissected off the coating of fused Mercu-rian dust. Praeger, with nervous hands,
produced a vacuum device that scoured the dust off the table as soon asit appeared. A few of the rest of
the posse gathered around to see what emerged asthe dust fell away.

The second globe Elward excavated was, deliberately, one that did not work. Thefirst onelay on the
table next to him, glowing mysterioudy, fish and crustaceans swirling, and seemed to spell out messages
to someoneintdligent enough to perceive them. This second one was il dark, the glass sphere
encrusted insde with encapsulated organisms, the fluid dull with spores and decay products. Despite the
cleanness of the environmenta sphere's design, with its ddlicate decorations of spun bronze, the globe
looked like a hunk of waste, something excreted by a space-going dien.

Helooked at it inirritation. "1 got taken. It'sjust a piece of junk."

Praeger looked up from hisintent investigation of the functional globe. His gaze was distant. He was
getting drawvniin.

"Let meseeit.”

"Sure," Elward said. He examined the globe more closely. "Maybe it just needs agood shake.”
Heheddit up, asif ready to rap it on the table edge, but |et Praeger snatch it from his hands.



"I'm not redly herefor thisstuff,” Elward said. "I'm looking for an old friend. He's probably gone now,
but | want to pick up histrail."

"Who?' Praeger had clipped on amonocular viewer with asharp beam of white light. The gold head
brace rested in histhinning hair like acrown.

"Guy name of Tiber. Hewaskind of notorious around herefor awhile, | understand.”
"Hmm." Praeger was unimpressed. "I've heard the name. Old stuff.”

"Pretty old." Elward had hoped for this. It wasn't asif everyonein the Solar System was obsessed with
the poor guy. "But till important to me.”

""What can you tell me about him?" Praeger said.
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"He worked food service, diners, that kind of thing. Liked to cook smdl-time. He was kind of
odd-looking, though." He described Tiber.

A light glowed insde the globe and grew brighter. Others of the passe-tech posse gathered around, their
old fighting machines momentarily forgotten. After getting agesture of permisson from Elward, they
started excavating the third globe. That one, Martyshka had made sure, was even harder and more
interegting to fix.

"I think I may have something for you," Praeger undipped hisviewer and turned off itslight. "At least |
know who to contact to find out.”

His eyes glowed as helooked at the globe. It looked like Martyshka had her first customer ready to buy.

High above Soph's head, ice hung in curtains. A species of cold-loving bat had dug coloniesinto theice
and hunted up through cracksinto lower-gravity areas. Around her spread wide leaves, shining dark
green beneath awaxy cuticle that protected them againgt the bone-chilling air.

Beyond stood thick stands of pump bamboo, each stalk as big around as Soph'swaist. Ther vestigial
leaves did little to provide the plants with energy from the light that flared down between dangling ice
sheets. Nutritive fluid flowed from generators below.

Pump bamboo had been developed on Venus but had proved useful anywhere adaptable water-supply
systems were necessary. It sprouted in response to demand and died away when demand disappeared.
This species could grow through the ice layers that divided up MMK's cold pole, and each one carrying
adifferent osmoldity of solute-containing water, tugging aong osmotic and evaporative pressure
gradients. They kept the cold pol€'s entire water-zone system in balance. Far from being the solid chunk
of iceit gppeared from space, the Halo was a constantly changing organism.

But this bamboo stand had developed other functions. Soph saw makeshift structures built on platforms
dug into the smooth green trunks. Plastic sheet shelters spilled water
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condensation and lft icicles dangling from the platform edges.

Faces peered out of the shelters, entertainment screens glowing blue behind them. Someone did down a
sripped trunk and ran off into the ground mist. A dependent ecology of mosses and gigantic fungi grew
on the substrate of bat guano and human by-products.



"Theres asystem here, and you got to understand it.”

The three people who emerged from the bamboo colony wore regadia of gold foil from some ancient
planetary probe. The big woman clearly dominated the two skinny men. Thefiberglassin the men's
quilted cloaks dug through the poorly stitched seams and | eft welts on their skin. They wore bat-fur
hoods with the wings crossed over their foreheads.

The woman disdained such externd insulation. Her loose bra barely restrained her vast breasts, and her
pink flesh sagged over her blue-fur bikini bottoms. A skin-covered blood warmer hung below the bra
likeafailed third bread, its glowing power indicator aradioactive nipple. With that and the closed-cell
foam modificationsto her fat layers, she could deep naked onice. In fact, she did look red-eyed and
grumpy, asif just woken up. Icicles clung to the ends of her stringy red hair.

"It'sagood system, and it works." The woman spoke carefully, asif continuing an argument.

"I'm sureit does," Soph said. "But I'm here to see Hlo-bane."

"'Hlobane?' The woman drew herself up, asif Soph had uttered an obscenity. The two men chortled.
"That'sright."

"No one comesto see him. He'sin internal exile."

" gtill want to seehim," Soph said.

Thebig woman glowered at her suspicioudy. "Is something up? Are they findly over this hijacking thing
upstairs? '

"I cantel you this," Soph said. "In abit, everything's going to get wound up, one way or another.”
"That'sjust away of saying nothing at dl.”
Soph spread her handsin apology. "Maybe Hlobane can tell you something—after I've talked to him."
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"'l have hdf amind to label you labor pool, lady. Assign you atent out at the edge of town, let you wait
for abamboo-cleaning assgnment.”

Therewas no way Soph could get out of here. She wondered how many other people with legitimate
business gppointments ended up as indentured servants aboard MeshMatrix Krystd. It seemed an
inefficient way of filling labor gpplications, but it had the merit of being completdy arbitrary. They must
occasionaly have ended up with avauable employee indeed.

She examined the men facing her. She could take them— easily. They relied on the thregat of the club but
clearly had no idea of how to redlly usethem. Their pale guts were wide open.

The big woman grinned, seeing her thoughts. "No need to get fancy. Let's haul you down to poor
Hlobane. He livesright on the outer rim of the Halo, you know. No one ever talksto him any more. Hell
be happy of the company.”

"The anchors," Soph said, staring out at vacuum, the gleaming bulk of MeshMatrix Krystal above.
Hlobanes little house hung straight off theicy ecocyst surface on long cables. "Just inice? They can't be
as precarious asthey look."



"I'm making apolitica point here" The big man in the center of the room continued to strgp on his
pangolin-plated armor. "I haveto. They're exactly as precarious as they look."

"Sothisisn't exile, Hlobane? It's persond choice?’
"Let'sjust say that making it look like choice kegps me happy. Isthat dl right with you?'

Hlobane's receding hair revealed a gleaming ebony forehead. His blocky jaw rested on his chest like one
boulder set on top of another. HE'd cooked lunch for Soph, and it had been excellent. HEd made it all
himself from expensive raw ingredients. She hadn't had such a pleasant lunch since Tiber had cooked for
them back a Ripi's. Soph was startled to find herself looking back at that place nostagically.

" "Tiber would be sorry to see the consequences of hisactions,” Soph said. "I'm sure he never meant for
you to be hurt."
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That made Hlobane smile. "Isthat your way of saying that you're sorry you insulted me? Thelast time |
saw him, Tiber barely recognized me. He was possessed, driven. So areyou. | can seeit. That'saloss of
freewill, no matter what it getsyou. Y ou should look into it."

Hlobane's cabin hung down amid the gigantic ice saactites, itstethering cables sunk into theice. The
ddactites, products of generations of venting and freezing, internad melting, and cregping extrusions of
experimenta high-pressure ice composites, were unpredictable structures. In fact... Soph stood on
tiptoes and looked down over a polished metd sill. A cable anchor, pulled free, dangled straight down
bel ow them, its mesh catching the light, growing, then falling again into darkness as the ecocyst rotated.

"Thelast timeyou saw him ..." Soph said. "What wasthe first time?”

"Let me ask you aquestion.” Hlobane snapped on padded wrist guards. "What was the last time you
saw Tiber?

"Aboard the Argent," shesaid.
Hlobane was emphaticaly slent.

There was no way to get information without giving it. "He'd attempted suicide," Soph said. "Or
something that looked alot likeit. His motives were ambiguous, but he was going to survive. He didn't
do himsdf any serious damage. Physica damage, at any rate.”

"Oh, Tiber." Tiber had said that Hlobane had protected him. The concern in Hlobane's eyeswas
obvious. "That urge to salf-destruction wasn't there when | first met him. But after ... when he started his
work on the Argent, | could seeit. It had come to the surface." He picked up a gigantic compound bow.

"Whet the hell isthat?" Soph said.

"My hobby. | find it relaxing, and it impresses the Halo dwellers. They're the future of MMK, you know.
Tough. Like Livilla, the three-breasted woman who brought you down here. Shewas acrimina when |
hired her. Fleeing something ... it doesn't matter what. But she's moving up. She's someone to watch. So
| advise her. It'smy only hope. I've been out of the loop since the Argent disappeared from its
construction bay. Tiber was mine. I'd produced him. |

220 Alexander Jablokov

was responsible.” Hlobane nocked along meta arrow that looked like a primitive rocket, with fins that



were mesh in trangparent matrix.
"'"How did you ... produce him?" Soph asked.

"I found Tiber hanging in Prisoner Maintenance, in the core of the Rock. It was a service MMK ran for
the Terrans during the Earth-Mars War. We provided maintenance for storing Martian POWs until they
could be repatriated.... Are you wondering what I'm doing?'

Soph now saw that he had thick padding painted with aringed target on the back of his ornate helmet.
"Yes infact.

"Don't worry about my losing the thread of my account. I've thought about it often enough. Come here
for amoment. Look through this eyepiece.

It wasjust arefractive circlein theflexible clear wall. Above, Hloban€e's circular hanging cabin had a
pitched roof with eaves, just like any mountain dwelling on Earth. Precipitation came from the ice ecocyst
above, and the roof, with its grooves, spilled it off so that it did not accumulate.

She pushed her eye againgt the ocular. For along moment, nothing was clear. It looked like an
endoscopic view of the lumen of someimpossibly € ongated human organ, extending away infinitely
between dangling secretory projections. Theimage curved strangely, obviously heavily processed, and
she couldn't figure out what it represented.

"But Tiber, for some reason, had never been repatriated,” Hlobane said. "No one had any claimson him.
There were afew of those in there, even acouple of years after the war was over. | checked through the
bodiesthat were |eft over, in preparation for clearing it out, just sending them back, evenif it meant they
would just be unemployables back on Mars. Here. I'll increase the magnification.”

The eyepiece'sfoca plane hurtled forward. She traveled between what she now redlized wereice
dtaactites. Theimage, somehow, curved around the surface of MMK. And there, ahead, a quirky
high-peaked cabin with transparent walls and, within, the backs of two people, who stood peering into
an optica device,
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"All the way around the universe,”" she said. "Just like they told us a schooal. Infinite but bounded. But
how—7?"

"Processed image, integrated up from cameras. | just wanted to show you the route.”
"The route?'

"Of my arrows. MMK has a hefty magnetic field, of course, to hold off the charged particles spirdling
through Earth's magnetic field. Thisarrow hasitsown fidd. If | fireit properly, it curves around the
ecocyst and'—he dapped the back of his hdmet—"hits me right here.”

"That's very strange, Hlobane."

He seemed hurt. "Use your imagination. Useful practice for military encounters around black holes, for
onething. But it'sagame. Just agame.”

He pulled back on the huge bow and fired. The arrow stresked right through the flexible wall and
disappeared.

"But in Tiber's head, | detected what looked like top-secret military tech codes. Now, the war was long



over, but military work often leadsto civilian development later. | figured that some information about
Martian military technology could give us hints about postwar Martian investment possibilities.”

Hlobane stood stock-4till. His head jerked forward, then snapped back. A long arrow now extended
from the back of his head. Not a bull's-eye but quite impressive. Soph wondered if he knew how dumb
he now looked. He nocked another arrow, fired, then grimaced.

"Better get down," he said. "Now. Anglesalittle off."
Soph dropped to the floor.

Peering over his shoulder, Hlobane continued. ' '‘But | was completely wrong. The codes—if that's what
they were— had nothing behind them. Tiber had no knowledge whatsoever of Martian military affairs
and couldn't even remember the name of the warship on which he had supposedly been serving. Infact,
asdefrom hisofficial category of POW, there was no evidence he had ever served in the Martian

military.”

The misaimed arrow ripped through the cabin with a pop and whizzed just above Soph's head. Hlobane
watched its course back out the other wall and winced.
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"Rightinto a gtalactite. Meted in. I'll haveto climb out thereto get it. Y ou aclimber?'
"Not onyour life

HIlobane sighed. " Surface control gets pissed if | leave those things hanging around. Interfereswith the
sensing system. Likeaspeck inMMK'seye.”

"I'm not climbing out there to get it for you, Hlobane." Soph stood back up.

Hefired the next arrow without even seeming to aim. Soph flinched, then stood absolutely ill, looking at
him.

''So you had to release him into the free-labor pool once he proved usdless?' Soph said.

A tiny thwock, and the arrow joined the other sticking out of the back of Hlobane's head.

"Not at base level. He had amarketable skill: he could cook.”

Soph looked back at the €l aborate kitchen in which Hlobane had made her lunch. ™Y ou taught him."

Hlobane folded up the giant bow. ' 'Yes, | did. But he wasaquick study. It wasdl arevelation to him.
He'd never eaten anything not extruded. And he turned out to be quite good at it. Good enough to get a
jobin adiner near the congtruction bays. | used to visit him there. He was happy. It wasthefirst place
he'd ever fit into where his obsessions, whatever they were, didn't matter.”

"He had arelapse," Soph said. "Short-order cooks don't hijack interplanetary spacecraft.”
"They don't keep high officein MMK aither." Hlobane was acridly amused at himsdif.
"So what happened to him?"

"I don't know." Hlobane sat down, turned away from her. "One day he was happy at hiswork, his new
life. The next, he needed to do something. He was no longer his own man. Suddenly he moved into the



Argent project, with knowledge that had nothing to do with Martian military secrets. And it wasfor
someone ese. He never said, but | could tell, just by looking into hiseyes. Hedid it dl for someonedse.”

Sukh. Soph knew that perfectly well. For some reason, after being independent, having escaped her
domination, Tiber had returned to it.
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"What happened!" shesaid.

"'Hewasinvolved in the conspiracy to create an independent platform for raising Ulanyi embryos. What
could he have known about that? But it was a high-level MeshMatrix Krysta plan, in cooperation with
certain forces on Earth: the Gregsons, others.... He was advised by a psychotic Ulanyi embryo—Pyx. |
don't think they've killed him yet, but it'sjust amatter of time. But Tiber double-crossed them too in the
end and took off with the ship. He'd been paid off by the Ulanyi Pure Mind group. There€'s astruggling
Ulanyi colony in the Belt, and they send agitatorsin. Executionerstoo, which even human-friendly Ulanyi
use for enforcement. They breed them tough out there, without humansto calm them down.

"The hijacking was the last straw for my career. Someone had to be blamed, and | wasit. | had brought
Tiber into MMK, so | wasresponsible."

"So you won't tell me what happened to Tiber at that diner?' Soph said.
"l can't. | don't know."

She sensed that something vicious had happened to Tiber there a his comfortable cook's job, and the
result had been the reactivation of his Sukh-driven passion, one that, momentarily at least, he had
forgotten. But Hlobane had no interest in finding out how far from protecting hisfriend he had redly been.
He had hisown pain.

"Don't be angry with me." Hlobane sat hunched over. "There's nothing to be discovered there. But
Tiber's obsessionslay farther back in his past. He never talked about it. But | think | know someone who
can tell you alittle more about it.”

"Who?'

"Commander Riemann-V esper. She commanded the Vesper, the Terran spacecraft that recovered Tiber
from the wreckage of the Martian warship on which he had served.”

Soph thought about along journey down to Earth in pursuit of some bare testimony about the mechanics
of rescuing someone from awrecked spacecraft and repressed asigh. "Whereis she?'

"We dl have our obsessons. Commander Riemann-
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Vesper has retired to the empty tunnels of Prisoner Maintenance, deep in the Rock. Right where Tiber
was kept." Still hunched over, he scribbled on adatacard. "'l don't have much influence right now, but no
one cares about that place. Thisshould get you in. Livillawill show you theway."

MeshMaitrix Krystal had not been built. Like the rest of the circum-Lunars of the Diadem, it had been
hauled into orbit with large boogters, set to spinning, and then carved out insde in amanner not
substantialy different than primitive mining. The Probe arrived on Venus early in MeshMatrix Krystd's
exigence, and in the chaos following that revelation, the careful future mapped out for it had been



forgotten. When the asteroid had been reoccupied, by humans no longer convinced that avirgin universe
lay at their fingertips, development had been chaotic, and the tunneling that underlay the Rock's surface
now resembled the mad scribbling of wood worms.

Prisoner Maintenance occupied the Rock's axis. Now that the prisoners were gone, it was used to store
null-g equipment. Even with that, it was mostly empty.

Livillaled Soph to the abandoned facility. She had said dmost nothing for the entire convol uted path
upward from theice-filled reception area. Asarendezvousloceation, she just gave Soph astring of
corridor designations, asif their meeting place was to be nothing more than a coordinate point, and then
left her to her business. Livillahad been desperately eager to get to another engagement. Now Soph
pulled her way through Prisoner Maintenance, looking at alocation indicator Hlobane had given her.

Lights came on around her, showing the endless four-unit bays to either side and above and below.
During its peak, just asthe end of the Earth-Mars War was being negotiated, the place had held
thousands of Martian prisonersin groups of four, suspended in these bays, their intestines deactivated,
their brainson hold, their skinskept moist in the warm humidity. Most ransomed prisoners suffered from
seriousfungd infections.

Sometimes, Soph knew, prolonged imprisonment had bizarre hormonal effects, leading to schizoid
psychoses, aero-
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megaly, deforming benign tumors, and an irresstible sense of having spoken with God. The dark
chambers of Prisoner Maintenance were the Martian equivaent of the deserts of Judeaand Arabia, as
far as cregting new religious movements went.

Tiber had hung in here way past spec time, and it was not imposs ble that bored Prisoner Maintenance
employees had played hormond gameswith their only remaining toy. The origins of most of hismystery
could lie, prosaicdly, herein this brain-dead prison case.

Her wrist indicator flashed. Soph dowed.

For amoment, Soph thought that the lighted bay was filled with nothing but hair. Burnt-butter hair,
extravagantly curled, its sulfur bonds rearranged into complex structures, felted here, standing out in stiff
spraysthere.

"'Commander Riemann-Vesper?' Soph said uncertainly.

Two remotely powered waldoes emerged from the hair like fish from amass of seaweed, moving it asde
withahissng of air jets. A face dowly appeared in the depths. It wastiny and pure white, aporcelain
doll'sface. Blue eyes were reveded as eyelashes asimprobably long asthe hair drifted open.

"'l hold that rank and had the honor to command the Vesper." The voice came from a speaker mounted
onthewall. It clattered with harsh overtones, like commands echoing down the corridors of a ship under
fire

"I'm glad you consented to speak with me," Soph said.
"It'sasubject on which | have been waiting to speak.”



The doll face's heavy-lashed lids were now fully open. The eyes behind them were real, human, and
Soph could just see crinkles of skin around them.

More wadoes cameinto view asthe hair drew away to the sSdes, forming adramatic curtain hang, with
the doll figure asthe star of the stage. Benesth the face was a shrunken but still recognizably human body .
Fdse stuffed armsin elaborate padded deeves embroidered with gold thread crossed in front of the
breasts. Where the legs should have been was nothing but a satin curve beaded with pearls, like agiant
pincushion. Riemann-Vesper looked like a portrait of Queen Elizabeth | asreimagined for adoll's
thester.
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Clamps held luggage to thewalls. Severa of the bags bent in right angles, asif they contained some odd
musicd instrument. Two pairs, one larger than the other. For some reason, Soph's eyes kept straying to
them.

"Demyeination,”" Commander Riemann-Vesper said. "The curse of direct-control linkups. Don't know
whereit first camefrom, but it Spread operator to operator. This one was subviral, so subvird it was
barely aprotein. A nice example of minima-length information coding. | think they study itinsgnd

school now. It ate the mydin right off our nerves and increased the axona noiseleve until any red sgnas
got swamped. Our limbs stopped working as the muscles ceased to understand what they were being
told. Y ou imagine them ydling, 'What? What?| can't hear you over that goddam racket” "

A hall of tiny hissng wa does transferred momentum by bouncing off Riemann-Vesper's shoulders and
pushed her toward Soph. Something was wrong with the commander's movement programs. It should
have taken her will to move and trandated it into smooth remote waldo movements that had the correct
effect. Soph thought she should go in for maintenance.

"'How did you find Tiber?" Soph asked after a period of silence. Perhaps Riemann-Vesper had
forgotten why she was here and thought she had come to ask about neurodegener-ative diseases among
Earth-Mars War veterans.

"| was getting to that,” Commander Riemann-Vesper said with some asperity. "l just want you to
understand. Don't just focus on the target. See what's around it, what it's attached to.”

ll&x.rylll
Wadoes turned Riemann-Vesper until her padded pincushion bottom rose up out of her swirling hair.

"Y ou know," she said. "When your limbs stop working, you redly don't need to have them connected to
you, though you might till want them around.”

Soph cursed herself. She'd broken protocol, and now the woman was going to punish her by giving her
moreirrelevant information. Well, that was what she deserved.

"l had them removed. Legs, armstoo. And | had good
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legs, don't think | didn't." Riemann-Vesper lowered her voice. "'l kegp them toned. The kinonthemis
redlly very nice. Soft. Particularly the inner thighs. | can see why people used to pay attention to them.”

"You gtill keep them?" Soph couldn't have said why that startled her.



"Why, sure | do. Not too much trouble to maintain, after al, just some stimulation to keep the musclesin
shape, some glucose perfusion.... | never thought I'd get to like my own limbs so much. | never saw them
the right way. They were mine, connected to me. Now, sometimes, | just wrap my legs around me,
kneesjust under my breasts. Then the arms touch me, hold me. | gill have alot of feding in parts of my
skin. It'slike nothing | ever imagined.”

Her real eyes closed, but the doll's eyes remained open, so Soph found hersdlf looking at the old
woman'swrinkled lids and the REM flicker of bulging corness beneath them.

The eyes snapped open. "It happened in the second year of the war, during the Hidalgo operation. It's
absurd. Werange dl through space, but we cling to those little pebbles, asif they were the only thing that
wasred. But the fight for 944 Hidalgo was something. Oh, you know it? It wasn't really one of the
big—"

"My son," Soph said when her throat had opened again. " Stephan. He wasin a Terran attack cluster near

that asteroid." Doing nothing, according to him. They'd hunkered down, screened by somerock and ice,
and waited things out. HEd spent histime floating on atether, listening for Jove.

"Thewing near Jupiter's Leading Trojans, sure. The orbit of 944 Hidalgo has ahonking big eccentricity
and tiltsway out of the ecliptic besides, but at that point it was passing near the orbit of Jupiter. It wasa
quite abattle, Miss.... I've forgotten your name. Mrs. Stephan's mother, | guess they used to cal you."

It was astab right to her heart. "That's what they used to call me. What happened at Hidalgo?

"The Vesper was screening flank, above the ecliptic. It was one of those stupid things. There had been
some kind of chance encounter—meaningless, really—but vessals kept getting sucked in. Nothing
decisive occurred, of course.
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Nothing decisive happened during that entire war. It wasjust agigantic potlatch, an attempt to show the
diensin the System how many spaceships humans could destroy for no reason whatsoever. Anyway, it
was amogt al over when we found a partialy destroyed Martian support vessel, named the Greatorex.

"The Greatorex had been lost on recon in those Trojans of yours, weeks before. Supposedly, some
surviving crew member reectivated the drives but died before they got to base. But its velocity relaiveto
Hidalgo was zero. That didnt fit the scenario.”

Soph remained slent.

"'l decided to board and investigate. Areas of the Greatorex that had not been completely destroyed
were sargassos of shattered equipment, severed limbs, shredded clothing. Y ou siwvam through them,
pushing aside frozen body parts. But it wasthefirst place any of us had been outside of the Vesper for a
good year. We wanted to get out and explore. We wanted to make adiscovery.... We did. One of my
crew felt avibration through his gauntlet. It seemed that someone was il dive in a seded space and was
pounding to belet out. It was athrilling moment. We quickly built arescue airlock, cut through the
bulkhead, and pulled him into a sealed transport to take aboard the Vesper. Your friend Tiber. "

"He was acrewman?' Soph asked. "Aboard the Grea-torexT"

"Wefound him aboard." The wadoes rotated Commander Riemann-Vesper back and forth in atotal
body head shake. "He was an odd-looking man, you know. We were dl startled by it. Swollen facia



bones, fingers of afrog. How did he enter the Martian military with such an obvious glandular disorder?”
So much for Soph'stheory that his glandular abnormalities had originated in MMK Prisoner
Maintenance. "In retrospect—and believe me, | have alot of retrogpect—yperhaps there was evidence
that the airtight space in which we found him had been hagtily repaired and refilled with air, that it was not
just coincidence. But we weren't looking for anything like that. It may be just my
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imagination. We did not have time for further investigation. We detected awarship in the vicinity.”
Back to thewar stories. "I hope you gave the Martians hell,”" Soph said.

Riemann-Vesper's hair rustled as the waldoes dug through it. And arecurrent knock somewherein one
of the cases sounded like something trying to get out.

"It wasn't aMartian warship,” Riemann-Vesper said. "And it certainly wasn't one of ours.”
"What?'

"| was suspicious, even at thetime. The vessdl'straces did not match Martian design specs. Later, when
the glorious peace was concluded, | made an information request under treaty provisons. At thetime we
rescued Tiber, after the conclusion of the Hidago broil, there was no Martian vessd for many AUsin any
direction.”

"The Martian government could have been keeping secrets,” Soph said. "They do that, you know. They
wouldn't givethem all up just becausethey'd lost awar.”

"No, of course not. But | confirmed it with our intelligence. It took me some time, understand. Y ou don't
give up al your secrets because you've won awar either. All Martian vessals were accounted for, and
none were near our volume.

"Heinfected us," Riemann-Vesper said with sudden vi-ciousness. " Tiber was abiologica booby trap, set
for us. He wasimmune to the nerve disease, but he carried it with him. 1t was when we took him aboard
that he achieved his purpose.”

"I have never heard of any such Martian project.”

"Now, Mrs. Stephen’'s mother, haven't we just concluded, with truly classical logic, that our Tiber was
not Martian? Who would want to infect us? Find that mysterious vessdl, and you have your answer."
Limbsrustled in their cases, arms and legs waiting for Soph to leave so that they could caresstheir
migtress. "When you find out, kindly don't let me know. The answer would be of no useto me."

Twelve

1

"Did you hear?' Praeger said. "Binafound aglobe buried in a pile of abandoned shock struts up near the
Hdoiceface" He shook his head. "Who knows how long it had been lying around in there?

Elward did. About two days. He'd been working his ass off, seeding globes in various out-of-the-way
corners of the Rock. Hed even glued one into an el aborate'stone sculpture in aMeshMatrix Krystal
municipa park, whereit looked like just another of the hero's cannonballs. He hoped that it would seem
likeit had been there for decades, ignored by everyone. Elward couldn't remember the last time he had
had so much fun.



"Y ou want to be out there, looking?" Elward asked. "Afraid of getting scooped?’

"Nah." That dearly was what worried Praeger, but he wasn't about to admit it. He poured more
sweetener into his coffee. "I've done alittle research. The globes were popular in the Caoris colony on
Mercury, maybe a century ago. | think they went alittle nuts when they couldn't figure out fact one about
the Gunners and started creating their own worlds. It became an obsession." He tasted his coffee, pursed
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hislips, added afew crystas of hitterer. "Well have to find away to get them direct.”

"Praeger,” Elward said. He was starting to like the wizened little passe-tech freak, but he wasimpatient.
"Arewe here for areason?'

"Thefood's not good?"

Elward's plate now held only streaeks of ostrich egg yolk and pressed mest loaf. "Thefood'sfine. That's
not why I'm here”

Behind the counter, catalytic heaters glowed at various temperatures. Cooks with insulation dopped
casudly onto their naked chests and arms moved through the rippling heet, turning meat dabswith

imperviousfingers.
Thediner clung to awall of rock in avacuolein alow-g region of MMK. The oppositewall of the vast
space, big enough to hold spacecraft, wasice, glowing blue from within. Here was the boundary between

Rock and Halo. And above, toward the null-g axis, Elward could see spaceship parts migrating Sowly
toward the ship construction bays at the pole.

"Your friend Tiber," Praeger said. "I've been doing alittle research. HE'slong gone, not likely to come
back."

"Let medecidethat," Elward said.

"Okay. At any rate, he was an odd one."

Elward shrugged. "The System's an odd place.”

"How long do you think | can keep giving you information without you teling me anything?"

"He wasraised by one of those teaching systemswith total sensory control. There may have been defects
in the software. Redlity doesn't mean the same thing to him asit does to most people.”

"Those things can build weird persondities,” Praeger said, showing an odd enthusiasm. "They dlter the
gpparent laws of the universe a will. Think of the personditiesthey generate as artifacts. It might be
worth looking into, as a hobby."

"Difficult collectible" Elward said.

"Hey, there's aways someone who points out why something isimpossble.”
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Elward looked at the glowing kitchen area. "Y ou say he worked here?’



"Y egh. For quiteawhile, it seems.”

"What happened to him?" Elward asked.

Praeger looked uncomfortable. "I'm not sure I've gotten it al clear.”
"Give metheraw stuff, Praeger. | cantakeit.”

Elward had dlowed Pragger to buy histhree globes, for much less than they would eventually be worth.
Now Praeger fdlt guilty, and waswilling to help Elward out in his quixotic search for hisold friend. Tiber
had apparently worked in this shipyard diner after arriving &t MMK and before becoming akey figure on
the Argent project.

"Isyour friend dl right?' Praeger asked. "Now, | mean?”’

Elward thought of hislast sght of Tiber, white-faced, unconscious, a sdf-inflicted wound in hisside.
"Sure, far as| know."

"Then | would suggest you leave him be." Pragger was earnest. "Wherever heis. Let him keep his
secrets”

"Spill it, Praeger,” Elward said. "'l think you owe me."

Praeger sat hunched tightly for along moment, then uncoiled. "He was some kind of unrepatriated
Martian POW," Praeger said. ' 'No one had ever reclaimed him. Isthat why you're here?"

"I'm acting on behdf of his... family, yes."

"'Someone pulled him out of detention, eventually. But they didn't have any usefor him or something,
because they just dumped him out into the MMK free-labor pool. He ended up working here. He liked
it, to dl accounts."

At the opposite end of the eating area, amassive, mostly naked woman was being sprayed by awaiter
holding agiant Slver nozzle above his head. The woman wore blue-fur bikini bottoms, her flesh dopping
over. Did sheredly have three breasts? Elward couldn't make himself interested in the answer.

The spray froze when it hit the air and coated her body with frost. Her stringy red hair seemed to have
snow on it. She kept her eyes closed, occasiondly raising an arm to get the blessed cold into a hidden
area.
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Acrossthe table from her, ayoung woman ate soup while reading alesther-covered book, and alittle
girl, her dark hair rebellious under avelvet cap that had worked partway |oose from its anchorings, stuck
out her tongue to catch the snow-flakes that wandered away without landing on the big woman's b6dy.
Her bowl of soup steamed ignored in front of her.

Praeger noted Elward'sinterest. "Those Hal o dwellers have gone too far in adapting to their environment.
It waskind of ajokeat first, but now it'sbecomealittletoo red. | don't likeit."

The woman was slver now, asaggy mountain covered in moonlit snow. Thelittle girl, prodded by her
mother, tried to eat her soup, but the poon missed her mouth with the wonder of it. The mother wiped
her daughter's mouth ex-asperatedly.

"Her." Praeger nodded at the big woman. "Livilla Tak to her. | checked around, and she'sthe one. She



knows what happened to your friend here. And shé'swilling to talk.”

The woman's eyes glittered at Elward acrossthe diner.

" She doesn't look too willing," Elward said.

"It'saneed, then. She has something to say, and you're the one to hear it. Take advantage of it."
"Thanks, Praeger." Elward got up.

Praeger grabbed hishand. "I thought about not telling you, once | found out. But that didn't seem fair.”
"It wouldn't have been. Good luck finding more of the globes."

Thelittle girl and her mother bustled asthey got up to leave. The girl gave the gpproaching Elward an
unreadably significant look, then ducked down under thetable. Livilla shifted to look at him and dropped
acascade of frost crysas.

The mother stood at the door, looking for her daughter, not worried yet. Elward had made it most of the
waly across the eating area when the girl popped up and threw a snowbdll. Its accuracy was impeccable,
and it smacked him right on the sde of the head. He dipped and fell on the dick floor.

Thegirl, appalled at the dramatic consequences, darted past him to her mother.
"You didn'... touch her, did you?' the mother asked.
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"Yik." Thegirl glanced a Livilla. "No. | got it from the floor. Not from her."

The woman stepped over to Elward and hauled him to hisfeet, asif he was another of her children,
causing trouble.

"Niceshot," hesaid.

Behind Mother, thegirl smiled.

"Youredl right?'

"Hesdl right,” Livillagrowled. "I can take care of him."

Her hand clamped onto Elward's wrist like amanacle. Elward had time for one last glance back at
Praeger, who had returned his attention to getting the flavor balance of his coffee perfectly correct, and
then he was hauled out of the diner into a corridor cold with ice. Mist swirled around their feet.

"You're Praeger'sbuddy?' Livillasaid. "And you're curious. Everyone's curious these days. Fine. Let me
show you Tiber's secret. Y ou can tell me what you think of it. Don't spare my fedings, now."

"| thought everyone had forgotten mein here," said the guard, whose nameplate called him NICK
PELHAM, as Am-bryn floated uncomfortably in the security cube, being checked for potentia escape
gear. "It's been along time since anyone's cometo vist our state prisoner.” "Who wasthe last one?’
Ambryn asked. Hisface closed up. "That's a security matter." "Fine. | hope you won't tell anyone else
about me, then.” "Oh, certainly not." Pelham, startlingly, blushed. "Y ou know, these search regs are
ancient. Back from when we had tons of prisoners. Martian POWSs, dl that. Now there's nothing but
Pyx, and heisn't long for thisworld. | should just let you in."



Hedidn't, of course. Instead, he watched carefully as the detection cube tested her, trying to get
surveillance gear to betray itsdf. Images of theingdes of Ambryn's body flashed on displays she couldntt
see from where she floated, and she knew, from what Marline had told her, that he derived a
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sexud satisfaction from what he perceived. His breathing was audibly rougher.

He was a petty sexua crimina of some sort and had grown old in security service, never being granted
the physical contact once so important to him. So he had transferred his need to his security data.

Martine had given Ambryn the emationa rundown, with what Ambryn had thought was a bit too much
satisfaction. Still, Ambryn had secreted afew easily detectable security penetration aids on her person.
She had to get Pyx's child back out again, and thiswas part of the deal—or so Martine had told her.

Things went as Martine had predicted. The darmswent off. Ambryn was forced to allow the insertion of
deactivartors, which scrambled the transducers hidden in her flesh, and the guard got his extremely
attenuated satisfaction. Should Ambryn have felt soiled? After dl, asfar as Pelham's underlying emotions
were concerned, he had just stripped and raped her.

Pelham turned to her, his pae eyes, she saw with surprise, gleaming with tears.
"Damnyou," hesad.

"Youthink just becausel..." Heturned away, ostensibly to reexamine a screen. "I begged them to take it
away dtogether. The need. The memory of the thingsI've done. No, they said. Youreacrimind. You
need to be punished, not relieved. Besides, it makes you good at your job. It makes you pay attention. |
thought I'd forgotten al about it."

"I'm sorry."

"Go," hesaid. "Go see that doomed creature and be damned.”

"l don't have alot of time," Livillasaid. "I have to meet aparty.”

"Sure." Elward puffed vapor in the cold air. " So you knew Tiber. How?'
"'At the diner. It used to be my favorite placeto ... pick up people.”
They floated in astorage space near the Rock's axis. Mesh
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held severa large pieces of equipment against onewadll. A layer of oily soot showed that it had been a
long time since they'd been moved. Some part of the spacecraft business ground heavily behind rock. He
could fed it grunting in the pit of his tomach.

"Heworked there. A cook," Livillasaid. "You know, | haven't been back here since.” She looked
around. "Brings back memories. We used to hang around that diner: me, Pel-ham, and Jig. It wasa
lighter time then. MMK was hopping, no one cared about things much. We'd spend late hoursthere.
Migt came off theice face, and sometimes you could seethingsinit, if you stared at it long enough.

"It was Jig that first got theidea. Jig ... Y ou know, those damn Egerians are crazy, the whole rock full of



them. They're aways bounty-hunting loose criminas. And you know, dmost everythingisacrime
somewhere. They get alot of work. But Jig had screwed up somehow and was on the run from her own
people. Fat lot of good those fancy sharpened teeth did with the food she could afford here.”

The chill that ran through Elward's body was almost eratic initsintengity. ' "Whatever happened to Jg?'

"Boy, we'refull of questions, aren't we? After what we did to him, shejoined up, got on the Argent
team. Can you believe that? Pelham and | took it in the neck in the responsbility investigations after the
Argent disgppeared, asif we'd had something to do with it, and she took off with the ship.”

So Jig had achieved the rank of Archon aboard the Argent and taken that as her identity, so thoroughly
that Elward had never even learned her name. Even now he would continue to think of her asthe
Archon. He missed those sharp teeth.

"Tiber was aman with secrets” Livillasad. " Secrets he didn't know himself. Y ou could see that. Oh, he
was happy enough. Kind of dumb-looking, redly. And there was something el se about him.... We were
tough then, working face-to-face enforcement, loca persuasion, that kind of stuff. Y ou get grated
yoursdlf, even when you're doing well. We weren't doing well. As| remember it, each of us had gotten
some pounding that week. | had a new tooth trying to work itsway into my jav—I'd gotten the origina
kicked out by some Terran businessman's bodyguard.”

DEEPDRIVE 237
"I've dedt withworse" he said.

Sheeyed him. ' 'Maybe you have. Anyway, we were spoiling. And, like | said, there was something
about him. Y ou seek out the weakness, you do, when you're in a certain frame. He needed something,
and we thought we could provideit. Crimesvictim is not dways unwilling. Sometimes he wants it. Needs
it. Sothat itisnt realy evencrimea al.”

"Bullshit,” Elward said. "Y ou're just an accessory after the fact. Part of the origind crime.”

"We brought him here. Why did we do it? It wasn't our way, not usually. Maybe the crime cried to be
finished up—if that's the way you want to look at it. So we were its victims too—"

"Cut the crap. Just tell me what the fuck you did. Y ou brought him here.”

""We.... hurt him. Wetied him up, and we hurt him. But it was Pelham who went the rest of the way, |
swear. Pelham aways did. He raped Tiber, right up againgt thismesh.”

Elward didn't know why, but somehow he had expected something more ... transcendent. An imaginative
crime. A drama. Instead ... well, he'd been there himsdlf. Crimes cried out to be completed, repeated
endlesdy, recycled and stadle.

"And something happened to Tiber," he said.

Livillagrabbed hisarms and pushed hisface into the greasy mesh. " ‘It dl... woke something up insde
him. Something he'd kept down. He kept saying 'l remember too much. It got stuck and | remember too
much!" Pelham had a guilt fit, like he dways did, and Jg and | hauled Tiber to amed center.

"After that, he wasn't the same. Something took him over. He left the diner. He had knowledge,
specialized knowledge about those damn placentas they raise on Earth. Now tell me, how would he
know anything at al about that? He was a goddam Martian POW, right? All they have on Marsisthose
greasy Gkh, and Martians don't seem to know anything about their own aiens. So whered he learn dl



thet Stuff?"

"l don't know."
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"Think alittle, friend. I'm sure you know more than you think.”

Hedid. He knew he never wanted to go through this again. He relaxed against the mesh, asif
acquiescing. Livillaloosened her grip in response. Elward kicked her savagdly in the somach. She saled
free, fetching up against the opposite side of the space. He braced himself against another attack. None
camne.

Livillawas crying. "Shit," shesaid. "l waan't jumping you. | don't do that for fun anymore. Just by way of
work, and no on€e's paying meright now." She looked a him asif it wasal hisfault. Y ou know,
Pelham's got ajob now. Guard at an ice-storage facility for bad Ulanyi. Who knows what the hell Ulanyi
have to do in order to be considered bad? There's only onein there now. One from Earth, named Pyx.
He had something to do with Tiber too. Isn't that ahoot? All any of us does, now, gets us hooked right
back up with Tiber. Our victim. Ruler of our fates. Pelham's il hot there, at his desk. But he can never

do anything."

"I'm not interested in your stupid persond problems,” Elward said, still breathing hard. He felt triumph.
Not over her. Over himsdlf. It had been that old Enforcement & Joy lockgrip, the one you put right on
yoursdlf, and held broken out of it. Maybe not everything had to happen over and over.

" 'Hlobane has promised me a place if he succeedsin gaining power in MMK," she said. "Isthat what's
left for me? A uniform, an office, aset of stuff to do?'

"If it'sagood job," Elward said, "takeit."
Her fat face was dack. "Good advice. So what do you want to know about?”

"Tdl me about Pyx." Elward remembered Ambryn mentioning the name. It had something to do with her
family. Somekind of cult thing.

Livillafloated hdplessly intheair. "Pyx isabout to die. That's set. HEsamost dead asit is. But abunch
of Ulanyi worshippersis up from Earth to pick up the embryo he'simplanted in the Executioner while the
Executioner's been killing him. 1t's not only humanswho mix this stuff up.”

"Savethe sexud philosophy.” Elward had to admit he was enjoying pushing Livillaaround. He knew it
wouldn't
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last. Basicdly, she was mean. Some old guilt had weakened her, that was dl. He had to useit for dl it
was worth before she hardened up again. "The Chretien family?"

"Y ou think you know alot, don't you? A representative from the family. Who's going to be screwed.
Once the Executioner has a child, she won't abide by any dedls. Those Earth people are so stupid. Shelll
take care of Pyx and then Miss Ambryn Chretien as alittle extrasnack.” She gave Elward asharp
glance. "Ah, | thought you weren't just doing Ulanyi research for pure love of knowledge. Y ou know



her?'
"Never mindif | know her."

"Doesn't matter if you do. She's dead meat. Pelham might have helped her, but she was mean to him.
Pelham's sengitive. Of course, there are other waysin and out of that cell. Theredwaysare. Ice
sublimes, mdits, reforms. The joy of the Halo. Someone could get in—if he wanted. But Pelham doesn't
giveashit anymore. That girl, Ambryn, isnt getting out dive."

Elward took hold of Livilla "Yes, sheis."
"Pyx!" Theicewalsamplified the fear in Ambryn'svoice.
"Over here, mama. Over here."

The floor's protective padding had been stripped off by the obsessive passage of Pyx's sharp-clawed
feet. Mist swirled around Ambryn's knees as she stepped over tangled hoses that raised their ridged
backs out of theice, heading for the chittering voice.

"'Oh, too bad. Just who | want to see. Dear Ambryn. Dearest. Before| fuck and | die.”

Pyx huddled in a pit he had torn in the floor and turned dowly around and around even as he talked.
Stalks of pipe bamboo had been shredded under his claws and in response had grown large tumorous
growthsin afutile attempt to defend their structures.

"You could refuse” Ambryn said.

"Refuseto fuck? Asif | would. Besides, it'stoo late.
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Much too late. My lady has achieved her protective form. Now she will protect the community against
her mate”

" She's supposed to defend your offspring,” Ambryn said. She had heard of the Executioner form, but she
had never seen one. Post-reproductive femal e Executioners were used by the Ulanyi for political
enforcement.

"Shewill do that too. Did you redize that, dear Ambryn? Shewill. She will defend my child, which you
would take away. Once she has done her job and killed me."

Ambryn felt fear and shame, both. Shame, because sheredly was here to take away Pyx's offspring. She
was no different from the rest of the Chretiens. To them, an Egg was atool for their own domination, and
Pyx's condemnation and death an unfortunate setback that could be turned to advantage.

Fear, because she had not anticipated the fact that the Executioner would be the mother of Pyx's child,
that it was this very reproduction that made her an Executioner. Would sheredlly givethe Egg up as
agreed? Why should she?

"Help me, Pyx," shesad. "Help me maketheright decison.”

"You're o supid! Y ou humans. How the hell do we let you into us the way we do? Ulanyi. Our minds
arejugt fiction. Invented. Y ou've got to show me| exist. Please, Ambryn. Don't leave me now. Leave me
and I'll kill you. Wal"



Ambryn remembered the wise and intelligent voice that had spoken to her from insde the Chretien family
Egg. She did recognize some of thetonesin this chittering creature. Ulanyi ended their lives with frantic
sex-obsessed adolescence. She supposed that that made more sense than the human arrangement.

"If I'm here to provide spiritua solace, you haveto help me," she said briskly. "Come out of that hole.”

Until that moment, he had just been aknot of body segments and limbs. She dmost gasped ashe
revealed himsdlf. Hisbody armor, remnants of hisorigind Egg casing, shrunk and stuck by adhesion
points onto his otherwise vulnerable body, was scarred and shattered by impacts.

"I'm ashamed of my sinstoo,” he said.
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Ambryn couldn't stand it anymore. "What the hell did you do, Pyx?'

'Y ou mean, what did | find out?" He chortled, more quietly than before. "What is useful to you?"
"I mean talk to me. That'swhat you need, isn't it? Help in defining the universe?!

"We Ulanyi will dways need help with that, won't we? It's the way were built. Someone did it to us,
millions of years ago. Probe Builders? Vronnans? Ulanyi have an important place in Vronnan nests and
have since anyone can remember. Just as humans have. For there are many humans aboard the
clanships.... Are we both created species? Y ou and me? The placentais an artificid creation that bringsa
verson of redity into us. Y our neocortex is no different.”

"Pyx—"

"Wawawal Not enough sex. Whereis she? Where is the mother of my child, so soon to be created, so
soon to be endaved?' With spadtic repetitiveness, he dammed afore-limb against awall. Abovethe
sound of the impact, Ambryn could hear the cresking of bresking tissue.

"Stopit!" Ambryn shouted.

"Why?" But he did and settled himself down onto theice. " Saves the Executioner, my spouse, my mate,
from having to bind me. Y ou humans know yourselvesleast of dl, don't you think? Other examples of
your specieswander around the stars, and you think yoursalves the only ones, herein thislittle sanctuary,
the Solar System. And al you think about, in here, is how to get out. How to get adeepdrive. Maybe
that'swhy they thought what | did was such acrime.”

Damn it. With everything he said, he raised a hundred questions. Sheld never figure anything out. "Y ou
tried to steal adeepdrive?’

"Wawawal Y ou don't sted adeepdrive, Ambryn. Y ou grow it. Y ou grow it on the pattern of your own
mind. The mind of your own species. Just aswe Ulanyi have been grown. Each star-traveling species has
itsown modd. Who knows where those little space-bending minds first came from?”



"The Gunners,” Ambryn said.
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For thefirst time, she sensed that Pyx was taken aback. ' 'The Gunners ... yes, dear Ambryn, that may
well beit. Those suicida rudimentary little mindsthey grow that legp so eagerly into the Sun. But the
Gunners may Smply have stolen those minds from someone else. There was, perhaps, atime when some
intelligent mind did something for the very first time, but no one remembersthat. What we remember is
the firgt time amind stole something another mind had dready created. And thusinterstellar civilization
wasinvented."

It was hislast energies, Ambryn could see. He was dying, even without the fina quietus of the
Executioner, and hismind had flared up just before the find darkness. Would that he were making sense.
If only hewould say something useful.

"| thought it would be away of never being born." Hisvoice had grown quieter. He shuddered alittlein
his dugout crater but did not move. "I talked ... that was my crime, you know... | talked with the Vronnan
deepdrive. They should never have brought the damn thing into the System. Of course, given the troubles

Ambryn did not dare bresthe.

"Vronnans have a most-conscious deegpdrives, you know. No one else does, but then that's how they do
things. Everything around them hasto have amind, awill, afeding. All dive. The Vronnans are never
aone. Vronnan deepdrives live insde adistant descendant of an Ulanyi placenta. That keepstheir minds
dive.... Sowasit insane of me, dear Ambryn?'

"What?'

"Towant tojoin it? The degpdriveis not well, you know. Not well at all. The depredations of past years.
The disasters that brought that clanship here. The Vronnan wars, caused by that damn Ripi on Venus.
Everything. The drive sickens. | wanted to save it and thus save mysdf.”

Ambryn suddenly saw the entire plot in anew light. " So the Argent wasintended to save the Vronnan
deepdrive. But where—"

"Origindly, yes. Such was my plan. The placentas can nurture adeepdrive. But it was my private need.
Astheop-
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eration proceeded, its goals, indluctably, changed. Before | knew it, the Argent had become aplatform
for Ulanyi embryosadone. Y ou see, dear Ambryn, no one believed my visons. They had nofaithina
deepdrivein the Solar System. There was no indication of such athing. But the time was ripe for amove
againg the Ulanyi who, they felt, had gained greater and greater control over the lives of human beings. A
way of reasserting abaance. The Ulanyi Pure Mind saw it differently, of course. And it wasacrime, my
need. At least here in the System, where we have made our home. We areto resist the Siren seductions
of deepdrive minds."

"Y ou st up the hijacking,” Ambryn said. "Not the Ulanyi Pure Mind. There was no outside plot. It was
al you. Y ou convinced Tiber to doiit. Y ou wanted him to take you along. But he didn't.”

"l am not the only one with needs. The Argent was meant for that deepdrive, but the uses—" Pyx
looked out past her. "I'm afraid, Ambryn, that we are both due to be cheated. Perhaps there are some



truths that are never to be conveyed.”

Ambryn turned to look. The passage she had come in through had vanished, aready covered over with a
thick layer of ice.

"Wm—"
"She'shere. At last she'sherel Save yoursdf, Ambryn. Youll havetime. Run!”

A puff of sleam and the Ulanyi Executioner stepped through theice wal, which immediately refroze
behind her. She was an exceptiondly large Ulanyi, and her disproportionately e ongated forelimbs had
mining lasersimplanted in them.

"Livillal" Soph shouted again. Her voice cracked back &t her from the rock-melt walls. Were these
indeed the right coordinates? Sheld asked a sad, balding man in the corridor, and he had, after long
hestation, pointed her here. Maybe held had his own motivations for mideading her. She should have
gone on to the lights of what |ooked like an eating place just beyond. Someone there might have been
moresensble. "Livillal™

"I'm here, goddammit.” Livillahad been floating, all
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curled up, amid some mesh-held equipment. If she hadn't seen fit to respond, Soph probably would
never have found her. "And I'm done. I've got alife to deal with, and you're sitting right on top of it. I'm
taking you out to the Rock hub.”

"Can | get to the shipyards?' Soph said. There would be little enough to gather there. All direct
information was still secured.

"That's your own business. | don't know what's what out there in the Rock."

Livilla, Soph could see, was not to be argued with. Not now, not here. And without her, Soph would just
wander the MMK at random. She didn't have thetime.

"Hlobane," Soph said. "Take me—"
"He ain't seeing you no more. Rock pole.”

Sheld have to regroup there. What had happened to Livilla? Who had she spoken with? Soph fdt like
something had been stolen from her, some vita piece of information.

"Besides," Livillasad. "There's someone up therein rockland who probably needsto talk to you.
Hlobane said that, anyway. A good find degtination for you."

"Who?'

Livillasmirked. "Y ou know, you al think you're so smart. Y ou comein here, svagger around, break
things open to seewhat'sinside. It ever occur to you that it's not your business? That we know what we
need to know? That guy, big shot from Luna, | guess. Like you. Came up, bulled hisway
around—nowhere. Likeyou. Now hée'sjust relaxing in alittle resort room, drinking mint tea.and playing
chess”

Lightfoot. It had to be. Soph'sanger at Livillaspilled over onto him. What the hell was he doing here?



"Don't waste my time, then," Soph said. " Get moving.”

A sealay at the Halo's center. Most ecocysts did have ahollow center, but they usualy provided an
expanse of open land, with a most alake or two. The water sellers of MMK disdained such weakness,
such need to put feet on solid ground.

The sea swirled with ssorm. Elward clung to the handles by the hatch, fedling hisfeet floating, and looked
down the
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axis of the vast water-swirling tube. Waves, once formed, tended to grow, their feathery topsweightless.

Livillasingtructions had been grudging. But he didn't think she had been lying. There, moored in the
sormy water, floated araft, ten meters or so away. On it was a pavilion with curving eaves. Windows
glowed yellow. It looked very cheery. The Chretiens were there, waiting for the outcome of their plan.
Despite Livillas conclusions, Elward wasn't sure what that plan was. All he knew wasthat Ambryn was
in deep shit.

The sky was sormy water aswell, whitecgpsfilling in for clouds. Aniceberg loomed above him.
Penguins and cormorants swarmed over it. The penguins had taken to the low gravity with joy. They
amost seemed to fly asthey dovein high arcsinto the water, and they flipped out of it asthey swam, like
enthusiastic dolphins. Li villahad told him that they occasionally attempted assaults on the tethered rafts,
swarming up the sideslike pirate crews, breaking into the food stores. Despite extensive breeding, their
flesh remained unpleasant-tasting. The only thing that would egt them was the internal sea'sone orca,
whose muscles had been attenuated so that it would not become airbornein pursuit of prey. Ingtead, it
did dong the sea bottom and gently nipped swimming penguins from the surface like single grapes.

There was nowhere to stand, no way to get over to that raft. Damn that Livilla Elward could seelittle
boats with outriggers bobbing by the raft's side. The Chretiens had al gone over there and clearly did not
expect any more guests.

Hewasin the water before he knew it. For a second, he managed to convince himsdf that he was dmost
warm, that it waslike getting caught in arainstorm.

It waslongnight, condensed and made liquid. It struck right down into his bones. And, he now
remembered, he didn't redly svim very well. No need for it in the streets of Golgot. For asecond, he
thought about giving it up, but the place he'd been hanging from, by the hatch, was much farther away
than held thought.

Wéll, dying here would be redly stupid. Keeping hishead asfar up out of the waves as he could, he
pulled hisway toward the raft in aclumsy breaststroke.
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There. That wasn't S0 bad. Once you got used to it, the water seemed almost warm. Well, not warm ...
but his teeth had stopped chattering. That was something. But the raft didn't ssem to be getting any
closer.

Ice water stung his nogtrils, and he amost choked. Damn it. Hislegs had gotten realy heavy. He guessed
they were hislegs. They were attached to him. But he couldn't redlly fed them. He pulled ashard ashe
could with hisarms, wondering if something had grabbed him from below. Maybe awalrus had gotten his



tuskstangled in Elward's pants. That would be pretty funny—once he got out of the water.

But the raft till wasno closer. A wave washed right over his head. He amost didn't bother to come
back up. Theraft. He reached for it, even though it was till miles away, but he couldn't fed anything.
Now hisarmswere gone too. Wasn't that ahdll of athing?

The Executioner wrapped hersalf dmost completely around Pyx, and their abdomens pressed closdly
together. There was something stately about it, like aformal saute between two fully rigged sailing ships
of enemy powers. Limbsdid dong limbs, and the air filled with a degp humming that dmost tickled.

Though no human had ever witnessed an Ulanyi mating, Ambryn did not stay to watch. Therewasno
way the Executioner had ever intended to give her child up to humans. Only desperate need had deluded
the Chretiensinto thinking she would. Pyx still loved Ambryn. But in afew minutes, Pyx would be dead.

She did acrossthe misty ice, seeking a path of escape. But there was none. The solid ice walls curved
back on themselves. For thefirst time, shefelt how cold it wasin here. Thick mist bubbled from the pit
Pyx had dug while tormenting himself. Bamboo pipes cracked and broke. Soon shewould bejust a
frozen mummy. She wasn't even dressed for this. She didn't want to die.
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Elward choked on the hot liquid being poured down histhroat and sat up. It took alot of work, his
musclesdidn't work at all... no, there was something around him, holding him. It was abig bag, heavy.
But it wasfull of heat. He could fed it. Sowly bakingin.

Hisfingers and toes hurt.

The man pouring the liquid fire put the flask back into apocket in ashoulder bag. He was an old bird,
with big white eyebrows. He squatted back on his haunches. His outfit gleamed black.

"Ambryn...." Elward managed to choke. "Trouble. Y ou a Chretien?"
"Shock." The man'seyeswidened. "Y ou know her?'

"Wevebeen ..." Hefindly got control of his breathing. "Weve been through alot together. Venus... after
... Who areyou, may | ask?"'

Theman inclined his head dightly. He was aclassy piece of work, Elward had to give him that. " Otho.
Ambryn'suncle”

"Ah. Theone shelikes." He remembered just the vaguest mention.

Elward hadn't ever done it very much, but now he knew the satisfaction of making someone happy.
Otho's eyes glittered.

"I'm afraid | don't have much timefor pleasantries,” Otho said. ' 'l waslooking over the edge of the
raft—Ilucky for you—when your head popped up out of the water. But Ambryn—"

"So you know she's about to get whacked." Elward could see that what Otho wore was an insulating
diving suit. It did not fit him very well. It was made for someone much larger. Behind him lay apile of
underwater breathing geer.

"|—what do you know about it?"

Elward pulled himsdf out of his heated bag. He was il frozen right up to his skin, but he couldn't spend



much time worrying about it.

They werein some kind of aguatic kitchen area. The air had a crisp ozone-and-iodine smdll, and it
scrubbed, wet and sdlty, across Elward's exposed skin, making him shiver. Water bubbled in dark tanks
filled with scuttling crustaceans and

248 Alexander Jablokov

spilled out of filters onto the pressed-fiber floorboards. He could hear someone wailing and pounding on
thewalls. It was an adult, not achild.

"I know someone on the Ulanyi side of this operation is pulling adouble-cross, and Ambryn'sgoing to
get killed asaresult. And you know it too. What the hell isthat racket?'

The screams subsided to whimpers.
"That's Marline. Ambryn ever mention her?'
"NO_"

" She planned this handoff. But she didn't know that the mother of Pyx's child wasto be his Executioner.
Ambryn can't get an embryo away from her. The Ulanyi arerisking abigger breach than anyone could
have thought." The wailing rosein volume again. "When Marline found out, she wanted to rescue Ambryn
immediately. Of course, we could not permit it. The Chretiens need Marlineloo badly.”

"Oh, like IhisMarline didn'l redize her vaue from Ihe beginning.” It looked like Ihedler was a Chretien
family Irail. "So you volunteered? Y ou probably don'l even have aroute down. Y ou'd be crawling blind.”
It would be scary enough asil was, Elward [houghl, given Ihe possibility that Livillasmply wanted to kill
him.

"Marline..." Olho shivered himsdlf. "A niceplay ... Eilher she gdsthe Egg or she gelsher old lover
Ambryn oul of Iheway. And you'rerighl, she mud have known wed never lei her risk hersdlf.”

They both listened lo I he steady weeping from The nex| room. Al lead I|he woman waswilling lo pul The
work in, Elward Ihoughl.

"l don't have alot of time," Elward said. "Y ou can think about il while I'm down Ihere. Get oul of 1he suil,
give methe breathing gear. Now. | have Ihe route down Ihe cell. One of Hlobane's people gaveit to me.
Seems shefdl guilty— or responsive to pressure.”

Elward pulled open lockers. Therewas ahel of alot lessdiving gear Ihan Livillahad sworn was here.
And Olho had the only suil tha would fil him. Had Livillajud beentrying lo gel rid of him? Imaginelhd.
Hedid find asuil Ihat would fit Ambryn. He didn'l have lime lo make sure it worked.
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"Gratitude," Otho said as he pulled the suit off hisbony chest. Y ou must redlly care about her.”

"Nah. | don't even like her. Shetalkstoo much, right? But... you don't let someone go down for talking
too much. It just ain't right.”

Otho smiled, finally relaxing the suspicion that had kept his shoulders tense, even as he obeyed Elward's
ingructions. Y ou must redly care about her."

"If that makes you more comfortable” Elward said. "Y eah.”



Every thirty meters or so, afiltration endplate marked the joining of two bamboo segments. Elward had
to cut hisway through each one. As he got farther out to the perimeter of MeshMatrix Krystd, the
gravity grew greater and his head-down position more unplessant. The fluid was stagnant. This particular
pump bamboo had been dead for some time. Flukes rippled around his head, looking for entry to his
flesh. Ulanyi parasites of some sort, their penetrating mouthparts | eft scratches across hisair hoses.

The access to the bamboo had been right under the Chretiens raft. As Elward had squeezed into it, he
had thought that maybe he should have let the skinny Otho take the job, after dl. For him, it was atight
sgueeze. And maybe Otho could have found it on hisown. A huge crevasse had been melted down,
exposing the access. If Otho had had the nerve, he could have stuck hishead in and started swimming
down, down, down. From what Elward had seen of him, he might just have doneit.

The tube grew narrower. Had he picked the right opening? Had there been another one, one he had
missed? This one went nowhere, he would suffocate here head-down, he was dead. It took all of his
willpower to keep himsdlf from thrashing around. Pushing with toes and fingers, he crept forward. The
tube closed around his shoulders. He expelled a breath and kept going.

A last squeeze and his shoulders were free. Something had damaged the pump bamboo here. The stuff
hed grown wildly, leaving aswollen reservoir. Theflukeswere even
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worse here. He listened for a moment but couldn't hear anything, so he cut hisway ouit.

The near-freezing fluid poured out into the even colder air, forming frost and mist. Elward rolled out into
somekind of ice crater. For amoment, he couldn't see anything, just ice wdls, mist, and the shattered
remains of the pump bamboo.

"Who—Elward?"'

It was Ambryn, disconcertingly well-dressed, knedling and digging in theiice, asif for alogt earring.
Beyond her, two gigantic aienswere wrapped around each other. Laser lights made theice glow.

"Let'sgo." Hetossed her therolled-up suit. "Pronto.”
"I never thought I'd be happy to seeyou."

"I love you too. Hurry your ass. What isthisthing?' While she put the suit on, he touched the thick pipe
Ambryn had been digging for.

"Hot pipe. Superheated steam for carving ice.”

"Smart girl. The only weapon in here, ah?"

"Closest thing | could find. But fed it. It'srigid, not like theice hoses. Y ou can't point the damn thing."
"So how were you going to cut—"

Shetossed him ared of wire. ' 'Monofilament line. | had it in the seam of my jacket. Security didn't catch
it

"Hah." Elward looked up at the big aliens. They were done. The bigger one, the Executioner, now had a
trand ucent sac hanging from the underside of its—her—albdomen. He prodded the thick joint in the
steam line, grateful that he wouldn't have to try to useit. ™Y ou ready?"



"Ready." Ambryn wore her gleaming black suit.

It would take the Executioner afew secondsto perform her duty on Pyx. That would give them enough
timeto—

The Executioner sprang right over Pyx and landed between them and the pump bamboo exit. It raised its
laser arms.

"Ambryn!" Pyx said. "l am spent. | am dead.”

"Pyx!" Ambryn said. "Shesgoing to kill me."

Pyx smashed into the Executioner. Huge limbsflailed. "Fled™

Laser light flared. But the battling Ulanyi were still between them and the escape route.
Elward rolled the monofilament onto its thumbguards. Al-
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ways have abackup. Never assume that you're safe. Too bad this was such alame backup. He shaved
the joint. Composite flaked off. Another pass—steam jetted out of the junction with athin scream.

Midt rilled the air, S0 dense you could fed it. Ambryn blundered against him. "Theiceline. That'sa
weapon too. Down here.”

She tugged him adong aridged ice line. He began to see her plan. He found a place where the flexible
pipe had kinked up. He wrapped the monofilament around it.

"Get them both," she said. "We can sort them out later.”

They felt ablast of heat, followed by the bitter smell of charred flesh. The Executioner had sent abolt of
high-energy coherent light through Pyx'sbrain, killing him ingtantly. Pyx toppled.

"Seeyou later," she said and disgppeared into the mit.

Screwed again, dammit. Shewas going to let him take thefdl.... Elward pulled the thumb guard behind
him as he crawled, trying to leave the lineloose. He didn't want to dice through the ice pipe too soon,
which would give the game avay. He didn't want to lose any fingers either. There was too much to think
about.

The greenish beam of the laser flickered through the thick mist, but most of its energy was absorbed by
the water molecules. But maybe the Executioner wasjust target-locating.

The escaping steam il screamed. Elward heard alumbering, then abellow asthe Executioner,
incautious, encountered the hot stream. Was shetrying to pileiceonit, block it, freeze it up? Good luck,
Elward thought, and crouched down to wait for the Executioner'sinvisible approach.

But then, in amatter of seconds, the jet of steam stopped. Probably some monitor down the line had
noticed the pressure drop. Goddam safety engineers. Asif they didn't have more important thingsto
worry about.

The Executioner came out of the thinning mist at him. It held itslaser fire and reached out at Elward's
head with its foreclaws.



"Hey, you!" Ambryn shouted from somewhere to the left, beyond the cold pipe he had rigged. "Y ouve
got thewrong
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target.” Shethrew achunk of ice and hit the Executioner in the head.
The Executioner jumped ingtantly toward Ambryn'svoice. Elward barely saw it move.

Hefél backward and yanked on the thumb guard. It was like he was not holding on to anything at al.
Maybe the Executioner's claw had severed the filament—then it cut through the cold line. Ice bubbled
screamingly up, shooting fragments of the froth that had aready formed.

The bubbling ice trapped the Executioner's lower limbs, climbed up her sides, and imprisoned her. But
her laser-equipped upper limbswere still free. And the mist had amost dissipated.

Without even thinking about it, Elward dove and skidded himsalf right between the Executioner's
pinioned legs. From what he could tell, the lasers couldn't fire right underneath. Maybe he was wrong.
Hed find out.

He bumped into Ambryn, and they both fell back in shock.
Then Ambryn laughed. "Only safe place.”
"| thought you hao—"

"Elward, | wouldn't leave you like that. Here." Ambryn grabbed at the edge of athick, soft swelling: the
new embryo, inits placenta precursor.

"'Got aknife?" Ambryn asked.
"Sure. Those | got." Elward handed Ambryn arolled-up blade and Ambryn snapped it open.
"Now, bucko, it'syour turn,” Ambryn said. "Can you distract her for afew seconds?’

Elward looked up at the creature above them. Shewas till, every muscle tense, waiting for an
opportunity. "Sure."

"Let'sseeif | can remember my Ulanyi anatomy...." Ambryn reached up and cut, her eyes closed.

Elward rolled out under the Executioner's rear and jumped up on her back. A spike-tipped limb whipped
by, but it didn't seem to be able to reach him. The entire creature writhed. The ice cracked with its
struggles. Elward jabbed hisknife at an exposed joint, but an inner layer shrugged off his point.

Then the Executioner bucked and keened. Her upper limbs stuck straight up. Ambryn had done
something underneeth.
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"Do not kill it," the Executioner said. "Please.” The human words did not come easily toiit.
"l don't intend to," Ambryn said. "And | don't intend to kill you either.”

Elward jerked in surprise. "Let's get with it, Ambryn. Areyou talking deal with thisthing? Let'sjust take
careof it and dive." Though it looked like it would be ahell of alot of work to kill it.



' T think we can get some information and get out of here safely.”

"Andin return?'

"She keeps her child,” Ambryn said.

"What?1 thought you came down here to get the damn thing for your family."

"I'm no longer sure why | came down here, Elward. But it was mostly to talk with Pyx. She knows more
of what he had to say than | do. He was your mate, correct? And you were hisinterrogator.”

"Speak dowly," the Executioner said. "1 have little knowledge of your language.”
"Born and bred separate, right? Off on one of the Ulanyi-controlled Belt asteroids.”
'Y ou are the first human beings | have seen. | desirethat you arethelast alo."
"Maybe we can work that out,” Ambryn said. "I want to know what Pyx told you."
"Hetold me many things"

"About his crime. About the degpdrive. And whereit is”

"l cannot tell.”

"Then the Chretiens get their new Egg," Ambryn said. "And you die knowing your child will beraised by
humans™

The Executioner'slimbs jerked. Elward was impressed by the savagery in Ambryn'stone. She wasn't
screwing around. Sheld kill the Executioner, if she had to. Hell, shed kill the kid too, and |et everyone get
screwed. He liked that.

"Will you free my child? Will it be mine?!
"If youtak. Andif you give usaway out of here. Yes."

The Executioner thought about it for along time. Elward
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wondered if he could fed the buzz of its neurons under its shell.

"Pyx did not talk about many other things," the Executioner said. "He wanted to go to where the
deepdrive was. That was hiscrime. That waswhy | killed the father of this child.”

"Dowe have adea?" Ambryn said.
"l do not understand.”

"Will you give me the information about the deepdrive and free us from thisice cave, in exchange for your
lifeand your child's?'

"Yes" the Executioner said. "l need mist."

"All right." Before Elward could say anything, Ambryn strolled right out onto theice and sought out the
monofila-ment thumb guardsin the frothy ice. It took afew minutesto chop onefree.



"Ambryn," Elward said. "Areyou surethisisagood idea?"
"Y ou have a better one?'

She was on the verge of losing it, Elward thought. He could hear it. Better not to argue. "Nah. Go ahead.
I'll deal with whatever comes up.” He waited tensdly for the Executioner to fry her with one blast of her
laser. But the Ulanyi just stood and waited.

It took Ambryn quite awhile to find another steam line. Then she did the sameto it as Elward had done
to the other. The chamber filled with thick migt.

Laser light glowed, then flickered. Slowly, asthe Executioner manipulated what were usudly her
wespons, a hologram appeared. Chunks of something—rock? ice?—floated against amore distant
backdrop of stars.

They looked like asteroids.
"When Pyx spoke to the deepdrive,” the Executioner said, "thiswas what was around it."
"Areyou getting this, Elward?' Ambryn said.

"I'll do my best," he said, knowing that the images would fade before he could draw them, or describe
them, or whatever the hdll she expected him to do with them.

"Never mind," Ambryn said. "1 think... I think | can remember it."
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"Great." Elward redized that he was amost frozen. He could no longer fed his grip on the Executioner's
back.

"Look, Ambryn," hesaid. "Y our family's plans are too complicated for me to keep track of. But, you
know, Otho was going to dive right down to look for you, even though he didn't know exactly how he
was going to get in. Heredlized | had a better chance and gave me the gear.”

"Otho ... he'snot so smart, you know. Marline played him too."
"He said that he didn't think Marline knew that the Executioner would try to kill you too."

Ambryn looked at him. "Don't be too sure about what Marline doesn't know. She sent me down here
because she knew | had the bed chance. She knew Pyx would defend me.”

"Now free me completely,” Ihe Executioner said. "And we can go."
"Ambryn?' Elward said. He fell completely dependent on her.

"Le'sgd lowork. We have someiceto chip.”

Thirteen



1

Livilladumped Soph in a black-walled halway in the high-g area of the Rock. She walked off, steaming
visbly inthemoit air, without another word.

Soph did through the doorway, checking for booby traps. Y ellow light spilled from inside. Lightfoot's
room came into view, inch by inch: clothes on the floor, abed so disordered it looked like someone had
been having nightmares on it, asmall desk covered with stacks of display screens.

He sat at the desk, not working but pensively playing with alight pen, sketching random lineson a
floating screen, then smearing them with hisfinger until they looked like oil dicks.

"You bastard,” she said.

Hetwitched in shock. "That must be my dear wife."
"Ex-wife. Please.

"Certainly. Comein. We have thingsto talk about.”

"Y ou sent me on amission.” She spoke with the precise diction of rage. "We discussed it, we planned it.
| had thingsto do, thingsto find out. It's been hard. Goddam hard, Light-foot." She waited for him to
interrupt. He didn't say anything. "And what do you do? Y ou decide to take aluxury
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jaunt out here, just to check things out, a happy bigfoot. So what the hell am | doing out here?"
"l don't think you've ever understood,” he said after along pause.

"'Understood what?"

"'What it isthat | do. And what it means for what you are able to do.”

"We're not married anymore, Lightfoot. | don't want to have any reasonable-seeming discussion about
how everything'sredly my fault. I'm not interested in theory.”

"Dammit!" he shouted. "Y ou just won't listen, will you? Y ou ask a bunch of questions, but you're not at
al interested in the answers. Okay. Scream at me all you want, if it makesyou fed better."

He had to befaking it. Lightfoot never got angry. The more vicious the fight became, the calmer hewas,
until she became furious enough to kill him. Hewas yelling a her now to cam her down.

That made her smile. They were both so stupid.
"Okay," shesad. "Explainittome.”

"Soph, have | ever told you that you have the best expression of martyred patience thet | have ever
encountered?'



"I'm sure you have, sometime or other.”

Lightfoot was no douch at martyred patience himself, she noted. "I started my professond lifeasafidd
tech hunter. Y ou know that. Y ou've even caled up some of my old reports. Y ou wanted to know who |
was, back in the early dayswhen we first had met. What did you think?’

"Think?"

"Y es. About my reports. Remember the impression you had right at the time. Don't pull any punches.
We're having an argument, remember.”

"l haven't forgotten.”

Soph did remember the guilty thrill she'd gotten from reading the unexpurgated reports of Lightfoot's
youthful expeditions—another example of Lightfoot's quirky dispas-sion. Anyone else would have hidden
them, or at least edited out some of the more embarrassing sections.

Lightfoot had appeared to her full-grown, plump and dignified, aman seemingly in disdainful control of
any stuation.
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Thereportstold adifferent story. The high-noise environment of fieldwork had confused the anxious
young Lightfoot and he had found himsdf incgpable of plucking useful information out of the distracting
flickers of irrdevant facts. He had irritated loca contacts, missed vital opportunities, and concluded one
mission by being dumped out of the airlock of a Callistan space station, to be rescued, at ruinous
expense, by a passing supply boat.

"So?" Lightfoot said.

"l was startled. Clearly, by thetime | had met you, you had ... learned alot.”
"Ha You arevery kind, dear wife."

"Ex-wife"

"'Whatever. Theonly thing | had learned iswhat | had no gift for. But it was my romanticided.
Fieldwork. | wanted to be out there, disguised as an air filter distributor or an indentured worker, seeing
the underside of humar/aien life. But | wasno good &t it. No damn good at al. So | moved back to the
office and ran operations from there.”

Soph refused to be moallified.
"You arent in your office now, Lightfoot. Y ou're here, trying to make my work irrelevant.”
"No. I'm trying to give you the resources to make your work have meaning. Thisismy office.”

Soph sighed and dug through the |eft drawer of the desk. Lightfoot had his habits... there, behind the air
ionizer, abottle. She raised eyebrows at him, and he nodded. She pulled it out and unscrewed the top,
which was made of two nested glasses. Lightfoot used acohaol to lower hisbarriersto other human
beings and never drank alone. She poured bourbon into the cups and handed him one.

"What resources?' Soph asked.

Hewas slent amoment. "I've hired an interplanetary vessdl. Its nameisthe Imhotep. Y ou know of them,



| think. Y ou came from Mercury to Lunaaboard their converted surface-to-orbit mass driver.”

To ease her shock, Soph poured the bourbon down her throat. She didn't fed anything, but when she
looked, her cup was empty.

"Where are you planning on going?' shesad.
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"That's what you're supposed to tell me. Outer System, | suspect. The ship isready to depart, though
they're dtill in the process of modifying the main hull's structure to hold a particle-beam weapon | was
able to purchase from an arms distributor on Laurion who owed me afavor or three. Hethrew ina
couple of cases of smal arms held been intending to ship down to Southeast Asafor the guerrillawar
agang the HarNagn.”

Laurion, one of the other circum-Lunar asteroids of the Diadem, waswell known as a source of
wegpons, one reason their exports were so closely watched. But Lightfoot aways did have people who
owed him favors.

"Don't look so startled, Soph. It'san investment. A good one, if | know you."

Hed just thrown himsdlf headlong off a cliff in the presumption that she would catch him. But she didntt
have enough to offer him. Vague suspicions, hints ... Had he set this up so that she could let him down?

His eyeswere bright asthey looked at her. It had been along time since sheld seen that expression on his
face—not since before Stephan's death.

"But aship isnot enough to do the job," Lightfoot said. ' 'Even with weapons aboard. We need
inteligence, will, activity ... staff, preferably someone familiar with the Stuation. | had severd long
discussonswith Martyshka, the Imhotep's, manager. Sheindicates that she hasinformation that might be
of interest to you."

"| fed like these people areidiots,” Ambryn said as they floated through the crowded market areathat
blocked entry to the spacecraft docks at the hub. ' 'Doomed idiots. | mean, don't they know what sort of
things are going on back inthe HA0?"

She and Elward swooped dong with dl the other travelersin avortex stream that spiraled aong the outer
wall of the swollen hollow cylinder of the hub. The market areawas half akilometer long and at least a
hundred meters across at itswidest. Tethered sunsfloated at the axis, sending off
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streamers of coronas. A second transport spiral sent a stream of people the opposite way. Ambryn watched them
sailing against the tangle of glowing advertisements that made up the entire wall of the hub cylinder: Institute scholars
with decorations of jet, asmall boy holding firmly onto a blinking guide tab and not looking around at the confusion,
three Lunarian women with glowing hair and a dozen mesh shopping bags each arguing over a map display over where
to go next. Who needed aliens?

"It's no different than anywhere else.” Asif to annoy her, El ward stopped at a vendor's float and examined a wide hat
with pladticicicles all around the brim. It said: | FROZE MY BUTT OFF JN THE HALO' in silver letters. "Always
something hidden, something that seems kind of fun—until it reaches up and grabs you by the throat. Gives alittle
thrill to places like this here. Just like in Golgot." He had recovered the fragments of Soph's luggage he had brought
out of the Argent from the locker in which they had been stored, and they clung around hiswaist.

"Come on!" She jerked him away, wondering at her own temerity. He used to scare the hell out of her.

Instead of resisting, he chuckled and came along. Maybe fighting a huge fierce creature together was the best way to



build trust, she thought. The airstream caught them and they continued their flight toward the docking areas.

"Y ou know, the Imhotep seems like home now," Elward said. "As | understand that particular word, that is." He looked
at her, and she felt an intimacy that surprised her. Particularly here, in the midst of these bustling crowds, all flyingin
streams. Both unused to this method of transportation, they held hands, like brother and sister. "Tell me, Ambryn. Did
you like getting home again?'

"Inaway, | did. It ended badly. But if Martine hadn't taken my place ... if | could have been of use, then it would really
have been home."

"You were of use. Your useto themisover."
"That's why it's not home anymore.”

"I never had a home, you know," Elward said. "Not area one, with people | was related to and stuff. But then it's one
of those words that everyone uses, but each person
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means different. A wallpaper word, covers up al the cracks, lets us pretend we understand each other.”

"There's never been aplace you felt comfortable, even for amoment? Homeis only in memory, you
know. Y ou only understand it afterward.”

El ward was the one who had contacted the Imhotep. Ambryn had been startled—and more than alittle
disturbed— to find out his close association with the construction monkeys and with Martyshkain
particular. Martyshkawas a past encounter. Ambryn preferred that her past encounters Say ... past.

But there had been little option. MMK had grown inhospitable to both of them, and the Imhotep had
offered refuge. Temporary refuge, it seemed, for the entire ship was abustle with some new long-range
operation. Someone had hired it, and whoever that was was unlikely to need either of them. Neither
Elward nor Ambryn had any idea of what they were going to do next.

"But you know where homeredly was?' Elward said.

"No."

"Think about it. I didn't know it then, but it wasin those damn stinky tunnels under Ripi's. Remember?'
"l remember.”

'"We saved everyone we needed to save and oursalves too. All together.”

And immediately afterward, aboard the Argent, had falen gpart, Ambryn thought. "Yes."

"That wasit, you want to know. The closest I've gotten.”

"Pretty closefor metoo," Ambryn whispered.

"For her?'

"Soph? Maybe. She talked about that apartment in Archimedes... but she never found home again after
her son Stephan died. He must have been quite aman.”

"To grow up with her as hismother? Must have been. And poor Tiber." Thiswasthefirst time Ambryn
had heard Elward speak of Tiber with anything but wary contempt. "He's looking for home too, isn't he?!

"l don't know what he'slooking for,” Ambryn said.



"Well, | guessthat makesit unanimous,” Elward said. "No one knowswherethe hel homeis.”
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They approached the curved end of the cylinder. A constant shout and sound of bells and honking horns
came from people hanging around the various access gates, trying to get the atention of those they were
trying to meet. Vendors blundered through with streamer-waving floaters.

Did Ambryn hear her own name being shouted? The waving masses of hands |ooked like seaweed. She
couldn't make out any individuas. The vortex stream swept them by.

"Hey, hey\" Soph's bags fought like dogs that had just seen acat strolling insolently by. Whedls popped
out, jewdry drawers presented themsalves, air jets fired randomly. Elward yanked at them. "What the
hdl?'

He looked up and, with sharper eyes than Ambryn's, found who was shouting a them.
"Soph!™ Hisrough bellow rang Ambryn'sears.

Now she could see Soph too, waving madly asthey flew past. Nice outfit, Ambryn had timeto think,
navy with white trim. While she looked like hell, wet and stained with Ulanyi embryo secretions.

Elward grabbed a climbing line out of aconveniently open bag and tossed the end weight. Soph,
laughing, leaned out, knocking a package from the hands of the beefy matron next to her, and grabbed
hold of it.

"Hold on, sweetheart,” Elward said.
"We can hit the digtribution platform and be with her in five minutes;” Ambryn protested.
"So don't hold on.”

At thelast minute, though, she did. Thetightening line yanked them through the tiff cold breeze of the
outer vortex, probably setting off darmsin pedestrian traffic control.

Soph hauled them in, hand over hand, while gpologizing franticdly to the angry woman next to her. They
swept periloudy closeto the axial suns, but Ambryn's hair was too wet to react much to the coronal

gatic charges. Despite her resolve, she found hersalf waving and yelling too. Asthey approached,

Elward siwung hislegs out and nestly captured the foil-wrapped gift box asit drifted past. He handed it to
itsowner. Then he reached up and took Soph's hand.
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"Y ou know, Elward, | just missed you," Soph said. "When | found Livilla, you must havejust left.” She
remembered the heavy woman leaning thoughtfully over the scene of her ancient crimes. Soph had had
noidea...

"That's okay," Elward said. "l don't think | was ready to meet yet."
"And Tiber ..." Shedidn't want to know what had been done to him. But she had to know.

Elward closed hiseyes. "They kidnapped him, assaulted him, rgped him. Right there in the center of the
whole asteroid. Livillashowed me. The man who actudly did it was named Pelham. Pelham got arrested,
reprogrammed. And Jig joined the Argent crew and became the Archon. Balls, on Tiber's part, to keep
her. Though | guessthat one of the reasons she hel ped kidnap him in the first place was because she had



... athing for him. People don't ways show that in the best way, | guess. Y ou should have seen the
way she cried over him at your trid aboard the Argent.”

"Pelham,” Ambryn said. "He wasthe gate guard for Pyx'scell. They al got tied in aknot and never got
themsdvesuntied.”

"Likeus," Elward sad. "Ah, Soph?’
Soph couldn't have said why that statement pleased her so much.

The Imhotep was outbound, at as great an accel eration as the construction monkeys were willing to
tolerate for the amount they were being paid. Its god was the Leading Trojan asteroids of Jupiter, the
areawhere Tiber had first appeared. Every planet had gravitationdly stable lagrangian points sixty
degrees ahead and sixty degrees behind itslocation in its orbit, but only Jupiter was large enough to
collect asubstantia amount of massthere. A rdatively dense grouping of several dozen asteroids, the
largest being Hector, with adiameter of one hundred and eighty kilometers, preceded Jupiter with the
budtling solemnity of ladies-in-walting.
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They sat lightly in a conference space lined with tumbles of thick fabric, asif they were stored Christmas
tree ornaments. Soph till felt the aftereffects of their emotiona reunion. Her tears had crusted around her

eyes.
Lightfoot sat alittle gpart from them, quiet and watchful. Both Ambryn and Elward dealt with him warily,
asif hewasan only partidly tamed wild animd.

"Tiber had thrown off his past, come to MeshMatrix Krystal, and found alife,” Soph said. "The attack
was just chance. Without it, he could still be cooking—and happy.”

"'Livillasaid they sensed his weakness and gave him what he redly wanted." The compassion in Elward's
voice was new. Soph too was startled to hear it. He had never had anything but contempt for the
idiosyncratic weaknesses of others.

"It wasn't hisfault,” Soph said.
"l didn't say it was."

"And it al came back. Hed dipped the leash. HEd gotten away from her. But after the attack, it all
returned. His knowledge, al the things Sukh had planned. He redlized that there was no escape. He
understood that the only thing he could do was repeat what had aready happened to him."

"Soph," Ambryn said. "Please. It wasn't your fault either.”

"l suppose not."”

Lightfoot carefully said nothing but looked intently at whoever was spesking, lending automatic
sgnificanceto the words.

"So what do we got?' Elward said. " Soph trekked to the tombs of Prisoner Maintenance, | fell inthe
ocean, Ambryn amost got eaten by abig dien bug. And now we have Tiber'slittle biography, al the way
from being born in a sealed cabin aboard a Martian warship, to suspended prisoner, to failed information
source, to chef, to rape victim, to project leader, to hijacker. To us. Isthat it? Our big payoff? Do we
know everything now?"'



"We know that the Argent had deeper purposes,” Ambryn said. She explained what Pyx had told her
before he died: the dying deepdrive calling out across the spaces of the Solar System and the building of
the Argent to go hed it. There
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was grief in her voice as she spoke: for Pyx, for hersdf asamember of the Chretien family.
"The deepdrive that the Argent wasintended to heal,” Soph said. ' 'Where do you think it came from?"

Ambryn raised eyebrows. ' 'l think ... well, where else? It hasto be aVronnan clanship. Asfar aswe
know, the VVron-nans have no other deepdrives. Just those half-conscious mindsin their giant clanships.”

"There wasthe one Ripi used to get herein thefirst place,”" Elward said.

"A one-shot." Lightfoot made hisfirst contribution. "1 think we have the first glimmerings of ataxonomy of
deep-drives. I've been thinking about what Ms. Chretien has presented to us, combined with my long
unsuccessful years of seeking out afunctioning degpdrive. The mindsthat Pyx described to you arethe
true deepdrives, the ones each species coexists with and that can go from one star system to another.

"'But, clearly, these true deepdrives have ways of producing single-use units. Budding, sprouting,
building—I won't even attempt to characterizeit. But Ripi caused oneto comeinto being in the skin of
the Bru clanship. Onceit was used to crossinterstellar space, its function was over.”

Despite herself, Soph found herself again impressed by the way Lightfoot had integrated dl of the
information. There was as much noise in amass of reports asthere wasin the field from which those
reports were made and yet he was able to function in the first environment and not in the second.
Nevertheless, it was galling too. She had gathered most of that data herself. Had she been too closeto
seethetruth? But, of course, degpdrives were Lightfoot's big obsession. He wanted to give the fire of the
garsinto the hands of human beings.

"Thisisjust aguess, of course," Lightfoot said. "Aninitia hypothess. So—a Vronnan clanship. Where,
Soph?'

"If I'mright,” she said grudgingly, "the Leading Trojans of Jupiter." She gave, in more detail,
Riemann-V esper's account of finding Tiber. "And our son, Stephan.” Without looking at him, shefelt
Lightfoot's startled reaction. "He ... well, he's behind dl of what | have done, somehow. | make
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no apology for that. But hetoo felt amind in the Trojans. During thewar. | don't know how."

"Home," Elward said. "They'redl going home." Everyonein theroom looked a him. ' Thisclanship
thing. It has adeepdrive, right? A way of getting through interstellar space. It, like, snuck into the Solar
System somehow.”

"Alien spacecraft seem to trangit the Solar Systemn regularly,” Lightfoot said. "We have little way of
detecting aship under deepdrive.”

"Okay, fine. But that lumpy thing that hit usat Ripi's—"



"Sukh's spacecraft,” Ambryn said.

"Right. That didn't have adeepdrive, did it? Or did it pop in here with one of those one-shotsyou're
guessng &7

"l don't think s0," Soph said after thinking about it. "That thing looked like agtraight interplanetary vessdl.
Remember, Ripi'swas anillicit growth, specificaly intended for an escape across interstellar space.”

"A tumor," Elward sad.

"Just s0. A tumor in the outer membranes of the Bru clanship. So if what we think about Sukh's assault
shipistrue—"

"'It was brought here by aclanship that did have adeep-drive," Ambryn said.

"Home." Lightfoot brought the discussion back to his desired topic. "We're putting Sukh at the Vronnan
clanship. Her ship is damaged. She most likely needs repair, and there's no safe haven for her in the Solar
System. The others?

"Tiber wasraised somewhere," Elward said. "By Sukh. She used dl sorts of imagery, awhole smulation
system. Where? Aboard her spacecraft?’

"Aboard the stranded clanship,” Ambryn said. She watched Elward intently, asif he was her child,
performing in aschool play.

He shrugged. " Seems reasonable. Home. Tiber wantsto get there.”

"Ripi." Lightfoot watched Elward closdly too, but that was just hisway, not because he was seeing
something new in someone he had thought he knew everything about.
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"He wanted to stay aboard the Argent.” Elward looked away from Soph. "I helped him do it.”

"He wantsto get back to VVronnan space,” Soph said. She and Elward would have to ded with their
problems later. "There's been war there, and Ripi-Arana-Hoc is suddenly a vauable resource. That's
what garted thiswhole thing off."

"And how better," Lightfoot said, "than through using a repaired—hea ed—\V ronnan deegpdrive?"

"He was &fter the Argent the entiretime,” Soph said. "That was what he wanted. For precisdly that
reason. He hadn't anticipated Sukh, and Tiber'sinvolvement made things difficult for him, but he il
needed those placentas. To save the deepdrive. To get—"

"Home," Elward said.

They thought about this, dl in slence.

"And | know whereitis" Ambrynsaid at last.

"Sure" Elward said. "Those Leading Trojans Soph is so excited by."

"I mean more specifically. We could search there for months and gtill not find it. But the Executioner told
me." Shelooked apprehensive, remembering, asif the Executioner was just waiting to burst through the
wall. ' 'Pyx no longer remembered, but they'd carried out an extensive interrogation. They knew the



location of the mind that Pyx had contacted ... the degpdrive. And the deepdrive senses the gravity of
things around it. In exchange for her life—and her child—the Executioner told me whereit was."

"How?"' Lightfoot asked. "How could shetdl you agravitationa map?'

"Shedidn't doitinwords,"” Ambryn said and began to sketch the image that the Executioner had shown
her.

"Soph." Lightfoot sat up on the floor and rubbed his eyes when she dropped through the hatch, asif sheldd
shown up unexpectedly. "l have aquestion.”

"What?' Hed caled her away from a planning session with Ambryn and Elward, and Soph suspected
that he was jedlous of her closenesswith them. "Couldn't it wait?'
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"No, it couldnt."

He brushed fingers over astack of old data screens, which fluttered off an inflated seet. The congtruction
monkeys had built him aweird little aerie out on the end of ading cable. Soph didn't think hed want to
know about the modification work they did to the attachment collar whileit was still spinning.

"All right." She sat. "Isit an operationa question”?”’

"Nota dl."

“Thenwhy—"

He was silhouetted by the light of his display screen. It showed the Leading Trojans, enhanced so that
you could actualy see the asteroids against the dense background of stars. " Stephan was out here during
the war. Coincidence, you think?' He looked frightened.

"Not coincidence. Morelike causdity.” She would much rather have dedlt with the risks of their violent
deathsin the gpproaching operation. | talked with him alot, those last weeks before he left for lo. | can't
pretend that | knew they were thelast. | had no sense of that, no deep mother'sintuition. If I'd had it, |
wouldn't have let him drive me so crazy. But something he said—some connection—tipped the scalesin
my later decison to go to Venuswith Kammer and Kun."

"But how?" Lightfoot was stunned. "I might accept hisfaith: that near the moment of death you hear the
Voice of Jove. If the Voice of Jove turns out to be itsdlf the dying deepdrive of the Vronnan clanship ...
he never again came close, did he? He heard it, but he didn't know where or how. Close to death,
floating out on histether behind his ship during the actions around Hidalgo... S0 he went back. Again and
again, not really knowing what it was he was looking for. Soph, think of the work, the dedicated,
desperate ... and | thought he was just scatterbrained, an adolescent way beyond histime, enjoying
himsdf by diding onloan lavaflows...."

“Lightfoot—"
"But, Soph." Hetook her hand inapainful grip. "How Venus?'
"What?'
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"'l could buy all that, see some kind of ... mechanistic explanation for the last part of Stephan'slife, a



dying deep-drive instead of God, amere mistaken interpretation, but... how could he have known that
Ripi was on Venus? That. .. deepdrive didn't know that. From what | can figure out, it wouldn't know
anything much, except... well, I don't know what it would know. But no one aboard the Arana clanship
knew where Ripi was. That waswhy Sukh sent Tiber out into the worlds of men to find him. How did
Stephan . .. 7'

The human mind isinherently falible. It sees patterns where there is only random clustering, overestimates
and underestimates odds depending on emotional need, ignores obvious facts that contradict already
established conclusions. Hopes and fears become detailed memories. And absolutely correct conclusions
are drawn from completely inadequate evidence.

Y ears of tech hunting, under Lightfoot's tutelage, had taught Soph to recognize and acknowledge these
erors, if not entirely to eliminate them. So should she acknowledge her errorsto him now?

"I don't think he did know," Soph said after thinking about it for along time,
"What?' Lightfoot asked weerily.

"l don't know, Lightfoot! | don't know." Shewasweary hersdf. "l don't know."
"Tel me exactly what it isthat you don't know."

"Dont, Lightfoot.”

He opened his mouth to say something else, to press down harder, but then just kept it open and
breathed dowly and evenly through it. She fancied she could hear him loosening histight throat and
imagined rusted-stuck clamps being hammered open with dedgehammers. They were both working hard.
Wasit worth the labor?

"| carried Stephan along with meto Venus," she said. "Why not? It was amission born of faith. Wed
talked about various plans when he was home the last time. We ranged all over the Solar System. We
did talk about Venus.... | think. Oh, Lightfoot, it was such arough time, then and after "

"You carried himwith you." Lightfoot said. "He never
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told you that any secret lay on Venus, but you needed to go, so you read that into hiswords. It's
coincidence after dl. | can see why people wish coincidence had meaning.”

"I redly don't know anymore," she said. "Maybe Am-bryn does actualy see something truein her dien
entrails”

The supports of the cabin vibrated benesath her. Somewhere in the Imhotep's structure, construction
monkeystoiled at their endless task of rebuilding their spacecraft. She closed her eyes and pressed her
forehead againg the curve of thewall.

Given Soph'sinformation from Commander Riemann-Vesper, Ambryn's from the Executioner, and some
scraps and hints of observations Lightfoot had managed to correl ate from the battle of 944 Hidago,
Martyshka had a specific location to am for. Wasthislocation, amid agroup of flying mountainsina
lagrangian point in Jupiter's orbit, any more of areal god than her Stephan-inspired dreams of Venus?

"Were ditting in thislittle cabin dung off acongtruction monkey vessdl, en route to the Trojans,” Lightfoot
sad. "What pullsusthereisalong chain of connections. But those connections existed before you even



left for Venus. Clanship to Tiber, Tiber to Argent, Argent to clanship deep-drive, Sukh to Tiber, Sukh
to Ripi, Ripi to clanship. Clanship deepdrive to Stephan. It was dll there."

"'Areyou saying that | somehow perceived dl those connections before figuring anything out?' Soph
said. ' 'That al I've been doing for the past year is remembering! Or that Stephan did?’

"'Maybe it was your memory of him that knew it. Helivesoninyou. ..."
"We should live onin himinstead,” Soph said. "Only we don't."

"Yes, yes" Lightfoot rubbed hiswrinkled forehead. He was abig, dignified man, but he had curled up on
the floor, creasing hisingppropriately fine suit.

Soph did up next to him. Their marriage was the opposite of entropy. Their differences got magnified,
rather than worn down into evenness. Marriages like theirs either generated alot of power or ended
Spectacularly. No matter how hard she
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tried to make it clear, this one never seemed to have ended. And she did want to fed that power once
agan.

Now that Lightfoot, driven by old grief, was diding into amysticism not too different from Soph's belief in
Stephan's supernaturdly prescient advice, she was driven away fromiit to find ahaven in rationdlity.

"I guessed, Lightfoot," she said. "I used adistorted memory of Stephan'swordsto cover that guess,
make it seem reasonable. | guessed that Ripi wasimportant, never having any idea of where that
importance lay. The guess paid off. But that doesn't make the guessretroactively sensible. | waslooking
for something e s

"Columbus was looking for Chinawhen he sailed from Spain,” Lightfoot said. " Sensible people knew that
the world was indeed round but also knew that it was too big for him to reach China by going west. Hell,
Eratosthenes had figured out that the world's diameter was almost thirteen thousand kilometers back in
the third century B.C.E. Columbus's shipswould disappear into what, in terms of the available
technology, was essentidly an infinite expanse of ocean. Only he ran into the Americas on the way.
Which, incidentdly, he never redlized. He kept believing that he was somewhere in the outer territories of
Cathay until his deeth. And so the world was changed.”

"So did he, unconscioudy, perceive the truth?' Soph asked. As soon as her head touched his shoulder,
shefet deepy. It had been years since shed dept like this.

"Maybe. Sometimesit did seem that he realized he had ssumbled on something vastly greeter than anew
route for shipping cloves. That the mystical kingdom of Cathay was not actudly Chinaat al.”

"So which are we flying toward?' Soph asked. "Chinaor Cathay?"

"Let'sseeif therédsaVronnan clanship in the Leading Trojans at dl. Weve dl been talking about it asif
itsexigenceis proven, but it is nothing but supposition. Let'sfind it and then we can figure out if there's
any truthinit dl or if wevejust tripped over it al by accident.”

"That'sagood ideg, Lightfoot," she said and fell adeep on his shoulder.

Fourteen



1

"Thereésalot of post-explosive debris" Martyshkafloated in a spherical control space, dl four of her
limbs dancing across command points. "It spreads from at least two foci."

The Imhotep approached asmal chondritic asteroid, outlier of the Trojan group. It looked like any other
agteroid, achunk left over from planetary construction, like scrap lumber. But between them and the
asteroid lay something else.

"Therésonefocusfor you," Ambryn said. Information swam around her. She had her own control area,
but its functiondity was so limited that shefdt like achild with atoy. Shetapped in and theimage
swelled.

"Oh, God," Soph sad. "lsanyone—"

"Lifedill aboard." Martyshkawas brisk. It had only been through intricately negotiated agreement that
anyone other than she and Ambryn were inside the Imhotep's bridge. Soph, Elward, and Lightfoot were
confined to a cagelike arrangement with the controlsto Lightfoot's particle-beam gun, like captured
prisoners. All wore airsuits.

Theimage of the Argent floated above them. An explosion had creased the wide stern. Ambryn felt a
moment of sharp
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sympathy for the Engineer, whose precious, balky engines had to have been damaged.

Therentsin the hull had been sedled, and lines of bracing were just visible, holding the weskened
gructure together. Infrared readings showed most of it holding hest.

Oncethe Argent had been identified, Martyshka scanned beyond it. "The other focusis some thousand
kilometers beyond. Almaost on top of it but till distinct.”

The only thing left of the other ship was asegment of hull and the melted remains of what might have been
drive pods.

Ambryn sensed the flicker of computer identification asthe Imhotep tracked every fragment spreading
out from the ship-to-ship encounter and classified it. Two wide Starburst patterns dowly cameinto
existence, overlapping each other, with abig holein the pattern where the asteroid had caught the
shrapnd . Guesses about composition and identity puffed around Martyshka's head.

"The Argent did not destroy that other ship,” Soph said. " She had no weapons aboard. Not like that."

"Perhaps they found ahulk and blew it up," Martyshka said. "Went aboard and planted explosives. They
were damaged by an unexpected fragment.”

"You don't believe that," Soph said.

"Soph." Ambryn knew that Martyshkawould be frantic at thisinterruption to her thoughts. "L et her—"
Ambryn's helmet sucked onto its sedl and air puffed up around her neck.

The aien spacecraft rose dowly and dramatically above the distant asteroid.



"Ah, therésthe beast," Lightfoot said, with every sign of satisfaction. He pulled himself down to the
controls of his bootleg particle-beam weapon, which had been worked into the intricate pattern of gear
onthebridgeswalls.

"That's not Sukh's ship,” Ambryn said.
"Then whose?' Martyshka sounded annoyed. Ambryn had briefed her on dl the players.

"It'sVronnan." Soph looked intently. "It looks alot like the one-shot interstellar vessdl in which Ripi
arrived in the Solar System. Gear's been added to the exterior. But | bet that thing budded off aliving
danship.”
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"'And came here from Outside?' Information poured from the readouts, so much that Ambryn couldn't
keep up withit.

"Armed, armed,” Martyshka said. "Hasto be. The Argent didn't blow up that other vessdl. Thisonedid.
Perhaps it attacked the Argent aswell.”

Ambryn spared aglance a her. Martyshkafloated confidently in her control space, ahundred lines of
data playing over her skin. Her efficient energy made her seem old, asif she had fought such battles many
times before. Ambryn knew the image would stick with her for aslong as shelived. However long that
was going to be.

"...dangerous..." A voice crackled over Ambryn'scommline. "... think 0 .. ."
"Argentl Argentl" Ambryn shouted, even though it wasn't necessary. "Who's over there?"

A pause. "Wdl, if it isn't our fancy-pants Miss Ambryn Chretien.” 1t was Dr. Fulani. "Forget something?
I'll check Lost and Found..."

"Dr. Fulani." Soph brokein. "Can you give us any information about the Vronnan vessd?'
"My Lord. Areyou dl up there?'
"Yes," Soph sad. "Elward too—if you want to know."

"So he did get scooped up by that whirligig. Thisisthe same ship, isn't it? Elward, you're luckier than
God."

The Vronnan vess drifted closer.
"Fulani—" Soph said.

"Don't worry about her. She saved our asses, | think. She blew up the ship that was threatening us. Then
she disgppeared behind Hector. Thisisthe first we've seen of her since.”

"Whoisthat?' Soph was clearly ready to burst. "Who is aboard the VVronnan vessel ? What happened to
Sukh?!

Ambryn examined the destroyed hulk more carefully. Could that be the remains of Sukh'svessal? There
really wasn't enough left to tell, but maybe Martyshkawould be able to integrate it back up from the
spreading fragments. If Sukh was dead, it would take care of afew problems.



""Wdll, Soph, you probably know alot more about it than | do. You listened to Ripi's stories, after all.
But near as| cantell, the nameisLo-Bru-Tirni. Says she's Ripi'swife.
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And the mother of whoever was commanding the ship that attacked us. Sukh, you say her name was?
Hell of athing, en?"

"Okay," Fulani said. "Timefor some straight talk. Tiber never intended to come back from Venus, did
he? Ah, | cantell just by looking at you, Ambryn. Y ou can tell me now. Hesgone.”

"No. He thought he could leave with Sukh."

They floated in Fulani's medicd office. A thrown-up screen showed construction monkeys crawling over
the damaged portion of the Argent's stern. Ambryn could see thelarge form of the Engineer asshe
attempted to direct their work.

"We all would've been better off, | think." Fulani sighed. "Asit was, he hauled usal theway out here.
The orbit of Jupiter! Not even at Jupiter but a abunch of crumbsthat got caught in thefold of its
pocket. Then he dumpsusagain! Took off in our last vacuum shuttle with Ripi. We go through shuttles
like butt wipes."

"Where did they go?'

"Home, hesaid." Fulani grimaced. "That thing doesn't have much of arange. He must have beenraised in
vacuum.”

"And Sukh—"

"Damn, what amess. Y ou know, | didn't haveto takethisgig. | could have beat those mapractice
dlegationsat Maahyde... it was ahormona problem, nothing | could have anticipated, my free-fal
medicinewasalittlerusty...." Ambryn could see how old Fulani redlly was, under the mosaic of rguves.
The Argent had to have been the only place she could have gone.

Fulani remembered hersdf. ' "That warship waswaiting for us. Sukh's warship, the one that hit Venus,
right? Tiber must have known. He was hauling us out here to meet her or something.”

" She needed Ripi. He's her father. He has her memories.”

"Dear, you say thet asif it all makes perfect sense. I'm not sureit even makes any sensefor them, for
these Vron-nans. | think what we've got hereis crazy aiens. Even other
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aliens can't figure them out. How does your staying handle something like that?"
"| care about their guts, not their braing" Ambryn said. "I'm interested in human fate.”

"W, those diens seemed to have played Tiber'sfate pretty good. Maybe that's just an edge condition
your system isn't designed to handle. I'd advise you to look into it. But Sukh was here with thet little
warship of hers. | swear, Tiber left us open, let her hit our engines so we couldn't get away, so it wasal
up to her. I'velooked at the image stores. Her ship looks like hell, it's been through alot. | don't think she
could have done anything unlesswe let her."

"And then Tiber took the shuttle and lft?"



Fulani shook her head. ' 'Not right then and there. Because that other ship appeared. It waslikea
bedroom farce played in outer space. Sukh hadn't expected that, | could tell. Tiber neither. Therewas
some kind of confrontation, al sorts of aien screaming on various frequencies. | got recordsiif you want
to listen. They sort of stared at each other, then Sukh fired some kind of sneaky missile, thetrack'sjust a
big wiggle. The other ship fired back . . . and Sukh's ship blew up.”

"Judt likethat?'

"Seems absurd, right? Bad design or something. But like | said, the thing had been through the wringer.
Once Sukh's ship was gone, the other one, Lo's, kind of retreated, asif it couldn't believe what had
happened ether. Of course, sheld just vaporized her daughter. Maybe these dienstake that kind of thing
serioudy. And Tiber fell apart. Thiswas the end. We'd brought him back from the dead, patched him up,
put him back up on his pedestal, worshipped him, licked histoes, the works, and now he had nothing
again. And wed gotten lax, | have to admit. For awhile, we'd guarded him, kept watch, but the system
had fallen apart. That Archon, she struts agood game, but it's that tedious day-to-day shit that's the real
test of asecurity chief, and she's got alittle too much theater on her. Tiber grabbed Ripi, took off in the
vacuum shuttle”

"So now he's out there, somewhere."

"Dead.” Fulani tated it asafact. "As soon asthe Engineer gets those engines repaired ... What the hell
are they
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doing out there?' Some kind of sguabble seemed to have devel oped between the Engineer and her
congtruction monkey subcontractors.

" 'Probably debating some fundamental modification to the engine functions,” Ambryn said. She didn't
know why she found that so funny, but she found hersdf laughing.

"All I want to do is get the hell out of here." Fulani wasfierce. "Do you understand that?*
"l do."

Theair wasfull of the sounds and smells of animplied life that had never lived within these barren walls.
Crestures chit-tered and moaned. Communicative smdlls, acrid and swest, spiraled through the air,
forming ddlicate architectures of scent that the human nose, blunt-sensing and one-dimensiond, was

incapable of percaiving.

Something seemed to grunt by, with a heavy tread that vibrated in the wals, despite the nonexistent
gravity—the sensory images had not been reprogrammed for free fal. Soph wondered if Lo-Bru-Tirni
felt disoriented or if it made perfect senseto her.

Despite herself, Soph backed against the wall and scanned the dark space of Lo-Bru-Tirni's audience
room. Nothing. But she could fedl the heat that came from the creature, and adirected puff of air madeit
seem that it had brushed past her arm. The bulbsin thewall took on ahint of the grainy texture of
probing laser light. Without anything specific, she could see the creature's essence: a Guardian, one of
Lo-Bru-Tirni'simaginary bodyguards, hereto look after her in her interview with the free-running human
beings. And Guardians, it ssemed, were distant descendants of Ulanyi, having made acomfortable home
within the VVronnan clan nests.

Lo-Bru-Tirni floated in what would be her support couch under acceleration. It was clearly meant to



interface with something living. Hollow spaces undernesth should have been a habitat for some sort of
maintenance creature. Lo'sintegument was cracked and peeling, and one of her hind limbs had
developed a nerve defect and shuddered. Soph
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remembered Ripi's description of Timp, his aging femae mentor. Perhapsloss of rear limb nerveswasa
common effect of aging in Vronnan females. Or perhapsit was just asde effect of negotiation in the
Vronnan diplomatic class. All that endless Sitting.

And there, partialy conceded by the massiveness of her middie limbs, the ovipositors. Soph's eyes kept
draying to them.

"Where arethey?' Soph asked. "Where are Tiber and Ripi-Arana-Hoc?"'

A purse perched on Soph's shoulder. Not much of her luggage had made it through the vicissitudes of her
life ance escaping from the Argent, but she had been careful to keep the one that had stored the results
of her communicationswith Ripi-Arana-Hoc. Her bag spit Vronnan at Lo-Bru-Tirni.

"They have returned to the beginning. They are now aboard the Aranaclanship.”
"Arana? Isthat what's herein the Trojans? Ripi‘s origina clanship? But how ... 7'

Even through the medium of her trandating purse, Soph could fed the solemn dignity of Lo-Bru-Tirni's
manner.

"The gory iscomplex but not without interest.”

It took agood number of months before the Bru clan leaders concluded that Lo-Bru-Tirni had had
nothing to do with her mate's escape and | et her out of severe detention. By that time, the total Situation
was S0 serious that the destruction of her life ssemed aminor inconvenience. Sheretired to unmarried
female quarters. Stigmatized by her association with Ripi and her one surviving Handicapped daughter,
sheremained aone.

Thewar that had broken out between Aranaand Bru in the wake of Ripi's betraya of both of them
eventudly involved agood part of Vronnan civilization, asdliances pulled other clansinto the conflict.
Despiteits precarious palitical position, Arana proved to be militarily successful in engagements amid
distant asteroid belts and near the sullen surfaces of dying red dwarves, aswell asin the socid
assassination encounters moretypical of Vronnan conflict resolution. Clearly, Arana contingency plans
based on politica
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failure had long been in the works. Lo wondered how many of those contingency plans were the product
of her beloved if insane spouse Ripi-Arana-Hoc. He had aways been ready for political breakdown. In
her darker moments, she had thought that he longed for it. Lo-Bru-Tirni, as one of Braclan's most
respected military commanders, was frustrated by her distance from events. Even though she was free,
suspicion kept her from any direct military action.

It wasin this Stuation of sudden Bru reversesthat Ankur, Ripi's sterile Hel per semisib, who had
masterminded the fake memory transfer that had permitted Ripi's escape, made a proposal that freed him
from right under the descending jaws of the Guardian assigned to execute him.

Fertile Vronnans suspected the sterile Helper caste, even asthey depended on them for their very



exigence, Vronnan reproduction being the tangled, technologized businessthat it was. Most of theraising
of post-eruption infants was taken care of by the sterile semisibs.

Sterile semisbs had originaly arisen from unfertilized ova. Over many millennia, it turned out that clans
that did not eat their sterile semisibs but instead trained them in nest maintenance and defense had more
fertile children that lived into adulthood. In that sense, Helperswere the origind sym-biontsin Vronnan
nests, templatesfor dl the rest. Asmemory transfer technology leaked into Vronnan culture, and was
unified with the sophisticated placental membranes derived from Ulanyi precursors, and the nervous
tissues of what looked very much like human beings, Helpers took over the technology of reproduction.
Most adult fertile Vronnans knew nothing whatsoever abot it.

Helpers brought in the organisms that made up the functions of the Vronnan nest. Thousands of years of
intense genetic modification created avariety of specidized creatures, and eventually everything from
food production to waste remova was performed by dependent organisms. Machinery might have done
the same, but Helper power depended on control of reproduction, and clans that attempted to replace
Hée per functions with machinery tended to die out.

Ankur knew the life of the Aranaclan, and, particularly, the biology of its human beings. No onein
Vronnan culture
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knew the origins of these creatures, which had joined the nests early in their prehistory. Some of the
fertiles suspected that the Helpers knew more about early Vronnan history than they weretelling. Since
Héelpers supervised the memory transfer that was the centrd life sacrament of Vronnan civilization, they
could influence which memories transferred and which finaly vanished from the meme pool. And a
culture that depended on nonphysica means of transferring race memory found that it had no way to
independently check its own salf-perception.

Ankur proposed an interesting form of biological warfare to the old female clan heads of Bru. The
humans aboard the Arana clanship were areproductively isolated population, with a narrowed range of
genetic variation. He had in his possession acrystalized prion that would cause severe but nonfata
myelin damage to the possessors of a certain group of genes. The damage would be just enough that the
human central nervous system could no longer be used for the transmission of Aranamemories. The clan
would be forced to sue for peace before a generation of Handicapped children were born and its entire
culture was wiped out.

In return, Ankur wanted to leave Bru with the infant Sukh. Since Sukh possessed none of her father's
memories, she was usaless to Bru purposes. The deal was made, and none of Lo-Bru-Tirni's objections
were considered. Thiswas a state matter, not a persond one. As, in fact, her marriage had been—to
everyone but herself.

Lo found hersdlf hoping that Ripi had survived somewhere out in the insane universe, despite the ain this
implied to her asthe mother of Handicapped children. The two of them had served together with honor in
the Telstet system and she too thought thet, in another world, their mating might have happened
voluntarily. That it had been forced on him for state reasons was a nightmare to her.

Ankur disappeared with her daughter Sukh, who grew up hostile to both sidesin the expanding conflict.
Lo heard stories about Sukh but was not sure whether to credit them. The hybrid asteroid colony to
which Ankur took her was violent, and she grew up fighting, as aHandicapped Vronnan usudly did. She
defended her increasingly week foster parent until
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the day when he died in an assault. Her revenge against his killers left the interior of the colony a devastated
wasteland.

After Sukh escaped the moribund colony, her mind packed with whatever information Ankur had seen fit to put in
there, sheraised an army of other lost VVronnans: those without memories, those with the wrong memories, those from
clans that had reached the end of their spans and fallen apart. Sukh's group of renegades formed an independent force
of some importance during the wars that sparked off the Arana-Bru conflict and flared throughout Vronnan space.
They hitched rides on clanships, peeling off when the destination system was reached.

But it was clear that what Sukh most desperately sought the entire time was the location of her dear Running Father,
Ripi. Ripi had vanished into the mysterious Sol System, where loose human beings, who had lived for hundreds of
thousands of years without another intelligent species until the arrival of the Probe, were now slowly working their
way into the symbiotic niches for which they were best suited.

In between paid military operations, Sukh sought information coming out of Sol System. Information did trickle out via
Ulanyi couriers, Tibrini supply vessels, trade ships. But there was no way to find where Ripi had gone to ground, the
prerequisite for a quick, sharp operation, violating human space.

Meanwhile, the Bru biological warfare plan went forward. The human population of the Arana clanship was infected
with the tailored prion, which was brought in on supposedly neutral trade goods. It spread through the human
population. But Ankur had either miscalculated or lied deliberately about the effects. The damage turned out to be
severe, and many of the humans died. But the memory effect Ankur had predicted held true. The humans aboard the
Arana clanship were no longer capable of mediating VVronnan memory transfer.

At this point, the Arana should have sued for peace. Their act would have been greeted with relief throughout
Vronnan space and atransfer of human populations arranged. The Arana clan memory would have been preserved.

Instead, driven to the last extremity by the conflict, the Arana committed a perversion, one that would leave them
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forever outcast among the Vronnans. They launched asub-light assault on alumbering Earth-human
colonization vesse that was, at that point, just leaving the most distant confines of Sol System and
kidnapped its off-brand humans for the purposes of reproduction and memory transfer.

It was the Prismatic Bezel.

Humans were not livestock to the Vronnans, or daves. While they might at one time have been smply
hoststo Vronnan infants, they were now an intelligent co-species, one that had lived with the Vronnans
for so long that it wasimpossible to imagine the world without them. To kidnap and rape nonconsenting
human beings was a savage and unforgivable crime. It was desperate enough that it gave a serious boost
to the peace processin Vronnan space. One thing was agreed to: the Arana clan had to be punished.

Despite their detestation of the crime, other Vronnan forces were reluctant to travel vast distancesto
confront the desperate Arana clanship whereit lay, in the Oort cometary cloud around the Solar System,
whereit had concedled itsdlf. Everyone agreed that it was a crime, but who was to make sacrificesin
order to punishit?

Fortunately for the VVronnans, thetool for punishment lay readily at hand: Sukh's military force. Inreturn
for afree operationa hand, Sukh agreed to take care of the problem aboard her father's old clanship.
Her force was carried to the Arana clanship's position.

No onein Vronnan space had ever inquired too deeply into what happened aboard the Arana clanship,
and its captive, the Prismatic Bezel. All that was known was that Sukh's spaceships did their job.
Moving with suicida daring, they boldly approached the Arana clanship and dove in to the assault,
auffering heavy casudtiesin the process. They daughtered the offending Aranaclan, which did not defend
itself forcefully, conscious of itsguilt. Sukh seized control of the Aranaclanship.

Sukh then, without outside authorization, moved the Arana clanship. Though the deepdrive was dready



injured, the clanship was operationd enough to dip indde the Solar System, to hideitsdf in the Leading
Trojans of Jupiter. Forces e sawhere in Vronnan space became worried that she was at-
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tempting to start her own independent clan, using the old Arana clanship resources as a power base.
Perhaps she even planned some domination over the humans of the Solar System, which would have
caused war, not just within Vronnan space but with other specieswho had a stake in human beings. A
larger military incursion by Vronnan forcesinto the Solar System was threatened.

But Sukh had other plans. She released her forces, and they trickled back and vanished into the
complexities of Vronnan civilization. The Aranaclanship remained concedled in the rocks of the Trojans,
damaged but dive. The human beings of the Solar System remained completely unaware of the vast
conflict they had so narrowly avoided.

A few yearslater, Sukh, onein her vessd, |eft the remains of the Arana clanship and moved toward
Venus.

"'Fulani wouldn't let me go back aboard the Argent,” Elward said.

"Why would you want to?* Ambryn fiddled with the shuttl€'s controls. "The place was a pigsty.”
"Because | wanted to. | wanted to see—"

"The Archon? Or should | cal her Jg?'

Elward did not take offense. "I don't think she'd like that. Oh, no. | think | might have enjoyed caling her
thet."

"Fulani'sjust covering her own ass" Ambryn said. " She managed to blame everything on you, once you
were gone—"

"Dead," Elward sad. " She thought.”

"Hey, did anyone ask you to use Soph's big escape bubble? That was strictly a desperation move. You
should be dead. Pure luck that the Imhotep was nosing around and picked you up.” Soph got the sense
that Ambryn was more than alittle jealous of Elward's reveaed long relationship with Martyshka and the
congtruction monkeys. "1t was asensible play on Fulani's part, given the situation. Otherwise, she and the
Engineer would have ended up in the cage they let me and Soph out of "

"Sounds like you and she had quite atak."
"Wedid."

Soph watched the image of the chondritic asteroid recede
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behind them, radar-detected variation in dengity as darker blobsinsde. Ambryn piloted the spacecraft
toward the Arana clanship, deeper in the concentration of the Trojans. The Argent and Lo-Bru-Tirni's
ship shrank and vanished. Hector loomed ahead.

"So what the hdll isour Lo doing way out here?' Ambryn said. "L ooking for hubby?'

"l can't redly explain her motivations," Soph said. "But gpparently there was concern about what had



happened here a the Arana clanship. Once again, no Vronnans were particularly interested in checking it
out, 0 Lo-Bru-Tirni volunteered.”

"They didn't think it odd? She'sfrom the Bru, Aranas enemy clan. Her husband fled, her daughter
became their rogue enforcer..."

"'Remember that a budship isaone-way ticket. Unless the deepdrive aboard the Arana clanship
somehow getsrevived, Lo-Bru-Tirni isstuck here in the Solar System along with the rest of us. How
many volunteers do you suppose there were for that particular suicide misson?”

When Soph had last seen them, Lo-Bru-Tirni, Martyshka, Fulani, and Lightfoot had al beenfloating in
Lo's audience chamber, negotiating salvage rights. They had looked like a bunch of old sharpers sitting
down to agame of poker, Soph thought. They might have been doing it for years.

Martyshka had |eased them this shuttle to continue their exploration while the red decisions got made.
Lightfoot would be handling the mission from aboard the Imhotep. No matter where he was or what was
going on, Lightfoot always had to have aback office.

"Any guesses asto what actualy happened to Sukh?'

"Shetried tokill Mom," Elward said. "' She got what was coming to her."
"Maybethat'strue,” Soph said.

"Y ou think it wastoo easy, don't you, Soph?" Ambryn said.

"It'snot the ease that disturbs me. It'sthe festival explosion. Destroyed Sukh's vessel completely and
spread it out beyond recovery. | just don't like disappeared bodies.”

"Not alot left after avacuum military encounter,” Am-
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brynsaid. "The Greatorex's partid survival was unusua. That'swhy Sukh used it. Usudly therés nothing
bigger than a scorched pinky fingernail l€ft to investigate.”

Soph was gtill uncomfortable with the way Sukh's vessdl had behaved like a pifiata but couldn't articulate
it. Instead, shetried to relax and watched the screens. The three of them sat in companionable silence for
sometime,

"There's another asteroid behind Hector," Ambryn said. "Except the charts don't show one. Maybe the
radar's mafunctioning.”

"Wdll," Elward said. "L ook the hell at that thing."

The Aranaclanship was, at itslargest extent, at |east three kilometers across. That would have madeit a
amall ageroid, particularly in the shadow of the one-hundred-eighty-kilometer diameter of Hector. But,
unlike the circum-Lunars, the largest artificid satellitesin the System, it did not seem to be based on any
naturaly occurring structure. 1t looked like it had been built.

Or grown.

Whatever the clanship had once been, it had suffered grievoudy. Vast explosions had torn through the
humped outer surface, reveding intricate onion layers of structure. It till spun dowly, maintaining gravity
at itsouter edge, so any loose debris had been dung off into space. Whatever had happened, by thistime



the pieces had been so far dispersed that there would be no way to reconstruct the disaster. Sukh had
done aserious job on Daddy's ancestral clanship, the one from which her memories had never come.

As Soph examined it, theinitid monolithic impression disgppeared. It was not asingle structure, built
somewhere for a purpose. It more resembled avast cora reef, full of structures that had found it
convenient to grow together. Still, taken asawhole, the Arana clanship was the largest self-contained
structure Soph had ever seen.

She supposed that made sense, given what she knew of the Vronnans and their means of transferring
memory. The problem with any of the theoreticad massive structures that
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might lie somewhere out in Space, the giant star-enclosing spheres, the millennid starships, the ringworlds,
the planet-girdling congtructions, al rumored and spoken of by aiens passing through the Solar System,
was not the physical engineering but the socid. How did you maintain an organization made up of
individuasfor long enough to build the damn thing? The grandchildren would revolt againgt the
now-meaningless mega omaniac ozymandiasing of their forebears and depart the never-to-be-completed
Sructureto live out their lives somewhere that made sense,

The Vronnans hed tried to overcome this problem with generationa memory transfer on adangerous
scale so that the obsessions of the sires were transferred, unchanged, into their descendants. In fact,
those who fled, refusing to pass down their demands, were, like Ripi, considered criminals, passed
beyond the bounds of civilization.

"Therel" Ambryn said. "That looks like—"

"I think itis," Soph said. Below them, a detonation had crisped deck structures up like burnt sheets of
paper. Reveded at the bottom of the crater was the smooth back of a separate spacecraft. Explosions
had torn through it, but Soph thought she recogni zed the design of the Prismatic Bezel .

Now that they were closer, she could seethat life had continued past the time of destruction. For
example, new connections had grown up around the Bezdl's hull. It looked now asif it had been stolen
by ants, carried down into their nest, and used asthe center of their activities, replacing the vanished
queen.

"Now, you say Lo-Bru-Tirni'sbeen in contact with these ... well, whoever livesin there" Ambryn said.
"So shetold me. | have no ideahow many intelligent speciesthere are aboard a Vronnan clanship—"
"It'samazing how much we don't know, isnt it?" Ambryn said.

"Themorefor Soph to find out,” Elward said.

"Your loydty istouching,” Ambryn sad.

"Lo-Bru-Tiral has communicated with the humans aboard,” Soph said. "At least they seem to be humans.
It remainsto be seen what kind."

Ambryn maneuvered the ship inward. The Aranaclanship
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swelled until it was everything. Thetorn levels of the destroyed sections rose up around them and
became cliffsthat bulked against the stars.



Thering of assault craft till clung to the Prismatic Bezel's waist, just as Tiber had described them. Their
backs shone purple-black. Were they heavily modified creatures, descended from some ancestral limpet,
or had the Vronnans built them, the way norma species built things? The seams between them were
amogt invisble. They must have been specia-constructed for the Bezdl assault, since they matched up
with the hull perfectly.

"L ooks like someone has been trying to fix the thing,” Elward said.

Soph looked more closely at the torn-back hull a the stern. The dim forms of the massive Martian drive
podswere just vishle. Explosions had torn away the shidding.

But someone had been working. Not with emergently complex creatures but with homely tools, which
now hung in neatly clamped racks aong the spine of an engine whose shell had been neatly welded shut.
It looked like parts had been taken from other enginesto repair it.

"Escape,” Ambryn said. "Maybe they had no other way and decided to try the Bezdl. | wonder if they
ever got anywhere. Probably nat, if they're still here.”

"l don't think s0," Soph said. "The ship is braced in. See the reinforcement? And that was done after
Sukh's assault. It's harder to remove now than it was before.”

Ambryn looked at the honeycomb matrix that had grown to encase the Bezdl's blunt nose.

"Okay," she said. "So the engine thing isjust somebody's hobby. Must get kind of boring, hanging around
out here"

"They must havelost ther rotationa engines,” Soph said. "' So they've modified the Bezdl for that use.
They direct itsdrives a the tangent. They're trying to spin the clanship up to full gravity. Far from wanting
to desert thisthing, they want to maintainit.”

"Who?" Ambryn asked.
"Maybethem," Elward said.
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They looked up. Three human figures, facesinvisible behind reflective visors, hung from the honeycomb
above. One of them held an unnecessarily large plasmawegpon in both arms.

The cylindrica airlock was large enough for adozen people—or perhapsfor one vastly larger creature.
The wallswere gouged with what looked like claw marks, and ataut storage cocoon hanging on to the
wall with suckers gave hints of what looked like an airsuit for an elephant. Or perhaps it wasn't asuit but
the embryo of something that would grow up to be the size of an elephant. Other cocoons held more
normally sized vacuum gear. The cocoon skins swelled out and then relaxed, asif getting used to having
ar pressure againg them again.

"Thisairlock is derived from something that was once dive," Ambryn said, knedling and touching the
bondike ribbing where the cylinder flattened into afloor. ' ‘A huge tube worm or something. At first
glanceit looks amost like Bgarth body modification, but it's actualy something completely different.
Some other planet of origin entirely.”

"Doesit eat things?' Elward asked. "Arewe lunch?'

"Wed be more of alight snack,” Ambryn said. "But it'sredly just an airlock. And an ancient one. | think



it's got some age-related hormona problems.”

And Soph saw the stress creasesin the cylinder walls, where they seemed to have grown thicker than the
designindicated. Chisel marks along the edge of the circular inner door showed where someone had
made sure the sed was il airtight againgt the burgeoning of the airlock bodly.

Elward eyed the three Arana humans. "And what's their status? Captors, hosts, escorts, what?"
"Y ou need to know how truculent to look?" Ambryn said.

"I don't know that word," Elward said sourly.

"Dont get mad," Ambryn said. "Call them guidesif that makes you happy.”

"Knowing what's going on makes me happy."

"How often are you happy?'
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"Odd thing, Ambryn," Elward said. "Lessand lessastime goeson.”

Their guides were two women—one blonde, one darkhaired—and one man, dl of them young, with the
characteristics of an interior race: pae skin, wide eyes, fine features. Soph looked for hintsthat they were
aseparate species from Earth humans but saw nothing definitive. Even with Homo sapiens, anisolated
population like thiswould have experienced substantia genetic drift, leading to defining traits. But these
people had to be related to people from Earth. Tiber, in fact, looked much more dien.

The massive plasmagun had crudely welded handles for human use. It seemed to have originaly been
designed for something like an Ulanyi Executioner. In the better light of the airlock's glowstrip, Soph
could seethat drops of molten metal had spattered around a pinhole in the charge chamber. The thing
was usdess,

Thefairer of the two women clicked it into a holder, which seemed to cons st of two pairs of canines.
The teeth did around the tube and pulled it into the wall. She then Stripped off her airsuit and stuffed it
into asmall cocoon, which sucked it up.

The woman had biosupport packs on her neck and spine for calcium and electrolyte balance. Something,
probably excessivetravel into the null-g center of the vessdl, had left her with osteoporosis. Even with the
metabolic correctors, the fine bones of her forearms and lower legs had been reinforced with adhesive
mesh, and at least three of the fingers on her left hand had broken and hedled badly, leaving it only
partidly functional. She pulled on aloose gown, tightened afew straps, and was suddenly dressed.

The man had what |ooked like ringworm, which left livid marks on hisamost transparent, blue-veined
skin. Despite their success at surviving here, the environment was not entirely friendly.

The man gestured at Soph and said something in their buzzing language. In response, she pushed hersdlf
back up against thewall. The huge e ephant-airsuit cocoon moved away with a sound of releasing
suckers.
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"Careful, Soph," Elward said. "That gun was adud. Maybe they had to get usin here to take care of us.”

"We haveto trust them," Soph said. "Otherwise, we get nowhere.”



The other woman, who had short dark hair and no visible medica problems, smiled a Elward. She
looked as nervous as he did. Who knew when these people had ever seen a human not amember of
their tribe? Even if some of the Bezdl crew had survived their savage arrival at the Aranaclanship, that
had been decades before.

"Look out, Soph!" Elward said.

Something grabbed Soph around the neck. An ingtant of uncomfortable tightness and then it relaxed into
awarm pressure. She reached up and felt something like asquid tentacle clinging to her.

"'What do you suppose these are, Soph?' Ambryn did her best to seem calm. Soph could seeasmilar
tentacle encircling her neck. Maybe Elward had been right.

Soph felt asharp pain in the sSide of her neck. The thing was sucking her blood, it would drain her ina
few minutes .. . the pressure released.

"Goddammit! Goddammit!" Elward had evaded his own tentacle and had grabbed the man, athin youth
with an oddly prominent chest, asif wings had once attached themsalves to his ssernum. The man did not
struggle but spoke in acaming buzz to Elward as one would to a dangerous maniac.

"It'sablood test, Elward," Soph said, rubbing the side of her neck. The tentacle had vanished into a
horn-covered bump on thewall. How many other things were conceded in these thick walls? A
tech-hunting team could have spent weeks looking over thislittle place done.

"I'mfinel | don't need ablood test."

"Elward." Soph was surprised to hear Ambryn spesk with calm authority. "L et that poor guy go and stop
screwing around. They need to know if we carry any infectious diseases. They've had one bad
experience dready. In an enclosed culture like this, anew infection can spread like wildfire."

Elward did as he was asked. He stood againgt the wall, eyes closed, like a man awaiting execution, the
tentacle

DEEPDRIVE 291

pressed againgt his neck as the thin man rubbed his own neck and exchanged a' 'Do weredlly haveto
ded with theseidiots?' look with histwo companions.

The blonde woman with the biosupport packs nodded back: "Y es, we do."

The man turned and rubbed an areanear the circular inner door. A few seconds later, it gasped open,
letting in warm, humid air.

"Whatever it was, it looks like we passed,” Ambryn said.
"I wonder what the test showed?' Soph said. "I'd like to see a genome comparison.”

"To see how closdly related we are?" Ambryn eyed their guides. ' "Who knows? We never gave Tiber a
blood test, did we?'

"I'dliketo give them ablood test," Elward muttered.

After the brightness of the airlock, it was hard to see in the dappled shadows insde the clanship. The air
wasfilled with the calls of animas, low thumps, high shrieks. Thick sméllsfought each other. The air was
hot, and Soph found hersalf swesting dmost ingtantly. Lights floated high overheed, but only vagrant



beams penetrated down to the soft floor on which they stood. The bulbous forms that loomed around
them seemed, a firgt, like huge oily mushrooms, but dowly cameinto view as somekind of shelled
creatures who puffed air from wheezy lungs.

“'Living air filters?* Ambryn said.

"Someone should change the damn things,” Elward said. "1sn't anyone taking care of this place?"
"They've been through alot,” Soph said.

"So havewe," Elward said.

A dense growth of lichen had clogged many of the shelled creatures air holes, and at least one of them
had died and been stripped by scavengers, leaving only aghostly exo-skeleton, like agigantic barnacle,
holes eaten through it. Something with wide, glowing eyes had made its home in the abandoned shell and
peered out at them, just thetips of its claws visble around the edges of ahole.

Ambryn gasped and held Soph'sarm in apainful grip. Soph looked up. Perched above them on one of
the lower
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levels of the wide meshwork that filled the space, the model for the much smaller one that had made up
the structure of the Argent, was a Guardian—what Ambryn knew as an Ulanyi Executioner. Its
laser-equipped forearms pointed down at them. Soph wondered whether that particular surgical
modification of the post-reproductive female form had been invented by the Ulanyi themsalves or by the
Vronnans. Since it was useful, the practice had spread.

Thelr three guidestrotted on dong atrail that doped upward, ignoring the gloomily lowering Guardian.
Ambryn, rlaxing her muscleswith avisble effort, followed.

A group of humanswaited for them beyond. Water dripped al around. Thick leaves held poolsfilled
with hundreds of smal creatures.

At the center of the group of adozen or so was the woman who was clearly their leader. She rode on the
back of what looked like an early modd dinosaur, with a huge bony head and spraddied legs. Her thick
body was swathed in layers of loose slk, tight around her wrists and ankles, aswell as across her belly.
Her dark hair thrust atop her swollen head like avolcanic eruption. She said something to themina
baritone voice.

Soph bowed in return, followed by Ambryn and Elward.

"Thank you for your guidance,” Soph said.

Their guides had alot more than that to say. They explained alot of thingsto their Queen.
"They're probably complaining about your bad attitude,” Ambryn whispered to Elward.
"They ain't seen nothing yet."

Soph tried not to stare, because the woman bore, on her face and body, some of the answers to Soph's
guestions. She had the same spatul ate frog fingers and distended facia bonesthat Tiber had. On him they
had looked like an idiosyncratic deformation. Now that Soph could see another example before her, this
one a success, even atriumph, it began to look like a perfectly natural state of the human condition. She
could see too where Tiber had copied hisforma uniform.



The big creature shifted benesth itsroya rider, flicking itstongue at insects that had ventured too close.
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"Soph,"” Ambryn said. "Do you see?’
"Shh!"

And Soph did see. The Queen'slegs dangled down within the thick folds of silk, the muscles shrunken
and usdless. Hel nervous system must have suffered serious damage from the demyeination diseese.

"Tiber brought it to us" Ambryn said quietly. "To the humans of the Solar System. The infection started
among those who had found him aboard the Martian ship. Then it spread from MeshMatrix Krysta inthe
yearsthat he wasthere.

Soph redlized that it wastrue. But it seemed that only avery few Earth humans suffered from the
demyelination. Commander Riemann-Vesper had, unfortunately, proved to be susceptible.

Now that she was looking for it, she saw more evidence of the disease's depredations: awithered arm
here, acongtantly twitching muscle there,

The Queen looked down at them and nodded once, with asort of satisfaction, asif showing the damage
the disease had done had been her actua purpose in meeting them. Then her mount turned and lumbered
up the path. Everyone e se followed.

Asthey climbed dong what looked like the back of amassive tree trunk, high into the hollow meshwork
that extended in al directions, Soph saw how both the Argent and Lo-Bru-Tirni's ship had attempted to
mimic this space. Now that her eyes were atuned to the confusing shadows that fell from the high lights,
she saw that they were surrounded by living things. Thingslike pillbugs the Sze of rats clambered dong
upside down, seeking out what had been forgotten. A bouncing cresture like awallaby with an iridescent
scaled surface crossed back and forth above the humans, asif wondering when to drop something on
their heads.

At one point, they had to step aside as ateam of large-headed emus dressed in concedling,
equipment-festooned robes, forelimbs nowhere visble, came through carrying what looked like a
gigantic, tranducent cicada grub, developing wingsjust visble under its paper-thin shell. The grub's
mouthparts worked frantically, reaching out for the humans,
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who pressed asfar away asthey could without falling off their precarious path. The Aranahumansdid
not acknowledge the unblinking emus, who seemed intent on their task. They were not a species Soph
had ever heard of.

Unlike the others, Ambryn leaned toward the grub, looking interestedly at its crystaline jaws. It snapped
out at her with surprising speed. Ambryn fell back, saved from tumbling over the sde only by aquick
grab by Elward. An emu squedled, in rage or warning, and they redoubled their pace.

"Ambryn—" Soph began warningly.

"Did you see?| think that's what they use to keep the airlocks from growing out of control. The teeth on
that thing seem to match the chiseling around the airlock door. So it's some kind of aftermarket
modification.”



"There'stoo much, Ambryn," Soph said. "We could spend weeks at any spot in this place and learn only
asmall part of what'sthere."

"No sensein getting eaten before your time," Elward said. "Or do you fed you're growing out of
control ?*

"Shut up, Elward.”

The path findly climbed up through the celling into a different sort of space, more of aregular passage,
though the thick covering on the walls proved to be a sort of fungus. Their escorts tore pieces off to chew
on asthey waked.

The human-occupied areas formed a dense network of passages throughout the clanship, Soph noted.
Asthey kept on, through lower and lower gravity, they could seeinto connections with other regions of
the clanship: aVronnan meeting hal supported by what looked like the rib bones of someimmense
creature; a Guardian reproductive Site, its soft walls and floor covered with supportive caves, an abyssa
tank once filled with specidized molluscs, now an empty space littered with shattered shells, the water
spilling out through explosively vaporized intake valves. In many places, the thick growth on thewalls had
died, reveding the understruc-ture.

Soph could see what asmall part of the entire colony the supposedly dominant Vronnans really were.
The vast volume of thisinterstellar ecocyst had, at onetime, supported at least amillion sentient
creatures. human beings, Guardians, scav-
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engers, pilots. Of that number, she guessed that no more than tens of thousands—if that many—had been
Vronnans.

They paused, along whilelater, in front of what looked very much like a storefront. Brighter light came
from within, and regular shapesindicated the presence of manufactured, rather than grown, objects.

"Welcometo the Aranaclanship,” aquiet voice said from within. "Weve waited along time for someone
tofind us."

The voice spoke with adigtinct Martian accent.

"Sheisthe Memory Giver. Memory Giver Tugi. Not quitetheir Queen ... but certainly their chief. She
granted me this space, thismemoria. Normally, bodies are recycled. Though after the battles, many
rotted. There were so many. So many..."

The man's name was Kirby Wu. His skin was dark and coppery, and had not faded in decades insde the
Aranaclanship. Hiswhite hair fell to hisbony shoulders. He had grown up in the caldera of the volcano
Pavonis, on Mars, in an environment built by the dien Gkh. Until its destruction, he had been amember
of the crew of the Prismatic Bezel.

The space they were in was the buria place of therest of the crew of that vessel. The bodieswere
encased in Smple sorayed matrix, like mummies, but their possessions were displayed on racks: clothing,
jewelry, books, toys, cooking utensils, crystals.

Wu had apparently lived out most of hislife aboard the Arana clanship here, among the dead bodies of
hisformer crew mates.

"There are kingdomsto be won here,” Elward said. "'If the place is as disorganized asyou say.” He



scratched patternsin the thick humus of the floor, asif drawing maps of conquest.

"| supposethat'strue. Only amatter of time before someonetries. There are areas of the clanship that
none of us have been into Since Sukh's departure after her occupation.”

"How many of you survived Sukh's attack on the clanship?' Ambryn said. "I mean, I'm surprised—"

"Tofind anyone dive?' Wu was an austere stick figure, particularly in contrast to the huge Memory
Giver, who had
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embraced him before turning him over to what must have seemed to her members of hisown tribe. "I'm
surprised myself. Dozens of us survived that first assault, Miss Chretien. They stormed aboard,
Vronnans, those Guardians ... we would have called them Ulanyi Executioners, | think, back in the
System. But | forget, we are in the System, aren't we? It's deep underground here, you haveto
understand. | haven't seen the starsin a decade. But the Arana brought us aboard for a specific purpose.
They wanted memory transfer. The Arana humans could no longer perform their function.”

"Because of the nerve plague,” Soph said.

"Y es. We had never known where it came from. Now you have explained it. Ankur's disease, | guess
well cdl it. Demydination. The memories became stuck." He nodded down the passage outside the
memorid. The Aranahumans had retreated down, just out of sight, but their murmuring was audible,
"Memory Giver Tuqi fearssheisthelast of her kind. Shetransferred the memories of thirteen VVronnan
clutches. About forty individuasin total, some of them quite important to the Arana They grow in asort
of anatomical pouch and are expelled while till quite smdl. But by then the essential memories have been
transferred, with the human brain as atransducer.”

Wu managed akind of reflected pride in the achievement. Apparently, he had made himsdlf a sort of
adviser, though he had never entirdly fit in with the tribes of Aranahumans.

"The memory transfer operation could not have evolved naturaly. VVronnans have vague myths about
how the process came about because they have no memories from that time. The sterile Helpers, who do
not inherit memories, keep their own traditions.

"'"The human being liesin agtate of suspended animation within the fluid-filled abdomen of what was once
apredator that stored prey there asliving food for its children. The predator's reproduction is now strictly
controlled, and its ability to keep living things dive in a suspended state highly refined, with afood and
oxygen supply pumped into the arteries. The neura cables, which may ultimately be derived from human
nervetissue, run into that abdomen and join the human brain at the base of the skull.”
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Soph remembered the scars she had felt on the back of Tiber's head. He had borne the traces of what
had happened to him al over his body, and she had never been able to understand.

""We knew nothing of thiswhen they came to take us for reproduction and memory transfer,” Wu said.
"No explanation, just force. We had been put here, it turns out, because it was next to the memory
chamber, where dl the biological equipment necessary to the memory transfer lived. They wanted the
children mogt of all.

"Wefought them. We dl fought them. The Vronnans could have separated us, kept us completely
defensdess, but they were not used to managing human beings. In Vronnan civilization, humans manage



themsalves. Many of usdied. Most of the children ... died." Wu paused for amoment to bresthe.

"We of the Bezel had seen signs of the other humans, these humans of Arana, and thought of them as
enemies. But they cameto help us. They were sick, their world had been destroyed, but they cameto
help us. There was no saving the children that had been taken and no war to be made againgt their
co-dwellersthe Arana Vronnans, but they left usfood, madeit into the sedled kennel areas where we
were being kept. We had just sarted to establish communication with them when the rogue Vronnan
force attacked.”

"Sukh," Ambryn said. "And her renegade troops.”

"'It was savage. We did not see most of it, but apparently it was a massacre. Sukh and her troops
appeared as some sort of supply ship, mimicking Arana D signas—that may have been Ankur's
contribution to Sukh's education. The battle went on for aweek or more, ranging throughout the clanship.
That was when mogt of it was destroyed.

"'Eventudly, the Arana clan was dead. All of them. And then Sukh and her troops came for us."

"Why?' Ambryn asked. "They were there to save you. They were there because the Arana had
kidnapped you."

Wu shook his head. " Sukh was punishing perversion, not rescuing us. In fact, we represented part of the
perversion. We were not Arana humans, we were not humans associated with any Vronnans. We were
filth." He gestured around at
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the scene of Arana human civilization. "They managed to save us, Memory Giver Tugi and her people.
Some few of us, of which I am now the only oneleft dive.”

"And Tiber?" Soph asked.

"I knew his parents. They died early, before they could know what had happened to their son. Sukh took
Tiber after it was dl over. Shetook him to the region of the clanship she and her force made her own.
That areais ill dmost inaccessible. Huge areas of vacuum and high radiation keep it incredibly distant,
asif it was another continent. And she stayed there for along time before shefindly left.”

The life energy seemed to go out of Wu as he spoke. Soph wondered if he had survived thislong smply
to do what he had just done: tell the story to someone who could understand it.

"Tiber has returned to the Arana clanship,” Soph said.

"I know," Wu said. "He came back to the place where he was raised, out in the territories that Sukh
ruled."

Soph was surprised. ' 'Y ou know? But how—7?"
"Because he has managed to find away out of there,” Wu said.
"Yes" Tiber said quietly from behind the memorid cases. | am here”

Inlater years, Tiber would grow to realize how deep Sukh's planning went. For along time, he had
thought that she had taken him from the daughter aboard the Arana clanship as some sort of symbol of
kindness, something plucked from the blood to show the continuity of life.



But Sukh had only one obsession, and the continuity of life was not it.

Tiber knew that hisfamily had been killed dong with the rest during Sukh's reduction of the Arana
clanship. Asde from the nickering memories he had pulled out during hislong-ago conversation with
Elward, everything was blank. Too many savage disasters had did across his mind like sharp-stoned
rock dides, annihilating some memories and burying others so deeply that they could not be recovered
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without endangering the stability of the persondlity that had findly arisen from theruins.

The Aranahad kidnapped the humans from the Prismatic Bezel for reproduction, for the necessary
transfer of memories. And reproduction was what the young Tiber had started to be used for.

Carrying aVronnan clutch was apparently apiercingly pleasurable experience for ahuman being. Among
Vronnan humans, it led to high tatus. Y ou floated in an Ulanyi placenta, and dien thoughts drifted
through on their way to the infants growing in your side.

"l don't remember what happened,” Tiber said. "Perhaps something did. Asfar as| can understand,
Sukh attacked just asthey were beginning. The physiology of Earth humans apparently differsin some
sgnificant way from that of Vronnan humans."

Hewasregd again, asif his desperate suicide attempt had never happened. Asif they had never made
love. Soph looked at him, searching for acrack in the fa8ade, but there was none.

Soph knew that the deep image of being penetrated—uviolated—by a Vronnan female underlay hisentire
personality. If he didn't want to remember that conscioudy, it was entirely his business, regardless of
what she wanted to find out from him.

"Sukh raised me," Tiber said. " Shetook learning equipment from the Bezdl. | learned all about Mars asiit
had been when they €ft. | thought | did apretty good job of pretending to be ahuman being.”

"You didn't haveto pretend,” Soph said. "Y ou're anatura genius.”
"Yeah," Elward said. "She did a pretty good job, considering.”
"Sheinserted you aboard the Martian warship,” Ambryn said.

""Yes. | was supposed to be recovered by the Martians and hauled back to Mars, where | had
connections, resources | could tap into secretly with my gene patterns. Instead, | was taken by the
Terrans and ended up on MeshMatrix Krystal. For along time, | forgot al about who | was and what |
was
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supposed to do. | thought | wasjust aregular person, with my own lifeto lead. Thenit dl changed...."

It wasincredible, Soph thought. Unfamiliar with human beings, brought up by sophisticated machines
aboard aruined spacecraft by amonomaniaca dien, then dropped in completely the wrong place ... he
had still succeeded in hismission, through brilliant expedients. Sukh, hiding out in the periphery of the
Solar System, needed a native guide to make hisway through the mysterious worlds of humans and find
the one being she needed: Ripi-Arana-Hoc, her father, the person who had stolen her memory and left
her aHandicapped outlaw in her own civilization.

And Tiber had done as he was bid. He had searched out Ripi and offered him something that got through



the layers of paranoiac security the fugitive VVronnan had thrown up around hisfortressin the Maxwels: a
return to the Arana clanship and potentia return to power in Vronnan space. But Ripi, with Soph,
Elward, and Ambryn's help, managed to escape his kidnapping, leaving Tiber bereft and Sukh enraged.

"You love her," Soph said softly.

"l did. Y ou have to remember, she did save me from"— he smiled tightly—"a fate worse than death. Or
S0 it seemed. | was not prepared. | did not understand, couldntt. .. understand. The humans here, they've
lived their lives aboard the clanship. Their lives are permegted by understanding of this. If | had been
educated, would | have responded differently?"

"It wasrape," Ambryn said. "The fact that we can make love doesn't mean we can't be raped.”
"But that's not why I'm here," Tiber said.

"Home," Soph said. "Y ou've come home."

"Yes'" hesad. "Atlonglagt.”

"Y ou didn't know where the clanship was, did you?' Ambryn said. "When you finaly remembered
yoursdlf, aboard MeshMatrix Krystal, you had no idea of where you had come from.”

"No. | wasreborn. | didn't care. Not then."

"But the Gunners knew," Ambryn said. "They track every pebble floating around the Solar System,
hoping to find some evidence of their mother'sfate. We offered them some
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fake information about her, and they couldn't resist the urge to check it out. They never can. So they
traded you the clanship'slocation for it."

"They had noted the Arana clanship's entry, and the battles following. Not that they had any
understanding of it— or even interest. But they did have the vessel's orbit." Tiber looked sad. "'l hope
that someday they do find their mother.”

"Isthat the only reason you're here?' Soph said. "To take alook a home?"
"Yes." Tiber seemed affronted by the question, asif it was not entirely polite.
"'Did you find the place where you were raised? Y ou and Ripi ?"

"Wes"

Ripi was among the humans. In the long pauses of their conversation, Soph could hear him, spegking in
the buzzing of theloca human language. Soliciting votes? Enjoining Slence? Shedidn't like having him
loose and unsupervised like this. Hed dready caused enough trouble.

Tiber stood deep in thought, remembering what he had found of his home. Soph could seethat it had not
satisfied him. And how could it? To see the old machines that had generated the smulations by which you
had beenraised . . . it was scarcely listening to the creaking rafters of your old family home.

"How did you survive?' Soph said.

"'What do you mean?"'



"That areawas the center of Sukh's rule when she had power aboard this clanship.” Soph herself wasn't
sure what conclusion she was headed toward. "But military forces must have penetrated there after her
departure. Did you see anyone?"

"No." Tiber was suddenly quiet. "No. The place she raised me wasisolated. | saw no sgns. No one
disturbed us. No one even seemed to notice that we were there."

"And you didn' find that odd?"

Soph fumbled for her comm gear. Severd times dready she had felt thetingle of Lightfoot'strying to get
in touch with her, but she had put him off with asignd that said, essentidly, "All fine. Will spesk |ater.”
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It was now later.

"Soph." Lightfoot's voice crackled in her ear. "What'swrong?'
"Sukh'sdive"

"That's agood working hypothesis" he said. "To be on the safe sde.”

"'No. | have better evidence. Tiber went into the heart of the area of the ship she had ruled. No one
disturbed him. And no onetried to prevent his passage over here, to where the Aranahumans il live"
She briefly described the Memoria and where they were. "There are al sorts of independent forces on
theloose over there. At the very least, he would have been stopped and escorted here aswe were."

"She kept everyone away from him." Lightfoot understood ingtantly. "Him and Tiber. She wanted them to
make their way there, to you. Evacuate, Soph. Now."

People were shouting down the hall. Screams of fear, of rage. Thefloor vibrated with heavy limbs
smashing down.

"I'm afraid we're alittle too late for that, Lightfoot."
"Werecomingin, then."
'Wo. If therés trouble, someone must remain safe. Just hang tight until it'sover.”

"Soph." Despite the strain, he sounded amost amused. ' Try not to treat my recording of this
conversation as abasisfor the quotation carved in the base of your memorid, and tell me what you

"l just did."
""\Where are the other humans, the ones of Arana?"'

"They are poorly armed. Apparently, Sukh destroyed al persona wespons during her tenure here, and
they have been able to build only makeshift ones. There's not much metal aboard this place.”

"No persona weapons? | am coming in, Soph."

Despite her fear, Soph smiled. ' 'Y ou going to come in and distribute weapons to the natives?' She
remembered the cases of small arms Lightfoot had collected.

"Oh, no. That would just make them suspicious, and | don't have time to ded with that. I'm going to sl



them.”
"Get agood price.”
"l intend to. Do you know where Ripi is?"
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A memoria case shattered. Wu shouted in anger. Soph looked up. A Guardian, laser arms at the ready,
trotted in with thetiny Ripi hed in its subsdiary limbslike ababy. Behind, escorted by two more
Guardians, strutted the proud femae form of Sukh.

"Yes, Lightfoot,” shesaid. "l do."

Soph gave up struggling with her bonds and looked around the memory chamber. It was made amost
entirdy of living creatures, dl of which provided part of itsfunctions. The floor rippled dowly. Something
moved dowly insde atranducent vacuolein thewall. A dense network of circulatory vessdls pulsed
behind thin membranes. She dmost gasped. Something very much like ahuman eye regarded her from
the celling. Octopi had eyesthat looked just like human ones, she reminded hersdlf. It was areasonable
design, certain to be discovered again and again. That one had not come from ahuman being.

Shewasadmost sure of it.

Ripi floated on the tongues of the supportmouth, just as his Brother in Memory had. A mindnurse, which
looked like an air-breathing jelyfish with an added hydrogtatic skeleton, hung above him.

The strapsthat held her seemed pliable, but her grip did off of them. They were at least hdf-dive. Cold
air played on her naked skin. Behind her, she sensed the opening into which she would sink and where
memory transfer would occur.

They had killed Wu. Unable to stand the ruin of his carefully constructed Memorid, he had attempted
resstance, and one of Sukh's Guardians had smashed him against awall. Elward too had been besten,
though he was till dive. Soph couldn't see him, but she could hear him cursing under his breath.

"| fed likeasacrificid virgin," Soph said.

Ambryn looked up from her huddled position at Soph's feet. "Isthat necessary for memory transfer?
Perhaps you should inform someone that you dont fit the requirements.”

"I don't think it'sthat... but Memory Giver Tugi was young when she bore her first Vronnan memory.
And Tiber
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couldn't have been more than six or seven... | don't think my nervous system will be able to do whatever
isnecessary."

"Sukhisgoing tokill you." El ward spoke clearly and dowly.
"Sukh isgoing to do whatever the hell shewants," Soph said.

Guardians, forbidden entry, stalked around the entrances to the memory chamber. Sukh had brought
humans with her, those renegades who had joined her during her incursion of the Aranaclanship.
Enemies of Memory Giver Tugi's clan. Three of them now lay ostentatioudy adeep in corners of the
room, gaining cam for their tasks. They would assist, as other humans adways did, in the transfer of



memories from Father to child. They werethe Bearers. All VVronnans remembered them. They wore
ceremonid clothing, bright fabricswith swirls of silver and gold.

By jabbing what looked like giant bee stingersinto the wall, they had aready stimulated the modified
predator that would store Soph in its abdomen during the memory transfer procedure. 1ts open mouth,
rimmed by vestigiad teeth, gaped in thewall, and athick tongue lolled down to the floor. Deeper inits
maw, Soph could see the sharp points that would inject her with muscle paralyzers, anesthetics, and
metabolism suppressors as the creature dowly swallowed her.

Elward findly managed to sit up and into Soph'sfield of view. Drying blood covered hisface. In hisarms,
absurdly, he held a decorative paper umbrella. He had stolen it from the memory racks of the Bezdl

crew. Soph wondered if it reminded him of something from his own childhood, if he had started to
wonder whether he had mysterioudly grown up here and forgotten al about it. He picked shreds off of it
with hisfingernailsand let them flutter to the floor.

"Youareright,” Ripi said from the supportmouth. "It won't work. Y our nervous systemis not suitable.
But noinfantsare available.”

"Dont the Aranahave any?' Ambryn said with cool brutdity. "lsn't that their fate, after al?!

"Not for Sukh. Not for me. We are accursed. The mem-

DEEPDRIVE 305

ories| bear are no longer precious but are memories of hell. She could get an infant but only at the risk of
serious casudties as she moves deeper into the clanship. Sheis not ready for such an effort. And it would
most likdy fail."

Soph felt the vibration of steps, and Sukh stepped into the memory chamber. She was amuch more
impressive creature than Lo-Bru-Tirni, her mother, though some of that was due to the armor she wore.
Her centaur shape loomed over everything.

Sukh had destroyed the Arana clan because of their perverse use of Earth-normal human beings for
memory transfer. And here, driven by the same necessity, she was committing the same sin. But Soph,
looking at the Vronnan's wide staring eyes, suspected that Sukh wasn't thinking about anything anymore.
For dl that the memory transfer procedure had an entirely artificial, contrived origin, it had become as
deep as any other reproductive urge. Sukh, asamon swimming upstream in time, had to get those
memoriesinto her head—or dietrying.

"Shewill gt somememories,” Ripi said. "A few."

"But it will kill me." Soph was surprised at her own dis-passion. There would be no transformation for
her, no matter how unlocked for. She would never become aMemory Giver. She would never become
anything other than what she was. Her change had come along time ago, when she gave birth to
Stephan.

"Yes," Ripi said. "Youwill die" He managed to turn his head to the Side, away from both Soph and the
looming Sukh, thefirst Sgn of weskness he had shown. ™Y ou will die and then | will die. Since my degth
isinevitablein any case, it would saveyou if | died firs."

"Sure" Soph said. "Sureit would.”

She should have known that his comments had a meaning and would find their mark. Hewasaruler, a
prince of the kingdom, and he understood the weaknesses of his people. The paralysis was wearing off,



because he dowly moved hisarms until his hands rested on his abdomen, fingers around a spot between
hisvestigia limbs. It looked like a position for meditation.

From his dumped, defeated position, Elward moved with
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blinding swiftness. He rolled over, sorang, and stabbed Ripi with the decorative umbrella, putting dl the
weight of hiswide shouldersinto it. The umbrellahad a stiff handle and asharp tip. It went into the soft
plectrum between Ripi's vestigia second limbs.

Before Elward could pull the umbrellaout to stab again, Sukh swung her massive forelimb. Elward
ducked, but she wasincredibly fast. The fordimb's armored length caught him on the sde of the head
with an oddly tiny thunk, and he went down. From the looseness of his body, Soph was sure that Elward
Bakst was dead.

Sobbing, Ambryn gathered hersalf together at Soph'sfeet.
"No, Ambryn," Soph said.

"BUE—"

"It won't do any good.”

"Noneof it will,” Ambryn said. She pressed her wet face against Soph'slegs, and Soph was able to fedl
amoment of irritation that she, bound up for sacrifice, was expected to be a source of comfort to
someone dse.

She looked at Ripi. Was he satisfied with what he had achieved? He had done his best to indicate the
location for akilling blow. His pinkish blood bubbled around the umbrellaand as he shuddered, the
broken ribs and tearing tissue paper sfted down into the supportmouth, which flicked each tiny piece out
asitfdl.

Ripi rolled in an attempt to drive the umbrelafarther in, but Sukh grabbed him and yanked it out again.
With an dmost comforting gesture, she pressed againgt the wound until the bleeding dowed.

"How long will thistake?' Soph said.

"Days," Ripi answered. "I die dowly. Perhaps before she succeedsin transferring al the memories. | can
only hope.

Soph knew that he hadn't tried to kill himself in order to save her. He had done it to deny his own hated
Handicapped daughter that which she most wanted.

Sukh exposed her ovipositors and pressed their sharp tips against Soph's bare chest. Sukh was going to
be her own mother, it looked like, Soph thought dizzily. Was the intromission of eggs a necessary
precursor to memory transfer?
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She held onto theintellectua question to keep from screaming.

Sukh pulled her ovipositors back and haf-turned to look at something in the memory chamber doorway.
Soph, gasping for breath, was dmost angry at the respite. Couldn't this creature keep her mind on what
shewas doing? Findly, reluctantly, she turned her head to see what Sukh was staring at.



Tiber stood in the doorway. He wore the robes he had worn while presiding over the Argent. Thenthey
had looked idiosyncratic, some odd invention of hisown. Soph now saw them anew, as the prerogative
of ahuman Memory Giver.

He said something plaintive to Sukh, and Soph redlized that he had, until this moment, concedled his
knowledge of the Vronnan language. He had, in fact, concedled amost everything.

"What?' Soph said. "Ripi! What ishe saying?"

"What you might expect.” Ripi was disgusted. "He should be the one to bear the memories. Sheraised
him to provide her with those memories, and she should takeit toitslogica conclusion. Please take him.”

"Shel'snot going for it,” Soph said.

"It would be too much, even for her." Ripi was calm, observing the scene from the supportmouth, making
it look like asoft couch. "Sheisnot that insane, to use him.”

Sukh turned completdly away from Soph and loomed over Tiber. Her voice boomed out, the threat
obvious, but Tiber did not step back. He just stood, hisarmsin hisrobe, suppliant but demanding.

She would kill him, Soph thought. No matter their past, how she had rescued him, raised him, used him «
« « shewastoo far gone now. She would not be balked of her prey.

Still Sukh stood poised over Tiber. One sweep of her arms, the same way she had killed Elward... but
shedid not move. For along time, neither did he.

Then he reached into his Memory Giver's robes and pulled out a blunt-barrelled pistol, clumsily catching
it on the thick fabric. Sukh, overconfident about her renewed rule over the entire Arana clanship, had not
checked carefully enough for it.
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Still she did not move. He spoke again. She did not reply. He pointed the gun at her.

The motionless tableau was more than Soph could bear. Someone had to do something. She took
breath into her lungsto scream at them.

Explosions rocked the room, and for an instant she thought they came from within hersaf. Soph did
scream, but no one could hear her. It sounded like Lightfoot's marketing efforts had finally paid off. Now
that she had amoment to think, she could identify thefire of various persona arms, now in the hands of
the Arana clanship's humans. She heard the thump of an explosive bullet entering thick flesh. A Guardian
pounded limbs againgt the wallsin agony, then fell heavily to thefloor.

Sukh stood over Tiber, the human being she had raised, and il did not move. Findly he pulled the
trigger.

The explosion that killed Sukh was not even audible above the sounds of the greater battle. She stood
gtill for amoment longer, then toppled forward, right onto Tiber and out of Soph'sline of sght.

Within afew moments, the firing had stopped, and al was silence.

"Thisisn't hurting you, isit?" Ambryn dragged Soph acrossthe floor by her shoulders, showing
unexpected strength. She had killed the creature that held Soph by hacking savagdly at it with aknife she
had taken from Kirby Wu's body. Its many straplike appendages now littered the floor, curling inon
themsdves asif searching for something to hold on to.



"| can barely fed anything," Soph said. "Don't worry. Ishe...."

"1 don't know, | don't know! Tiber thinks hes—Tiber thinks Elward isaive.”
Tiber murmured something, but Soph couldn't make it out.

"Roll me over and prop me up,” shesaid, "so that | can see”

"Y ou need medica caretoo, Soph." But Ambryn did as she was bid and leaned Soph up againgt the
base of the sup-portmouth so that Soph could see theinjured Tiber, hisleft arm broken and hanging limp,
knedling over the recumbent
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form of Elward. Tiber had cleared Elward's throat of vomit and mucus and administered artificia
respiration. But blood covered the right side of Elward's head, and Soph suspected a serious skull
fracture. Hisright pupil, when Tiber pulled the eydid back, was contracted to atight pinpoint, whilethe
other was normd.

"Meg" Ripi sad. "Pull meout of here.

"Why the hell should | do that?' Ambryn crawled over and touched Elward's hand. Gently, so asnot to
getinto Tiber'sway.

"Help him out,” Soph said. "Don't be petty.”
"I'm not petty."
Soph was still unable to move. She could see that Tiber could not help Elward.

"Cut openthewall,” Ripi said as Ambryn pulled him from the tender caresses of the supportmouth's
tongues and lowered him to thefloor. ' There, at that swelling. Use those knives the Bearers brought. L et
the mind transfer tissues take hold of him. They contain functionsthat assist the human brain.”

"Why—" Ambryn was ready to argue.
"It could do no harm.”
"Hesright,” Tiber sad. "It could keep hismind dive."

"Hurry, then!" Ambryn said. She darted across the room. The Bearers brought by Sukh had fled, leaving
their gear. She dug among it and came up brandishing what looked like amachete. She flinched and
amogt dropped it. "It'sdive. | canfed it grabbing at me."

"Cut carefully,” Ripi sad. "Do not damage the function.”

"I'm not much of amidwife." Then she cut asingle dash acrossthe bulgein thewadl, asif shed been
doing it her wholelife. Thick fluid spilled out, with a harsh metallic scent, like scorched blood.

Ambryn and Tiber together lifted the limp body of Elward and thrust him into the open abdomen. The
creature's mouth, balked of even the taste of its prey, opened and closed, punching holesin itsown

tongue.
"My mate," Ripi said. "Lo-Bru-Tirni. Sheishere?'

"You know sheis," Soph said. "Y ou had to have ddlib-
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erately avoided her, in coming hereto the Aranaclanship. Do you fear her?!

"My duty, by Vronnan standards, is till to die,” he said. "No matter that my memorieswill now go
nowhere. But | think | can be useful enough to avoid that. | must spesk with her.”

"What about?' Ambryn did not turn away from Elward. Soph was sure she was unhappy that Ripi was
not dead along with his daughter.

""Vronnan authority has falen apart acrossawide area of space,” Ripi said in adetached tone. "We have
the till-living deepdrive aboard the Arana clanship. If the placentas aboard the Argent can servetheir
intended purpose, perhapsit can be brought to health. Perhaps you humans from the Solar System would
like achance of influencein Vronnan space.”

"Tak gaactic conquest with Lightfoot,” Soph said. "He hasthe big ambitions.”
"l am looking forward to it."
"Soph!" Ambryn reached down and hauled Soph up so that she could see into the abdomen.

Elward's eyes were open. The pinpoint pupil had dilated until theiriswas dmost entirely black. A thick
band of some kind of tissue, gleaming like a beetl€'s back, had crept out under his skull so that he looked
like he wasin the forest, resting his head back on a gnarled tree root, looking up at the sky. But the sky
was adripping mass of tissue only afew centimeters away from hisface.

Then he smiled, asif heredly waslooking at the clouds. It transformed hisface, and Soph redlized how
little she had ever redlly seen him smile. He hadn't had much to make him happy, not the wholetime she
had known him. She thought that was her faullt.

"Elward," she whispered. "What do you see?"

"'l knew it was just an interruption,” he said. Though he smiled, his bresth was shallow, and the words
came out durred. Soph had to struggle to understand him.

"What was?'

"'| walked into the stars. The universewasal mine. | was
OEEPDRIVE
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just starting out when ... when | got interrupted.” He crinkled hisforehead. " There was something | had to
do...."

"Youdidit, Elward,” Soph said, hardly able to breathe hersdlf. "Y ou did everything you had to."

"The deepdrive calsout to you," Ripi said from the floor. "To human beings. It meansto go. It wantsto
leave this solar system behind.”

"Shut up,” Ambryn said.
"And your minds aretheway it will doit!"

"Elward," Soph said, ignoring the frantic proclamations of the VVronnan, though they spoke of what human



beings had been dreaming of .

With ajerk, heraised hisright arm and pushed his hand against the dripping abdominal tissue. "l can
touch the stars," he said. "Y ou know, they aren't hot at dl. | dways thought—"

Hisarm fell back, and his head tilted to the Sde.
"Elward!" Ambryn cried.

Soph reached in and took his hand. She thought it tightened allittle on hers before he died. What she
could see of Elward's face was peaceful.

She hoped it was true. She hoped that somewhere, Elward, at peace at last, strode out toward the stars.



