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Time past and time future What might have been and what has been Point
to one end, which isaways present. "Burnt Norton," T.S. Elict,
1944

Dream the center far for me When it burns then we may see Paths
outflung infixity Deceive us

Cry the center close to me Let the burning riversflee Tears we shed
together will Redeem us

Sing the center into me Fill the light and set me free Now and then
forever be Within us

"Invidi chant," from A Child'sBook of Alien Verses, 2098



Before

Uhen | wasalittle girl my greet-grandmother would tell me tories of
the days before the Invidi cameto Earth.

She would sit in her room under the frangipani and 1'd bring tobacco

for her to smoke in secret in return for the stories. Sheld suck and

puff until the thin pipe drew properly, then lean back in the cresky
canechair. | can't remember her face--only the long arms and heavy
voice, both of which are now my own. That and the flowery-smoky-musty
samell of her room.

Always the same beginning to the Stories.

"Listen now, child. Thiswasatown of women. When Marlena Alvarez
became mayor, she asked meto be chief of police because she knew |
could do the job.

"The old mayor and judges were dead. They'd been murdered by the very
thugswho put themin office. The old police chief and his deputies
had disappeared, either dead or in hiding. Or they'd joined one of the

gangs

"The able-bodied men? Mostly dead, drafted by the militiaor arrested
by them--it came to the same thing in the long run. Everyone who could
afford to go to the citiesdid so. Many of them couldn't afford

trangport but they



went anyway. Better to brave the dangers of disease, famine, guns
than stay. The only ones|eft were the old, the sick, the very young,
and the women who looked after them.

"God, those politicians hated her. They tried to scare us out of town,
they tried to force usto do what they wanted. They tried ridicule and
garvation... death threats dl thetime. Tried everything to wear us
down.

"Marlenanever said anything, but | watched her grow old before my
eyes”

Her tone would become softer, reminiscent. The pipe would go out.

"Wedid agood job though. Rebuilt thetown. She never turned away
refugees. They needed shelter, we needed the labor. Marlena pestered
the state and central governmentsfor funds. We got media contacts,
too, and told everyone what was happening. After yearsof bargaining
and compromise shefilidly placed the town off-limitsto al armed
groups.” Demorawould roll her eyes. "Mad, wedl said shewas

Sometimes | would snegk away at this point, before she reached the end
of thestory. It didn't matter whether anyone was listening or not.
She had to say it, had to relive it and forgive hersdf again.

"Marlenadied on January 3rd, 2017. | should have watched the roof. We
never caught the sniper. | remember it was about dusk because |
couldn't seethe color of her eyeswhen | held her.”

Thetown of Las Mujeres had no public money and no resources beyond its
people, and their lives changed little during the twelve years Alvarez
wasinoffice. But by the



time shewas nated in 2017 the groundswell she had created was
unstoppable. | grew up hearing the name Mar-lena Alvarez asthough she
were an eccentric and beloved aunt. 1t wasyears|later that | realized

her actionsin the town of Las Mujeres sparked the origind Earth South
movement, and that she was alegend to freedom fighters everywhere.

The Earth South movement demanded socia justice and economic reform
and provided the precedent that persuaded the diensto sign the
Mars-Invidi Agreement on Species Rightsin 2080, and to admit Earth as
amember of the Confederacy of Allied Worldsin 2085. Marlena Alvarez
played her part in bringing us out here and history saysthat her degth
wasnot invain. But my great-grandmother knew better.

| am not blind to the parales between Las Mujeres and ourselves. We
areisolated, surrounded by enemies and in-differ eat friends. We have

no resources and cannot decide our own fate, which iswhat they used to
say about women in thosetimes. We are divided among oursalves and
cannot conquer our own weaknesses, which is how the galaxy sees humans
now. Thebig difference, though, isthat we have no Marlena

Alvarez--only me,



PART ONE

THE

SPINNING

WORLD



Firs Day

Y ou'd think on a space gtation this size thered be an dl-night food
dispenser open.

| thumped thering lift controlsin a usaess attempt to make the door
closefagter. If | hadn't had to search vainly for amedl after the
Engineering briefing | would have had more time to catch up on the
backlog of urgent administrative tasks. And now | was going to be late
for the comet presentation. Not agood example from the head of
gation.

The doors wheezed shut with maddening downess, and afaint, transtory
lightnessin my feet told me the ring lift had begun its descent from

Alphato Gammaleveds. Thethroughways had been deserted earlier.
Perhapsthe stdl ownerswho usualy wander the lower leve at night

were preparing for the coming festival. There certainly wasn't much
business anymore from shift workers--the Seouras bl ockade has destroyed
most of our production capability and thereisno longer any need for a
twenty-four-hour workforce. The mgority of residents now follow the
samediurna schedule. Earth's, for convenience, athough our



orbit around the planet below is completed in about half that time.

I'm hungry, having forgotten to eat anything since lunch” yesterday.
I'm overdrawn in space rations, too, or | might have resorted to
ingesting my quotaof those,

Thering lift jarred to ahdlt. | Ieftit and threaded my way through
the morning crowd, fastening my jacket as| walked and trying vainly to
tidy my hair. | hope my face doesn't look astired as| fed.

Fifteen pairs of eyesturned to watch me as the meeting room door
opened. | get this sort of intense regard much more as head of station
than | ever did as head of Engineering, and it till topsme
momentarily inmy tracks.

"Commander Halley." Lieutenant Garnet, atrim woman with hair pulled
back tightly from her face, nodded to me from the far side of around
table. 1 took my place next to Bill Murdoch, the burly head of

Security, and smiled a greeting to the others. Of the department heads
only Murdoch, my friend Eleanor Jago, the head of Medicine, and Vegtch,
the station manager, had accepted the invitation to the briefing.

Eleanor, cool and tidy in her hospital whites, half-smiled back at me

but her glance was more professional than personal. Veatch stared back
impassively through dien eyes. The other participants were amixture

of Earth Heet scientific research, and Engineering saff.

Murdoch caught my eye as | looked around the table,

"Y ou should have made it an order to come," he rumbled, leaning
Sdeways so no one else could hear. ™Y ou need to give people more
incentive"

| frowned. Surdly arareinterstellar phenomenon was incentive enough?
And. I'd hinted at the prospectsit offered us to break the sege.
Either the other department



heads hadn't understood, or they were becoming jaded by our frequent
falures

The room darkened and in place of the pand lighting agtarfield
blossomed brightly above the center of the table as Garnet activated a

holomap.

We could see an asteroid belt, one planet close enough to be warm and
hospitable, and two more far-off frozen ones orbited an unassuming
orange star. The Abdar system seemed to grow as the holomap's
magnification increased. A tiny disk representing Jocasta orbited the
inner planet. Nobody commented on the lack of correct scale-it felt
good to confirm our presence, and it was awhile since most of the
officers here had seen such agood show. Engineering isthe only place
on the gation that dill has functioning holovids.

"Comets were regarded as omens of evil in many ancient Earth cultures.
For us here on Jocasta, it may bethe opposite.” Garnet pushed adim
forefinger into the map on top of the space station and swirled it

around the planet in smulated orbit.

The officers seated around the holomap table in the dark room leaned
forward to see better.

"The comet has passed its perihelion and is now on the second day of
itsfour-day trip out of the system.” She added thelast dement to

the holomap with aflourish, and there was amurmur of gppreciation as
the comet winked into existence and its bright tail streamed away from
the tar.

Garnet was dways a stimulating presenter, which waswhy 1'd chosen her
for thisone.

"Haveyou givenitaname?' an Earth Feet ensign asked dyly.



Murdoch jabbed mein theribswith hiselbow. | started out of my
half-doze. The double-nighter was starting to tell.

"A number will be sufficient,” | said coldly. The ancestors on my

maternd grandfather's sde may well have been distant relatives of the
astronomer who bequeathed his name to Earth's most famous comet. Then
again, it might be mere coincidence. In any case, one Comet Haley in

the astronomy database is plenty.

"The orbit of Comet 002," continued Garnet, with aregretful glancein
my direction, "passes between our planet and the sun on itsway out of
the sysem. Which meansthat particlesfrom thetail will saturate
thisareaof space.” She activated asmulation and we al watched as
the comet sped outward again and the dust, gases, and long released by
the star's warmth sprayed the darkness in a glittering stream.

"We believe this comet isreleasing atype of particle particularly
disruptive to communications.” She paused to give them timeto
consder theimplications.

"Which means?' Jago'simpatient voice added an uneasy noteto the
genera atmosphere of interest, and Garnet hastened to explain.

"l beg your pardon, maam. It meansthat our sensorswill be unableto
function adequately"--someone laughed shortly but sheignored
them--"and there will be someinterference with communications outsde
the sation.”

The same person muttered, "What's new?'

"By the sametoken,” Garnet said loudly, "the Seouras ships sensors
will not work ether.”

Therewas complete sllence. The Seouras ships surround our station and
block communication with the outside



gaaxy. Oneremainsin aclose companion orbit with the station and
at least three more cover the gpproaches to the system with efficient
menace.

"The only window of opportunity for thisexercisewill be..." Garnet
waited until the comet was just past the pae planet in the map,

"here" She hdted the smulation to give everyone aview of thetail
streaming past Jocasta. "If we set aprobeto follow thetail out of

the system, it might be able to avoid interception by the Seouras ships
beforethetall itsdlf dissipates. The probe will then send amessage

to the Confederacy asit continues along a course set to intercept a
magor trade route.”

Assuming, of course, the Confederacy of Allied Worldsisdill thereto
ligento us. Theinvasion might have happened there, too.

She touched the last known positions of the gray Seouras ships, which
appeared astiny triangles, greatly out of scale on the map, but much
too small for the weight they occupied in our minds.

"Any questions?' She moved quickly to thislast segment because wed
agreed that people wouldn't absorb information unlessit was directly
related to their own jobs.

"Why not send acrewed ship?' the Earth Fleet ensign asked.

Our main defenses, two squadrons of Earth FHeet fighters, had been
decimated in theinitial Seouras attack. The remaining personne now
worked in other areas, but many, likethisensign, itched to do
something more.

"We're not that certainit'll work," | said, and a couple of people
chuckled haf-heartedly. It wasn't alaughing matter. Six months ago
when the Seouras attacked, most of the residents with the meansto do



s0 had attempted to leave. All of them died when the gray shipsfired
on them. Sincethen wevetried to sneak acouple of smal shipsout
a variousintervals, but so far wevelost them al.

"Do you require any particular cooperation from my department?’ asked
Vesgtch, the station manager, in hisaggrieved drawl. His department
was Adminigrative Affairs.

Garnet returned normal lighting to the room as she answered. "Only the
requisition detallsfor the shuttle, Sir.”

"Then | fal to seewhy | was encouraged to attend thismeeting.” He
probably didn't mean to sound quite so petulant.

"We thought you might be interested, seeing that the plan involvesthe
entiregation.” Garnet'snormaly placid facewastaut. "Like
everyonedse"

"Perhaps | am not like everyone dse.”

"Y ou can say that again,” the Earth Fleet ensgn commented under his
bregath.

"It was only twenty minutes. Surely you can spare that,” said Eleanor
Jago. "Wereadl busy."

"Twenty-two minutes." Veaich couldn't resist the pedantic correction.
It was one of the reasons the M ot were such brilliant bureaucrats.

Murdoch nudged me again and | stood up.

"Engineering will contact each department if they require any
assstance,” | said. "If you have any suggestions or other input, I'm
sure they'd be ddighted to receiveit”

Jocadtais Earth's firgt out space station, established five years ago

in 2116. Threeringslike acorrugated discus spin around a central
core, where the modified aien engines nudge us back into correct orbit
every twenty-two



days and provide backup for essentia systemsin case the solar
reflectorsfail in an emergency. Such asablockade.

The station had only been in Confederacy hands for two standard years
when it was handed over to Earth. It had been under construction when
the Tor abandoned the system after losing their decades-|long war with
the Invidi and the Confederacy. Abelar wasaformer Tor colony system,
but after the Tor withdrew, the Confederacy of Allied Worlds, of which
Earth isaminor member, was busy with economic problemsin theinner
sectors. The Confederacy was dow to begin taking an active part in
the administration and protection of this obscure system on the edge of
abarren outer sector. Con Fleet patrolled only occasiondly.
Opportunists moved in quickly and by the time the Confederacy findly
asserted itsrights over the system, the area had become a haunt of
pirates and unaligned, unregistered traders.

Then someone had the bright idea of finishing the space station that

the Tor had begun. Not only wasthis chegper in the long term than
maintaining amobileforcein the area, but it wasaso lessof a

threat to the balance of power here. That balance consisted of a
tentative standoff between two or three huge trading conglomerates that
maintained mercenary fleets and acted in the interests of different
factions on the Confederacy Council, and the Danadan, a spacefaring
race who have traditionally pirated this area of space after their
homework! was destroyed by the Tor centuriesago. Aswell asthese
mgor players, there were anumber of small, undigned trading
companies, and pirate gangs, al of whom jealoudy guarded their right
to plunder what they could of thisisolated and resource-poor

cluger.



Then the Confederacy decided to "give" the gation to Earth. It wasa
generous gesture for the Council to approve administration of a sector
facility by one of its minor members, and none of the eight other
non-jump species had ever been accorded asimilar honor. A gestureit
remained, however. The four founding member species--the Invidi, the
Q'Chn, Mdot, and the Bendarl, the "Four Worlds'--have aways refused
to dlow the lesser membersindependent use of faster-than-light space
drive so Earth was forced to bow to the schedules of Sector vessels or
rent private shipping to transport its personnd and sublight shipsto

the gation. Without this cooperation we are completely isolated.

| arrived here as one of the engineering crew in the second year of the
reconstruction and the year before Jocasta officiadly became an
Earthgtation. It wasn't my first job as overseer but the others had

never been as chaotic asthis. Work was constantly disrupted by the
non-arrival of supplies and personnel, booby traps |eft by the Tor, and
occasiondly by attacks on the gation itself. We only ever finished
because the Danadan became embroiled in territoria squabbles with the
Seouras and the other two largest pirate fleets engaged in a bloody

feud for nearly ayear. Even then, the outermost ring was il
incomplete a the inauguration ceremony. Reationswith Sector Central
werefurther soured by difficultiesin getting the station running

smoothly. There were four station headsin thet first year: one quit,

two committed suicide and onewas poisoned. By thetime | found mysdlf
the unwilling and ostensibly temporary holder of that office, as head

of Engineering and the most senior Con Heet officer, most of the
congtruction crews



and Con Heet forces had pulled out. No respectable trader would come
anywhere near the station--many didn't know we existed--and to cap it
all, it seemed that Jocasta's charter stated that the head of station

was also obliged to act as governor of the Abelar system. Thismeant |
had to worry about two battered and amost completely useless planets
with tiny mining colonies and the usud one light-yeer territorid

boundary aswell asthe sation itsdlf.

It took nearly three years of hard work to achieve a precarious

gability both in the running of the station and between the species

who visited and lived here. The Danadan threatened to upset it all

when they declared this had aways been then' space and demanded
gpecid trading privileges. At about the same time the Seouras

presence aong the Confederacy border grew stronger and the two species
clashed frequently.

The Seouras were an unknown factor. It was rumored that they had
returned to claim the areafor their own, but in fact their ships made
Nno aggressive moves againgt the system or Confederacy traffic. There
was no indication that the Seouras had aggressive intentions or that
they possessed the leve of technology necessary to effect aseizure.
Their shipsthen weren't haf as big asthe oneswatching the sation
now, and the design was different.

The Danadan and mercenary fleets ruined trade and filled the station
with refugees, which we could ill afford; because of the lack of

support from either Sector Centra or Earth, the only way for usto
become sdlf-aufficient was by trade. Even then, we were wayslow on
essentid stocks-medica supplies, delicate equipment replacements.

To provide acounterweight, | suggested atreaty between Jocasta, the
Danadan, and the Seouras as we then



knew them. The captain of the Danadan ship that was disturbing trade
around the system at the time agreed to consider acompromise. Murdoch
was appalled by theideaand said so.

It took severa weeks of intensive diplomatic effort to hammer out an
agreement basically satisfactory to al. Both the Seouras and Danadan
were to sugpend hodtilitiesin the Abear system and a surrounding
twenty-light-year radius. No force wasto be used against Confederacy
shipsor ingdlationsin said area. Both species were alowed full
accessto and trade privileges on Jocasta. If one party brokethe
treaty, the others were to cometo the aid of the injured party.

The Danadan were not happy at the prospect of losing a profitable area
of pillage, but perhaps they considered the benefits of having a
powerful dly such asthe Confederacy worth conceding a demilitarized
buffer zone in and around the Abelar system. The Seouras seemed
pleased to berid of the Danadan and expressed an interest in both
trading and communicating with other speciesin the Confederacy.

Unfortunately the trading conglomerates and their employees at dl

levels of Confederacy government were not pleased, and neither werethe
Q'Chn trade barons who manipulated them. Nor were Earth administration
(because Sector was upset), crooked traders and agents on the station
(because station Security now found timeto deal with them), or
eementswithin? the Danadan hierarchy who thought the loss of their
piracy income too high aprice to pay for a peace they'd never wanted.
Asthey say, you can't please everyone dl thetime.

The Abelar Treaty seemed agood ideaat thetime, and



it worked for awhile. It kept our space free from large-scale
fighting between Seouras and Danadan and | et us concentrate on removing
smugglers and pirates, and on attracting genuine traders. We had
nearly ayear of peace and prosperity afterwards. The Seouras kept
their distance, the Danadan visited only to trade.

A few refugees took advantage of the peace to seek safety with the
Confederacy, it istrue, but one hundred years ago Marlena Alvarez

never turned refugees away and | was damned if | would now. Sometrade
from the main jump routes began to spill over to us and representatives

of the sector'slargest mercantile financier and the K'Cher trading

fleet opened offices on the station. Sector Centra even sent ateam

from the Audit Ministry to complain about our management structure.

All that changed in afew hours when the gray ships came.

"You redly think it'll work?" Bill Murdoch leaned his elbows on the
table between us and kept hisvoicelow. Heisabig man, broad and
heavy-muscled, and hisuniform aways seemsalittletight over the
shoulders.

"It'sthe best chance we've had for awhile to send amessage.” |
dtifled another yawn. 1'd been working dl night with the engineering
team to prepare the probe. The trouble was, 1'd aso been kept up the
night before that when the Seouras called. They send acertain signd
to the station when they want me over on the ship. Assoon asthe
sgnal comes, | go. Thelast sesson had been along one, amost
twelve hours, leaving me feding completely ragged.

Murdoch pushed his chair back and |ooked at me with



an expression that could have been either exasperation or concern.
"Hard night?"

"Two of them. I'm going back to my quarters.” | stretched siffly.
Joint pain is one of the Sde effects of the Seouras interaction.
Murdoch watched without comment as| flinched and rubbed. The
intengity of hisround, dark gaze made me stop, embarrassed to be
reveding aweskness here.

The other officers got to their feet dso, murmuring to each other.

They filled the room, which looked smdler in the light--the Sky blue

of Earth Fleet the navy of Con Fleet Murdoch's olive-green Security
jacket, the brown suit of acivilian researcher in Astro, and Veetch's
dim, gray form. Jago'swhite-jacketed figure disappeared quickly--she
wason call at the hospital.

The other colors|eft space around Veatch'sgray. It wasadeliberate
snub. Veatch wasaMeot, a"humanoid” species-how they hated that
phrase. They had essentidly the same form as humans: bipedd,
forward-facing eyes, arespiratory system, etc.” but they were one of
the four founding species of the Confederacy. There were nine other
member worlds/systems/speciesin the Confederacy, making atotal of
thirteen, aswell as dozens of &ffiliated worlds that were not formal
members but had economic or cultural tieswith Confederacy worlds. The
Four Worlds made it quite clear who the senior members of the
partnership were, and the Nine Worlds, asthe rest of uswere called,
put up with it because. ?. it wastrue. If it had not been for the
technology and knowledge of the Four, most of the Ninewould have ill
been clawing our way out of our respective atomic ages. Or have
destroyed oursalvesfirgt, asthe case may be. But it was not pleasant



to be reminded of one€'s own inferiority, and Veatch'sinsengtivity

fanned the embers of resentment ongtation against the Four, and against
the Confederacy in generd. The Confederacy that had not saved usfrom
the Seouras.

Inthelr first attack the gray ships approached the station, ignored

greetings and then warnings, and blocked our communications with anyone
beyond the system. At thetime, | hadn't wanted to make any aggressive
moves-they were obvioudy better armed than we were--but they got
closer and closer. They sent no communications and we had no ideawho
we werefacing.

The Earth FHeet officers, whose fighter squadrons formed our first and
only line of defense, wanted to give awarning followed by some
aggressive posturing by the squadrons. | resisted this, because the
ships had made no attack on us, athough the squadron leaders pointed
out that to isolate us from the Confederacy could beinterpreted asa
hogtileact. Thisinitial tension continued for hours, whilewetried
desperately to find some method of communication, and ended tragically
when acouple of the traders docked at Jocastatried to make arun for
it and were swiftly, effortlessy shot down by the nearest gray ship.

So began the blockade. | gave in to recommendations from Earth Flegt
and Con Fleet officersto retdiate. Thefighter squadronswere
destroyed--shot away asthey attacked, picked off asthey retreated.
The gtation'sresidents panicked. Many of the traders and those
residents with access to transport tried to leave, against our direct
orders. The gray shipsdestroyed them too. The station wasin an
uproar. Already overtaxed environmental systems started



to fall and damage to reflectors plunged whole sectionsinto
darkness.

We kept sending amessage of surrender but there was no sign the ships
recaived it, until they sent us amessage that bore the signature we'd

used for the Seourasin the treaty negotiations. We couldn't

understand why they were doing this when they already had accessto the
dation. We till don't understand.

They called me over to the ship in the same way we'd negotiated for the
treaty. Likethose other Seourasthey did not seem able to communicate
ether verbdly or dectronically in away we could recognize, and they
used theimplant their predecessors gave me, by which their "thoughts'

or "moods’--neither, redlly, but thereisno word in our vocabulary to
describeit--are directly communicated to my mind. | couldn't do it
back, but they seemed to understand me when | spoke.

All they said thistime, though, was"Wait."
So we waited.

They returned force with force and then: defenses were far more
sophisticated than any weapon we possessed, as we found to our cost. It
might have been easier if we had known what they wanted. Why they were
cutting us off from the rest of the galaxy and then leaving usto our

own devices on the station. Why they would not talk except to one
representative. Why they attack shuttles or smal ships. Why they

take nothing from the station, but hold it hostage for my good behavior
and, vice versa, send for me arbitrarily on an average of oncea

fortnight, wring me sometimesto the point of insengbility for

whatever they get from our "conversations'... and then let me return.
Why, if they needed nothing, they were here. And so on and so



on. It nearly drovememad at first. Then| finaly redized thet it

was awaste of timetrying to understand why they were doing thisto
us. Now I think about what we do know--six months worth of sensor
readings on their ships--and leave motive to the gods. There hasto be
an answer somewhere in the data.

All we can do iswait, while the sation fals apart around us.
Thewall comm link beeped through the low hum of conversation.
"Commeander Haley?'

| reached past Murdoch and tapped open the screen. "Halley here. What
isit, Baudin?"

Lieutenant Baudin, Earth Fleet and proud of it, calling from the
Bubble. He didn't have to lean into the visud pickup so far. Thetip
of his consderable nose was quite blurred.

"Weve detected ajump mine exploson. On the edge of the asteroid
fidd."

All conversation in the room ceased. Every head turned to listen.

It took a second for hiswords to penetrate and the adrenaline to kick
in.

"Have you picked up any sign of aship?' | said. Jump minescan only
be set off by ships.

"Wecan't tdl at thisdistance. Backburn from the mineisdisrupting
sLensors.”

"The Seouras? Arethey doing anything?' Perhapsthey knew that any
ship caught in ajump mine would no longer be athreet. Perhapstheir
sensors had been disrupted by the comet sooner than we'd expected.



"Therés nathing from them.”
"Keep monitoringit. I'll beright up." The screen darkened.

There was a short moment of frozen disbdief, then the others scrambled
for the door.

| glared my way through first--rank hasits privileges-and walked
quickly to the nearest ring lift Murdoch close behind me. The
throughway outside the building was crowded and hisbulk camein

hendly.

Vestch, who had |eft before Baudin's message, was waiting in front of
the ring lift and he looked around with a surprised tilt of his
antennae as we rushed up. The door opened.

"Going up?' Murdoch reached past Veatch and tapped in the code for the
command center.

"Yes" Veatch was unsure of the protocol for rhetorical questions,
athough he often gave what | felt were rhetorical answersto my
sensble questions.

The doors wheezed shut and the floor pressed briefly against our feet
asthering lift roseto Alphalevd.

"How could it possibly have been set off?" said Murdoch.

| shook my head. "I've never heard of one blowing by itself. Hasto
beaship.”

Jump mines, weapons |eft over from the war between the Confederacy and
the Tor, were seeded indiscriminately across the sector by the T,or and
activate when aship leaves ajump to return to norma space. Most of

the mines have been collected or destroyed, but the number of places
possible for ajumpin or out of hyperspace were limited and

occasiondly these points drifted into aforgotten mine. Big



traders and Con Fleet ships had al developed defense grids, so the
main casudtieswere smal or obsolete craft.

"Commander?' Vestch conveyed censure without frowning.

"We detected ajump mine that activated within the system,” |
explained, fidgeting againgt the downess of thelift. "On the edge of
the asteroids.”

III %ll

"Aren't you excited? Thiscould be our first contact with the outside
galaxy in sx months. It could be aship from the Confederacy.”

"Most Con Heet vessdl's are equipped with mine detection devices. And
| do not see how contact with aradioactive wreck will prove of any use
tous”

"Cheerful, aren't you?' Murdoch grunted. "Doestheword 'mora€ mean
anything toyou?'

| tapped the status screen on thelift wall that showed the position of
the closest Seouras ship. | liketo know whereit is, to be ableto
"sed" them, eveniif only on our inefficient sensors. The shipwasin
the same place asiit had been for weeks, on the far side of the
gation, facing the Confederacy and the bright swathe of theinner

gelaxy.

"It might not be of any immediateuse.” | turned back to Vestch. "But
if we can anayze the wreckage we may find out why the ship jumped into
this system, whether it'sfrom the Confederacy or not.”

Thejumpinitsaf wasunusud. Normally the drive was not activated
ingde a populated system even if ajump point were available, a matter
of both safety and courtesy. Nobody wants even a controlled
sngularity--at least, that's what we thought it was--opening on their
doorstep. We didn't know much more about the jump drive. The Invidi



often pointed out that our greatest mathematical minds havefailed to
understand it, but | think they should let an engineer have ago.

"I would've thought you'd be glad of a chance to get news from home,"
said Murdoch to Veatch. "Must be hard for you, stuck herewith dl
these lesser species.”

| looked more carefully at Murdoch. Sarcasm was not hisusud style.
His blunt, brown features |ooked tired.

"I do not regard anyone on the station as alesser species.” Vegich
was making hisopinion clear. Another first.

"Maybe, but you gotta admit the whole adminisirative processis
designed to humiliate whoever triesto useit.”

My heart sank. 1f Murdoch came out on the side of the anti-Four |obby,
things could get tougher for me, caught in the middle between them.
Until now, he has been admirably neutrd.

"The adminigtrative processis designed for efficiency.” Vesaich's
norma whine grew sharper in defense of histerritory.

"It waan't efficient the other day when | tried to fileacomplaint
about recyding.”

"Perhaps you did not utilize the process correctly.”
"Nope, | put the suff in the chute, but it didn't..."
"| refer to the adminigtrative process.”

| tried to ignore them and think about the ship but their voices were
likethefizz of loose circuitry, impossbletoignore. They werea
strange pair--V eatch must have been born knowing every Confederacy
regulation; Murdoch was quite capable of ignoring the ruleswhen it
suited him. Murdoch had been assigned here because in hisformer post
he refused to take the usua bribes and tried to arrest



hisCO. Veatch must have trodden on someone's toes at Centrd,
because there was no other reason a career bureaucrat would be sent
here. And I'm sure | was given the Jocasta reconstruction project
because someone hoped 1'd get blown up by a Tor booby trap.

The door wheezed open at the lower entrance to the main complex.

"Seeyou later," said Murdoch curtly, and pushed hisway out ahead of
Vesetch, who inclined his antennae and followed. Thelift rose another
half-level and the door opened on the Bubble.

The murmur of voicesfatered only momentarily as| stepped onto the
upper platform. | hadn't felt this much excitement on thetop level

for months. Instead of the usud three or four staff monitoring main
systems there must have been at least twenty people there, and the
narrow, circular space was hot and cramped. Baudin bent over the
person on duty at the main sensor console and a Con FHeet ensign, Lee,
was seated at Ops.

"Whereisit?" | squeezed past Baudin's salute--he was too excited to
remember | hated that--and looked over Lee's dark blue shoulder. Her
eyes danted back a me briefly and her trim fingers tapped the
information onto the screen.

"Drifting past the last asteroids now. And Commander --theresa
ship."

A ship. We haven't had a ship dock here since the Seouras blockade
began. Our last contact with an outside source, and that by sensors
only, was when atiny prospector blundered through the asteroid belt
three or four months ago. The prospector must have evaded Seouras
sensors somehow to get that far, but as soon asit left the belt they



destroyed it while we watched. Stupid, sad waste. Something that
small could be no threst to the huge, gray ships.

It gave usideas, though. Of sending a ship to sneek out of the system
viathe asteroids. So we sent two volunteers and never heard from them
again. Wetried again alittle while afterwards, usng thetail of a

comet similar to the present one. That ship was damaged and we had to
watch it drift away from us, the pilot condemned to wait until hisair

ran out. We wished the Seouras had fired.

The Seouras might not let usintervene. Thetroubleis, wewon't know
until wetry, and it meansrisking one of our two shuttles and severd
livesfor aradioactive wreck.

| didn't liketheidea. Wed lost the Earth Fleet squadronsin five
minutes when the Seouras firgt attacked and | didn't want to lose
anyoneese.

No movement from the gray ship. Sofar, so good. | peered a the
readings. "Havewegot an ID?"

Leefrowned at the console asthough it had insulted her persondly.
"No, maam. Radiation from the minesinterfering. And the ship
itsdf ishot.”

We had to know where the ship came from. It could carry amessage from
the Confederacy, from Earth. It could mean the end of our isolation.

It could also, | rubbed the implant in my neck, just be another lost
prospector.

"It'll take abit longer, but well send the probe,” | decided. The

probeis abattered robot with basic sensor arrays and limited

propulsion, designed to investigate the geological composition of
asteroids and the only oneleft out of our origina complement of five.
After the Seouras came we modified the robot's sensors so they could be
used to repair the reflectors. The fewer live targets we provided, the
better.



Lee nodded and sent a message to Engineering, but Baudin'sface fell
in disappointment.

"The probe can't bring the ship in," he ventured. "What if there are
urvivors?'

"Well retrieveit, then. After we make sure” | could seewhy he
chafed at the enforced patience of our dealings with the Seouras--our
only way of resstanceisto do nothing. But the likelihood of
survivorsis smal, and therés no way hell persuade meto risk more
liveswithout good reason.

The question was, why had the Seouras |et the ship past? Perhapsit
surprised them, and when the mine blew, they felt it wasn't worth
finishing the job.

Unless... | tried to think back to my most recent session with them.
Werethey any different thistime? If they wereletting down their

guard, becoming careless, we might try dipping a shuttle " out the back
door" again aswell asthe comet probe. We don't have any jump-capable
ships here, but we till do have a couple of shuttles, two old fighters

and an assortment of motley freighterslike the Queen.

Perhaps there had been a change in the Seouras lately, the way they
fdtingdemy head. But not adackening. Rather, anintengfication

of purpose, asharpening of will, of voice. Asthough more and more of
the voices had decided to agree.

| needed to think. "I'll bein my office. Cal me assoon asyou have
anything.”



Even now, weeks since the blast, the messin my office still comesas
asurprise. Murdoch'sinvestigation still hasn't found the culprit,

but the bomb itself was asmall, homemade device. Designed, Security
thought, to frighten rather than kill. It certainly succeeded. | was

sick with gpprehension for days afterwards, even though | was not in
the office at the time of theexplosion. Lately, though, my habitua

fog of fatigue has cushioned fear, and the mess has become merdly an
inconvenience.

A chaos of file pads data crystals, and console components littered the
desk, and the lower haf of the office door and the bank of interface
consoles beside the desk were covered in blackened dents and cracks.
The main interface bank was dead, and its dark monitor gave the smdll
room an air of abandonment. The single live interface sood on the
desk, swamped in clutter. Onthewall next to the door a
two-dimensiond print hung askew, athough the blast had not been able
to damageits clear container. That print has survived two global

wars, three mgor depressions, and an Amazonian flood. An ancestor of
minewho assisted the Mdiji government in building itsfirst iron



and stedl mill brought it to Germany from Japan. Engineering runsin
thefamily.

The print shows avillage marketplace in Japan with acurving bridgein
the foreground and figures bustling around it. Behind the town towers
an immense, cone-shaped mountain with afar-off traveller scurrying for
shelter from asqudl. Looking &t it now, | sympathize with that
traveller. | had thefeeling we werein for astorm too.

Before I'd even sat down Veatch entered through the connecting door
from hisoffice. Asdation manager, officidly Vesich overseesadl

the mgjor departments of the station and then brings any problems that
involve gation-wide decison-making to me. In practice, however, the
department heads have more autonomy. Bill Murdoch runs Security, the
chief magistrate, LornadeVries, never consults anyone about Judiciary,
Mac has hisown little dictatorship in Engineering, and Eleanor Jago
takes care of the medica staff and systems. Therest of the station
comes under Administration and its many divisons, except for Earth
Fleet and Customs, which are nearly irrelevant now.

Vegtch adways seems hagppy to immerse himsdf in the convoluted world of
Confederacy bureaucracy that regulatesthe official minutiae of station

life. Thisisnot surprising, for the Meot clerical caste dominate

the huge, unwieldy bureaucracy of the Confederacy for areason. Vestch
runs our administration with comparable efficiency, unfazed by military
defeat and alien occupation. | find it difficult, though, to decipher

how he feels about being sent to a post so obscure and isolated, let

aone hisfedings about the blockade. Does he see his pogting as
punishment? Perhapsit is merely another job to be performed as best

he can in spite of the amateurish assstance of human



adminigtrators, many of whom resent his presence as proof of
Confederacy interference.

A dight shabbinessisthe only sign he shows of the past Sx months
turmoil. The collar and cuffs of his suits droop and recently he has
taken to wearing the same pair of shoestwo shiftsinarow. But his
coppery skin of tiny overlapping scalesis asiridescent as ever and
the great gold eyes stare a me with the same deceptive innocence.

"What isit?" | thudded into my desk chair.

"Commander." Veatchinclined hishead. "lsthereto be no rescue
operation?' Presumably he'd caled the upper leve for an update.

"Not unless we confirm the presence of survivors. Do you think
everyone's heard about it?"

"The Station Times broadcast the story on the 0900 news." Hisfinely
scaled face was expressionless, but | caught adistinct impression of
distaste. "They scooped, | believetheword is, the officia
announcemen.”

| groaned inwardly. Dan Florida, one of the station's more
enterprising civilian residents, recently decided we needed an
independent news service to supplement what he called the "paucity of
officid information systems." He paysto use part of the station comm
net and then charges hisviewersasmdll fee. Granted, the service
broadcastsin avariety of minority languages, which the officia net
does not, and therefore employs more refugees, but it seems strange to
make people pay for information that should be public.

Veaich seemed alittle brisker than usud, perhaps the Me ot equivaent
of being excited. "Y ou did not meet Mr. Forida?'

"No, thank goodness."



"He contacted meto arrange an interview with you. | told him he
would have to make an gppointment and he said he would check thetime
withyou."

"Wadl, he hasn't,” | snapped.

He tapped his com file with a steady, soporific rhythm. ™Y ou have not
forgotten the Smoke residents meeting at 1800 hours?"

| shook my head and choked back ayawn. Staying awake was proving
impossible

Veatch'svoiceisaleaden whine. Both irritating and mesmerizing, it
engenders adesire on the part of the listener to disagree with
whatever héssaying. At the sametime his manner islofty and
disdainful. Atfirst | thought hewasjust like that with me,

regarding me as a sort of mechanic, incapable of understanding
adminigrative issues. But as the months have passed, | notice that
he's the same with everyone.

"The efficiency reportsfrom last week are cause for concern. Three
departments are down more than two points. It would be appropriate to
bring the matter up at the senior staff meeting tomorrow," he droned

on.

"I'll look &t the datafirst."

Eventudly Veatch folded histhree-jointed fingersin acomplex
pattern, amovement that indicated a desire to change the subject
Before | could suggest wetalk later the door chimed and opened to
admit EllisWalsh, our Earth Heet liaison-cum-personnel officer.

She walked quickly, alittle behind the momentum of her own pace, a
stack of file pads nestled in the crook of onearm.

"Commander... Oh, Mr. Veatch. | didn't know you



were here" Sheflicked along, blond fringe away from her eyes.
Veaich inclined his antennae diffidently.

Walsh pulled over the other chair and sat She had the air of someone
setling infor asiegeand | rattled adata crystdl irritably on the
desk. All | wanted wasaquick nap.

"I've been trying to reach you for days, Commander.”

Vesatch took hisown file pad off the desk. "Interview requests are
considered according to Station priorities.”

"I've been with the Seouras,” | interjected hadtily. "What isit you
wanted to see me about?"

She glanced at Veatch, who showed no sign of moving. "It concernshim
directly."

| felt alittte moredert. Dissensonintheranks. Walshisa

member of the Earth Fleet administration that is supposed to run
Jocasta. To keep staff numbers up, though, over haf the positionsare
filled by Con Fleet people, like myself, and those seconded from Sector
Centrd adminigtration, like Vestch. Politicaly it's no accident that

even though we are an Earth base, the head of Station, station manager,
and head of security al come from the mixed Confederacy forces.

Not that it matters anymore. Were al stuck here together.

"He keeps blocking me on the development plan.” Walsh tapped her file
pad

"Deve opment?’

"The Alpharedidribution project.” Shefrowned a my downess. "The
RRC--Residentia Reform Committee-met and discussed the matter last
month."

| took the proffered data chip and cdled up the information on my own



interface. It'sawonder thething till works. I've removed visual
cueing, retina scans, voice cues, and direct craniad enhancement, which
| don't use anymore, and any other modificationsin the hope of
increasing efficiency inits main functions, but the bomb blast 1eft
problems.

"It was agreed to negotiate with the owners of dwellingsin sections
three through twenty-four regarding the conversion of that spaceinto
ether agriculturd extenson or high-dengity resdencies,” Wash
continued.

"Ye-es" Asfaras| could remember "agree’ has never been something
the committee has done very well, but thiswasn't the time to mention

it. "I'm familiar with the proposal. How isit being blocked?' | was
interested to hear what she had to say about Veatch. Ordinarily, he
kept a claustrophobically well controlled department, and for one of

his staff to gpproach me directly argued great frustration boiling away
bel ow the surface.

Vesatch recrossed hislegs, unworried.

"Commander, | must protest the expression 'block,™" hesaid. "It
implies a hidden agendaand/or deliberate mdice. | have merdly ..."

"Ohno. Thisismy complaint." Walsh leaned forward and stared across
a Veatchthen back a me. "Let metdl it my way."

"Fine" | glanced a Veatch. He shrugged without moving his body and
settled back in hischair.

"Thingsaren't moving ahead & al,", she continued. "I try to process
drafts of, say, preference surveysfor current residents or
environmenta impact assessments, but they just disappear after they
leavemy termind.”

"Disgppear?"



"Yes. When | chasethings up, they're stuck at the got torn of
someonesinfile. Orinthewrong directory. Or the hardcopy's been
midad. Itsmorethan inefficiency-thisisddiberate

obfuscation.”

| couldn't stop the yawn escaping. "Any comments, Mr. Veatch?"

"It needs to be investigated according to protocol,” he said. "Without
undue haste.”

Walsh snorted. "Haste? Have you noticed our Situation lately? Were
not exactly on the main supply routes anymore. We need to use space as
efficiently as possible, as soon as possible, and Alpha has too many

Class Four aress.”

Class Four areas were set asde as recreation or "open cultural” space
inthe station's original plan. Placeslike parks, stages, concert

venues. In practice, the well-off Alpharing resdents kept and
expanded these areas while peoplein the crowded lower rings have had
to use the space mainly for accommodation. It feeds the anti-Four
Worlds sentiment on the station because the mgority of Alpharesdents
are either K'Cher or those who've profited by their association with

the K'Cher. The K'Cher aristocracy controlled the economy of the
Confederacy in the same way the Me ot controlled its administration and
the Bendarl itsdefense. Not overtly, but with great efficiency.

Except, perhaps, for the Bendarl, who wouldn't recognize subtlety if
they died of it.

Despite Veatch's unpopul arity as amember of one of the four "mgjor”
gpecies, it was unlike him to oppose anything that improved the
efficiency of station adminigtration, provided it did not mean aflow

of power out of hishands. Which this project did not. Therewould be
plenty of opportunitiesfor him to assert control.



Vesatch inclined hishead alittletoo much. "All properly formatted
materid is processed through due channels™

"Are you suggesting my drafts were not formatted correctly?' Walsh
snapped.

"Perhaps we should continue at amore gppropriate ; time." Veatch
added insult to injury by looking at me. Hewas definitely protesting
too much. Surely he must redlize, firgt, that Wash wasright, and
second, that we couldn't afford to exacerbate the dissatisfaction on
the sation.

"Now isgppropriate,” shesaid. "Wed like to present an interim
report to the committee next week."

"That ishardly enough time to make sure dl departments’

"Ahem." | didn't likeinterrupting Veatch, but he can spout excuses

for hourson end. Walsh should know that confronting aMel ot brought
no solutions--they just retreat into ambiguities until you fed as

though you are| wrestling smoke on ahigh-gravity planet.

"Vesatch, weredly have no choice about this. The crowding in Delta
and even Gammais putting unacceptable strains on environmenta
systems, particularly waste recycling and water supply. You'veread
the reports.”

Walsh nodded. Vestch listened impassively.

"We can redllocate Alphaareas arbitrarily or we can do it with
consideration of the residents wishes. But it's going to get done,
and soon.”

He snuffled, the Mot noise equivaent to clearing his; throat. "And
the matter of compensation?”

So that wasit. The K'Cher and their affiliates must be pressuring
Vesatch to make the best dedl for them.

Walsh laughed. "You'rekidding. We lease them the property, remember?
Jocastais an Earth gation.”



"The administration must honor the terms of the lease or offer due
compensation for not doing so."

"They don't decide what is due compensation.”

"I do not need to remind you that Jocastaisin fact leased to
Eath."

"Y es, and we haven't got any compensation for the invasion, have we?
Occupation by hogtilediensian't in theterms of our lease,
ether.”

| winced. Thisisthered issue. None of usunderstand why the
Confederacy did not retaliate when the Seouras took Jocasta. The gray
ships are powerful, true, but the warships of Con Fleet are crewed
largdly by the Bendarl, one of the most warlike and ruthless speciesin
the known galaxy, and Invidi technology had been ableto defeat an
enemy as strong asthe Tor. None of us doubted Con Fleet ability to
defeat the Seouras ships. But we had begun to doubt the sincerity of
Confederacy intentions.

Unableto voice their protest directly to the Confederacy, people
expressed their fedings of betraya and the uncertainty and fear of

the future in resentment against the adminisiration's cooperation with
the Seouras—-against me. They also resented the Sation's one Invidi
resident whom they felt could have stopped theinvason or called for
help, or something. An Barik, the Invidi "observer” from the
Confederacy Council, was never sociable, but these days he stayed in
hisquartersal thetime.

| sighed. 1'd had enough of the Nine versus Four conflict when |
worked in the"Inner worlds. It had been the catalyst that destroyed
my marriage. Now it was dividing Jocasta.

Veatch and Walch were still waiting for my response.



: "Y ou can work out some kind of compensation package,” | said.

Vesatch flicked hisantennaein asatisfied way. | "But they must
understand that it will have to go through ajudicid screening process
before being approved. And ; whatever is eventualy agreed upon, we
can't actualy givel any sort of compensation until the blockadeis
ended and we have sufficient resources. And,” | added, "they'll have
to agree to something within the week."

Walsh smiled and was about to make a comment when the comm link beeped
and Baudin mercifully interrupted. "The telemetry’s coming through

now, maam.” "I'll beright out.”" | turned to the two adminigtrative

offidds. "If youll excuse me?'

They both opened their mouths to have the last word, caught my eye, and
decided againgt it.

| Therewasaliving facein the coffin. A humanface. Y oung, female,
adeep.

Whatever 1'd expected to see through the probe's telemetry, this wasn't
it. Thevisud pickups moved down to show the owner of the face
floating peacefully in her narrow world of aquamarine gdl, obliviousto
the chaos outside.

Harsh white light streamed in through ajagged rip in the spacecraft
hull, so bright that vision filters flashed awarning when the probe
turned that way. It checkered the

, mess of floating, twisted metal and left the far corners of the cabin
impenetrable. Tendrils of coolant sifted across the floor, dispersed
like smoke on wind by the touch of the probe's passage. A curlicue of
shining meta danced end over end.



Theinitid blast fused ceiling and entry at the nose end in atangle

of meta. Coffin-like berths were overturned or pulled loose from

their supports. Some of the containment locks had failed, the pods had
opened, and bodies floated within an untidy cloud of stassfluid. The
pods would have been arranged in even rows dong opposing wals. The
other wall carried the remains of amagnetic tread--that must have been
their "floor." At right anglesto thiswere banks of controls and
monitoring devices, some apparently unscathed, others blackened and
melted.

The coffin shuddered as afloor panel shifted. The shipitself was
creaking gpart. Outsideit trailed acloud of debris and water vapor
as momentum from the explosion pushed it closer to the Sation.

"Can we remove the coff--... the pod without disconnecting the
cryosysem?' My voicefdl flat into the sceneinsde my eyes, echoing
inaway that should have been impossiblein vacuum. Therewasa
curious sense of didocation to this conversation with someone who my
sensestold me wasn't redlly there. | pulled my head out of the

virtua hood with agrimace of distaste and returned to the physical
present--an engineering console in the Bubble. The probe continued
sending information.

"Thereare humansin there. In cryostasis. Where did they come from?
Someone froze them and sent them here?' Lee bent over the screen as
though it would yield more information that way.

A present? | dismissed feeridiculousimage with regret. 1t would be
niceto think that someone out there liked us.

"It'san old ship, so possibly they're from ahuman



[ colony we don't know much about. 1t would have to be from close by,
given how dow that shipis”

"Three of the pods are il functioning, and that'samiracle.”

MacGuire, the chief engineer, had grumbled at the necessity to come up
to the Bubble from his office in the lower ring, but the excitement of

the occasion seemed | to have affected even nun now. Hetapped a
monitor screen and both Lee and | peered over his shoulder to seethree
highlighted rectangles overlaid on thin blue lines showing the ship's
layout, dl put together from the probe'sinformation. Figures

continued to gppear as more information from the robot's telemetry was
processed.

"We can assume the pods have backup circuits, or they wouldn't still be
divenow," hesaid. "But whether the backups will keep working long
enough to get them back heredive..."

"WEell haveto hopetheir backups have backup. And that the pods have
good radiation shields." | thought of the gel and thelid of the

coffin and the waiting dark. 'Y ou would have to be very sure the op sys
knew how to maintain and then reverse the cryogenic process before
willingly being frozenin there

"We could nudgeit over to one of the docks," Lee ventured.

Mac snorted wetly in my ear. "Not on your lifel 1'm not having that
Christmastree disrupting every sendtive comm facility on the ation.
And it'll contaminate the entire dock area.” He tapped me pointedly on
the shoulder. ™Y ou do know some of the rad shieldsin the docking bays
arentworking?'

Lee mouthed "Chrismastree?' to hersdf.

"I know." | drew away from histhick, freckled finger.



Hewaved ahand in acircleto indicate the whole station. "Werisk
disrupting the main field, too. After dl that trouble getting it
onlineagain." Mac draightened with an an of findity. "Pop it out
in close orbit for acouple of days. Then at least theredly nasty
guff from the minewill have disspated.”

"You can't leave them out therefor daysl" Lee'sround face glowed
withindignation. "Ther cryosysemsmight fail. We could find
corpsesif wewait too long."

"Wewon't leavethem.” | wanted to look at the ship sooner than that.
"Y ou sent the probe'sinformation to Medica?' | asked Mac.

"They'relooking it over now." Mac glowered. Our relationship of
mutual professiona trust and persond distaste had not changed since
he arrived from Titan to take over my post of chief engineer three
years ago.

We were going to have to send out a crewed ship to remove the survivors
and maneuver the wreck into place. Most of our large-scale dock
equipment had been damaged in Seouras attacks, otherwise it might have
donethejobfor us. If we used the little tug-shuttle we'd have to be
quick, because its shields weren't designed to cope with the kind of
radiation it would encounter from the mine.

"We haven't got anything that will grapple the wreck properly. And
you'll want amedic." Mac read my mind easily--held been doing this
work for about forty yearslonger than the rest of us, after all.

"Yes. To keep an eyeon the cryosystems.”

Baudin was speaking info amonitor on the other sSde of the Bubble. He
caught my eye, spoke again, and came over.

"Commander, the K'Cher trader Keveth is offering to



assst intowing thewreck. Inreturn for the usua consideration of
second option on sadvagerights.”

"Keveth?' Why should Keveth volunteer to risk itslifefor some

unknown humans? Normaly the K'Cher was particularly careful of its

own safety. When the Seouras attacked Keveth had not even attempted to
flee. Then again, Keveth wasthe black sheep of the remaining K'Cher
traders on Jocasta and fraternized with lesser species, such | as

humans, even when not doing business, something the '< others never do.

It was probably also desperate to get work, especialy something that
would giveit an edge over the other K'Cher.

| noted Baudin's carefully neutral expression. One of the other Earth
Fleet staff wasfrowning in our direction and another was flipping open
asection of her console with unnecessary strength. Therewas
consderable resentment on their part that while Earth FHeet pilots had
sacrificed their livesto defend the station, aliens from the Four

Worlds such asthe K'Cher had kept themsalves safe and were now
enjoying the rewards of cowardice, however meager those rewards might
be a the moment. "Hasthe Rillian Queen got the equipment?’ | asked
Mac. Keveth'sold ship hasn't even got aK'Cher name. "Aye. If
Keveth hasn't sold too many important bits." | The Queen could grapple
thewreck and placeit in asafe orbit. We could then send a doctor

and a couple of the engineering staff in ashuttle and the Queen could
bring the survivors back in her cargo bay. The Seouras had never '
attacked anything so close to the tation, not since thet first day.

"All right." No reason we shouldn't use what few re-l sources we have.
"Inform Keveth that we appreciate its



help. But it'll haveto gpply for savage using the proper

protocols” Last time the Rillian Queen picked up somerefugees, in
pre-occupation days, not only had al the victims signed five-year
contracts with its captain to work for a pittance, but we had had to

buy pieces of wreckage for analysis from the conniving dien under some
little-invoked rule of savage.

"Wewon't be ableto seewhat it'sdoing,” ventured Baudin, referring
to Keveth. "Not with the radiation aswell asthe Seouras jamming. It
doen't let humans on the ship.”

| didn't trust Keveth either, but there was little choice. "The probe
will show usabit. Well need someoneto pilot the shuttle,” | added.
That should make Earth Fleet fed wanted.

"Aye, maam." Baudin wasn't happy but he said no more,

It was amost comica how fast the rumors had spread. Keveth had known
about the shipwreck less than an hour after we'd sent the probe.

Mac spoke to his people on another link, sorting out astrategy for
removing the pods. I'd have dearly liked to go in the shuttle too, but
Security would have afit.

"Here'sthe breakdown.” Lee tapped a neighboring monitor then moved
asdefor meto St beforeit. The probe'sinformation was regimented
into neat ranks of pale blue figures on deeper, blue.

"Why should "the mine blow?"' she pondered over my shoulder. "This
ship doesn't have ajump driveto st it off."

A glance a thefigures confirmed it. Thiswasan ancient ship, nearly
acentury old. Moreto the point, how



could it have travelled thisfar without ajump drive? Jocastaisway

out on the back fence of Confederacy space, more than five jumps from
the closest inhabited system. It takes from three daysto three weeks

of redl-time trave to reach here and closeto aweek of our timefor a
high-priority message to reach Sector Central.

Thewreck itsdlf looked like one of the old runabouts used around the
inner worlds of the Confederacy. Outdated enough to be used
independently by the Nine Worlds because the ships don't have ajump
drive, but gill functiond. | scrolled down the columns. Thisone

hed alot of unusua modifications, but only norma space drive

"l wonder where it started from," said Baudin.

"I wonder how it got out here," | echoed him unconscioudy.

"Could something else have activated the mine?' asked Lee.

"We haven't picked up any other ship Sgnals. Those mines are pretty
ungtablethings. Might have activated by accident,” Mac replied from
the engineering console. He didn't sound convinced.

"Never heard of that happening before.” | stood up, joints jabbing
with pain. Now that theinitid excitement was wearing off, tiredness

had crept up on me again.

"l guessweélll just haveto ask them." Lee'sface was cam but her
voice danced on the words.

"Let'shopethey survivethat long." | yawned. Much as| wanted to
stay and watch the rescue operation, unless | took anap | wouldn't be
lucid enough to ask the survivors anything.



Theillumination failed to come on as | entered my quarters. |
tripped over something soft on the floor, cursed hdf-heartedly, and
tapped on the lights manudly. Sensor relay's mafunctioning again.

A pileof dirty clotheslay on the floor near the doorway where I'd put
them to remind myself they needed recycling. | stepped over the
now-scattered pile and past the table occupied by two interface
monitors and amess of disks, data crystals, plastic hardcopy, and

dirty cups.

Origindly the unit was designed as reasonably spacious quartersfor
one, possibly two people. After the Seouras ships arrived the living
gpace dlowance for everyone in the administration was reduced.
Personnel had offered to let me have my own quarters, but | thought
that smacked of preferentia treatment. Later | regretted agreeing we
should al make sacrificeswhen it transpired that those sacrifices
included sharing abathroom with three other partner lessfemades. The
four deeping rooms cluster around a centra kitchen and the communal
bathroom head designed for one. Weall missour privacy.

My room had the resentful air of aplace unloved. | only returned here

to deep, and not every night. It wasasingle room with abunk aong
onewall and asquare regulation wardrobe at itsfoot. The decor was
plain, its saving grace an absence of the pale blue that coated the

rest of the sation'sinterior walls--it boasted varying shades of

recycled gray and non-regulation cream. My grandmother's quilt wasthe
only splash of redl color, aglorious blaze of kaleldoscopic gaiety

folded untidily againgt thewall. A thermasheet trailed from the

narrow bed where I'd dragged it as | got up, midnight the night before
last.



As| bent and tossed the sheet back on the bed, its corner swept a
photograph off itsstand. | picked up theflat frame and wiped it
carefully. Fivefamiliar faceslooked back at me from the monotone 2D
picture. A red photograph, it isthe only tiling my great-grandmother
left mewhen shedied. She must have known | would have no use for
land or fortune. Insdethe clear casing it isfaded and tattered, the
features of the women difficult to discern. Themore | stared, the

more the lines shifted and blurred. An eye socket became aleaf
shadow, astrand of hair agust of wind. But then the light and dark
lock into place and the group look out a me asthey stand casually on
dusty ground beside agrest tree. In the background children's shadows
play againgt arough concretewall.

Thetal figure of my grest-grandmother looks both embarrassed and
defiant, her long aramsfolded asiif to ward off enemies. Demoura Haase
was pig-headed and hot-tempered even in the last years of her life, but

| loved her with that passion that young children sometimes have for
elderly rdatives, and she encouraged al my bad habits, according to

my grandmother. Next to her isthe short woman who headed the district
court, her expression cam and efficient but her hands twisted together
inanervousbal. Then MarlenaAlvarez, alittle saf-conscious: a
plump, motherly figure in acheap cotton dress, her tired eyes ook
graight through the camerainto the distance beyond. Slightly behind
Alvarez, in awhite coat, stands the Indian representative in the
provincid government, Dr. Nerise Kauni. Sheistheonly one amiling,
although whether at ajoke or for the camerait was hard to say. She
became minister of health the year my grest-grandmother retired.
Standing apart and side-on to the others, asif to expressthe

difference between them, isthe last of the areds greeat



landowners, stony-faced and elegant. After all the other rancheros
were driven away or fel in with the drug barons, she donated her land
to the town and remained to oversee thereviva of itseconomy inthe
hands of guilds and collectives.

The town was named L os Lagos Gemelos on maps, named for the twin lakes
that lurked in the lower reaches of the valey and flooded every rainy

Season, but everyone knew it asLas Mujeres. In acurious coincidence,

the congtdllation closest to Abelar and visible from Earth with the

naked eyeis Gemini, the Twins.

Their faces fascinate and console me. | look at the flat black and
gray image and wonder where they found their strength, how these
ordinary-looking figures managed to accomplish so much.

| put the photo image down with asigh, thudded onto the bed, and
started to ease one boot off by treading on its heel with the other,
plagued by anagging feding that I'd forgotten something.

Food, that'sit. | promised Eleanor I'd try to eat regular meals. With
al the excitement about the deeper ship, I'd forgotten again. No
wonder | felt abit woozy and lightheaded.

Werecelve two days worth of stored "spacerations’ per week, which |
awaysfinished in thefirst few days, and after that we were supposed

to utilize other sources. | Sghed and dragged mysdlf into the

commund kitchen to rummage through the rations cache. | hate cooking,
but it wasthat or trek over to a cafe on the other side of Gamma.

Thelight sensor belatedly picked up my movements and brightened the



small room to reved rows of gleaming metal drawerstopped with a
narrow, waist-high bench. Ensgn Lee, who was one of my unit-mates,
always complained about lack of space in which to work. She stacked
her esoteric culinary accessories--choppers, mixers, zappers--on the
floor and under the round table. We were forever tripping over these
mechines

A container on the bench held some tuber-like vegetables. | took one
and hesitated over the choice of setting on the cooker. Should it be
"firm," "soft," "puree’ or "pulp"? | sdlected "soft" and added the

"gpice’ option, not bothering with settings because we only ever get
oneflavor from the blasted thing. The cooker purred reassuringly when
activated, and | decided it was safeto leave it while | undressed.

God, I'm tired.

Going over to the Seouras ship dways|eaves me with irresstible,
leaden fatigue. Eleanor Jago saysit's something to do with
neurotransmitters. During a consultation once she'd described it to me
as backlash, areaction to the unnatura form of communication with the
Seouras.

| prized off the boots and my jacket joined the pile of clothes on the
floor. The uniform belongs to the now-defunct Engineering Corps.
Murdoch says | wear it from affectation and Eleanor saysfrom
sentiment, but the truth of the matter isthat the glorified maroon
overal with roomy pockets and utilitarian belt is comfortable. I've
worn it for nearly twenty-five years now and would hate to haveto
changeit for the stiff navy suit that Con Fleet officers wear now.

Thetrousers did off eadily. | haven't regained theweight | lost
during thosefirst negotiations with the



Seouraslast year. The odor of their nutrient dime would take away
anyone's gppetite. Greenish, stinking, opaque gd, it fillstheir ship
from wall to wall and sticksto every surface, even seeping through the
joinsof our environmenta suits. The stench of it clingsto my hair

and onmy skin, and | can't smdll anything e'se anymore. The cooker
still purred as | padded barefoot across the kitchen to the bathroom.
It had steamed up completely insde and | couldn't see what it was
doing to the vegetable. Probably agood thing.

It wasn't worth trying to take ashower bete--we hadn't had any decent
water for weeks. | would stop off at the senior staff locker room on
my way back to the Bubble, but for now | needed to wake mysdf up
enough to eat dinner. Or breakfast, for those who preferred circadian
rhythms. Theair wash still works, so| stuck my faceintoits

lukewarm gush without enthusiasm, avoiding looking in the mirror at the
new gray hars.

The gray bothersme. | can ignore other problems like the uniform
becoming looser, shaky hands, and the dark circlesaround my eyes. It's
the gray hair that | notice on therare occasions| do look in the

mirror. It leachesthe contrast between skin and hair so that apae,
ageing stranger saresback at me. Thisisnot how | liketo see

myself. | have dwayslooked like my grandmother Elvira, especialy

the expression--the same dightly self-conscious defiance, the stubborn
st of thejaw, the quizzicd lift of dark brows. Thefacethat stares

from the photo image in her Sitting room a home, the one that leans
cardesdy againgt arow of sun-faded leather spines, itsmetal frame



clouded with alifetime of tiny scraiches. Elvirainablack dressat
eighteen, the year she defied Demoraand ran away to join the Earth
South movement. She met Jack Halley there and returned to the town
nearly twenty years|ater with him and the child that was my mother.
Elvira-quick to anger and heavy on discipline, with none of Demoras
measured slences. My mother's reaction to her was to fade out of
reach, but minewasto resst, and we had some hdllish fights before |
ran away to join the Engineering Corps. Elviraisthelast personin
the family | want to resemble, but sheisbetter than thispae

dranger intheglass.

The mirror was more fogged than usua. | rubbed at it with Lee's
flowered hand wipe without visble improvement. Maybe it wasmy eyes.
| redly need at least eight hours deep after talking with the

Seouras.

When | let mysdlf think about it | am shocked at the ease with which
new routines have been established since the blockade began. Inthe
face of death, pain, and oppression | find mysdlf ingsting on cobbling
together some kind of schedule, asif | can hold everything together by
doing so. Not that | redly believe in the schedules anymore, or in

the vaue of order. | submit to the forms of procedure because their
fragile shell of normalcy is better than no protection at al against

the vacuum.

It was very like grief, | suppose, thosefirst few months. Atfirst a
numbness, an inability to fully comprehend what was happening. Periods
of furious activity aided by insomnia, interspersed with black

depresson. We accomplished alot in the time--engines fixed and orbit
stabilized, minimum necessary reflector arrays replaced and online,
expangon of primary production facilities... But | remembered few of



the day-to-day details. 1t remained a distorted imagefiltered
through the window of guilt and fatigue.

A muted clang and a curse from the kitchen indicated that someone had
stubbed their toe on Lee's cooking tools. | came back to the present
with a start--1'd been amost dozing over the air wash--and poked my
head cautioudy around the door. 1t wasfoggy in the kitchen, too.

"...not al of usare on early shift,” muttered Right Officer Tana
Burrows, late of Earth Fleet and at present attached to station
adminigration. She caught sight of me and pulled her gown tighter
with anirritabletwist. Sheisa petite woman, even smaller than me,
but her smoldering scowl makes her gppeer tdler.

"What were you trying to do?' she demanded.

| realized that the fog in the kitchen was centered on the cooker.
Tendrilsdrifted from its joins and there was afaint odor.

"I was hungry. You didn't need to get up." Wed agreed that there was
no place for rank in the unit, but sometimes | thought Burrows took
unfair advantage of this. She saw al her fdlow pilotsdiein the

Seouras attack and quite clearly holds meto blame. She hates the Four
Worldswith equal passion.

"Not get up?' shesaid. "Can't you smdll it? It'sawonder the
darmsdidnt activete...”

"What'sgoing on?" Shuab Goro, plump and imperturbable, gppeared in
thefar doorway. Shewas an assstant in engineering, and | mustA have
woken her up because she'd been at the meeting last night, too. She
rubbed her eyes and sniffed. "Somebody forgot to set the burner

again.

"Hdley." Burrows put as much venom as she could into my name and
stomped away. "Who do you think?"



"Give her abreak, Tana," Shuab said to her retreating back.

"Don'tworry." | ingpected the cooker with asinking ssomach. A thin
dribble of yellowish dudge had escaped under the door. Maybe thiswas
the"pulp" option.

" She's pissed off because the K'Cher keep returning their surveys about
the planning changes." Shuab passed a clean wipe along the bench below
the cooker and tried to key open the door. "Tanagetsthe fun job of
cdling them and asking why."

"Why do they return the surveys?'

"They're not interested, | guess.” Shefinaly opened the door and a
cloud of steam rose and dissipated through the kitchen. From the look
on her face, it can't have smelled good. "Do you want this?'

| shook my head. | spend too much time in the Seouras ship to enjoy
egting something doppy scraped off cooker walls. | felt guilty for
recycling thefood directly rather than through my digestive system,
but we were both too tired to care.

"I'll get something on the way over later."

"Sure. G'night." Sheyawned all theway back to her room and | did
the same.

Baudin's voice woke me from a strange dream in which the K'Cher Keveth
pursued me through the corridors of the station, clutching afile pad
and flicking back itslong, blond hair withitsfront feder.

"Haley here" | sat up siffly, heart pounding, and tried to focus.
I'd fallen adeep seated on the bed. My hand reached out automaticaly
to touch open the screen that |



keep set to show the Seouras ship positions. They were unchanged and
| relaxed alittle,

"Weve got them," said Baudin.
"Good work. What'stheir ETA?"

"About twenty minutes. The medicswant to get the pods off the Queen
and ondtation as quickly asthey can.”

"The prognosis?' He paused. "Pretty good, they think.”

"That'sgreat. I'll comeup." | waspullingon my trousersas|
spoke.

If the survivors managed to get through the trandition from cryostasis
to normal time, wed have alot of questionsfor them. The only human
settlement thisfar out is Jocastaitsdlf. They couldn't have

travelled from further insde the Confederacy to here at sublight
speeds--it would have taken centuries. The ship had no jump driveto
get it here, but the evidence of the jump mine proved hyperspace had
been disturbed in someway. If we could work out how they got in,
maybe we could get out.

A lot of questions.



Firs Day

It hadn't taken as long as we'd feared--within acouple of hoursthe
survivors had been brought back to the station, thanksto Keveth's
help. Hopefully itsintercession will improve K'Cher relationswith
the other species here, or at least slop them from deteriorating
further.

Baudin's report noted there were three survivors, two men and awoman,
and & least ten bodiesin the wreckage. Theformer werein the

hospital, the latter could be brought out when we had the wreck secure.
Eleanor would tell mewhen | could talk to the survivors. Meanwhile we
needed to access the wreck's op sys and any data that was readable.
Navigationd data particularly. We had to know how it got here.

| stared at the neat 3D representation of the shattered vessal, now
tethered to one of the maintenance platforms around the ation.
Unfortunately theinterior was too dangerous yet to alow ahands-on
investigation and we were still dependent upon virtud information. It
would be severd hours, perhaps a day, before the dangerous debris was
cleared away, the bodies removed, and the radiation dampened to an
acceptable leve.



The explosion had been quite close to the asteroid belt-possibly the

mine's sensors had alowed it to drift right into the inner system. The

old ship was unlucky--eventua ly we'd have picked up the mine on our
sensors and disarmed it when it got close enough, for one thing Jocasta
did possess was an elderly minesweeper. "We're going to take what's
loose and recognizable from the main cabin, so we need somewhere to put
it

| tapped up a section of the central cargo facility. We scrolled
through bay after bay, dl full.

"Y ou'd think that with no trade for sx monthsthe placed be empty."
Lee shook her head. Over at the center console Baudin frowned at her
familiarity.

The station's popul ation had exceeded our designed maximum of twenty
thousand sentient humanoid-equivadent lifeformsayear after | took

over thisjob. By the time the Seouras ships arrived we were half that
again, not counting the refugees, stowaways, and unannounced passengers
who'd dipped through gapsin the Customs net. Murdoch thinks we have
about five thousand illegdls. | estimate twice that number. 1t places
aterrible strain on dl the environmenta systems, hence Walsh's

concern about unused space.

The Seouras attack destroyed some of the solar reflectors and
processing platforms, which made certain areas of Jocastatemporarily
uninhabitable. We also had to increase our food production to
compensate for theloss of trade. Large quantities of unwanted
building materids had been popped out into orbit & make moreroom,
while potentidly useful materials and persona belongings had been
packed away in the micro-g holding areasin the center. We never had



enough space in the storage bays. "Herel" said Baudin, leaning over
and tapping the screen so enthusiasticdly that it changed programs.

L eeretrieved theimage with along-suffering sigh.

"That'll do," | agreed. "It'snear an airlock where the Queen can
dock, and far enough from the nearest spoke that nobody's going to
float in by accident.”

"What do you want to salvage fird?" Legsfingers paused on thetouch
pad

"Themainlog, if wecan getit,” | said. "We need to check their
route, seeif they had some peculiarity that got them past the Seouras
sensors. And any persona stuff that's more or lessin one piece.”

"And the bodies," she prompted softly.

| cursed my thoughtlessness. "Thosetoo. You'd better contact Dr.
Jago about stasis. I'll be down at the hospital. Give meacall when
we bring thelogsin."

Thering liftsthat form the station's vertical transport system are
relaively well repaired, as nobody likes clambering down the narrow
access chutes between the threerings. The karrikarsthat travel dong
within each ring, however, areless of apriority, and wedl do alot
more walking within the rings than we used to. The uplift sysemsin

the spokes are a problem--no contact with the outside galaxy meansthe
mgjority of resdents have little need to travel to and from docksin

the center. Nor does anyone now work on the processing platforms, in
case the Seouras decide to use the facilities for target practice

again. We now use only two or three working cars out of twenty in each
uplift. The others camein handy for spare parts. People worry about
evacuation, but as Murdoch says, unlessdl thirty thousand of ustake
turnsto jump out the empty



docking hatches, it's hard to see how the uplifts would help. Besides,
we need storage in the spokes and center because there arefive or ten
thousand more bodies to house in the rings than the station's planners
first envisaged, and the capacity of the living quartersis stretched
beyond itslimits.

When thering lift doors opened outside the hospitd, | thought for a
moment it was thewrong level. The sudden commotion of raised voices
and press of bodieswaslikethe Hill. Thelevd indicator in thelift

was right though, and as | stepped out the clear lighting and wide
throughway confirmed it was Gamma, the middlering.

The crowd, perhaps fifty or more people, was gathered around the main
hospital entry. It was acurious mixture of human and dien, most of

them refugees or unemployed dockersin shabby clothes, although with a
gprinkling of Earth Fleet and Con Fleet uniforms. | pushed my way past
agroup of wildly gesticulating Garokians and was pushed asdein turn

by two children chasing athird, yelling atattoo of smulated wegpons

fire. Thiswasnot the usua Gamma crowd. People must have come from
al over the gation.

There was even musical accompaniment, in the person of athin,
dishevedled man playing astring instrument in the corner. 1t gavethe
whole scene a holiday atmosphere. The man strummed the dim ova box
with grimy fingers and tapped hisfoot in time, seemingly obliviousto

the bustle or to whether any tokens had been tossed into the upturned
helmet at hisfeet.

Thewords"ship," "jump mine," and "survivors' were repeated in Earth
Standard and haf adozen other tongues. It looked like the rumour
mill had been busy while | ngpped.



"Commander!"

| turned with asinking fedling towards the hearty voice. Dan FHorida,
sdf-gppointed information crusader and minority advocate, was nearly
upon me. Hisdark head reached above most of the crowd and his broad
shoulders cut an easy path through them.

"Commander Halley." Hisvoice penetrated the babble and three
flamboyant Dir merchants turned to observe us. Two of the Earth Fleet
heads turned, too.

"Good morning, Mr. Florida. Do you mind? | have business at the
hospitd.”" | cursed my lack of foresight--1 should have taken the
other ring lift then the karrikar that goes past the hospital's back
entrance.

"Sowe hear," he said, and stood casudly in my path. "When'sthe
adminidration going to tell uswhat's going on?"

"When theré's something to tell.”

Heis about fifteen years younger and fifty kilos heavier than me, and

he should have known better than to try force. | gave him my best "who
dyou think you are?" stare and hoped Murdoch had sent someone aong
from Security.

"I know nothing at dl right now, and unlessyou get out of my way we
won't learn anything more.”

Hedidn't shift. The merchants and assorted other onlookers moved
closer. A couple of comments aong the lines of "What'sgoing on?' and
"Wherésthe ship?' flew back and forth.

"I haveit on good authority that a Confederacy ship tried to set off a
jump mine on top of the Seouras,” said Horida. "Have you got
survivorsin there?!

"No comment.” | elbowed past him, fedling the hard



muscle of hischest. At least he had the graceto yield ground. Then
aharder grip on my wrist jerked meto ahat.

"Do you intend keeping this secret too?" The Dir trader thrust his
faceinto mine. Not that he meant to be threatening --that's how they
talk. Butin humansit creates a nasty adrenaline surge and
flight-or-fight reaction. | pulled back without thinking, Florida
stepped forward to put a huge restraining hand on the Dir, the other
traders objected, and two Con Fleet ensigns with engineering badges
appeared besde meto face off the Dir. Foridawas asking me
something, the traders and ensgns were arguing, everyone wastaking
at once. Severd Earth Fleet personnd joined in, danging off Con
Heet Thiswasridiculous. | wrenched away from the trader and did
back between the ensigns, treading on toes. The crowd closed up again
inanoisy knot.

"What about the rumor that they're deepers?' FHoridacalled after me,
his head above the edge of the crowd. A couple of excited children
picked up the word and danced around his feet, chanting "deepers,

deegpers”

What?"

"You know, cryostasis. Deep-freeze deep. Seepers.”
| mouthed ""'no comment” and entered the hospitd.

Eleanor Jago waswaiting for mein one of thelabs. She was going over
the cryostasis pods we had taken from the mysterious wreck. The pods,
were ingde one of the quarantine operation theaters. Eleanor and two
med techs were directing the robot sensorsto investigate its

mechanism. It looked like a coffin with trailing wires and a coating of
glistening fluid, strangely a homein the blue light of the



theater. Of course, for most of the passengersin the old ship the
pods had been coffins.

| was il alittle shaky after theincident outside. The crowd had

not been hostile exactly but in that excitable mood that can swing
ether way. | hadn't redized there was so much tenson among the
"ordinary” resdents. They rightly wanted to know what was going on.
But it was morethan that. | couldn't help feeling that Jocastal's
isolation had touched off a deeper problem, a problem that ssemmed from
the very fact of our existence out here. Nobody likes being at the
bottom of a hierarchy, but that iswhere Earth and the other Nine
Worlds had been for the entire sixty years of the Confederacy's
exigence. Unlessthe Invidi started sharing their technology and the
K'Cher their wedlth, something was going to give. 1t looked like being
my sation.

| leaned againgt the glasswall and stared at the coffin while Eleanor,
who had seen me comein, finished whatever she was doing on the
interface. We haven't talked asfriends since her partner died. Leo
was one of fifteen peoplein arepair team who got stuck out on an
unstable platform, about two monthsinto the Seouras occupation. An
explosion trgpped them ingde the platform where they were unable to
access the emergency controls, and they drifted out of our "safe’ zone
into the path of the nearest gray ship. From the station we took over
the controls, aswell as sending a shuttle to get them. | did have

brief accessto the platform's thrusters, but not long enough. |

redlly had them. When the Seouras weapon touched the platform with
tendrils of green energy and it broke up, my first emotion was
disbelief. | thought, thiscan't be



true. We were about to bring them in, dammit. | wanted to go back
again, do it quicker, do it better. Do something.

After Leo's death Eleanor retreated completely from me--she accepted
condolences politely, was composed at the memoria service, and
returned immediately to work. Which was good, to tell the truth,
because at the time we couldn't spare any of our medical officers even
for acouple of days. But when shedid finally meet my eyes, it was
with adistant, measuring Sare that made it impossible for meto reach

past my own guilt.

We should have talked it over, but | was scared of what Eleanor might
say, and she seemed dways to be angry at me about something. She
looked dl right, but then it was difficult to tell what shefelt at

the best of times. And these are certainly not the best of times.

"How arethey?' | nodded at the pods.

"I've been able to keep them off life support equipment,” said Eleanor.
Sheistal and big-boned, her movements considered but not dow, and
she never raises her voice. Her accent, earthy and unpretentious,
softenstheinitid impresson of coldness.

"The cryostatic medium protected them from theworst of therays. It's
interesting stuff. Were running an andyssnow. Their pod systems
functioned perfectly and woke them with minimd physicd trauma.”

"Why didn't the other ten function aswell?" | peered into the coffin.
There was padding under the sticky coating of cryogenic fluid.

"Mostly physicd damage to the pods from the explosion." She nodded in
the direction of the corridor. "Let'sgo. I'vetold thethree
survivorswhat yeer it isand that they're among friends!™



"They're ableto talk?'

"I'd prefer they didn't.” She nodded to one of the med techs as she
left. "But one of themisabit upset. Considering the circumstances,
| thought it better to answer his questions before he upsets the other
two."

She led theway out into awide, sunny halway. Reflector repairs over
the hospital had been a priority after the Seouras atacks, and in
spite of being in the middlering, it was one of the lightest areason

the station. Every time | drag mysdlf down hereto see Jago | fed my
skin bask in the warm, safe radiation.

She placed her palm on a security pad beside the next door, which
opened to let uspass. Voiceand visud interaction isdown in this
areg, too.

"When can they leave the hospitd?' We walked past more doors, some
open, some shut. Severd patients watched us curioudy and one waved
to Eleanor.

Eleanor nodded to the security guard who had straightened to attention
beside the next door, and paused with one hand over the control pad.

Her big frame was angled away from me. "A couple of days probably. But
| think they should be given quarters here, maybe over in Rehab. WEell
keep their surroundings as congstent as possible while they cope with

everythingdse"

The survivors--the "Sleepers,”" as Florida had called them--wereina
room together. Thethree bedswereinarow against awal, awall
that wasin fact an opague light-curtain concedling medica equipment.
The ceiling was high. Thewalls stop and the space soars up to meet
banks of reflectorsthat ook like alouvered sky. Filters keep the
light gentle and golden. If only we could do thisfor the rest of the
dation.



"I want to talk to the captain!” Peremptory tones could not concedl
the voice's weakness.

Eleanor remained at the door, her attention on readouts from one of
severd monitors, and | walked over to the bed from which the man had
spoken. Next to him ayoung woman with tangled dark hair followed my
movementswith her eyes. Thefacein the coffin. The numerica
recognition code above the bed had been changed to a name-Rachel
Dourif. Thethird patient, ayoung man, was adeep.

The older man's head turned restlessly on the pillow as he demanded to
see Authority. His voice was hoarse and the accent unfamiliar. The
skin on hisface and hands was flaking and sore-looking around the chin
and mouth. One of the faces in the pods had had along white beard.

He saw me and focused immediately. "1 want to talk to the captain.”
Hisvoice was clear and words were comprehensible despite the accent.
One of the base languages for Earth Standard.

"Goon, then. Tak."

Hisvoice cracked in disbelief. "Y ou're the captain?'

| caught aglimpse of mysdlf inthewall mirror besdetheir beds.
Smadl woman in rumpled uniform overdlswith no rank badge, untidy
hair, shoulders bent, and face tight with fatigue. No wonder he had
doubts.

| pulled my shoulders straighter. "What's your name?"

"Griffis. Professor Hannibd Griffis™ he said rdluctantly.
"Welcometo Jocasta, Professor. Thisisnot aship” it'saspace
gation. My nameisHaley. I'm the head of station. Y our ship was
involved in an accident. We brought the survivors here and trested
you."

"What year isthig\?"

"It's2121, Earthtime." Perhaps he hadn't believed Jago.



"Whereisthisgation?" Griffisssharp, nasa accent was confusing.
| had to concentrate to distinguish the words.

The woman kept her gaze on us without comment.

"We orbit aK-class star severa thousand light years from Earth along
thegdacticam.”

His pae blue eyeswidened further. "How did we get here?"

"We were hoping you could tell usthat. Where did you come from?"
His eyes searched my face, puzzled. "Earth, of course.”

"No, | mean, where did you board your ship?"

Hesniffed. "I'mtelling you. Weleft Earth for Alpha Centauri in May
2026." Threeyears after the Invidi arrived. Nearly acentury ago. |

was confused. Did we smply not understand what each other was saying?
"That'simpossible. Wasyour ship ableto travel through

hyperspace?’

"No." It wasthe young woman next to us. Wine-dark eyesand skin like
honey. "l wasthe assistant engineer. Calypso's engines were akind

of hydrogen fusion type I'd never seen before. It took al our

attention just to follow running procedure.” Her voice would be deep
and pleasant when it grew stronger. "Asfar as| know, there was
nothing that could have been used to enter hyperspace. 1'm assuming
you'd need vast amounts of energy.”

"Yes" Probably. Wedon't know how the jump drive works, because we
don't have accessto one. The Four Worlds maintain their secret very
well.

"Y our ship--Calypso, wasit?--couldn't possibly have travelled between
here and Earth at sublight speedsin ninety-five years."



Griffisand Dourif looked at each other.

"Wel, excuse me, but | think we know where we started from," said the
young woman.

Either I'm mad or they are. | glanced a Eleanor but she half shrugged
and turned her eyeto amonitor. | tried adifferent tack. "You said
you came from Earth nearly ahundred years ago. How did you develop
the cryostasis technology?"

"They helped us."

"Who?'

"Thediens"

"Thelnvidi?'

"That'swhat they called themsdglves. Do you know them?'

"|.... we have worked together."

"Sowefindly got dong okay?' Dourif said.

| glanced over at Eleanor again. "I'm not sure what you mean by 'got
aong." Eathispart of the United Confederacy of Allied Worlds,
which was founded by the Invidi and three other alien speciesin
2061."

"Confederacy ..." Herepeated the word dowly.

Jago caught my eye and made a cutoff motion with onehand. "They can
tak again later."

There was so much we needed to know. "But you said the Invidi helped
you. | thought they didn't give humans anything but medical technology
in thosefirst decades?’

"Cryogassismedica technology,” said Griffis. Hefrowned. "Did
you say your name was Haley?"

llYall
"I knew aman cdled Hdley. Inthe Movement. He..."

"Y ou should rest now." Jago stepped between us. | chafed at the
interruption but didn't dare object.



"Wait." Dourif tried to prop hersaf on one ebow. "What happened to
the others?'

| glanced at Eleanor. Surely she'd told them. Shelooked back a me
but her face was closed.

"I'msorry." My voice wavered on thewords. "None of them madeit.”
Griffisturned to Dourif, face blesk. "Rachd..."

"Ohgod." Sheturned away from usadl, hunchinginto thebed. Griffis
put out ahand helplesdy then let it fall between them.

Eleanor and | walked back aong the bright hallway to one of the
labs.

"Sit down." Eleanor pointed the scanner at a padded bench and turned
to the monitor.

"Why?' | wanted to get back to investigation of the sensor data on the
wreck. Therewas no way that ship could have |eft Earth nearly one
hundred years ago and ended up here, now. Either Griffisand Dourif
were lying or they had been deceived, or something had happened while
they werein cold deep that had brought them here.

"Because you're supposed to come straight here after you go to the
Seouras ship. That means after your shuttle docks." She tapped open
the screen and then ran the scanner over my back. It tickled and | sat
on the bench to get farther away fromit. "Why didn't you?"

"Wehad to bring thisshipin." | didn't know what to make of Griffis.
"Eleanor, it'sincredible. How could a century-old ship without jump
drive get thisfar? Why should it end up here?"

It must have been in ajump or the mine would not have activated. Could
their ship have somehow been caught



in another ship'sjump field? No matter that thiswastheoretically
impossible--1'd consder anything. But if so, why didn't we pick up
that ship on our sensors?

"Hmph." Sheran the next scanner around my head. It tickled too.
"When did you last degp?’

| scratched my hair where the scanner touched a hardened stresk of
dime. "I got in acouple of hoursthismorning. Eleanor, isthere
any medical evidenceto suggest they mightn't be from the past after
dl?'

She put the scanner back and made a note with the stylus.

"No. Their EMGs show classic cryogenic distortions and there are
substancesin their blood that humans haven't had for decades. Charming
carcinogenic compounds, hydrocarbons, thingslike that.”

She sighed and sat next to me. The bench sagged under our combined
weight and | tensed againgt dipping againg her. Y et on adifferent
level | wanted that comforting contact.

"Halley, forget them for aminute,” shesaid. "Let'stalk about you.

Y ou're underweight, anemic, and exhausted. | don't have aclue what
thisimplant,” shetouched my neck lightly, "isdoingto you. Youve
got to eat and deep more.”

Theproblemis, | can't keep food down. It's not like the dight

gueasiness everyone fedsin lower gravity-some days| throw up

continualy. It's probably stress-related, although I've, been under

sress before and never experienced anything likethis. Even thinking

about it makes my stomach churn. "What do you Want meto do?' Evenas
the words snapped out | regretted them. "Tell the Seouras|'m too



tired to makeit over there today, but that's okay, you can take
potshots at the tation until | fed better?"

Eleanor stood abruptly. "I didn't say that. But you can't make
objective decisonsin thisstate. 'Y ou might be ableto fool everyone
else, but not me.”

| didn't understand why she was trying to undermine my remaining
control.

"Why areyou saying this?'
"Don't be so goddamn paranoid.”

That wasdl right for her to say, she hadn't seen the crowd outside. |
swallowed my retort.

"All right. I'll be more careful. Andinthe meantime canyoutakea
good look at those cryosystems for me? | want to know why they kept
functioning for nearly acentury when it takes lessthan fifty yearsto
reach Alpha Centauri. Did they wake up and then go back to deep?’

Welooked at each other and | could see she was beginning to see how
very drangeit was.



Our technicians were gathered around the maintenance access pand in
the last of the hospital corridors. | had to pass them on the way to
the karrikar and couldn't help stopping to see what was the matter.

"Recycling," said the onein charge, around-faced human whose
rainbow-stained overalsindicated long maintenance experience. "Got a
big problem with waste disposd.” He ran his eyes up and down my
uniform then evidently decided | might understand more than the bare
facts. "Lookslike there's been abreak in the flow in the

under-leve, but we can't do anything about the amounts we're sending
down. Something's gone wrong with the whole program, don't know
what."

| peered at the figures on the small screen. 1t looked morelikea
faulty connection than anything else.

"Have you got someone down there?!
"Yup." Weadl looked at the deck benegth which |abored the machines
that enabled life to continue on the station. 1f we couldn't recycle

waste products, wed run out of raw materias within amonth.

"I'll take alook on my way out." | might aswell find "



out how serious a problem it was now rather than later. It might mean
that we would haveto reinitidize this particular part of the system

or evenisolaeit if the problem turned out to be avirus, which was
doubtful. The gtation's systemswere built for resistance rather than
speed of operation. It's not so bad now because there is no input from
outside, but before the Seouras came vast amounts of "dirty” datawere
entering and circulating, not to mention illegd hardware modifications
and additions. The systems had to be able to cope with this sort of
corruptive influence.

Maintenance hatches open onto each ring from the recycling level below
the deck, and alow access to the maintenance tunnels that run behind
themain walls. Thisone opened onto anarrow, dark space dropping
graight down for two or three meters before changing directionin a
short diagona at an intersection and dropping afurther one or two
meters. Two humans might fit at apinch. A ladder was st inoneside
and the other three were covered with check points for the security
network and the rough side of conduits.

| clambered down, treading on each rung carefully to keep away from
livecircuitsand "hot" plasmardays. My body blocked out most of the
light from above, but small emittersin thetunndl itself gave off a

weak glow. The bend was more difficult to negotiate, but after that
the ladder ended quickly in anarrow space that opened via another
hatch into the maintenance level beneath thering. By thetimel got
through the hatch | was breathing heavily. I'm out of condition, need

to Sart running again.

Recycling isalong, low room that stretches away into gloom and the
upward swing of station distance. Thelights



are set as Sngle units, unlike the ubiquitous glare of the upper

levels. Shadows gather under conduits or beside stacks of containers
and pool in the mess of catwalks, cables, and control boxesin the
caling. Itisaseparate world of waste disposal pipesand

processors, power cables and conduits, cleaning 'bots and workrooms,
vats of solvent and great, roaring oxidization chambers. The huge vats
run above the floor aong opposite walls and beside them containers
block al but the main path aong the middle of theroom. Thenoiseis
congtant: vats rumble, pipes gurgle, pumps hiss and make sudden
explosve swooshes. Droidswhirr and AGV s clatter as they go about
their busness

It was not difficult to seethe problem. A trickle of dark dudgeran

down the side of one of the first-stage vats. There was adingy pool
around the base, too, and stains splashed asfar asthe walkway.

Severd inactive cleaning droids were positioned around it, and two of

the maintenance crew were observing the messin adepressed way. One
of them wore a standard atmospheric protection mask, the other had a
piece of materid tied over her nose and mouth. | sniffed but could

only detect afaint pungency behind the stink of Seourasdimein my

nose.

"What happened?’

The masked man turned with astart at my shouted question. "Wha...
Oh, Commander Halley." Hegestured at thevat. "We had apressure
problem here. It didn't come up in either the regular report or the
diagnogtic thismorning. By thetime we redized what waswrong the
thing had actudly blown."

The woman pushed down her homemade mask to speak. "They think the
problem might bein the center, inthe



main connections.” Her skin had asickly tingeinthe erratic

light.
Meanwhile somebody had to clean up.

A heavy hand descended on my shoulder and it was my turn to jump.
Murdoch stood there, nose wrinkling and face screwed up. The shadows
gave hisolive green Security uniform abrownish tinge and he seemed to
loom over me more than usud.

Helooked over my head at the tank and gave one of hisrare, subversive
grins. "Yup, itsredly hit thefan, al right."

| let out adeep breath in the hope of calming my jumping pulse. "Did
you want to see me?"

He nodded and jerked histhumb upwards. "It'sabout that ot in the
entry."

| didn't know why he wanted to see me. "I can't do much about it. A
ship arrived, people are excited.”

"You can say that ag--... Phew." He pinched hiswide nose asif it
would keep out the odor. "Let'sget out of here. Y ou might not be
ableto smdl any of thisbut | can.”

The maintenance technician looked up sourly from where shewas
programming the cleaning droid but Murdoch's burly shoulders had
aready turned away.

"Makesurel get afull report,” | said to her and followed him.

Hiswordstook me back three yearsto hisfirst days on the station and
my own disbdlief that anyone who worked within the Con Fleet hierarchy
could be so rude. Hewas assigned here nearly ayesar after my
gppointment, and arrived at atime when the sation itsdf and the

politica Stuation were particularly chaotic. HEéd madethe



mistake in his previous post of being too diligent in pursuing

officias accused of taking bribes, not redizing until too late that

one of them was his commanding officer. | didn't care what hisrecord
was--| was just glad to have achief of security to take some weight
off my shoulders.

Which hedoeswell. He divides histime between the two main Security
offices, onein Gammaand oneinthe Hill. Before him, there wasno
Security cell in thelower ring and no permanent reminder of their
presence--it was a dangerous place then, and if Security showed at al,
the officers patrolled in fours and fives. When Murdoch arrived he
made efforts to bring the area under control, but it wasthe Abelar
Treaty that really made the Hill cleanup possible, mainly becauseit
freed personne from fighting an externa force--the Danadan and other
pirates--to mount an intensive campaign againgt the crime networks on
the gtation. | liketo remind him of thiswhen he grumbles about what
ahare-brained scheme the treaty was.

Our relationship changed after the Seouras blockade. Until recently we
disagreed about most issuesin ardatively civilized manner. He

thought the Abelar Treaty was aterrible idea, had dways been opposed
to taking refugees, and was overly concerned about persona security
issues. Maybethetension isgetting to him, but lately he seemsto

often become argumentative for no reason at al before, the next
moment, being overtaken by amood of quixotic humor.

We climbed back up to the Gammathroughway, "thistime viaone of the
larger tunnels, passing atechnician on hisway down steedying afully
laden mag lev platform. | twisted awkwardly to avoid him and Murdoch
put out a hand to steady me without comment



"I've got enough on my plate asit iswith thefestiva preparations,”

he said as we emerged from asde aley onto the main throughway.
"We're going to need some help. What about using some of the Earth
Fleet reserves?' At thistime of the station year a Garokian festival
coincides with the end of Ramadan, an important observance for agood
proportion of the human residents, and every year the sation plunges
into celebration with uncharacterigtic gusto. For the Garokiansit is
the Renewal of Souls--an annua preparation for desth, which they see
asthe ultimate renewd into awider consciousness. The anniversary of
Earth's entry into the Confederacy fdls on the next day, which means
our official ceremonies are dways brief and sparsdly attended aswe
al copewith hangovers. It isone of the busiest times of the year

for Security. "Don't seewhy not."

Helooked surprised at not being offered any argument. "Can't you
issue an officid statement about this ship and tell everyoneto go
home?!

"l don't know enough yet to say anything.” | stopped in front of the
nearest karrikar. "I'll try to think of away to put it that's not

too... provocative." Murdoch fidgeted. "Sowhat'll you say?' Thenit
hit me. He wanted to know too. "Y ou saw the Satusreport earlier?’

Henodded. "Y eah, aship that couldn't have got here." "The survivors
say they don't know what happened.” "They wouldn't, not if they were
in deep freeze." "It'sincredible to have people from a century ago
here, now."

"Y ou mean, to have aship here” Sometimes Murdoch's



flat, dark stareistoo perceptive. "Y ou'rethinking, if onegotin,
one could get out.”

Héesright, of course. The Seouras Situation isawaysmy main
priority. "That too," | said quietly, and keyed my code for the
karrikar.

He hooked histhumbsinto hiswide utility belt and drummed hisfingers
onit, aparticularly annoying habit. "Don't get your hopesup. They
probably stumbled onto an old jump ste or some natural anomaly, that's
al. We can't usetheir ship for anything, that'sfor sure.”

"I know," | snapped, and called up areview of the gray ships
positions on the wall screen while we waited.

"l just meant, don't get obsessive about it, that'sal.” Murdoch let
hisown irritation show.

| glared. "1'm not obsessive about anything.”

Helooked pointedly at the screen where the Seouras ship datawas
displayed. "So why do you keep checking up on them?”

"That's different. For goodness sake, Bill, dl | meant wasit's
exciting to have aship from the past here.”

"Yeah, right. Where are you off to now?"

"l want to talk to Quartermaine.” Asthelift doors opened | quickly
confirmed the Seouras ships were where they should be and closed the
screen. "The... Segpers’-what the hell, it was ahandy name--"said an
Invidi helped them. Brin can tell me more about that."

Murdoch grimaced. "Seepers, hun? Guessit'salabd. Whileyou're
there, get Quartermaine to ask the Invidi if he'sremembered how to get
usout of thismess"

"I will not," I began, but the doors had dready wheezed shut. If
anyone e se had said that | would have been forced to discipline them
for inciting unrest. Only the other day,



though, I'd heard Murdoch tell an ensign that she should remember who
paid her wages before she complained about the Four Worlds and the
Confederacy. | don't know where he stands on the whole complex issue
of the Four Worlds and the Nine, technology such asthe jump drive, and
autonomy. Hewill keep order on the station impartially, that | do

know.

Brin Quartermaineisour liaison officer with the Invidi representetive
of the Confederacy Council. The Invidi, An Barik, was supposed to
"observe' our progress, or lack of it, in administering the station.
Quartermaine forms a buffer between him and us and, by extension,
between the Four Worlds and the Nine. It issurely the most
uncomfortable job on the sation.

Thefirg timel spoke to Quartermaine with anything other than

officia politeness was shortly after the Seourastook the system. |

hed half expected to find that An Barik had fled in hislittle ship,
undetected in the chaos. Most of Deltawasin total darkness but when
| reached the non-oxygen breathers section called the Smoke, his
quarterswere dill dimly lit and Quartermaine was there too,

waiting.

"We thought you'd come soon." Quartermaine's light voice was Steady in
the mask's ear-pieces, eyes calm through the visor.

| was strung tight with tenson. "They destroyed dl the fighters.
Then every ship that tried to leave. I've closed dl docking ports.
Nobody isto try to leave until we work out why they're here."

Quartermainegs mask nodded. "Including him?' An Barik didnt move.



"Wewerewondering ... Invidi ships have specid capabilities. Isit
possible he could get through and warn the Confederacy?*

Quartermaine turned his back on me and faced the Invidi. He spoke, but
must have filtered the channd in my mask because | couldn't hear him.
Thelnvidi'sreply wasinaudible too.

| paced in the thick red light until Quartermaine turned around.
"I'm sorry. He can't do that"
"Can't, or won't?'

Quartermaine's very cmness was arebuke. "Both, actudly. We don't
know if his ship can withstand the Seouras weapons, and he won't try.
Heisnot dlowed to interfere, you understand.”

"No, | don't understand!" | pushed past Quartermaine, right up to An
Bank. Hewas so tdl that the edge of my mask made it impossibleto
seethetop of hisform. "Surely you have technology that might help
us, if not beat them, then at least contact the Confederacy? Help us
prevent more deaths.”

Quartermaine stood close behind me. "And you'rewilling to risk his
death? That's very noble of you, Commander."

"I... no, | didn't mean that."

"Nobody else can pilot an Invidi vessdl. Do you have any proof it
would be resistant to these alien wegpons?'

"No, of coursewedon't." We're not alowed to touch his ship, let
adoneandyzeits capabilities” | could fed the hope dipping away,
asdl other hopeshad. "Dammit, hell be stuck here with the rest of
us, for however long we can hold out. Doesthat worry him?”



Quartermaine hesitated. "Apparently not."

| clamped my mouth shut over theflow of anger. If weredly areto be
stuck here, well have to work together from now on.

"Hope heenjoysit." | turned and left, consciousthat I'd never
behaved thisway in an Invidi's presence before.

Quartermaine caught up with me as| left the Smoke. One blue emergency
light shone beyond the end of the corridor, and afault murmur of
frightened voices waxed and waned. The mechanica sounds of the
station were different too--the background noises that we don't notice
until they're gone. Some systems were silent, some rattled or hummed
louder than they should. My engineer's ear, attuned to the smooth
harmony of integrated functions, found this more unsettling than the

visua evidence of failure--darkness, flickering conduits, ceramic

shards scrunching underfoot, people crying in fear and confusion.

"He can't help you. The sooner you learnto live with it, the better.”
Quartermaine's face was barely discernible in the glow from the airlock
window.

"If he doesn't help uswe may not live much longer," | snarled, and
kept walking.

"What did you expect?’ Persstent man.

Thetruth was, | didn't know what to expect from An Barik. Therewas
just thefedling that, we had some right to their help, the hope that

they would care enough... It was not until much later thet | felt any
shame a making my mistakestheir respongbility.

"Isheupset?' | hoped hewas.

"l don't think s0."

Then the Seouras summoned me and it was weeks before | thought of the
Invidi again.



Quartermaine has never demanded much from our friendship --I am the
one who needs the support of our occasona conversations, athough it
took me awhileto acknowledgeit. After Eleanor retreated into

slence hewasthe only person willing to talk to me outside work time.
Not that we ever touched upon persona matters, for he kept hislife
carefully locked away and | had noneto discuss. His reminiscences and
advice about aliens were enough, though, to maintain my contact with a
world outside the spird of guilt and depression.

A quiet, df-effacing man, heisvery different from the cynicd,

capable Murdoch or the overconfident Horida. His shynessisgenuine,
and not helped by his position between the Confederacy representative
and alarge group of people who believe the Confederacy has betrayed
them. | don't think he has suffered any persond attacks other than
verba abuse or dectronic graffiti, two unpleasant aspects of my own
life dso, but he has become dmost as much arecluse asthe Invidi,
moving between hisofficein Linguistics and his quarters, with an
occasond vigt to An Bank.

He always acknowledged the Invidi's extraordinary faculties but refused
to be awed by them. | thought now of the anadogy he'd givento try to
describe Invidi powers. "In our understanding of the universe,” held

said, "humans stand on the page of abook and can only turn forward one
page at atime, never knowing what is ahead or how to go back except in
memory. But thelnvidi have theindex--dl the page numbersto turnto

a will, dl the



cross-references, the network of meaning that most of the time we
forget or can only guessa.”

"Y ou're talking about gods.”

"Heavensno, love. When did you ever use a perfect index? Ther€'s
aways something missing. Or hdf of theentriesareirrdevant.”

| met him in the senior officers mess hal in the Bubble complex. He
needed an outing, and Alpharing was safe enough. | wasaso

garving--I still hadn't eaten anything since yesterday. | sat down to

wait for Brin at one of thelow tables arranged in rough circlesin

front of serving and recycle hatches. No restful wal ho los here,

thank goodness. The only sound was amurmur of conversation from three
of Veatch's staff tting at a center table.

| turned my face to the feeble warmth from the window. Some wit once
dubbed the product of our reflector system " second-hand sunlight,” but
it was better than the artificid light in the lower rings. "Youll

oet freckles.”

| opened my eyeswith astart as Quartermaine placed atray containing
two cups and afull plate on the table and sat down himsdf. Hewore
drab civilian clothes and might have been a caricature of agented
academic.

"How'sthe Bubble?' he said, taking the plate and cups off thetray.
"Fine. How'sAn Baik?'

"Still here" The old joke was starting to sound alittle sour. Even
Quartermaine didn't know why the dlien was ill here, given the

likelihood thet Invidi technology would dlow him to leave the station
whenever hefdt likeit, Seouras or no Seouras.



The plate held two sticky-looking Garokian pastries from the Hill
bakery. "What'sthis?' | asked hopefully.

"You haven't eaten.” It wasn't aquestion. "Those arefresh.”
"How do you know?"'

"That they'refresh?'

"That | haven't eaten.”" | tarted one of the pastries.

"You look terrible. Washed out.”

"Thanksalot," | said with my mouth full. "Y oulook abit tired
yoursdlf."

"It'sbeen noisy the past few nights. | haven't been ableto get a
decent deep.”

"Fedtiva?'
"Mmm."

The pastries tasted much better than they looked. The bakery was
deservedly popular. Garokians were refugees-among those both Sector
Centra and many voices on the station had cautioned me against
admitting.

"Now tell me about thismystery ship." Heleaned forward. "Isit true
it came from Alpha Centauri ?"

| groaned through amouthful of tart, chewy flakes. "Weregoing to
have to do something about Florida."

"Wefound thewreck of aship withitscrew in cryostais. Lookslike
it hit ajump mine. The strangething, though..." | leaned forward

too, glanced around and dropped my voice to awhisper, knowing he
enjoyed indo-drama”... isthat they're human."

Hisreaction was gratifying. He pushed his cup aside and sat on the
edge of hisseet. "From where?’

| made alittle hegp of purple crumbswith onefinger. ™Y ou're not
going to believethis™



"Try meor I'll make you drink another cup of thisdisgusting
coffee”

"They'refrom Earth.”
He shook hishead, puzzled. "But you said ..."

| told him about Griffis, Dourif, and the other man whose name |l
couldn't recal. About the wreck that seemed to have hit ajump mine,
but without jump capability so it couldn't have set off the mine--yet
without using hyperspace it could never have reached here so quickly.

"Brin, Griffissaid that the Invidi helped them to modify the
cryodtasistechnology.”

He seemed shocked. "That's not possible. Invidi don't interfere
directly. And there's no record of any such expedition.”

"How do you know?" His certainty had sparked my curiosity.

"It'smy businessto know about Invidi-human relaions. I'm liaison
officer, remember?’

"Why should Griffislie?'

"I don't know. It makes more sense, though, than supposing the Invidi
did something so totally uncharacterigtic as helping a specific group
within an dien society. Then conceding thet fact for ahundred

years”

"But they gave us medical technology, didn't they?' | wished | was
better versed in First Contact history. 1'd have to read through the
database tonight. "What's so different about hel ping with
cryodass?'

Brin shook hishead. "They didn't help usto get into space. We had
to devel op spaceflight technology ourselves, once wed cleared up the
mess on Earth. Which they did help usto do."



He had apoint but... "Griffis didn't strike me as unredized what was
happening. Or we might never have redlized, and blundered our way to
extinction. Or atrillion other possibilities. Whatever the outcome,

if the Invidi hadn't visited Earth we wouldn't be here on Jocasta

now.

"All we can do," he continued, as passionate as I'd ever seen him, "is
put oursalvesin their handsagain. Have somefaith. They haven't
hurt usyet.”

No, but | was shaken. If we can't count on the Confederacy eventudly
saving us from the Seouras, how else can | get rid of them?

"Just ask him, will you?' | said stubbornly. There was something
about the Seepers arriva that tugged at my intuition.

Brin smiled, thistime with affection. "For you, | will ask. And |

must admit, for mysdlf aswdl. | dill think these people arelying.”

When | didn't reply he leaned forward and patted my knee. "Remember
desada Thiscould beyours."

| sighed. Invidi concepts weretoo dippery for me. "I still don't
understand what you mean by that. Isit apivota event?'

He seemed dissatisfied with thewords. "Only in smplistic physica
terms. It'smorelike'soul." It'sthe defining qudity of sentience,

of people-ness. A time--but they use aword that means place aso--a
time to which we return again and again in the course of . our

lives"

"What, like being born?"

"For some people, yes. For others, an event in childhood. For yet
others, an event on the eve of their death, or somewhere in between."

"Do you mean some traumathat leaves scars?"



"Not necessarily unpleasant. Or mgor in the sense of changing the
physicd courseof alife. But pivotd, yes."

"How do we know what our des adais?'

"They say,” and he sounded less sure, "you know, if not during your
life, then at the moment of death.” the moment of her death. My
great-grandmother's raspy voice rose clear and unbidden in my memory.

7 waswith Marlenaat the moment of her death. We'd goneto the
capita to negotiate with the new government for district autonomy.

They were dl shaking hands on the steps of the high court. 1t was
raining and the place was crammed with reporters. A security
nightmare. Marlenashook hands and turned away from the president. She
looked up, some of theidiots said afterwards to heaven, but | think

she got aglimpse of the gunman--he must have been on top of one of the
surrounding buildings. 1 think she got a glimpse because she turned

back to the presdent and took hisarm. She wanted to get him inside

in casetherereally was a sniper up there. Well, therewas. And to

this day nobody knows whether the target was Marlena or the president
himsdf.



First Day 3pm

| went to my office and buried mysdlf in the telemetry records from the
wreck. Until Eleanor let metalk to the Slegpers again, thiswasthe
only source of information on how and why they had arrived here. 1'd
tried to contact Keveth to ask whether it had noticed anything about
the wreck during the rescue, but the K'Cher trader was either out of
comm range or ignored my calls on the public system.

When | findly pulled away from the hood, hourslater, | knew nothing
more about the Earth humans, but | knew their ship well enough to
navigate around it in the dark without gravity. It was an old Nukeni
freighter--built solely to haul unambitious loads for short distances.

It looked like a planet-hopper, with a. basicaly conical, streamlined
shape to facilitate atmospheric entry, and was at least six timesthe
mass of our little shuttle. Half of that mass was engines.

Top acceleration on boosters about one-third light, cruises about

sublight ten. The origina cramped ops room and crew quarters had been
merged with the main cargo bay to form the cryochamber-cum-control
room. Itwas



now littered with twisted metal and debris, but the plan was clear
enough.

The front half was torn open in adozen places and black with blast
resdue. A faint miasmaof water vapor, probably from the last dregs
of atmosphere leaking out when the rescue team withdrew contact with
the hole they'd cut to reach survivors, gave the wreck a soft halo.

The jJump mine had blasted the rear of the ship dmost completely awvay,
leaving shreds of metd trailing behind like streamers after awild

party. Emergency containment shields had activated ingde the
cryochamber, but they were compromised, and the damage inside the
chamber seemed to indicate that some of theinner systems had exploded
aswdl. It wasunusud to seetheengine section at dl inamine
accident--atypica mine sets off areaction within the engines
themsdves, usudly followed by emergency jettison of the engines. This
seemed to indicate ether that the mine was unusud, part of the Tor
smorgasbord of destruction that we hadn't sampled yet, or that Calypso
was unusud in someway. | soent another haf-hour sfting through
records of previous jump mine accidents. None of them involved, or
mentioned, amine detonating by itsdf.

Who did all the work, | wondered, while the rest of the crew were
snoozing peecefully in their sub-zero beds? Engineering maintenance,
environment monitoring, defense. The ship's op syswould do most of
it, but even in our most advanced carrier-shipstheres awaysan
organic dare-taker. It reflects less on the state of technology than

on the reluctance of organic speciesto entirely trust that technology.
Surely a century ago they would have been even lesswilling to allowf
an op systo determine their fate?



Would someone volunteer to stay awake the wholetime? They'd be
elderly, to say theleast, when the ship findly arrived at its

destination, and a prime candidate for space-sickness well before then.
Maybe the op sys woke them in turn and then they put themselves back
down when each "shift" ended? That till seemed to leave alot of

loose ends, but | suppose people on aventure like this must take
chances.

| leaned back in the chair and tried to rub some focus back into my
eyes. Bent down and poured the last cupful of teafromalarge jar
besidethe desk. Think.

If the Calypso had no jump drive, it couldn't have set off the mine.
Therefore, unlessthe mine had activated itself by chance at the very
time Calypso appeared, something else must have st off the mine. Our
sensors had not detected any other ship. But then, our sensors had not
been dtate of the art when they were ingtalled three years ago. Since
then they had been damaged in Seouras attacks, jammed by Seouras
interference, and repeatedly reconfigured to try to reach beyond the
gray ships. It would not surprise meif we hadn't picked up a
tell-tdesgn of... what? Why should anyone visit us?

| tried Keveth again, with no result. Keveth wasthe most likely to
have seen something out there. If it felt like divulging the
information to us.

It wasn't merely details about their voyage. | had so many questions
to ask the Segpers. Griffis had mentioned aman caled Haley inthe
Earth South movement. It could have been my greet-grandfather, John
Halley, who seemed to have been active in anumber of areas at that
time. | knew only his son Jack, my grandfather, who inherited John's
passion for justice and who eventually settled in



Las Mujereswith my grandmother Elvira. Griffiswasold enough to
have seen the end of the twentieth century, the beginning of the
twenty-first, and most of the great struggles of that era. No wonder
every historian on the sation was clamoring for an interview with him
and hiscompanions. 1'd left the task of organizing aroster to
Vestch.

There were so many questions about that period left unanswvered. Too
many records had disappeared in the great Net Crash of 2055, and many
of the witnessesto the period died in the political unrest that

followed the technologica reforms set in mation by the Invidi in the
2030s and 2040s. We don't know what happened in isolated places when
the Invidi came, don't know the reaction of ordinary peoplein

different Earth cultures. Because Marlena Alvarez and that erawere so
important to my family, the pre-Contact period seems close to me, but

to the average Jocastaresdent it was ancient history, pre-anything
interesting. We should be more interested, for there are many
pardlelswith our own Stuation.

The connecting door chirped.

"Good afternoon, Commander.” Vestch, asfresh and cdm asif it were
morning. He stood with hands clasped behind him, indicating it wasa
ghort visit. "How do you wish the new residents to be registered?”
"New resdents?’

"The Earth humans from the cryogenics ship. They are not Confederacy
citizens--neither are they refugees, strictly spesking.” »

| dragged my mind back from the past. "Earth'samember of the
Confederacy." At thetimethey left there was no Confederacy.”



"Doesit matter?'~ didn't know why we bothered to argue. However they
were classfied, they would be medicaly treated, clothed, and fed. Six
months ago it would have been aquestion of which IDsto give them and
who to send them on to, but the Seouras weren't sending anyone

anywhere.

"Matter?' Veatch's antennae were tiff with shock. "How can| filea
report if they are not registered correctly?'

"Oh. Of course, forgiveme. Thereport." For posterity, no doubt,
since nobody at Sector Central would read it. "lsn't thereatime
dilation clause somewherein the Immigration regulations?!

"But that ship does not have jump capability.”

"No, but..." 1t must have used hyperspace somehow to get here. Either
that or magic. "Tourids."

"l beg your pardon?’

"Until we work out the classification problem they can betourigts.
Give them temporary holding visas, like we used to do with the Garokian
refugees until their asylum was processed.”

Vestch's antennae twitched as he considered theidea. It'sbeena
while since we had any tourists here. Even before the Seouras Jocasta
was not exactly on the scenic route--are sourcel ess burnt-out system
does not pull in crowds.

"That isapossble solution,” he conceded. "I will organizethe
gpplications.” He started to leave, then turned back. "Commander, you
have not forgotten the Smoke residents mesting at 1800 hours?"

I've had too much practice to start guiltily but | probably twitched.

"Of coursenot.” | wasn't looking forward to that one.



Lagt timeit had taken fifteen hours to accomplish any sort of
understanding about what the residents wanted, let done come up with
solutions. 1t made our petty humanoid disputes seem positively
pre-Atomic intheir smplicity.

"| don't suppose they have any sort of agenda?’ | asked, not very
hopefully.

"The Neross wish to discussthe right of sentient beingsto be

consumed as sustenance. By the Neross, of course. The IGhplpp! want
three more rooms and another methane pond. The Tl say nothing. The
Invidi wishesto discuss the philasophical implications of the hatch on
Leve Fifty that was broken last year--or it might be next year, he

wasn't specific. And..."

"Right. | get thepicture” | interrupted. "Maybeit's better if |
comeat it cold.”

"I have flagged the report in your Infile" he reminded me, and
|eft.

Then Eleanor caled to say the Sleepers were ableto talk and | forgot
about the residents meeting.

They were sitting up in their bedsnow. Dourif had kicked off her
therma sheet and stretched sturdy, tanned legson top of it. Arid
Klooswas awake. Heleaned his close-cropped dark head against the
wall between the other two beds. He had awary young face, not open
like Dourif's, and alilting accent.

We went through the preliminaries again--who they were, who we were and
had spoken to the doctors and the magistrate earlier about what

information the newcomers should be given. Legaly, they had the same
access rightsto public information as any Confederacy member and Earth



citizen. Their story wasthat their project, to send a manned vessel

to Alpha Centauri, had been planned for fifteen yearsby an
ex-government astrophysicist named Tan Nguyen, agrassroots activist
and geochemigt, Hanniba Griffis, and a Russian aerospace scientist,
Gregori llyanovich. They gathered avariety of sponsorsfor this
clandestine experiment, which was presented to the public, when news
leaked out, as being for the purpose of scientific observation and
experiments on zero-g manufacturing techniques at the abandoned skylab
platforms. The platformswere leased to them by a government
discouraged by a series of dramatic cost overruns in aerospace research
and acongruction industry unwilling to invest in building aship.
TheInvidi explained, said Griffis, mat they could not sharetheir jump
technology. But they did offer to assst in assembling acryogenic
system that would preserve the passengersfor the fifty-odd years
necessary to approach the nearest star system at sublight speed. The
humans accepted the offer, at the cost of keeping the trip a secret
fromdl but those involved.

Rachel explained that the ship wasn't made on Earth and it was possible
to modify it at one of the space platforms. More or less abandoned in
2020, the platforms weren't even monitored. Nations had given up space
programs as too expensive.

The head of the project chose the people, and he was careful. They

came from different backgrounds and while most of them knew him, they
knew none of the other workers before they joined the project. Even
after that they only talked with members of their particular group.

Many of the support personnel thought they were working on atop-secret
government mission and were svorn to silence.



"| suppose that's why we haven't been able to find any record of your
expedition in either Confederacy or Earth databases,” | said, not
redlly convinced. It was hard to believe Earth'sfirst interstellar

flight could have been kept a complete secret. According to thefiles,
the people lying here did not exist and neither did their ship--the one
that couldn't have got here,

"Perhaps your dataisincomplete.” Klooss suggestion was made
diffidently, but he could beright. Weve suffered any number of
genera and specific systemsfailures over recent months and that
particular data could have been lost. Except that neighboring files
are untouched and the historical databases are relatively undamaged.

At thetimethe Invidi came to Earth the project had not progressed
much beyond plansfor the ship. They'd considered modifying an old
World Space ship, but the public profile was too high and the potential
for success-consdering the qudity of the ships-wastoo low. The
Invidi, whose name was An Serat, gpproached Nguyen first. Griffisand
Ilyanovich were not keen on accepting help, for the Invidi were il
largely an unknown force then. Everybody now knows how Earth's very
first contact with aliens happened. It issomething we learn at our
parents knee, in school, a play. No human child grows up without
knowing mat the Invidi camein quietly. Oneday they weren't there,

the next, twenty little ships Aere grouped in aneat pattern takeover
every centimeter of Earth'sairspace. Way above, the satellites
tranamitted a belated image of the mother ship. By thetimethe heads
of government of the, most powerful nations had conferred, the Invidi
greeting had arrived on every broadcast system,



every networked screen, every public telecast: Greetings. We arethe
Invidi. We comein peace.

Anyway, Nguyen and An Serat must have agreed on terms, but Griffissaid
he didn't know the details. They gained accessto aship with

near-light speed-capable engines and cryostasistechnology. Dourif

added that the ship's doctor had done most of the work adapting
cryostasis units for use with human physiology. None of them knew what
the Invidi gained from hel ping them--nothing, asfar asthey could see.

Stll, An Serat sounded far more communicative than any Invidi I'd ever
known.

"Areyou sure they offered to help you?'

Griffisnodded. "The head of our project was the only one who ever
dedlt directly with them. | coordinated the scientific operations
sde. Asfar asl knew, only An Serat had contact with Tan Nguyen.”

The other problem was how.

"Did you do any work on the engines? Y ou didn't notice anything
strange about them?' | asked Dourif.

Shegrimaced. "Everything was strange. Thiswas an dien ship,
remember? | could barely carry out adiagnostic properly.” More
soberly. "It was one of the most humiliating experiences of my
life"

"Commander, what went wrong?' Kloos hadn't spoken for so long thet |
jumped when he leaned acrossto look a me. "What happened while we
were adegp?’

"I don't know. Wethink your ship hit agravitational anomaly that
brought you here. There was nothing you could have done," | added,
trying to be reassuring.

"Why didn't someonefind us?' asked Griffis, and | could seethe
suspicionin hiseyes. Perhaps he thought



weld left them adeep all thistime as part of some experiment.

"l don't know that either.” Hewasright to be suspicious. For the

first hdf of their journey there was no spaceflight from

Earth--humanity was busy cleaning up its own backyard --and the Invidi
kept the whole sector relatively clear of interstellar trade. But the
second half of the twenty-first century saw ablossoming of space

travel both within the solar system and within ashort jump of it It
seemed impossible that nobody had noticed the old freighter limping
along its programmed path. | made a menta note to have another look
at the historical database for that period and area.

"Wheat's to become of us?' said Dourif inthekind of voicethat is
harsh because the owner doesn't want to be tearful.

Wheat could | say? It must have been aterrible shock to wake up to
their companions deeths, and then to learn that they had arrived fifty
years|ater than planned, and countless light-years from where they
wanted to be.

"For the moment--" | glanced at Eleanor, but she merdly lifted one
shoulder--"I'm afraid you're stuck here, liketherest of us. When you
fed up to it you can choose an areathat interests you on the station
and train to work there, if you like. When weve resolved this Seouras

problem, then I'm sure you can go back to Earth if you wish to do so."
N

There was ashod silence. Griffisand Klooslooked down at their
sheets, while Dourif pushed herself up with alittle grunt and walked
unsteadily to the side of the room where sheturned asif & bay.



"What's Earth libMow?'| started with the Confederacy of Allied Worlds
and Earth'srole. This point seemed to worry Griffisin particular. |

told them how Earth is one of the Nine Worldsthat have akind of
junior partnership with the four founding members, the Invidi, Q'chn,
Méelot, and Ben darl That the Nine have no jump technology but that
they do have avote in the Confederacy General Council ona
representative basis--a certain number of councillors per head of
population, with minimum and maximum representation. Hedidn' like
the ideathat the larger worlds have more power.

"Not ethically sound,” he said.

"But they do anyway, don't they? Have more power? Y ou know, Hannibal,
bigger isstironger.” Dourif didn't sound bitter, merely pragmétic.
Almost amused at Griffissfrustrations.

| felt sorry for Griffis, but he would have problemsif hetried to fit

the Confederacy into twenty-first-century Earth categories. "l

understand what you're saying, Professor, and Earth's assemblies are

gtill aone-member one-vote system. But the Confederacy isaunion of
alien species. Y ou think the old United Nations had problems? Some of
these species don't even agree on what is sentient life, let aone

basic concepts such aslaw or rights. Everyone made compromisesto get
the present representative system up and running. We should be glad
itsonefamiliar tous™

The palitical Stuation on Earth was eesier for them. They could

accept that there were two great representative units of government but
had trouble at first understanding that the names Earth North and Earth
South had no geographic significance and were no more than labels



held over from their own time, when the planet was divided between
rich and poor.

"Let meget thisgtraight." Griffis smoothed his pae bluetherma
sheet and drew map lineson it with hisfinger as he spoke. "What you
cdl Earth North isthe Pecific?'

| nodded. "The Pacific Union. That'sformer Australasaand the
Pecific sates. And dl of Eurasiaincluding the Indian subcontinent

and northern Europe. The capitd is Sydney." Whichwas, | recdled,
Bill Murdoch's hometown. "And Earth South istherest?' He enlarged
onesde of hisdiagram.

"Yes. The Americas, Africa, and the Atlantic Alliance. Oh, and
Antarctica"

"How do peoplefed about the aliens?' Kloos asked. He seemed less at
ease than the other two.

Eleanor Jago smiled at Kloos from where she was dotting somefile pads
into the beds interfaces. "That'sagood question. Humanslike
Commander Halley here havelived with diensdl their adult lives.

They are quite comfortable with the idea, but they tend to forget how
some of the people back homefed."

"Plenty of peoplelive away from Earth," | said, annoyed by her
presumption. "Thebig colonies, lo and Triton, have two or three
million inhabitants each. Marsis semi-independent”

"That doesn't mean everyonelovesthe diens” shesaid. Shewascam,
asaways, and | had to control the urge to break that control with
sharp words. "Not everybody thinks Earth should have joined the
Confederacy.”

Griffisnodded. "Not everyone thought so in our time either. Whenwe
|eft there were alot of people who il



didn't even bdievedienswerered. What convinced them?"

"Time. And thefact that the Ben darl came ageneration later. It's
difficult to ignore two aien species and concrete proof of the
existence of more," said Eleanor.

"The knowledge that we are not alonein the universe," she continued,
"was the greatest Sngle scientific revolution our world ever
experienced. Greater than heliocentricity, greater than the theory of
evolution, greater than the computer. Our whole identity istill
reding from the shock of finding that we aren't the center of

creation. We're only among the bit players.”

Even g0, after three generationsit isdifficult for metoimaginea
worldview without that underpinning.

"But the Invidi camein 2023," protested Dourif. "What did they do all
those years, nurse usaong?'

"They brought in medical and agricultura technology. They ..." |
looked helplesdy at Eleanor. Hard to describe thelast ninety-plus
yearsin afew sentences. "They madeit quite clear that we now had
the meansto change the world. There was no longer any excuse for not
doing 0."

"Someof ustried," said Griffis. "Even before they came.”

| had been waiting to ask him about. this "Professor, you said you
knew someone in the "Movement' with the same name as me. Was that the
Earth South movement?"

"It was aprecursor. We were an organized group but we didn't have the
grassroots support that the later movement gained.” Helooked at me as
though trying to see someone e sgsfacein my own. "I didn't know him
persondly, but the man's name was John Halley. He worked



with our agriculture branch. Last | heard, he was settled in East
Africa”

Jack Haley, my grandfather, had grown up in the grasd ands of
Serengeti.

"| think that was my great-grandfather. My grandfather was part of the
Earth South movement. He met my grandmother that way."

Griffisleaned forwards, entranced.

"Y ou come from arevolutionary family. 'Y ou know something of the
Movement, then?'

Dourif groaned. "Don't get him started on that. He can go onfor
hours." "I grew up with stories of that time," | said, with an
gpologetic smileat her. "I'd be very interested in hearing about it
first-hand." And not merdly because of what light it could shed on the
mystery of their arrival. Lately | couldn't get Marlena Alvarez out of
my head.

"One of my great-grandmothers on the other side of the family worked
with awoman caled Marlena Alvarez in the pre-Movement days. Have you
heard of her?'

"Weadl have," Rachd recovered quickest. Even Kloos had looked up at
the name.

Eleanor leaned on the interface at the foot of Dourif'sbed. "I've
heard the name, but..."

| could see shewastrying to get them to talk so didn't point out that
sheld probably heard it from me. Alvarez ismy first name, then Maria,
after my mother.

"I heard her speak once, the only timethey let her leave the country.”
Griffishalf closed his eyes, squinting back what was lessthan ten
yearsfor him, ten timesthat for us. "It wasat at the meseting



organized by World Free and Amnesty. At one of those huge outdoor
concert venues that we used before holovid became affordable.”

Kloos and Rachd nodded. | exchanged a glance of bewilderment with
Eleanor but said nothing.

"Alvarez climbed onstage, dragged the microphone off " its stand, and
cameright to theedge. It was daylight but the vid people were waving
at her to get back into position for their lights. Sheignored them.

She wanted to be as close to the audience as she could.”

"Was she standing with the audience?’ | didn't want to interrupt him,
but | couldn't get a clear picture of the scenein my head.

"No, on araised platform, astage. I'll never forget it-130,000
people waiting to hear this dumpy little woman spesk.”

"Wdl? What did shesay?' Rachd moved away from thewall and sat on
thefoot of Griffissbed. He paused and shut his haf-closed eyes
completely.

Then opened them and looked at me.

, "Shewas so angry. That'swhat | remember most. She had asharp
voice, the sort of voicethat actslike aburr under your seat. She

sad..." Hethought for amoment. "She sad, "Who gave them'--meaning
the officid international bodies--'who gave them the right to decide

if weliveor die and how? When they sanction or punish governments
that we did not choose, when our governments that we did not choose
punish others under our name, who suffers? Not you.™"

"She meant," Griffis added, "citizens of the wedthy democratic Sates.
She said that it was the people like her who lost, whom the governments
ruleby force" Eleanor frowned. "When wasthis?



"The middle of the second decade in the twenty-first century,” said
Griffis. "But plenty of people before Alvarez had made these points
over theyears. That'swhy there was an increasing international
tendency to bully wayward governments back into line, which never
worked. Just left economiesin ashamblesand minoritiesas

scapegoats.

"Alvarez," he continued, "spoke in amixture of Spanish and English,
mixing it amost like poetry. Shetold uswe had achoice. We could
goonjust aswewere now. | remember the words that became one of the
Movement's catch phrases--'conscience is not enough.” Or we could act
in support of people who were not asfreeto act. Shedidn't urgeus

to pressure our governments--she said we were our governments. She
told usthat her people had discovered they were not powerless, and

that it was about time we did the same. She was quite specific--said
there were networksin place to convey food and goods, enough groups
willing to donate arms and use them, enough lawsto invokeif the will
could be found to speak thewords. Frankly, | was surprised they let

her spesk.”

"She couldn't have said it in her own country.” | remembered Demoras
stories.

"l heard she was s0 vocal that her own government first thought she was
aharmlessidiot,” said Kloos.

| remembered another thing Demora had said: For yearswewaked a
tightrope between the government's regulations, its police, the revenge
of the opposition, and the scrutiny of foreign eyes.

Griffiscleared histhroat. "What would you say isthe greatest
benefit the diens brought to Earth?"

| gave him the pc answer, no lesstruefor that. "Their



presence united us, faster than anyone thought possible. Y ou saw the
very early days. It must have been obvious by the timeyou left that
the Invidi hadn't come to invade or conquer.”

"Nobody knew what they wanted,” said Griffisdowly.

| didn't say that we were ill unsure.

"We should think of their coming asareprieve," he said.

Rachd snorted. "From what?"

"From the need to balance everything. Ever snce mankind discovered
nuclear fisson our higtory has been one big balancing act.”

"Y ou think they 'saved usfrom ourselves?' Eleanor leaned forward. It
isaquestion that divides humanity till.

"Wewouldn't have madeit otherwise."

"They took away from usthe chance to decide for oursdves," said
Rachd loudly.

| thought of Alvarez. She started a snowbdl| of far-reaching socia
change, true, but how long would it have lasted without the Invidi?
Would the damage to the planet have been too great? Yet | couldn't see
the Invidi asgood Samaritans. They must have had their reasons for
contacting Earth.

"Arethereany Invidi on thisgtation?' asked Dourif.

| thought of An Bank with amixture of fondness, incomprehension, and
exagperation. "At the moment there's only one. He's the Confederacy
Council observer."

The comm link beeped and we all jJumped. Eleanor was closest. " Jago.”
Shelistened for amoment then looked a me. "She'shere. Hang on.”

It was the Earth Fleet lieutenant on duty in the Bubble.



The Seouras had sent the signal that meant they wanted meto go over
to the gray ship.

| turned to the Seepers. "I haveto go."

Rachd leaned againg thewall, aamsfolded in adefensve way. Kloos
looked puzzled and Griffis frowned from his bed.

"Arethesethe diensthat are blocking your communications?' he
asked.

| nodded. "I'm sorry we haveto cut this short. Let's continue
tomorrow.” | left without leaving them timeto reply.

| was halfway down the corridor when Eleanor caled out. Shehad a
tight, dmost hostile expression.

"Canitwait?' | fidgeted to get away. "l've got to get to the
shuttle and do the prelaunch.”

She caught up. "Halley, don't go."
"What?'

"You just got back from twelve hours over there. Asyour physician|
don't know if you can takeit again so soon."

| groaned with impatience. "Eleanor, weve been through this before.
I'mfine. And I don't haveachoice

"Have you ever asked them to wait?"

"l can't 'ask’ them anything. And yes, remember what happened after
thefire?' Two months ago, afire had broken out inthe Hill. 1t had
taken three daysto get it under control and another week before the
gtate of emergency waslifted. Murdoch had been incautious enough to®
inhale too many noxious-fumes on the second day and I'd directed the
whole affair pretty much done. When the Seouras called after thefire

| was S0 exhausted | couldn't gdlt into ashuttle. Three of the gray

ships closed in, weapons



primed. The State of emergency onstation resumed for another twelve
hours until Eleanor managed to stabilize me enough to go. Wed been
lucky that time--the Seouras didn't fire--but | didn't want to try our
luck again.

Shewasright, though, in that it was unusua for them to call again so
soon. Could it have something to do with the change in the tone of
their voicesthat I'd felt recently?

| was getting worse dreams, too, if that indicated anything other than
My OWN WOITies.

"l don't think itll be very long thistime." | tried to sound
resssuring. "They probably forgot something.”

She gave methe look of scorn thisinanity deserved. | "What about
these dreams? Y ou said it happens sometimes when you're awake."

"I haven't had any for aweek or s0." | shrugged uncomfortably.
"Maybe the other times were coincidence.” Then | remembered what I'd
asked her that morning.

"Did you look at the cryosystemsfor me?”

She blinked at the change of subject then recovered. "They werefine.”
|"Fne?'

"They were exactly what they should be. Basicdlly Invidi medica
expertise was used to build asystem using materials from that time and
place--forensics confirmsthis, by theway. Asfar aswe cantel, the
settings were for fifty-one years, which would have taken them to
within acouple of months of deceleration for Centauri.”

"What did thetimer say?"

"If you mean how long had they beenin sasis, it was nearly the whole
time"

"Fifty years?' Which left agap of forty-five years.

Shenodded. "I know it doesn't make sense. But our



readings could be mistaken. The pods could have reset everything for
ancther fifty years™

| clenched my figtsin frustration. Another dead end. | had a
premonition of what would happen with the Seepers. we would pursue
every clue asto how they got here, every possible opening, without
success. Meanwhile gation life would go on as usua and the Seepers
themselves would begin to be apart of it. Soon we would forget they
had offered any mystery, any hope for change, and settle back into
routine. And I'd till be going over to that goddamn ship.



Firgt Day 530pm

The shuttle swung away from Jocasta. Theview isimpressive. A bright
dusting of faraway stars and the closer jewels of Abelar's two outer
planets. Swathes of tranducent color show the remains of two more
planets vaporized by the Tor before leaving for wherever they had gone.
The same view from Jocasta used to be enlivened by ships passing, some
close enough to make out regidiration detalls, otherslike miniature
cometstoo smdl to ascertain any feature but movement. Theresno
movement now. Our planet isapae ghost left radioactive and usdess
by the Tor.

| used an airlock to enter the gray ship. Evenif the space beyond was
not as oxygenated as Earth's, even if it was knee-deep in dippery,
dimy stuff, an airlock wasan airlock. The ship had gravity. Within
the Confederacy, only the Invidi have invented agravity field for
dationary vehiclesthat doesn't rely on momentum or spin. Either the
Seouras had acquired Invidi technology or they had asmilar level of
technology themsalves. Which didn't seemright. If they had that kind
of ability, they shouldn't have



been interested in Jocasta, with our pitiful technological stuation.

The dreamlike gloom waslit by luminescence from the dimethat dripped
from the low celling and sucked at my feet. It wasn't alarge room.
Tunnel-like passages ran off it at various angles but it was hard to

see where because distance was flattened and distorted in the light, as

if wewere underwater. Once | had pushed my arm into shine up to the
shoulder and felt a hard surface undernesth.

Herethey were. Two of them today.

If they have ashapeit isimpossibleto tell exactly what it is,

because their whole form is congtantly shifting in tiny movements. From
ashort distance they seem to shimmer. Asyou look it islike bringing
amicroscope to bear on acolony of minute living thingsthat seemsa
solid lump but resolvesinto countless short, dim, squirming shapes.
These, too, dissolve and shift under scrutiny, asthoughitisal held
together by somefield that can form and re-form. | imagineit forming
into shapes that we know or maybe agiant nightmare shape, but so far
they have remained roughly cylindrica blobs, about our height and
threetimesaswide. Colored dime-green. Or so0 coated with it that |
couldn't tell what was undernegth. | was dime-green by thetimel got
out of theretoo.

Thewallsand celling seemed to squeeze mein. Likebeinginsdea
digedtivetract... | had the same thought every time, that | wasto be
broken down and absorbed, used to provide energy for .. Calm down.
Don't bresthe too fast, sometimes that messes up theimplant in your
neck, cam down. Come go stay "help attack.

| shook my head againgt theinsgstence, of thecall. It



hurt when they got "loud.” A sharp pain drilled behind my eyes, and
more spread in short bursts from a point above the breastbone through
shoulders and neck. | wished | knew what they wanted. Lately it was
asthough they were arguing among themselves. | rarely got aclear

message.
Thisway.
No, here.

A cacophony of urgent needs. | used wordsto order the impressionsin
my mind, but they didn't actually speak.

Go now.
Stay.
Open.

| wasn't sureif they meant my mind or the station. Neither, | stated
firmly, wasavalable.

Their disappointment hurt.

Rush aong along, dark tunndl faster and faster, nothing but the noise
of passage until at the end theré'sapoint of solidity. Not visua

but I'd describeit visudly if there were anyone to describe it to--a
small, haf-naked human dumped barely upright on adippery surface,
animage only until the downward swoop gets closer and closer and
whump, I'm in me, with the sour-sick stench of dimeal around and the
ocean-green light that has no depth. The voices have retreated.

It hadn't been too long thistime. | stretched out an arm and the
muscles responded immediatdly but stiffly. 1 clenched and unclenched
my fingers, felt the sickiness. It was possible to swallow--throat

dry and tight but not hopelesdy closed. | gagged on the taste of
dime, but didn't have quite enough sdivafor spit, then rolled over

on hands and knees and tried to stand. Shards of pain scattered from



stomach and jointsto gather in my head. Surely it hadn't been this
panful thefirst timel "taked" to them? It was getting worse each
sesson.

The shuttlewas ill there. 1t wasdwaysasurpriseand ardief to
glimpseit through the murky windowsin the Seouras airlock.

| dipped on unsteady legs and crashed into the airlock entry. It
opened obligingly and | did therest of the way into the shuttle. My
knee cracked ontheside but | didn't fed anything. They let meleave
because they must have known I'd never survive in the heat and dime.
Since the dime seeped through the joins of our environmenta sLits, |
gave up on the suit after thefirst few trips and wore only boots and
trousers. 1'd left those off acouple of times, too, but while | could
sruggleinto ajacket on the way back in the shuttle, on bad days
pulling on trousersin zero-g was beyond me and | thought it probably
not good for moraleif the head of station were caught with her pants
down, so to speak, when the shuttle docked at Jocasta. | keyed in my
code on the controls, letting each blip be asignd to open my eyes. |
needed to stay awake until the shuttle was clear or the whole autopilot
sequence became terribly complicated and | might not get back for days.
Blip, blink, blip. 1 checked the time--it was nearly midnight. It was
scary, theway time drained awvay when | wasinthere. Nearly five
hoursgone. At least | had missed the Smoke resdents meeting.

Troubleis... | gulped ahdf-liter of water, rubbed off the worst of
the she ne with adry wrap left herefor this purpose and hauled .-on



my jacket, strapped mysdlf in the zero-g net, and tripped the
departure switch before the thought could make its way through my
pounding head. Thetroubleis, each time | hoped it would bethelast.
Every time | madeit back aive with the station unharmed, it was a
spur to try harder to find away to get free.

| couldn't think of away todoit. Sofar, al our efforts had been

directed towards getting a message to the Confederacy, always presuming
the Confederacy is il out there and not also under Seouras control.

If what Quartermaine suggested today was true, though, maybe we have
been wadting our time. What if the Confederacy thought the tresty with
the Danadan and Seouras meant we'd allowed them into the Abelar
system's space, or even that we'd formed an dliance with the gray

ships? Surely they'd have contacted usto confirm or deny such a
conjecture.

It wasn't the first time I'd had these thoughts, but Quartermaine's

words earlier had been such ashock that | found it difficult to

control the panic. Panic that rose up in my throat like vomit whenever

| contemplated the alternatives before us. Without the prospect of
Confederacy help, what could we do? Wait, as the Seouras had said, as
An Bank seemed to be doing? But the station wasfalling apart, and |
wasn't far behind.

The sudden tug of the strap on my bruised knee woke me. The shuttle
had changed direction. Background buzzing gradualy resolved itself
into avoice.

"Jocastato Eliot. Commander Haley, we have put the shuttle on auto
for landing.”

How long had they been calling? The gray ships put out ajamming
sgnd that preventslong-range communications, but short-rangeis
possiblein anarrow radius



around the gtation. | might have dept through five minutes of
VOICeS.

Open your eyes, idiot. | could have taken apilot with me every time
the Seouras summoned, as Murdoch has urged me, but | prefer not to put
another life at risk when the shuttle can be easily handled by one.

The station loomed closein the forward viewer. Lovey. | sadit
again, doud. A great, untidy white top Spinning against the black. 1
stared at apoint on the outer ring and began to count asit moved
around, one, two, three ... hoping to see the same point come round
again in sixty-two seconds, but | must have dropped off again briefly
then opened my eyes as the shuttle hugged the long, pae curves of the
habitat rings and snicked between two angular reflectors. 1t flew
along one of the connecting struts towards the center. An uplift moved
indde the strut mogt in time with the shuttle and | waved stupidly

at thetiny window. Asif anyone could see mefrom there,

Above the center and farther away from the station, was the wreck of
Calypso, awhite shape blurred by debrisand vapor. It wastethered to
theflat, open dab of a maintenance platform, and | could just make

out two spidery probesonits pale surface. They were de radiating the
wreck so we could accessit directly, and the sooner they finished, the
better.

| undid the net straps, gave myself aquick push over to theflight
panel and pulled down into the pilot's seat, hooked my feet under the
console and belted in.

"Eliot to Jocasta. It'sdl right, I've got her. Switching over.” |
wished my voice didn't sound asthick asmy head felt. "Jocastato
E/i0 Confirmed. Niceto, seeyou back so



soon, Commander.” Whoever owned that dightly sarcastic voice on
traffic control knew my habit of bringing the shuttlein unaided. Not
flying manudly, because nobody in their right mind fliesa
high-performance space vehicle manualy, but | needed to keep control
of the shuttlés systems. Be ableto act if anything went wrong.

Eleanor callsit compensatory behavior. Murdoch callsit being
pigheaded. It keeps me awake.



Second Day5:30 am

Swigh, thud. It took a second before | registered that the karrikar
door was open. A long, long day--days. Seouras, Sleeper ship,
unsolved myderies.

The gticky heat of the Hill rolled into thelift. Swest prickled
immediately in the dime under my jacket and on my upper lip. Thisis
the outer ring, the lowest circle, and the dightly higher gravity

causes afullness of hands and feet and momentary shortness of bregth.

| walked dowly aong the rows of covered stalls and booths that lined
the marketplace. 1t was smply from habit, because my old quarters had
been down here before the Seouras came. | liked living here. 1t was
good to know how the other half of the station lived--the ssowaways,
refugees, contract workers. Many of them stayed because they couldn't
afford passage off and then were caught here when the Seouras came.

y&c-Blue night light, not as many asthere should be. Down here,
people often put extra demands on the system or diverted the power to
illicit uses. The grime and chegpness was hidden by the kindly
darkness. A few people still staggered to and from bars and gathered
in little knots around



portable lighting units, their yelow glow comforting againgt the blue

of themanillumination. Therewere amdls, dthough my
dime-deadened nose couldn't catch many--like hearing only the loudest
notes of asymphony but knowing thet the rest of it is playing. One of
those noteswas afishy, charcoa smell. Someone had been using atrue
flame grill again, in defiance of dl safety regulaions

Thisplaceisfull of such anachronisms. It has an infrastructure of
high technology--from the Tor engines, of which we understand little,
and the Invidi gravity wells, which we do not understand at dl. Side
by side with thiswe have shoemakers and corner shrines, tiny
food-bearing plantsraised in aspot of sunlight on abed of shredded
gpaceship cushions, and endless modificationsto officid building
codes that have made a dark maze of the lower level.

Basic technologies exist in pockets-Garokian refugees who live by
sdling sanda's made from scraps | eft over after glassfilament
recycling, for our stocks of footwear from Earth are nearly exhausted
and recycling hasitsUrn-its. Their shoe repair business doeswell
too. I've had my old running shoes resoled twice now.

The QChn regard ability to improvise asthe defining quaity of
sentience. Jocasta seemsto prove them right

Tiny dien food stals soring up every night down here, as suddenly as
rust gppears on iron in space sation humidity. The ownersuse
unwanted materia from the black market to produce mealsfar more
appetizing than officia rations. The Office of Public Hedlth raids

the Hill regularly but the stals never disappear. 1'd been unlucky

last night but hoped one would still be open tonight, because



after thismorning'sfiasco in the kitchen | had no intention of

trying to cook something for mysdlf. The only booth with adim, orange
light still showing was obvioudy finished for the night. Threefolded
stools leaned againgt the cooking box, and a cloth sign-curtain was
furled besde them. | poked my head over the box, which formed alow,
U-shaped counter, and tapped it twice.

"Nothing |eft for an old customer?”

A broad face turned upwards and the light glinted gold on scales asthe
Garokian owner of the stall stood up, a blackened pan in each webbed
hand. | repeated the question in case she hadn't caught my lips and

she shook her head, well versed in human body language. She shifted
from onefoot to the other, clacked the gills on her neck and upper
shoulders, and turned her head to look at me with asideways, bird-like
glance. A head that was more like a chinless continuation of the thick
neck, which in turn flowed smoothly into shoulders.

Her eyeswerelarge, slvery clouded irisesfilling the whole eye,
which was surrounded by afinefiligree of triangular scdles. Her
clothes, designed for a human, hung loosdly on her hips and stretched
tight across her back and shoulders. She was about my height but
solid. Garokians acquire aweight problem when they live here. Their
stocky, cylindrical bodies pout Sdewaysin protest at alack of
exerciseand adiet that Confederacy nutritionistsinsst is adequate.

It obvioudy isn't satisfactory, because the Garokians gather together
at close of day in clan or neighborhood groups, clumps of slent,
gesticulating trolls hunched over pots of bubbling ddlicacies. They
make pagtries out of the resdue that Achelian restaurants scorn and



boil up unlikely brews with plants bartered for homemade sandasfrom
creatures in the Smoke who have many feet

This Garokian was wider than mogt. Likeadl large"people’ shehad a
presence that demanded to be noticed. Her body created a wash ahead of
itself, acushion of loaded air, and she occupied even more space in my
mind manin redity. So solid, so grounded, soft heavy flesh and

triangular scaleswith an oily sheen. My own body felt insubstantial
asadrift of gasin comparison. | hitched up my trousers, suddenly
sdlf-conscious. The belt has no more notches | eft to tighten.

She dapped the pan down behind the counter with a bang, then held up
onedigit for meto wait and rummaged around below. The reward for my
patience was asmadl, wilted dumpling, which | knew would contain a
curry-like puree. It must have been her own supper. Perhaps she would
be up al night preparing for theimminent Renewd of Souls.

She pushed the dumpling into my protesting hands, the whole
conversation (thisisyours—-no, takeit--it'sdl right, I'll try

somewhere else--forget it, | said takeit) conducted in silence. In

the end | took the dumpling and chewed it gratefully on my way to the
ring lift leaving the careless, unheard claiter behind.

The Garokians and the messin the Hill are part of the other world of
the station--the rich, suspicious chaosthat Veatch and Wa sh would
liketo diluteto their ownimage. A wholeworld that | couldn't begin
to describe to the Sleepers because I'm too far removed from it. But
itwasaworld | would like them to see.

"Commander Haley?' A vaguely familiar voice.



| turned quickly and peered at the owner in the gloom. It was Rachel
Dourif. "What are you doing here?' | swalowed the last mouthful of
dumpling hurriedly and stepped closer to her. Shewaswearing a
generic gray overdl and, fromwhat | could seein the hdf-light, an
expression of determination.

"I'm going for awdk," she said, asif it were the most natura thing
intheworld. "Whét are you doing?'

"I'm getting supper.” | wasn't sureif | should stay with her or not.
TheHill may bedirty and overcrowded, but it is seldom dangerous. On
the other hand, she had few surviva skillsfor thiscentury. | didn't

think sheld wander out an airlock but... "Dr. Dourif, maybe you should
go back to the hospital and come again in the morning.”

"Call me Rachd, please." She glanced around and sat on an upturned
container beside one of the silent, shrouded stalls. After an awkward
moment, | sat beside her. The throughway was quiet except for ahum of
voicesfarther along and the occasiond clatter from one of the open
galls. | leaned back againgt the corrugated side of the stall and

felt the incredible busyness of the day begin to recede, draining avay
into the stained deck through the soles of my battered boots. Rachel's
voice startled me back to wakefulness. "When | wasastudent | used to
walk alot at night. Weld spend al day inlabs, stting in front of a
computer. By evening | was gtir-crgy. 1'd get outside into the

street and walk and wak for hours. 1'd finish up at the other end of
town, the harbor end. The place wasfull of street people then. Do

you know about the 'clean-ups of the early twenty-firs® century?' ,



"Not much."

She amiled ruefully. "It was such abig thing when | was ateenager.
The government was going to find homes for everyone, but we ended up
with more ghettos."

"Very littleredly changed until after the Invidi came,” | said.
"Socidly, | mean. That'swhy alot of people say that if the Invidi
hadn't come, we would have eventually destroyed ourselves.”

"What do you think?'

"l don't know. There were peoplelike Alvarez and Hanniba Griffis,
too. Maybe they would have doneit."

Rachd made an unconvinced noise and we sat in slence.

Sheturned and peered a me. Her eyes picked up areflection from the
night lights and seemed to flash with strong emotion. Do you know
what it'sliketo go from asmall town to the big city? Sort of like

going from Earth to space, it's such an upheaval .

"I know what you mean," | said, "l ran away from asmall towntojoin

the Engineering Corpswhen | wasfifteen." Asl said thewordsl

thought again how | had more in common with my grandmother Elvirathan
bone structure. We had both run away, she from her mother and | from
her. At least sheld returned to the town.

Rachel snorted. "People ill run away from home? Guess children
haven't changed much.” She thought for amoment. "But | thought you
were from somefamousfamily. Griffissad...”

"Not my family. Alvarez wasfamous."
Onthewall of the dwelling opposite someone had scrawled arude

cartoon of aQ'Chn manipulating severa gtick forms representing
humanoids. Eventhe graffiti was



becoming more primitive. Feding was running high againgt die Four
Worlds down here. | glanced a Rachd and thought how much smpler it
must have been in her day.

"Why didyou doit?' | blurted out "What wasit like?'

"It was..." Her whole face glowed with remembered joy. "It was
wonderful. | haveto say that first. When Calypso |eft the orbital
platform onitsrun out of the solar system | thought, that'sit, we're
thefirst toleave. Thisishigtory. It doesn't matter what happens

after this. Thisisenough. Anditwas." Shelooked around and shook
her head. "But now ... Probably on somelevel | never expected to wake
up a dl, and thisisconfusng me."

"What did it fed liketo wake up?' | imagined the second of panic as
consciousness faded away, therelief when it returned. No wonder they
were glad to be here. | would have been glad to wake up anywhere.

She stared past me as she searched for thewords. "I heard avoice. |
don't know whose--it might even have been yours. | couldn't understand
thewords at firgt, but the sound was like an anchor that stopped me
drifting any farther. Then everything dowly cameinto

focus--sensation, thoughts, a sense of identity."

"Like alandscape emerging dowly with the dawn. 'Y ou know, thereés no
sngle moment of clarity, but then by the time you redize what's
happening, everythingisclear." Sheglanced at meto seeif |

understood.

"When | was studying I'd spend a couple of days at home every month or
s0. | used to catch an early busto get from our village back to the

coast where the city shuttle left, and from the bus I'd watch the hills

turn from black to gray to colors. | wasthefirgt girl from our



villageto finish agraduate degree. My grandfather boasts about

it... used to boast about it. | guesshe's..." she hesitated over

the word, then sighed, "dead now. Commander, when can we get things
off our ship?'

"In acouple of days, when theworst radiation has dissipated. Why?"
"l have some photos--you know what photos are?"
| nodded.

She dug at the deck with her sanddl. "Of my family. I'd redly like
to seeif they were okay. The photos, | mean.”

"What about the things we brought over from the wreck?' | waved my
hand upward to indicate the storage bay in the center. "There were
some persond belongingsin there.”

"Can | seethem?" Her tone was so hopeful that | felt guilty
immediately, not wanting to be responsible if she were disappointed.

"Soon."

She shook her head. "Y ou're dl so damned unsdlfish.”

| looked &t her, puzzled. She stared back, flushed, then |ooked away
again. "Chief Murdoch'sthe same. And thedoctor. They work their
butts off, and for what?"

"Wereabit... fixated on our work here, but that's unavoidable given
the circumstances.” | wondered why it bothered her. ™Y our project was
visonary. You must have worked hard on it too."

"Youdon'tgetit,” shesad. "You'redifferent, you dl are. Hanniba
can't seeit. Arid can sort of grasp what | mean, but | think he

likesit more than not."

"Likeswhat?"

"Feding likealesser form of The"



| stared at her, dismayed. "Isthat how you fed here? | didn't know

"A lessevolved lifeform,” she conceded. "It'show | felt when the
Invidi came. One of thereasons| joined the project. | knew that
they meant uswdll, but | couldn't forgive them for taking over our
future" Shesaidthe"our" possessvely, hungrily.

"So you wanted to get away?"

She nodded.

"What were the other reasons?'

Shetook along timeto answer. "l couldn't stand it.”
"Couldn't stand what?'

"Everything." Shepulled savagdly at her overal hem. "The... the
world asit was. Fedinglikel fdt dl thetime."

"How did you fed?" | said softly.

"Likewatching aglassfdl off atable on the other side of the room.”

She shook her head as though the words were wrong but continued anyway.
"You can seeit start to fall. Y ou know it's about to shatter. And

you can't do adamn thing to stop it.”

| shivered and pulled my sodden jacket closer. | knew exactly how she
fdt.

| left Rachd at the hospita entry in Gammaand continued onin the
uplift. Her words had rekindled my curiosity about their arrival and
what might be different about their ship. Thelooseitemswed
collected might contain aclue.

Exhausted though | was, | knew | wouldn't deep properly until I'd
checked them personally, | could have taken Rachd with me--herewas



no reason she shouldn't see -the objects--but it would have been
ingppropriate, somehow. To me, the salvage was a collection of
curiogtiesthat might or might not yield treasure. | might equaly
dismissit asjunk. To her, they were objects halowed by familiarity
and their connection with the dead.

Thereiscloseto zero gravity in the center. We do have the option of
usng theInvidi gravity field, but no engineer likesusng something

they don't understand, even when it works so well. The field came with
the engines, so0 to speak, and | think it had something to do with the
way the Confederacy defeated the Tor, but they don't tell usjunior
members such details. It adlows usto use the micro-g areasto best
advantage and keep partia gravity for the people who supervise the
work donein the center. But | till dontt likeit.

In the uplift the gravity diminished gradudly and with it my somach's
reliability. | hooked my armsover onerail and toes under another and
stared out of the window.

"Below," the curve of the habitat ringsfel away in agleaming arc,
the shine of the reflector panels marred in dull patches where repairs
wereincomplete. | stared at the blazing starsin an uneasy reverie
until thelift jolted to ahdt. If I shut my eyes| end up not

knowing which directioniswhich.

| headed across the center to the storage bay, kicking off first then
steadying myself onthe. handrail The corridors are narrower here,
with low, padded ceilings. No attempt has been made to create an
environment that would shelter the occupant from claustrophobia or
solipsism-the corridor is no more than asmple channel from A to B, or
inthis case from the small freight elevatorsto the



storage bays. Thewallsareimpaneled, unlike those of the habitat
corridors. Different-colored cables and heavy plasma conduitslike
ridged hoses snake naked a ong the walls beside me, interrupted by
irregularly spaced breakers and control panels. When motion sensors
flick onthelight it isbright and harsh on the eyes--no discreet back
lights or second-hand sunshine here.

Something touched the very edge of my vision. | twirled mysdlf around
with ahand on thewall to look behind me. Nothing there. Stop
imagining things. Y ou'retoo tired to be up hereif you're seeing

things. Security had cleared the areawhen the rescue operation docked
this afternoon. The section was more or less deserted anyway. Before
the Seouras came there would have been awork shift moving around even
at thishour, but not anymore.

| pulled mysdlf dong a bit farther then drifted without touching the

rail. Someonewashere. Thistime it was a sound on the edge of
hearing. | somersaulted gently ninety degrees and looked behind
again--nothing. Teppits, maybe. Teppits used to be found only inthe
lower levels, but lately they were everywhere. They probably didn't
mind even micro-gravity. There are severa theoriesto explain why
these small creatures are found throughout the inhabited galaxy. Like
most humans, | tend to keep quiet about their resemblanceto Terran
cockroaches. Some contributions to galactic culture are best |eft
unsung.

| cleared my throat. "Hello?"

My senses might have been scrambled by fatigue and tension, but the
Sensation of being watched was unmistakable. There was something else
inthis corridor and it wasn't human. | thought uneasily of smugglers

and substance dealers anclebombsin my office. Better kegp going.



| shouldn't have assumed Murdoch would have someone up here. The
Slegpers ship was out at the platform, Keveth's ship and the shuttle
back in their docks. Why bother to leave a guard on a storage bay full
of radioactive junk?

It'simpossible to walk backwardsin micro-g, so | proceededina
series of dow and clumsy somersaults from floor to celling and back
again, and by thetime | reached the next corner, | was giggling. Good
thing Baudin didn't seethat.

Thelight activated obediently as | kicked around the corner. Storage
bay Sigma 41 should be the one in the middle. The one with the door
open acrack.

The one with the door open?

| grabbed therailing to stop myself and tapped open my comm link.
"Hdley to Security.”

"Sasaki here”

" Are you monitoring the Sigma storage bay where we stored the Sleeper
ship equipment?’

"We're having abit of trouble with that, maam. Sergeant Kwon'son
hisway up now." Sasaki is Murdoch's second-in-command. Sheistoo
well trained to ask a superior officer what the hell she was doing, but
the query wasin her voice.

"Thanks. I'll wait for him, then." | closed thelink and Sared at

the narrow, dark space where the door should have been sealed. Security
personnel could openit, aswell as anyone esewith aleve five or

above clearance, but if the lock had been touched Security should have
been derted.

Kwon'staking histime.



| drifted cautioudly closer to the door. Paranoid. Maybe Eleanor was
right. 1t was probably smply amdfunction, hardly surprising on this
dation.

Therewas no movement insde. | did fed stupid, hanging there staring

at adoor. | spunright side up and checked the control panel

visuadly. The problem wasimmediately obvious. Thelock command had
not been input properly. It was awonder the last person out hadn't
noticed.

| waved my arm next to the door's movement sensors and it opened with a
swish.

A shock of freezing air. | kicked off thefloor togoin. Might as
well look. There didn't seem to be a problem other than someone's
cardlessness. Thelight activated and | waslooking at rain.

Tiny blue drops, some formed into globules, scattered dl over the
gmadl room. Liquid doesthat, |eft toitsaf without gravity. But
therés no rain on aspace sation. Something else floated, mainly in
the middle, what looked like broken pieces of thin shell trailling
glutinous lumps and long strings of ... | flailed backwardsas my brain
findly processed what it was seeing. A body, not human, and very
dead.

Something touched me and | bit off ascream.
"Ohmy god," said Sergeant Kwon.

Murdoch hung on to the wall-rail, talking to a med tech Two other
white-suited and hemeted figures stood normdly in the middle of the
bay, which meant they wore magnetic boots. Theair till had abluish
tinge, although they'd collected dl the droplets. | kept shivering in

the cold, and wished Murdoch would hurry up and give hisreport so |
could go and be sick



again. Hersof containers bobbed against the far wall, kept in place

by soft meta grid lineslike greasy, mdlegblerope. Normally grid
lineswouldn't be necessary in anull-gravity area, but in our case
therewas dwaysarisk of the Invidi gravity field engaging a an
inopportune moment and the lines were there as a safety precaution.
Againg the near wall another container bobbed, this one marked with a
radioactivity warning sed. The sdvage from Calypso.

Murdoch findly swung around and pushed himsdlf over to where | hung by
the door.

"K'Cher. We're checking who it was. Must have been in the last hour
or 0." Hewasfurious--the blaze of emotion exposed hisusud
off-handedness for the thin veneer it was.

"They say," hejerked hischin at the med techs "that it was
decapitated and cut open with alarge, sharp weapon. A thin, curved
blade, not laser. Therésno sign of cauterization. They'rerunning a
metasresidue anadysis now.”

There were speciesin the known galaxy who wore their knivesin their
deeves, 0 to speak, on the ends of limbs or in toothed tentacles or
eveninthelash of telekinetic ability. Asfar as| knew, though,

none of these species were on Jocasta, and none of the other
inhabitants of the station seemed likely candidates for such a
flamboyant xenocide.

Apart from the containers the bay-was empty. Conduit and junction
boxes jutting from the walls offered little concealment and there was

no room between the stacked containers. It wasn't alarge room--none
of our roomsarelarge. Surely the victim could have seen an attack



coming? Unless... | looked up into the untidy maze of conduits, hook
ways control boxes and mag lines that covered the celling of the bay
nearly ameter degp beyond thelong illumination railsthat hung just
above our heads. Therewasakind of catwalk up there too, useful to
cling to when the lower spaces were busy with loading machinery.

Murdoch followed my gaze. "Y eah, that was my guesstoo."

Blood had stuck to thelight. That implied considerable momentum--it
must have sprayed wildly. | looked away, half gagging again. A broken
cable waved from one of the catwalks and smdll pieces of unidentified
metd and plastic, the debris of heavy work, littered the bay. A

broken lunchbox hung forlornly againgt the back wall.

Why do this? There weren't more than half adozen K'Cher traders
remaining on Jocasta. Two of them are members of the main "family” of
the K'Cher aristocracy and have remained cloistered in their spacious
quarters since the Seouras arrived. Two more are middiemen for station
adminidration's purchase of nearly everything and are probably the

only traders on the station who gill make aprofit. Therewas Keveth,
the lone walf, and the remaining one was the unfortunate captive of a
debilitating addiction to certainillegal substances. "Which one of

them do you think it was?"

"I dunno. Well know inatic."
| shivered again.

"D'you want to wait outsde?' Murdoch's gaze returned from wherever
his thoughts had taken him. "No."

"And theresthat" Murdoch pointed at the container that held the
Caypso savage.

"What about it?'



"Someone'stried to force the opening. Not very well either.”

That made no sense. "Theres nothing vauableinthere” " Souvenir
hunter?* "Or the murderer.”

Therewasashort silence. Voices crackled from the | open comm link.
Murdoch's eyes kept moving over the bay. Security would have scanned
it for life sgns before | entering and he wouldn't have let meinif

there were any danger, so it must have been an automeatic reaction, a
policeman's reflex to keep observing while the scene was relaively
undisturbed. His hand wegpon was charged and the holster cover open.
"Onemorething.”

| looked at him warily. | hatetheway he dwaysleavesthe worst news
until legt.

He detached aflat security scanner from hisbelt and activated the
little screen. The scanner can record eectronic and visud dataand
perform basic chemica analyses. All

Security personnel carry them. "When we examined the door lock..."

"It wasn't shut properly, | know. Why wasn't that picked up by your
aurvelllance systems?' "Normally it would be. But wefound this™ He
hed

: the scanner out to me. On the screen was an eectronic ; map of the
door's circuitry and something else, asmal loop device by the look of
it, that sent the alarm signa back on itself rather than to the

security network. "What isit?"

"Hardto say." Murdoch took the scanner out of my hand without asking.
| resisted the temptation to tug it back. "It'sgone now."



"Gone? Someone took it?!
"Nope. There's been aguard on the door the whole time.”

"So what do you mean, ‘gone?’ | could hear my voicerisein
frustration on the last question. What does he expect? It'stwo
o'clock in the morning, we're floating in azero-g midden, and |
haven't had a proper deep in three days. | should just have goneto
my quarters. Behind us, scrape, snip, squelch. One of the medics
laughed.

Murdoch hooked his boot under the lower railing and used both handsto
tap out hisinformation again. Either he hadn't noticed my bad humor

or didn't think it worth acknowledgment. "It sort of melted away. |

think we're looking at some very advanced shit here. And | ask mysdlf,
who on this station has accessto stuff like this?"

"Nobody. Unless... someone found away to bypass the blockade."

Murdoch looked at me with a strange expression, his eyes hooded. "Y eah.
But ook at the energy signature.” He passed me the scanner again.

| stared at the screen, frowning astheimage blurred in time with my
shivering. "Invidi?'

"Lookslikeit."

Thiswastotaly unexpected. Nobody except the Invidi themsalves has
Invidi technology. They don't share more than afraction of it with

the rest of the Confederacy. Humans don't understand it, and
everything they've given us over the years has turned out to be

actualy from other species and civilizations closer to our own. While

| stared, dazed, Murdoch's comm link chirped. He listened, then turned



tome. "Lookslikeit'sKeveth. All the othersarein ther
quarters”

"Oh, hell." Unlikable as Keveth had been, it had provided alink
between the K'Cher and the rest of us"minor" species. And it had
lived on my gtation, under my protection.

"WEell look into Keveth's movements after it got back from the salvage
operation.” Murdoch reached for his scanner, but | was still looking
ait. "Thereésonly acouple of hourstofill in, shouldn't take

long."

"Keveth volunteered to help with the rescue. Perhapsit saw something
then and offered to show someone.”

"| thought the Queen going out was suspicious.”

"Maybe Keveth tried to open the salvage. Were there any K'Cher traces
on the container?'

"Haven't found any so far. Keveth had alot of dicey contacts and some
of them might be prepared to pay for old Earth curios. Well interview
‘emdl if necessary." He sghed and stretched. "I get thefeding

we're going to be doing alot of footwork on thisone.”

"Murdoch, why wasn't the bay monitored by Security?' Thewhole gation
is supposed to be accessible to surveillance, with limitsonitsusein
theresidentia quarters.

Murdoch'sface darkened at theimplied criticism, justified though we
both knew it was. "l don't know. We have arecord up to about
midnight."

"That's over an hour before| got here"

"I know, but we're bloody shorthanded at the moment, what with the
festival and dll. Sasaki sent Kwon up to have alook--that'swhy he
got therejust after you did." When | said nothing, "Wdll, | didn't
think anyonewould



beinterested in aload of radioactive parts acentury out of date.”

| sighed. "Neither did 1." There was another possbility to consider.
"Do you think it's got something to do with the latest anti-Four Worlds
feeling? Theresbeen alot of unrest the past few weeks."

Hiswandering attention fixed on me with amost embarrassing intensity.
"Have you had any more trouble?"

"What, like my other office being blown up?’

Heglared, and | regretted the sarcasm. " Sorry. Could ahuman have
doneit?'

Murdoch accepted the gpology. "Nah. The angle of swing istoo high
andwide. They'd haveto be three meterstall with armsto match.”

"Maybe the murderer wanted the body found like this, which iswhy they
didn't use an energy weapon.”

"Or they didn't care. And where doesthisInvidi lock-breaker fitin?"
He reached for his scanner but | shook my head.

"Uh-uh. I'll need thiswhen | tak to An Bank."

"Sooner you than me," said Murdoch, satisfied. He can't copewith
Invidi. "Want to watch while weturn the gravity on?"

"No, thank you." 1 managed to wait until | got outside before being
sck agan.

%:



Second Day 3 am

Thering lift took me close to the entrance to the Smoke, the section
of Ddtaring set asde for non-oxygen breathers, itsunofficid title
from aK'Cher epithet for the Invidi.

I'd decided not to call Quartermaine. It wastoo late, and the only

thing | wanted from An Bank was for him to confirm that thelock

breaker Murdoch had found was Invidi technology, and whether it was his
or not. | knew the Invidi did not keep the same diurna rhythm aswe

did and could therefore be approached at any hour. Besides, | wasa
little sick of aways having Brin as abuffer between the Invidi and

myself. Sometimesit even seemed asif the dien was hiding behind
Quartermaine.

| walked along the darkened passages of the Hill with increasing
unease. Only acoupleto go before the Smoke entrance. Thelights
were off dmost completdy. Someone must have bled too much off the
mains.. Itwasquiet now. | could hear only the occasiona nimble of
conversation from doorways, and afew dark figures passed silently. A
loud curse nearby was accompanied by aclatter of faling metd. | was
sweeting. Images of Keveth's scattered body parts rose unbidden and



unwanted in my mind. The darkness that had concealed the grime
earlier now held more Snigter possbilities.

| finally reached the main airlock. The buzzer sounded and two warning
lightswent off. Thereisanother light that humans cannot

distinguish. We have seven different species on the station who do not
breathe the same atmospheric mix as humans, so supplying their needs
makes environmenta control extremely complicated. In an emergency we
have to be able to shut off this section separately, for their

protection and our own.

| wore amask, as regulations demand, though | can pass through without
one, thanksto the breathing device the Seouras implanted in my neck at
our first meeting. It was not along operation and involved no pain,

but Jago thinks the organic technology they used dlowsthe deviceto
"grow" into therecipient'sbody. It didn't hurt when the origina

Seouras used it to communicate, unlike our present invaders, who may be
creating the pain ddliberately, or perhapsthey'rejust not as

proficient at communicating. Our doctors say they can't removethe
implant whileit'sactive, o it saysin the hollow above my

collarbone, araised garfish shape under the skin.

It was a strange and frightening sensation to stand in the Smoke
surrounded by poisonous gases and yet remain untouched. Thefirst
human diversto use portable gillsin Earth's oceans must have felt
thisway.

The main corridors of the Smoke keep an atmospheric mix that four our
of the seven speciesfind bearable. Thereisathriving subculturein
here, with bazaars, entertainment, and eateries, athough most of the
humansfind it dl too diento vist regularly.

The corridors beyond the airlock seemed shrouded in



fog until 1 put on the mask, which filtered out some of the shadows.
Mogt of the doors were shut, some of them with double and triple
airlocksto contain particular atmospheres. Asl waked to An Bank's
door aTell rolled around the corner from the opposite direction. It
stopped immediately and | felt somewhere, somehow, the feather-light
touch of itsmind asit confirmed my identity. | smiled and walked on
past. | canthdp amilingat Tel. | likethemimmensdy. They are

per ambulatory balls of bluesh fuzz, with no apparent features or
other digtinguishing characterigtics. They do nothing to or for anyone
and never, ever complain about anything. What station commander
wouldn't like such residents?

| paused outsde An Barik'sroom. | hadn't encountered him (they say
it'sthe correct pronoun--the only pronoun) inawhile. Invidi are
awayswilling to talk, but they rardly answer aquestion in the way
you expect. They dso seemterribly interested in the unsaid.

| often get the feding with the Invidi that they arefiling ther
observations away into agreat pool of information about humans.
Despite their being the first diens we encountered, they know alot
more about us than we do of them. Perhapsit is dueto environmental
barriers-we usudly only see them when they wear breathing apparatus
for our atmosphere. That isone of the reasons| try to meet with An
Barik in hisown surroundings. Certainly it puts me a aphysiologica
disadvantage, but it does et me do some observing of my own.

The door opened. The room was large, to match its owner, and the air
seemed clearer than outside. 1t was gloomy to human eyes, and |
switched on theinfrared filter in themask. Thetall, hooded figure

of An Barik stood



in the center of the room, silhouetted against weeak lime-green light
from abrazier againgt thefar wal. A line of poetry rose unbidden
from childhood readings: O sages standing in God's holy fire Asin the
gold mosaic of awall... "Good peace." | didn't worry about greeting
gestures, as| didn't have enough armsto do it properly. "l trust you
arein hedth, Magter?'

An Barik stood quite still too. "Governor Halley. The oneishonored
by your concern. And of thetitle "Master' unworthy.” Hisvoice
echoed from the trand ation device concealed somewhere on his person.

I'm never sure how far to extend the greeting stage. When he switches
to more colloquid language it's usudly the sgn that we might discuss
gpecifics, but it can take hoursto reach this point, depending on his
mood.

"Itis] who am unworthy of speaking to the Magter. But | would be
grateful for the opportunity to do s0."

An Barik made aremarkably expressve snorting sound and turned
dowly.

"Humans make problemswith time. Y ou should let it use you more
gently. Remember, ‘timeisthe bone of the soul."" He glided backwards
ashespoke. Invidi have a caterpillar-like method of propulsion on

the underside of their tal, knobbly bodies. Itisironic that the

first sentient alien speciesto vist Earth and the most benign of our
vigtors should have looked like dl our fears and nightmares invaders
rolled into one. They have no distinct head or face and long,

prehendle tentacles, glistening greenish skin, wrinkled and bubbly in
placeslikeatoad. They must have seemed terrifying at first, even



wearing their body suits, which had snaking cable-like protuberances
and metdlic drapes.

| followed An Barik to the lighted area around the ceremonia brazier.
There were a couple of stool-likefittings that he kept in concession
to weaker races need to Sit.

"How may the one be of service?'
Widl. Hewas coming quickly to the point today.

"Thank you." | did not sit, didiking the physica and psychologica
discomfort of looking up. "Early thismorning therewasamurder in
the center storage bays.”

An Barik's smaller tentacles twitched rapidly in consternation, and
even the larger ones swayed restlesdy. "Condolences.”

He used this expression to honor our customs. We don't know how the
Invidi feel about desth and/or an afterlife. They are asecretive

people and we know nothing of their customs regarding the dead--how
they treat the body: burid, cremation, abandonment, consumption,
assimilation possibilities as many asthere are species. For that

matter, what were we to do with Keveth'sremains? The K'Cher have
elaborate rituasfor those which die before Changing, but | had no
ideawhat the processinvolved. And Murdoch wouldn't want to release
the body until hisinvestigation was complete.

"Accepted with thanks. It was one of the K'Cher traders—-Keveth. Did
you know theindividud ?*

"Not known."

"The body was found in abay that should have been locked. We don't
know what Keveth was doing there but security scans of the bay revealed
asmall devicethat could have disrupted the door signd. That device

had an Invidi energy Sgnature.”



"May the one observe?'
"I'm afraid not. It disappeared.”
"Unfortunate.

"Very. But that isacharacterigtic of certain Invidi technologies, is
it not?'

Two of hissmaller tentacles twisted around each other in agesture
irresstibly reminiscent of hand-wringing, and rows of spots down the

sde of hisbody seemed darker. | knew enough of Invidi physiognomy to
realize An Barik was upset, but not whether it was distress at the news

or something ese.

"Wasit yours?' No human ego to bruise here, although | could have
used more forma language.

"The one cannot answer that question.”
"Why not?'

"Does not see device in question and therefore the answer is
unknown."

| pulled out the security scanner and isolated the energy sgnature
readingsfor him. "You may be ableto tdl fromthis. Wasit
yours?'

As| held out the scanner one of his smdller, thinner tentacles snaked
over and caressed it. Close up, the tentacle was a soft green, the
underside covered with afuzz of tiny hair-like projections. |
watched, fascinated. How does he "see'? Does he absorb energy
directly into hisbody and distinguish the tiny eectromagnetic
fluctuations? What if he touches me?

| didn't think An Barik wasinvolved. He has been on the ation for
over two yearsnow. Unlike the previous "observer,” aK'Cher which
used to take every possible opportunity to retreat to the civilization

of theinner sector, An Barik has not been off Jocastasince he
arived.



He appearsdutifully at officia functions tbut otherwise keeps

quietly to hisquarters. It was possible that someone had stolen
something from here--1'd have to speak to Quartermaine about security.
Strictly spesking, Quartermaine should have been here with meto talk
to An Bank.

The tentacle retreated and the voice box made asound like an
embarrassed cough. "The oneknowsnot." He swayed back dightly from
me

Hewaslying. | knew it assurely as| stood on the hard deck.

I'd asked Quartermaine once how he understood so much non-verbalized
language, both with the Invidi and hisfdlow humans, and held laughed
ame. "Youdoityoursdf, mdear." Then, & my puzzlement. "Gut,

just gut. Disengage that analytic brain for abit and you'll be

surprised what the universe showsyou."

That an Invidi could lieto mewasinconceivable. | trust them more

than | trust most humans. Maybe my gut waswrong, but | could hear the
sound of a paradigm shattering. We don't know how they think. We
can't know how they fed. All we haveisaset of case studies, a
collection of examples. With each addition, the paradigm shifts.

Without a shared perception of the world we cannot say Invidi will act

in such-and-such away. All we can do isadmit that, up until now, we
have seen most Invidi do so-and-s0. But if An Barik was capable of
lying, what ese might he be capable of ?

The dlencelengthened as | stood therelike anidiot. What could |
say? Sorry, but | think yourealiar? Maybe they don't have the
concept of lying. Aningdiouslittle voice whispered, what doesit
matter? He'sgiven you the



perfect way out. Murdoch will worry about it for awhile but then the
wholething will be put aside. 1t was only some maverick trader
anyway, you've got more important business to worry about... "Areyou
sure? Have you perhaps had anything stolen recently?' Sometimesl
listen to thelittle voice, sometimes not.

"Not stolen.”
"Do you have any explanation then?' | perssted.
Heswayed again. "We stand at a... node of extreme flexibility."

"A 'node?" Theinterpretation chip had, unusudly, hesitated over the
word. Theeffect waslikeadatic blip, immediately distinguishable
from ahiatusin norma conversation. Thetentaclesshivered. "The
expressonisunclear?' hesaidat last. "Concept isfamiliar to your
species.” The smulated voice managed to convey atouch of reproach.

"| understand the word to mean the point at or from which an
unspecified number of pathsdiverge... Magter, please remember that my
tempord perceptionislinear and limited.”

"Yes. The one atemptsto restrict explanation.”

Thelnvidi, asfar aswe can tell, have the ability to seein time much
aswe seein space. They canwalk freely on the road that we cal the
future, dthough their view islimited by the horizons of possbility

and blocked by the obstacles of choice. How they see what we call the
past and whether it is differentiated from the rest of time, nobody
knows. Nor isit clear how they relate space and time. They regard us
as we might regard someone who proceeds through the universe able to



see only the ground one step ahead of her on asingle plane--with
pity, concern, and a certain amount of irritation.

"There are agreat many possible continuingsinthisarea,”" he
explained patiently. "The one cannot quickly discern the brightest
one"

| rubbed at the implant in my neck, fingers unconscioudy tracing the
familiar shape. "Areyou saying were heading for acriss soon?"

"Soon?"

He didn't need a semantic explanation--he wanted to know the specific
content of theword. | cursed mysdlf for usng atempora expression,
and avague one &t that.

"| refer to aperiod extending from this particular moment to and
including an unspecified one dong our en tropic line that corresponds
to gpproximately fifty-five planetary rotations.”

"That is acceptable. Not soon."

So wewereadl right for amonth or so. Hedidn't deny the"crisis’

bit. Not for thefirst time | wondered why An Bank hadn't warned us
about the Seouras, or at least got himsdlf out of the way before they
came. He had asked usto shelter him, to keep his existence a secret
from them, in case they proved to have an appetite for Invidi
technology. 1'd suffered for that secret, and others might yet.

"Isthis'node connected to Keveth's. death?" | tried to bring him
back to our present.

Hedidn't answer, but ran one of his smaller tentacles up and down the
same spot on historso, like me rubbing my neck. He'd lied about the
device, true, but there might be other questionsinvolved
here--security, cultural taboos, lack of preparation. | got the
impression that he genuinely could not understand the urgency of my
questions. | needed



to talk to the liaison officer about this. Brin dwayssaid, "First

blame the trandation program. Then check your hardware, clarify your
own interpretation, and be positive you both have the same information.
Then, and only then, dare you begin to suspect irreconcilable cultura
differences”

"I'll talk to you again later, perhaps,”" | said to An Barik. "If you
have no objection?’

"Leter?'

"Unspecified,” | amended hadtily. "Period extending from this moment
into unspecified future, probability of within onediurnd unit.”

"Acceptable.”

There was one morething. We could tell thisfrom the sensor logs but
Murdoch would ask and | might aswell spare him thetrouble. "Master
Barik, were you in your quarters the past twelve cycles station time?”
Did heredizewhat | wasimplying?

"Theoneremainsin same space. Movement limited." Yes, | wasthe one
who had cautioned him to stay within the most heavily shielded parts of
the station to prevent the Seouras picking up hislifesgnsif they

scanned us.

"Thank you. Your leave."

Thetall, irregular slhouette watched me go without further comment.

| hadn't handled that conversation very well. My head felt as though
it was suffed with dime. And dammiit, | forgot to ask An Barik about
the Sleepers getting help from the Invidi dl thoseyearsago. 1l

just wait for Brin to tell me tomorrow.

By thetime | reached my quarters| was adeep on my feet. Thelights



failed to come on and | knocked some-thing off the table but didn't
care. Bluelight madethe bed look deegp and inviting. Marlena

Alvarez's face accused me from the photo image--what are you going to
do?

| grumbled to mysdlf and tipped the frame over so she couldn't see me.
| will get usout of this. But not tonight.

Thequilt smelled of dimeas| sank into it and oblivion.



Second Day 7 am

Therésametalic taste on my tongue. Blood. My faceisground down
with brutal force asthey hold my arms. | can't move, ahard weight on
my back. Oh god, help me ... One of them grabs a handful of hair and
shoves my head forward into the dime. The stuff isin my eyes, nose,
mouth, | can't bresthe. It'sgoing into my lungs, I'm drowning

impossi bly sobbing at the same time, screaming, enough enough enough...
| try to twist around to seewhoiitis. | can dmost see hisface but

it beginsto disntegrate, eaten from within by atwisting, writhing
movement that breaks into countlesstiny wriggling shapes. Shapesthat
grow larger into long feders, tentacles that snake dong my bare legs
with a cold smooth touch of horror.

No, thisiswrong--they don't touch me, they never touch me. Leave me
aone... Helpus. Stay away. Come. The voices conflict, clashinsde
my head until | can't hear anything else. "Oh shit." | curled up on

my stomach and cried into the sheets that were ready wet with swedt.



"Only adream, only adream.” Too many dreamslately. What if
Eleanor'sright and | am going mad? Maybeitistheimplant. But
they've never "taked" a this distance before.

| scratched usdlesdy at my neck. Wish | could get rid of this
thing.

| loathe it when they'rein me, even though | remind mysdlf thisisthe
only way they can communicate and it's better than having them blow up
the gtation out of frugtration or pique. They told me | must come when
cdledand | do. Itisn't telepathy--theré's no emotiond link at all.

| don't feel an actual presence but | know they are there, more than
oneof them. It'slike waking through afamiliar roomin the dark and
putting your hand on something you know shouldn't be there. Theworst
of itisnot the pain, it'sthe fact that they don't communicate

anything. Arethey learning about us? If so, they're certainly taking

their time,

| dipped into an exhausted doze back to theflat plain under asky low
enough to touch. | reach up and familiar viscosity licksa my

fingers. Slime underfoot gives off agreenish luminescencethat rises
tofill theworld with aswest, sour, acrid smell. Itisso familiar

now, | wear the odor like a second skin. What do they want from us?

"Hadley."

What am | going to do about them?

"Murdoch to Halley."

How could Murdoch be calling mein the Seouras section? Communications
arejammed. Unlesshe'sheretoo. | moved my arm through viscous air

and hit something with asharp crack. Stationwall. Wake up.

"Hdley here. What isit?' My heart was pounding so loud and fast
that | thought he'd hear it through the link.



Tomy horror, the visua component of thewall comm unit flickered
into life. It hasn't worked properly, to my knowledge, since | moved
up here. Murdoch'sface blinked a me.

"Weneedto..." Heraised hiseyebrows.

"Visud off," | snarled a the interface and pushed the manud cutoff
too. Blast the man, it'snot asif I'm naked or anything. Merely a
thin snglet and afacefull of deep.

"We need to talk about last night.” His voice wasamused. "Canyou
come now?'

"Now?" The eventsof the previous day and night came crashing down
into the forefront of my memory in atangled cacophony. The jump mine,
cryostasistravellersfrom Earth in aship that couldn't have got here,
Seouras, Keveth'sblood likerain... "Yeah, | got a couple of minutes
before we gtart the day down here. How about you?"

| rolled out of bed, sumbling over the therma sheet Coffee. | haveto
get acoffee subroutine in my kitchen.

"Where?'
"How about breskfast? Main messhal."
"Right."

| rummaged through the mess on the floor to find the uniform I'd tossed
away before crawling into bed, pulled a my hair ineffectualy with a
comb, fastened the same shirt, closed the jacket and cinched the belt
tighter. Jago isright--1 can't afford to lose any more weight.,

| squeezed into the shower acove, held my faceinthear wash for a
long minute, and groaned at the puffy eyesin themirror. Sometimes|
fed | inhabit astrange, stretched state in which each day runsinto
the next, in which there is no break between the end of yesterday's
work and the



beginning of today's. My red sdf isshut up in atight little box
somewhere near the top of my head and I've gradually learned to leave
her done. Intheend | forget about her. But somewhere, afeding

that there's a gap--a breach where something ought to exist but
doesn't. It wasgoing to bealong day.

The main Alphamess hdl below the Bubble was three-quarters empty,
which suited me. The command crew hasfour shifts and the other
departments three, both sets staggered to begin at 0900. At this hour
the mess should have been full of firgt-and third-shift diners, but it

seems that more and more people are eating esewhere. Thefew here
were dl human, mostly in Earth Fleet uniform, some reading tabletop
screens, others chatting or chewing into space as they endured whatever
was on specid.

One wall was taken up by serving hatches and the others boasted
holo-pictures designed to give theillusion of space--caming
seascapes, wind-blown meadows, tree-lined streets, that sort of thing.
The pictures were stuck as usud, and one was down completely.
Persondly, | thought the gray wall studded with tiny emitter relays
wasfar more restful.

| weaved between the lines of long tables and stood at one of the
serving hatches. Three Customs officers seated at anearby table
whispered obvioudy and one of them laughed. | receive more open
hodtility-from crew members, surprisngly, than from resdents. Many
residents came to Jocasta from such appalling situationsthat the
Seouras blockade must seem like aminor inconvenience. The crew, on
the other hand, are divided clearly on the question of surrender. I'd
liketo think the mgjority agree



that it wasthe only way to preserve the sation, but at timeslike
these it ssemsdoubtful. | used to St with whoever wasin the mess,
but lately it's been too much like agamble with the odds stacked
agang me,

| fished my ration card out of an inner pocket and pushed it into the
machine. Not many choiceslit up. The mess menu was an orthodox blend
of representative human dishes and abasic selection of dienfare, all

clearly labelled and color-coded for taste, digestibility and so on.

If you ordered adish unsuitable for human physology-nothing on the

menu was poisonous, but some sdlections could make you quite sick--an
audio warning clicked on automatically, accompanied by flashing lights.
Thisannoyed Veatch and a couple of other aliens on the staff, but

most of the officers were human so the warning stayed.

| pushed the numbersfor fruit salad, coffee, and churos. We'd tried
Voice commands but the hubbub of conversation from the queue--mostly
conversation about food--had been too confusing for the interface. |
mentally timed the food being brought out of its storage containers,
placed on atray, and shunted back to the hatch, but the tray lurched

out of the serving hatch sooner than | expected. | grabbed it asthe
movement of the conveyor dopped coffee onto thin dices of batter and
asmadl, round fruit. Obvioudy the morning's supply of fruit salad
wasfinished.

Farther away in theroom avoicerosewith an. edgetoit,"... coming
inkere! What ahide, huh?" Shushing noisesfollowed.

| turned around, tray in hand, and the noise level dropped suddenly..
One of the Customs officers deliberately shifted her chair as| waked
past. | sat at afar table



and took asip of lukewarm coffee, though it might have been tea.

| put aside the question of An Batik's possiblelie until | could talk

with Brin Quartermaine. He would enlighten me about Invidi concepts. |
hoped he had asked An Bank about the Sleepers and Invidi activities
around the time of the First Contact. | washed down atasteless,
doughy mouthful with tastelessliquid and hoped my stomach could take
the punishment. | doubt any of the human staff have reservations about
dien food now--not if thisisthe dternative. Officidly thefresh

food supplies we produce onstation go to the hospital and shelters, but
asmall, sgnificant percentage ends up in the restaurants and markets
inthe Hill and lower Gamma. The mess hal makes do with recycled
concoctions and the ever-dwindling stocks |eft over from before the
blockade.

Another tray did onto the table with a crash that made me jump.

"That'sdl you're having? No wonder you're so skinny." Murdoch
squeezed hisbulk into the chair. Histray held aplate of grayish,

greasy messthat smelled so strongly of curry that even my dime-sodden
snuses could tell. Also an enormous pile of batter dicesand ajug

of recondtituted juice.

| looked away from the tray quickly and let the personal comment pass.
"After lagt night'slittle episode I'm doing well to somach

anything."

"Ach." Hewaved ahand in dismissa of suchfrailties. "It getsto
you at the time, but you put it out of your mind afterwards.”

"It'snot my mind that's the problem.” | tried to ped thefruit. The
tough, purplish skin refused to come away



in one neat piece and had to be scraped off with what | cal my
fingernalls

Murdoch drank a deep draught of the juice and shuddered dightly. It
was probably made from this same under ripe fruit that had beenin
gtasisfor months.

"S0," hesaid, mouth full of dough, "what do you think?"

"Either Keveth opened the door or someone elsedid. Theideaof Keveth
getting itsfederson Invidi lock picksis so far-fetched I'm assuming
thelatter. AnBank saysit wasn't his, by theway.”

He made a short exclamation of interest through the mouthful, drew a
file pad from hisjacket and laid it on the table. He made an entry on
it with one hand and poured the rest of hisjuice with the other. |
popped apae green segment of fruit into my mouth. It was sour and
bitter at the sametime. "Wdl?'

"We got two distinct DNA traces, both confirmed. At least, oneID'd as
Keveth. The other--it's human, by the way--we haven't got amatch for
yet."

IIWMI
"Medicd saysno record.”

Which meant someone who entered the station without going through
immigration procedures and who has had no medica treatment, and no
employment or crimina record. Murdoch would have made sure it wasn't
one of the recordswe'd lost in the Seouras attack either.

11%
He demolished the last batter dices. "Nothing from Keveth's contacts
so far, but we did find someone who saw Keveth coming out of Trillith's

placein Alphayesterday afternoon at about two o'clock.”

A couple of hours after the rescue operation concluded.



"Could it have been working for Trillith?"

Murdoch tapped thetablein disgust. "If it was, well have ahdll of
atimetracing anything.”

He read the information on the screen then pushed it over to mewhile
he finished the curry. "Keveth's been here on and off for more than
three yearsnow. That'slonger than the Q'chn usudly stay

anywhere”

| skimmed through the information. Keveth had been charged severa
timeswith minor offenses, dl Cusomsinfringements. Twoillegd
substances, four non-declaration of taxable goods, and one late docking
fee. It had paid dl fines up front even though the attached financia
records showed its businessto bein debt. A couple of timesit had
been up before the bankruptcy court. Someone had bailed it out each
time, although the record didn't mention who.

"It doesn't seem likely that Keveth would deal with the other Q'chn.”

It had quarreled publicly with them and made its opinion of any sort of
authority quite obvious. Murdoch grunted. "The Q'chn have their black
sheep too, en?' Even diens send their misfitsto Jocasta. "All we

can doiswait and seeif we get apositive ID from thelab on that
human DNA. And thewespon. Then it won't matter who Keveth's
connectionsare." Murdoch had recovered his poise, and with good
cause. He could arrest the Q'chn ongtation and their powerful
aristocracy couldn't do athing about it, thanks to the Seouras

blockade.

"Lookslike Trillith was one of the last to see Keveth dive."

"Yup." Murdoch took the file pad back and frowned at the screen.



"Keveth volunteered to help with the rescue. Perhapsit saw something
then and offered to show someone." "I thought the Queen's going out
was suspicious.” "Y ou've got nothing on the wegpon?' He sighed
noisily. "I've got my people doing aquick search while they make their
inquiries. We found enough weaponsto set up abloody army. Knives...
well, take your pick, carving knives, ceremonia knives, paring knives,
sharing knives... | tell you, we need to go back to square one with our
dangerous weapons regulations. 1t'snot even asif they can smuggle
themin. But none of them isaforensc match.” Heclicked thefile

pad shut, pushed histray aside, and absently activated the tabletop
screen--hol ographies weren't working but we got a reasonably cleer flat
image. An educationd program on responsible waste disposal. "So
what've we got? Keveth and some human were in the storage bay with a
load of old building materids..." In responseto my unspoken query.
"We checked. Nothing of interest, unless Keveth wanted to corner the
shower dab trade. And the stuff from the Slegper ship. The door was
open when we got there. It had been opened with an Invidi lock breaker
that then conveniently disintegrated or melted or whatever." Heleaned
his elbows on the table and counted the points off on hisfingers. He

has nice hands, strong, long-fingered, well kept. Unlike my own

bitten, plasma-stained digits.

"Our resident Invidi saysthelock breaker wasn't his. That's about it
for thelnvidi connection at the moment.” "I did ask An Barik where he
waslagt night.”



"And?" % "In hisquarters, of course. | suppose you checked the
Smoke airlock logs?'

"Y eah, but those thingsarent infdlible. Wherewas|1?

"Y ou've got Keveth connected with Calypso through the rescue and
connected with the Q'chn through Tril-lira" "And the Q'chn mean the
Invidi and the Four Worlds."

"Not necessarily," | protested. "The Invidi don't have much to do with
Q'chnbusiness" Thisseemed like as good atime as any to broach the
next subject. "Bill, isit my imagination, or isthe anti-Confederacy
feding growing worse?"

Helooked at mewarily, asif gauging how much he should say. "Thereve
been no mgor incidents. At least, not since that bomb. And the Gamma
trade hal thing."

He meant a protest that had been staged by the Small Businesses Union
againgt the monopoly of storage space by big merchants, notably the
Q'chn and then-affiliates, despite the fact that no interstellar trade

was currently being conducted. They'd wanted the space to establish
amall-scale manufacturing facilities for immediately usable consumer
goods. The protest had turned into anear-riot, thanksto the arrival

of alarge, intoxicated group of ex-dock workersfrom the Hill, who
began by supporting the Union and ended by attempting to trash the
Q'chn warehouses. Murdoch's job had been complicated by the fact that
most of the Security personnd clearly supported the dockers and small
businesses.

Weeks later we'd finally forced Veatch to complete the new factory
legidation to passto the magistrate, who pushed it through



immediately. It had |eft the few big merchants who remained on
Jocasta extremely dissatisfied with the adminigtration. "No mgor
incidents, no. But plenty of little ones. Graffiti, trouble with the

Smoke environment als Recycling to Alpharesidencies blocked up, that
sort of thing. Adminigtration officids being called collaborators.”
Murdoch frowned. "Who cdled you that?' "It doesn't matter who. But
what's your fedling about it?' Murdoch leaned back and stared at the
tabletop screen. He passed his hand over it and back again, peering at
the visua s through splayed fingers. ™Y ou can't blame people,” he said
findly. "Earth's been amember for thirty-six years. They think we
deserve better than this" "We don't know what's happened out there.
The Confederacy might be under attack too." He drummed hisfingers
irritably on the screen, which changed channels obediently. "Y ou don't
redly believethat with dl that Invidi technology they couldn't get a
message through to us? That Con Fleet couldn't jump afleet into the
middle of those gray ships and take them out before they knew what hit
them? | saw Ben darl shipson suicide runsin the border wars. They'd
edt these Seourasfor breskfast." | was shocked, not by what held said
but by thefact that hed said it. "Bill, if you fed like this, why

haven't you said somethingto me?' "Hey, | only mentioned it because
you asked what | thought." He gave me one of hisrare wry smiles.
"Besides, what can we. do about it? Y ou've got enough on your plate
without mewhining." Injust two days, two of the people closest to me



on the ation had revedled Their disbelief in the Confederacy's good
will. First Quartermaine, now Murdoch. It shook my own faith, and it
was a so propelling meinto panic as| consdered what | should do if
they wereright. Andwhy had they, particularly Murdoch, continued to
support my pro-Confederacy stance when they thought we'd been
abandoned?

A familiar voice probed the edge of my hearing and Murdoch reached for
volume contral. At histap the screen had automatically switched to

Dan Floridas dternative channd. Horidawasinterviewing Rache

Dourif and Hannibd Griffis.

Dressed in hospital gowns and jackets they sat stiffly on the edges of
Their chairsfacing Florida. He sat back with legs crossed casudly,
urbanein adark suit, tidier than I'd ever seen him. It was probably
about five minutesinto the interview, because usudly he started by
standing to welcome his guests and spent afew minutes on
introductions. It must have been conducted yesterday afternoon or last
night, after I'd talked to them and while | was over on the gray

ship.

"...thevoyagewasillegal?* Florida sounded as unconvinced as|
felt.

Griffiswaved ahandindismissa. "lllegd inthe sensethat it
didn't have government sanction. But therewas no law to prohibit
private citizensfrom leaving the planet if they chose.”

Therewouldn't be, not if doing so wasimpaossble. Interplanetary
travel wasfifty-sx years away, well after the formation of the
Confederacy.

"Wered| interested in how you fed about thisincredible
experience." The camerafocused on Florida's



face. "Remember," he spoke directly to his audience, "these people
were adeep for nearly ahundred years. This morning we spoke of the
Rip Van Winklelegend in Earth's past and severd smilar soriesin
other cultures. Professor, if you could turn back the clock now, would
you?'

Murdoch raised his eyebrows at me. | looked around at the other
diners-most of them were watching their screens, and | didn't think it
was to learn about recycling procedures.

"l don't think we have anything to regret,” said Griffisdowly. "And
| don't think welll have alot of troublefitting in here. It'snot as
if we came from before First Contact.”

No, they had dready made that conceptua leap of recognizing that we
weren't donein theuniverse. Anything after that was amatter of
degrees.

| still didn't understand why an Invidi had helped Nguyen and his band
of visonaries. Why becomeinvolved in what must have seemed apitiful
attempt to reach astar so close that most of our ships use "haf-jump”
mode? What profit--now I'm thinking like a Q'chn--could the Invidi
possibly make from such involvement?

Floridaasked Rachel and Kloos how they felt. Both of them answered
diplomaticaly thet they felt alittle a sea, but looked forward to
becoming ussful members of our society.

"Ah, onelast question. You said that Dr. Nguyen didn't come with
you. Why wasthat? Surely he wan tseto see Centauri ?*

"Hedied," Griffinsaid dowly. "Incustody.” ,

"But..." Theshock on Floridasface did much to reved the falsty of
his Hardened Reporter guise.



| remembered Demoras stories about Las Mujeres-the terror squads, the
disappearances, the desperate resstance. It was eminently possible
that Nguyen had died in the prison of arepressive government.

The program ended with thank-yousto al. Murdoch tilted his chair.
"Kind of makes you want to reread the history files, doesn't it?' He
scratched hisclose curls. "1 didn't think we'd issued apassto
Florida" Security was still kegping away the crowds of curious
residents from the hospital and the Sleepers room. It was no wonder
Rachd had sneaked out in the dark last night.

"| specificaly told him hed haveto wait for agtory.” | thought
Floridawould find away to get to the Slegpersif forbidden to do so.
"It won't satisfy the researchers, but if we get someinformation on
the news net the thrill-seekers might be satisfied and go home."

Murdoch chuckled. Then helet the chair fall back with athud.

"Invidi interfered in Earth's affairs a century ago. What makesyou
think it'sany different now? We don't know what they're thinking, but
we do know they have lots of handy gadgets--like the one that opened
the storage bay. Why do you think he's being uncooperative?'

"He's dways uncooperative. Or it looksthat way." | leaned forward.
"Bill, you don't serioudy suspect him, doyou?' Theideathat an

Invidi would deliberately hurt another being was as sartling asit
was-repugnant. | had never seen them even touch anyone. "Think of the
practica problems. People are going to notice atwo-meter dienin an
atmospheric suit skulking around. And he knew he could be vulnerable
to Seouras scannersif heleft the Smoke.”



Murdoch's face settled into its customary stubborn mask. "The only
hard evidence we haveisarecord of Invidi technology. He'sthe only
Invidi onthe gation. | haveto follow up thelead.” "I know. But
consider who you're dealing with." "Look, I'm not going to speculate
about motive. That's bad enough when it's only humansinvolved, let
donediens” | thought of my own struggle with Seouras motives. How
can we possibly know? And should we not try to know? Quartermaine
sayswe don't need understanding to live together--just guidelines.
Undergtanding comes later. The problem was, if Murdoch could watch
Horidasinterview and suspect the Invidi, so could the rest of the
gation, even if they didn't have our knowledge of the connection with
Keveth'smurder. Maybe | shouldn't have let Florida do the interview
after dl. Onthe other hand, the murder victimwasaQ'chn. If it

had been ahuman there might have been trouble, but with any luck
people would seeit as a Four Worlds problem ... "Halley?' Murdoch was
leaning over the table frowning a me. "Y ouwith me?' Hisexpression
was serious, which made me even more uncomfortabl e than the thought
that 1'd been caught daydreaming. "1 think you should get Dr. Jagoto
look you over. Y ou never used to brood like this."

"I don't brood." "Whatever. You just sort of fadefor aminute.”
"l wasthinking" He was starting to annoy me. "It's been getting worse



these past few weeks." Heredly doesn't know when to quit. "Maybe
you heed arest.”

"Leave medone, Murdoch." The words emerged sharper than I'd
intended. A flicker of anger lit hisfeatures and he opened his mouth
to retort, then shut it again.

"All right. It'sdl right." Hisvoicewas unexpectedly gentle.

Thetone surprised me and | had to look down at the remains of
breskfast for amoment before | could return to our immediate problem.
"What's your schedule?!

He stood and flexed his shoulders. The dull green materid stretched
adarmingly over them. "Well search for the weapon, go over the bay
again, get onto Keveth'scontacts. Talk to Trillith. And I'll get
Quartermaineto interview the Invidi with me."

"I'll tell him. There's something | asked him to do for me
yesterday."

"Whatever you like. Tdl him | want to do it thismorning. And no
rubbish about it being the wrong time.”

Murdoch swaggered out. | sat and stared at the remains of breakfast,
trying to recal whether Rip Van Winkle told the people of his new
village how he got there.



| needed to talk to Quartermaine. First, about An Barik'sreactions

to my questions last night on the evidence of thelock breaker found at
Keveth's murder scene. Second, regarding the help that the Invidi had
alegedly given the Slegpers so many yearsago. Now | had anameto
give him--An Serat. Maybe the name had cropped up in Erin'sresearch.
Brinlivesin one of the most pleasant areas of the station, the three
Gamma sections directly below the agricultura sections of Alpharing.
My quarters are on the edge of theresdential aress, intheless
desirable corridors near the main trade hdls, where offices and
bazaars spread out in noisy confusion. Brin'sresdency dlowance was
for somewhere near the Invidi, but he likes comfort and doesn't mind
paying extrafor it. | stood in front of his door and waited for the
sensorsto tell him | was there, but there was no answer. Curious. He
aways kept to astrict morning routine: up at five, breskfad, toilet,
prayer, work. Never varies. By my caculations he should be at the
peppermint teastage. | pushed the manua buzzer but there was no



response” M "Computer, activate. Bioscan these quarters.” No
reaction. Voiceinteractionisdown again. | flipped back the control
panel's cover and keyed in my access code. Slow, dow. The poor op
syshasalot onitsmind. | wonder which part of the grid has blown
thistime.

So where was Quartermaine? The interface finally told me there was no
onein hisrooms. | waked back down the hal to a public comm pandl,
caled hismain office, and got arecorded message. Hewasn't inthe
Linguigtics department either--when | rang, adeepy voice said shed
been there dl night and hadn't seen him.

There was one other possibility, but | wasloath to use knowledge of
his persond lifeto intrude when it wasn't redly an emergency. It
could wait, particularly as| had an Engineering meeting now and had
promised the Seepers atour at 0900.

"Today?" Griffisrepeated Eleanor's words and they dl stared at us.

"If possible.” The doctor was sympathetic but unrepentant. " Tomorrow
a the latest.”

Kloos stared at the floor and Rache jiggled her foot so hard that the
bed she was|eaning on raitled againgt its monitor.

"What doesit matter?' shesaid. "It'sonly a..." Shewaved her
handsinacircle. "A formulafor goodbye. Today or tomorrow, it's
dill goodbye.”

"Yes, but..." Griffissghed and scratched his nose miserably.
Beside him Eleanor clutched her file pads

"I'm sorry you don't have more timeto prepare, but



the radiation that the bodies absorbed makesit impossible to keep
themin stasisfor very long,” | began. "Atdl," Eleanor interrupted,
asthough it were my fault. "Anyway, the Stasis equipment needs
repairs. Wereserveit for emergency medical cases. I'm sorry."

"So | need to ask you," | continued, "what arrangements you'd like made
for services and the disposal of the bodies.” The phrases came out
smoothly. I've used them too many timesin the past months.

Rachel gestured again helplessly. "You tell them, Hannibd." Sherose
and went to stand with Kloos, who had turned his back to usand was
garing a thewall holo.

Griffis seemed to stoop more a the words. Hetook alarge, square
piece of materid like acleanchif out of his pocket and used it to
blow hisnose.

"Weadl knew how dangerousit could be," hesaid findly. "Weadl
sgned an agreement that if anything happened to any of usduring the
flight, the service wasto be l€eft to the discretion of any survivors.

And our bodieswere to be burned either in atmospheric entry or in the
engine boogters.”

"Or whatever ese possible” said Rachel without turning around.

"We generdly dothesamething,” | said, relieved. Wed run out of
cemetery storage space many months ago, and one of the administration's
continuing headaches was the friction this caused with some of the
religious groups on the gation. "The bodies of Con Fleet and Earth

Fleet personnd are sent to burn up in the planet's atmosphere. We have
aprogram that lets you watch from here, if you want.”



Griffisnodded and blew hisnose again. Therewasadignified
dlence

"Y ou can fix up the details of the service with your counsdllor.” |
knew it sounded as though | was rushing through this, but | couldn't
helpit. Thememory of other funeras crowded the silences.

Rachd turned around. "Will you come?
"I, er. If youwant meto."
"Wedo," shesadfirmly. Griffisnodded.

Hell. Thelast thing | need isancther funeral. And what are we going
to do with Keveth's body?

I'd thought a short tour might divert them, if not cheer them up, but |

was starting to regret the offer. The Engineering meeting about the

comet probe had not been encouraging, and | wanted to spend sometime
looking for mention of Calypso in our historical database. Somebody
must have seen them during that whole century.

Dan FHorida came scrounging for another interview as we left Rehab for
thetour. Griffisglanced between FHoridaand me aswe argued the
protocol of Forida's accompanying us.

"l find it unusud for amilitary inddlation to have a public media,
afreepress” hesaid.

"It'snot amilitary ingdlation, Professor,” | said wesarily. "We
have an officid newsbulletin and... Mr. FHoridasventure. Whether
he provides a public service or not isamatter of opinion.”

Horida pointed the recording sensor down to cut it off. "We providea
necessary service."

"For your own profit,”" | reminded nun.

"If we didn't tell people what was going on, where



would they find out? | don't think you realize how much distrust of
the adminigtration thereis, Commander.”

"Why digrust?" Griffis asked.

Florida started to explain the dissatisfaction members of the Nine
Worldsfelt about the Four Worlds dominance of the Confederacy.

"Some people on some of the Ning," | reminded them.

"But you say the Four don't share their jump technology because the
Nine can't understand it,” said Griffis.

| was going to agree but Floridagot in ahead of me.

"We haveto livein theworld of the Confederacy, which meanswe use
the technology anyway. To get asfar asthis station, for example. But
we have no control over it," he said.

| hated this debate, having logt it endlesstimeswith my ex-husband. |
could never get around the fedling that if we can't understand the jump
technology, why should they share it with us?

It was the Seepers first walk outside the hospital, or, in Rachd's

case, her firgt daytimewak. Every curveinthewakway, every dien
scent, had to be exclamed over and analyzed. The main throughway is
an open space that continues nearly halfway around the Gammaring. Ten
meters across at itswidest point, it once contained most of our
better-class shops and the offices of high-profile busnesses. Many of

the shops bear "closed” signs now, and some enterprising stall-owners
from the Hill have taken advantage of the free renfc and grand position

to "tote their own flimsy wares. To me, its shabbinessisfamiliar and
unremarkable, but as the three humans turned thisway and that, their



mouths, open in amazement, | wondered what they saw. Wasthe light
too diffusefor them, too far away? Herein Gammathe central
throughway was open to reflected light from Abelar, but it was much
gentler than the bright glare of sun through atmosphere. Theinterna
reflector panels are nearly three hundred meters away on either side.
They reach from halfway up the sides of the ring to the opague top.
From here, they are smply abright expanse. Buildingsrise on both
sdesof thering in steep tiers, in some places encrusted on each

other and blocking or diverting the throughway. There are recognizably
human designs, notably the standard round prefab colony residenceslike
tall beehives, plusafew that could only have originated on other

planets. Would Rachel find the jumble oppressive? Had Griffis perhaps
expected asreamlined, gleaming vison of humanity'striumphin

Space?

"It reminds me of somewhere..." Rachd'slong features pulled into aV
of concentration as she glanced around.

"Shanghal," said Kloos.
"Barcdona," said Rachdl.
"Abidjan," pronounced Griffis, and the other two agreed.

How little we know about the cities of their time. When | first came
to space, inmy early yearsin the corps after completing training on
Earth, the closeness had been oppressive. It hadn't occurred to me
that the Slegpers might find the crowds and multicultura bustle of
Jocastamore familiar than | would have.

"Thisislikethe main street. Wecdl it the Boulevard. On either
Sdeareresdentia areas and business offices. Farther dong this
levd aretrading hdls, where you can rent space to conduct business
inprivate."



"Wheat about the socia structure?" Griffisglanced at my uniform,
then around at the controlled bustle. "1 presume you follow military
hierarchy?" he continued uncertainly. Foridatook Griffisby thearm
and gestured grandly asthey walked. "It'sabit like alayer cake,
Professor. Or like the rings on the station, actualy.” He smiled
appreciatively and repeated the metaphor to himself. "At thetop of
the ring you've got the original Con Fleet officers-like our gdlant
commander here. Then, still up the top but down abit you've got the
adminigrative staff from Sector Centrd. Not al of them are human.
Like the station manager, Veatch... Y ou haven't met him yet?'

Rachel had taken Klooslightly by the arm, too, and murmured to him. He
shook his head and removed hisarm from her grip.

"Still inthe inner ring but below the Sector Centrd staff arethe

Earth Fleet gaff. Theninthemiddlering are usciviliansfrom Earth

and the colonies, who came out here to make aliving either on the
gtation or from the shipsthat stopped here. There are some
Confederacy traders caught here too, so | guess they should be above us
inthemiddle”

"Why?' Griffiswasoverly sendtiveto theissue of ; Earth's minority
gatus.

Floridashrugged. "That's how it goes.” He continued before either
Griffisor | could interrupt. "In the outer, lower ring livethe
small-time traders and family businesses. And a the. very bottom are
therefugeesandillegd entrants. After dl," with acaculating

glancein my direction, "out there on the bottom the reflectors are



il unrepaired, it's closer to cosmic rays and most vulnerableto
attack..."

| wasn't redly listening. It had struck methat back in the
Confederacy it was humanswho lived in the outer ring, so to speak. In
the ggps and dums of dien society.

| watched Griffisfrom behind aswewalked. Tal and long-legged, he
shambles, with aforward teeter. His stoop is not self-effacing but

part of atrademark, an instantly recognizable image, a caricature of
himsdf by himself. He seems arrogant and opinionated yet can charm as
well. | likethe way he's dready managed to tread down the hedls of

his new sandas and bag the seat of histrousers. The shirt sags

unevenly around hiswaist, weighted by three different types of
handcoms he insists on carrying and uses a every opportunity. He
seems determined to come to grips with this century--perhaps alittle

too frantic, asif scared we might throw him back if he doesn'.

Kloossbrigle of short hair and smooth skin have blue highlightsin
the second-hand sun. He listens to explanations, turns the data pads
over in hishands, but it isimpossibleto tell if he has absorbed any

of it.

And Rachd--my first impression of her asreserved and self-assured was
changing each timewe spoke. As she faced me outside the hospital bed,
healthy and upright, it became obvious that she was a person aways
physicaly involved. A stocky, taut bal of nervoustension.

The sounds of the Boulevard became more ingstent as we moved aong.
The air wasfilled with echoes of conversation in amultitude of

tongues, overlaid with trandationsin Standard. Or not, asthe case
might be. Asthisis



an Earth base, the trandators are officialy set on Earth Standard
speech, but the more complex Confederacy Standard is nevertheless
popular among the big traders. 1've been trying to understand Con
Standard for over two decades and till can't do much more than pass
thetime of day.

The Slegpers didn't need to use atrandator, but many of their words
wereonly vagudly familiar, echoes of phrases from my childhood, the
meaning of which | could guess a but not redlly understand. They were
probably guessing at the meanings of many of our wordstoo, but at
least they had the things around them to refer to.

| dso found their accents, especidly that of Griffis, difficult to
catch, and it turned out he felt the same way about mine.

"Itsfamiliar yet unfamiliar.”

| nodded. "I speak Standard to you and you understand because Standard
iscloseto your old English, but my linguistic background isn't
English.”

"What's your mother tongue, then?' asked Foridacurioudy. If hed
done his background checks properly, hed have known.

"A mixture of Portuguese, Spanish, German, and native dialects.” |
grinned. "Y ou wouldn't understand aword." Besides, | do not have an
accent. Everybody el se does.

There was amoment that amused them for some reason, when Rachel asked
me about the tation's "gay community. " "Were not very happy at the
moment, what with the blockade and everything. Still, | think

generaly people’ | began, but stopped as even Griffis snorted with



laughter. Rachd couldn't choose between agrin and looking
concerned. | glanced at FHoridaand he shrugged back.

"I'm sorry." Rache forced her mouth Straight. "It's an expression we
use that means homaosexual.”

"d],"

She glanced at the othersin genuine concern. ™Y ou do understand ...
?l

"Yes. It'ssomething that's been around for awhile,” | replied
wryly.

We discussed words that indicate the mores of the society in which they
were used, and the fact that human sexuality became a broader issue

when seenin the context of the variety of dien solutions. Thefacts

of dien reproductive habits tend to challenge our assumptions about

our own. My former husband was H'digh, humanoid but not human, which
was about asfar afield sexudly as| wanted to go. But, | reminded

them, | wasfairly conservative.

"Wasit an important differencein your time?' asked Florida. | was
quite happy to let him run with the ball.

Rachd shrugged. "1 guesswewere dl abit preoccupied with sex.”

"Sex. You mean the biologica differences between human maesand
females?' Horidawas obvioudy making notesin his head.

"Not necessarily. We often useit to mean the act of copulation. You
don't useit in that sense?"

"Not in Standard, no."

"Y ou don't have agay community then?' Rachd pressured mewith the
intengity of her gaze.



"No, | dont think so. Not in theway you mean."” Prim Humansin
Earth Fleet blue, humansin other clothes. A sprinkling of Con Fleet
navy. Two Security guardstrying to shift one of the pedlars. Most of
the scruffier people were human. The rest were humanoid specieslike
the Dir, busy chesting their latest customer, and Achelians, furred and
spindly-limbed. They made an interesting contrast: the Dir are
angular, ascetic-looking humanoids who practice arigid, cutthroat
code. Achdiansare cuddly, furred creatureslike urbane koalas,
equally adept at transferring the wedlth of othersto their own dark,
long-fingered paws.

There are also afew H'digh, Lykaeat, and more Garokians. Some of
them, like the H'digh, are dmost indigtinguishable from humans.
Tédler, more dender and better muscled than most humans but Hill
smilar. With others, like the Garokians, the only thing we havein
common are two legs, two arms, and a head.

| glanced at Kloos beside me. He stared at everything with a
mesmerized gaze and his movements were alittle unsteady, asif his
brain had disconnected links to everything but hiseyes. | hoped he
wasn't in danger of some kind of sensory overload. Griffiswas
listening carefully to Forida's explanation and Rachd's dark hair
bounced as she looked from one side of the throughway to the other.

One of the ICC her traders, not Trillith, came through the doorway as
we' passed, ducked to get under the lintel then stretched to itsfull
height in aconfusion of jointed limbs and feel ers before ambling down



the street away from us.  "What was that--the praying mantis-y
thing?' said Rachd, sartled.

"Q'chn," said Florida, and gave her a condensed version of Q'chn
history and culture.

Klooss pace fdtered and | waited for him.
"How doyou doit?' hesad.
"Dowhat?'

"Livewiththediens. Thedifferences. Have human beings changed so
much?'

"l don't think s0." 1'd expected them to fed uneasy. "Wevejust had
abit longer to get used to the ideg, that's al.”

"It doesn't bother you?' Hisvoice shook.

It was difficult to be honest and reassuring at the sametime. "Not

the physical aspect, except in the sensethat it's part of what defines

our other differences.” Old memories surfaced unbidden. "I once went
for three years without seeing another human.”

"What wasit like?'

"It wasvery... stressful. 'Y ou haveto constantly think about how you

relate to others and the environment. There'sno autopilot. Y ou can't

trust your common sense because you have nothing in common with anyone
d$."

"Y ou weren't afrad?"

"Congantly.” | struggled to explain the positive aspect of it. "But
thereisafreedom too. Y ou can be completely yourself--no point in
pretense. And you can expand physica borders—-it'sasif you seewith
your nose or smdll with your ears. Everything acouple of degrees
off-baance.”

He managed afeeble grin. "Soundslike agood high.”



"A what?" It wasfunny to hear the word perfectly, just not know what
he meant.

Hisgrin grew wider. "Halucinogenic trip--don't you use recreetiona

drugs?"

"Some peopledo.” | didn't add that avoiding redity in that way had
backfired on me onceinabigway. Infact, gpplying for jobsin dien
space had been how | coped withit. At the moment | didn't think my
body could handle even aglass of wine.

"We knew there were other diens out there." Rachel heard usand
stepped back apace. "Wejust didn't give them much thought. | mean,
we communicated with the Invidi dl right, and they seemed friendly
enough. Wekind of assumed the others would be obliging.”

| winced, thinking of the pirates and salvagers who prowl space outside
treaty zones. It seemed incredible that they had failed to detect
Caypso. It wasunbdievable.

"What about fun? Don't you have any hobbies?' asked Rachel.

Fun. Now theresaconcept | haven't used for awhile. "'l used to run
quiteabit.”

They sared a me. "Run? Where?'
Floridarolled hiseyes. "She getsin peopl€sway."

"Nonsense. It'sagood marathon around all threerings. | used to do
itinabit more than three hours" | haven't been for months now."

"I have alot of fun writing new entertainment ho los said Florida
unexpectedly. "It'smore difficult to grasp dien humor than you might
think."



"I'm sureitis, said Kloos, hiseyes on the passersby. "Everyone
needs ahobby," said Griffisfirmly. "It helpsyou keep perspective on
things"

The pale blue panels ran back smoothly. A collective gasp rose from
three throats behind me. | think it's pretty impressive too.

We are supposed to preserve long lines of sight all over the station--a
measure to keep space sickness at bay. Unfortunately, redity often

does not measure up to specs, and much of Gammaand dl of Deltarings
have been built over to cope with our excess population. Herein

Alpha, though, you can seethe sky.

Not blue sky, to be sure. But sunlight bounces off banks of reflectors
to form avault of tinted dien gold. Only in the Alpharing do you
seelight right above, for Gammals sky is Alphas base, and Delta Sits
under Gamma, asfar asthe spinning top's gravity is concerned.

A singlelong path hugged the lowest point between beds of grains,
vegetables, fruits, fungi, and gill usthat rosein terraces on either
Side to meet the edges of the vault. The lower fields have abase of
artificid soil, the higher ones are hydro-or aeroponic. Theair is
warmer, thicker, wetter, and | wish | could smell the scents.

Griffis gestured at the colored terraces. "'l presumeyou have a
sdf-aufficient food supply?'

Florida settled his beltful of equipment comfortably over one shoulder
asheanswered. Helooked so a home out in the open. His movements
werelessjerky, hisbig hands and feet morerdaxed. Hisdight

squint had seemed calculating insde--now it was merely the result of
looking into the distance. | could imagine him asapioneer on



acolony planet, enjoying the struggle to build anew world. Why had
he come to Jocasta?

"The purpose of dl thisis sdf-sufficiency,” hesaid. "But they
aways seem to have problems. Food rationing isafact of life.”

It certainly was. Photosynthetic productivity was never congtant and
we've had some difficulty with viruses. The station wasn't designed as
an agricultura settlement and when we modified other sysemsto
compensate, that threw additiona stresson those areas. The
population is aready too large to alocate any more space to food
production.

In the early days the station was a Con Fleet base, and most of our
supplieswereimported. Then supplies dwindled and support from Earth
faded. While complaining to Centra we stepped up research on food
production and expanded trade. When the Seouras removed the trade
option atogether, we had already started producing staples. But there
are S0 many random factors--too many illega entrants and their
associated bacteriafloating around. The most we can be certain of is
that any strains of foodstuffs that do survive are hardy.

"It'sdl right for civilians," | reminded Florida. "Staff ill usea
minimum of twenty percent spacerations.”

Rachel grimaced. "The gunk in tubes?’

"Uh-huh." Processed nutrientsthat taste fine in free fal-anything
tastes okay in freefdl, aslong asit doesn't go up your nose--lose
their appeal squeezed onto a plate as part of anorma meal. I'm not
the only person Who haslost weight in the' past few months.

And the refugees, theillegas, what do they eat? The people who have
dipped through the bureaucratic net, who haven't registered for



medica checks, accommodation benefits, employment lists. Likethe
unknown human who wasin the storage bay with Keveth lagt night. People
who live off therecords. We can cdculate gpproximately how many

extra people are here by using oxygen consumption and waste recycle
figures asabase, but pinning them down physicaly isn't as easy.

"How about backups for the main computer systems?' Kloos asked.

| didn't know whether to laugh or cry. "That'swhat were running on

"What do you mean?' Helooked shocked, as any good systems engineer
should.

"Not completely on backups. Some of the systems are ill run onthe
centerline, which hasits main access nodesin the center. Someare

run on backups, though, because either we couldn't fix the centerline
functions, or we couldn't afford to keep them running on centerline.
Thisis one reason we have such patchy performance in various systems.
Some accessfor theseisin therings, somein the center.”

"Sounds like amaintenance teeam's nightmare,” Rachd said.

"It'sironicin away, isn'tit? That we should come so far, only to

find oursalves back at the starring point.” Griffis soread hisarmsto
encompass thewhole station. "1 mean," a my puzzled look, "you have
S0 many smilar problemsto Earth in our time--overpopulation, resource
management, recycling, isolaion. All the problems of aclosed

sysem.”

Close curve of sky bright with captured dienlight. The horizon
curves up ahead to meet the sky and disappears



around itsimmense corner into agray blur of buildings. My

engineer's eye notes missing panelsin diereflector grid and givesme
acritical gppreciation of the balancein shdll thicknessthat can

withstand the greatest stresswith least mass. But lately another eye

has been drawing my attention to the checkered effect of borrowed
sunlight on green growth. This other eye--hasit been with me aways,
recording and delighting but unheeded? | squatted down to see what my
new eye made of damp soil and pale green borders trodden by incautious
boots. Thick, brown clods stuck to the stubbed treads of my boots,
leaving ahdf-moon indent in the earth. Earth. Thisisnot earth,

merely dirt. A mixture of waste sediment, compacted vegetable matter,
and sterilized processing waste. No more than athin skinlaid over

the metal bones benegth.

The warmth on my neck wasintoxicating. So strong after the diffused
atificid light of theinner corridors. The sunlight promised more
delight if I let it flow down under my collar. A great wave of desire
to see Earth brokeinsde me. To fed abreeze that had not been
recycled and programmed. To beimmersed in the constant subtle
variations of shadowsthat only atmosphere can provide. Leaves
scattering golden light through an afternoon breeze, ozone-pungent
greenish portent of an afternoon storm, great trees with roots that
reach deep into time past. Rain.

| haven't been back to Earth for over twenty years.

"Wouldn't you agree, Commander?' Horida sounded smug. He must have
made, atelling point. "I beg your pardon? | wasthinking of
something ds=”

"l wastdling our guests," Floridasaid, weighing hisvidcomin one
hand asif ddliberating whether to throw it at me or not, "Why weve
been virtudly. under segedl



these months. The Confederacy must redly be in trouble with these
diens, but the adminigtration gives out no information. Maybeyou
don't know what's going on? What's the chance they've taken over
Sector Central too?"

"I don't think that'slikely.” | wished he hadn't brought it up.

"Why hasn't the Confederacy contacted us, then?' "They probably don't
want to risk losing the Sation if the Seouras attack.” My irritation

grew with each question. Thiswas not thetime or place for putting

the administration on the spot.

"What do you get out of it, talking to them?' "I resent the
implications of that question.” | was about to explode with anger and
frugtration when | redlized that while Florida's question was

intrusive, hisvoice and eyeswerenot. Therewasmisary in his
expression, and adesire to be reassured.

| Sghed. "l just want to keep everyone safe.” He seemed relieved.
"That'swhat | thought." Hiswords had wrenched me back to the present
"If you want to help, you can do some research for me."

| hadn't expected him to show any interest and was surprised when he
accepted the assignment with dacrity. Hewasto go through any
recordsin our database that might shed light on where Calypso had been
al thoseyears. Ships logs, travelers diaries, news

items--anything and everything. With two of usworking on it there
would be agreater chance of success. "Thank you,” | said.

Hebowed. "At your service. If you want information cometo the
professonas.”



"And thank you from us," said Griffis. Hed been listening carefully
as| described Calypso's courseto Florida. "Yes," put in Rachel.
"It'd be good to know what way happening while we were adeep.”

"How we got here," added Kloos.

My comm link beeped. Engineering wanted me to come and look at the
latest update on the comet's position. The Bubble staff wanted me over
theretoo. They were expecting large-scale sensor interference and
burnouts from the dust. Taken together with the recent op sys problems
in the center, it seemed we were in for abusy few days.

Rachel looked & thelink. "Y ou're going?"'
| nodded. "I'll seeyou later. Mr. Florida? They'reto beback in
Rehab a midday. Without fail." 1t was hard to be strict with the sun

warm on my neck.

Florida sketched arough saute, a parody of Baudin's crisp movements.
Must admit | like Floridas better.



Second Day 11 am

| finished in Engineering sooner than I'd expected. The probe was
nearly ready and there wasn't that much else we could do about the dust
and debris from the comet except batten down and keep taking
observations up until the last possible minute.

No one had any new theories about the arrival of Caypso or why the
jump mine had activated. 1'd gone over the data, and the best | could

do wasthat the Slegpers were caught in an anomaly smilar toa
wormhole and ended up here. It wasn't as far-fetched as it sounded,
because there are recorded jump points from near Centauri to along way
away, adthough in adifferent direction from Jocasta. Theradiation
Caypso dumped when coming out of thisanomaly, because smilar to that
from a controlled jump, could have st off the mine.

We could try to get a ship back to Centauri the same way, but we had no
time or resources to spend experimenting with hyperspace, and the
theory would have to remain atheory.

N&



Quartermaine fill wasn't in hisquarters. | hesitated before keying
in the number of his sometime partner but we needed Erin'shelp with An
Bank and... | was starting to worry.

"Ranit here" The voice on the comm link was deepy. Maybe Ranit was
on second or third shift this month.

"I'm sorry to disturb you. Thisis Commander Haley. Have you seen
Brin? | need to contact him urgently.”

A short slence. | was about to repest the question when he
answered.

"No, | haven't seen himinweeks." The voice sounded moredert. It
was a pleasant, light-brown baritone. "lsn't he a work?"

"No. Thanksanyway."
"Iseverything dl right?" A definite sharpness now.

"Fine, fine" | lied easly. "Wejust need himto do abit of

interpreting.” | cut the connection and thistime used my code to open
alimited cal pattern. "Commander Halley to Mr. Quartermaine. Please
contact the command center or Security immediately.” The message would
goto al gaff offices and public places. 1t was oneway of

communicating with someone who, like Quartermaine, had turned off a
persona comm device. Only the command and senior saff are actualy
required to carry one at dl times and most of the other residents

don't bother or can't afford it. The public comm systemisfreeand
ubiquitous and they use that.

| decided to give Quartermaine half an hour to check in, then tell
Murdoch. It wasn't like Brin to go off somewhere, particularly without
telling someone.

| ran ahand through my hair. It felt siff and scratchy and a



headache lurkked behind my eyes,. Brin,was missing, we had amurderer
loose on the station, cometary debris deeting through the Abelar
system, and a spate of mysterious op sysfailures.

Oh for hot running water and twelve hours uninterrupted deep... Fat
chance. | could do something about the hair, though, before | went to
see Murdoch.

The karrikar opped in thefamiliar heat and dinginess of the Hill. By
thistime of the morning the throughway was crowded with loiterers,
hawkers, legitimate shopkeepers, and their customers, and there were
fewer unlit corners. Today it was even more packed than usua because
of thefestival preparations.

Preparationsinvolved agreat deal of cooking and chatting, and also

the job of clearing the main throughways of anything large enough to
interfere with the processon. The array of dancing, gesticulating
Garokians that formed the backbone of the celebration would wind its
way through Delta, ride an uplift to Gamma and parade through there,
then take another uplift to Alpha, whereit would annoy the hell out of

our more gented residents. Last year, thethird year they'd held the
processon, they had aso taken an uplift right to the center, made a
nuisance of themsalves in the docks, and come down again to Deltawhere
the participants dispersed to eat and drink in earnest

If it were only Garokiansit would beaquiet affair, but unfortunately
the rest of the station treats the whole thing as an excuse to make up
for the lack of other excitement, and the procession becomes akind of
inter species congaline that meandersin an increasingly rowdy and
drunken way for most of the night.

| liketheideaof the Renewal of Souls. Asfar aswe



cantdl, itisayearly revison of onesactionsand involves

thinking through the consequences of those actions and what to do about
them. This soul-searching is conducted through akind of structured

and rituaized group discussion, incorporating al members of the
community regardless of age or status. Some of the discussons
continue for weeks, but a the end everyone seems ableto make a
"dean" dart again. | find it comforting that they recognizefirstly

that we must act and secondly that we are responsible for those

actions, but not necessarily aone.

Usudly | enjoy the festive atmosphere, but this morning everything
annoyed me and fed my anxiety--voicesraised in once-a-year songs, the
sound of sputtering ail, the fierce bustle of spring cleaning that sent
scurries of dust and debris under my feet from open doorways. Doorways
too close to the throughway to be lega. Rooms had been added to
exiging buildings until the whole edifice leaned outward to meet the
opposite buildings overhead. Evenif the reflectors were not offline,
therewouldn't be much redl light down here. | flattened mysdlf

againg thewall to avoid amulti-species group carrying along table

from one dwelling to another. Didn't they know we were under siege?
At any rate, there was no sinister fed to the place thismorning, and

| felt ashamed of how I'd hurried on my way home last night after

finding Keveth'sbody. The wholeincident was probably a
misunderstanding among the Q'chn. Nothing to do with the rest of us,
certainly no reason for unrest ongtation. | should leave the

investigation to Murdoch and get on with our comet probe project.



"Y ou haven't got an gppointment?’ The human hairdresser, Mrs.
Giacommetti, was busy with another customer when | arrived.

"Sorry. | thought you might fit mein..."

She swung around and looked a me closely. There was something
bird-like, dmost reptilian in her bright gaze. "Have acup of tea
whileyourewating."

| filled acup from the tray on atable by the door. Mrs.
Giacommetti'steawas legendary. Her sdlon wasalong room with
multidirectiona mirrors down each sde and chairsin front of them.
Thereweretal stands of equipment beside each chair but the
Giacommettis haven't let any of their customersuse amachinein years.
They speciaizein apersond, hands-on approach.

"Over there" Sheindicated the last segt in the row, then turned back
to the customer, a human male with ashock of siff reddish hair that
fdl in quick whisksto thefloor asshecut. | sat inthe chair and
spped my teauntil it wasfinished. It tasted faintly of oranges.
Conceded ceiling ventilation gave off asteady hum, occasondly
punctuated by a swishing clatter. Voiceswere raised beyond the
adjacent door that led to the family residence, but not in anger--they
ebbed and flowed like my breath in the cool, peaceful air... A warm
hand tightened on my neck and squeezed the taut muscle with practiced
drength. "You're going to haveto stay awakewhilel cut it, you
know."

| inhded sharply and met Mrs. Giacommetti's amused eyesin the mirror
as she picked the empty teacup out of my lap and set it on the ledgein
front of me.

Water rationing meant that instead of area shampoo | sat with the
sonic hdmet on my head for two minutes,



but the neck massage was the same asusud. Mrs. Giaocometti worked
dlently, afrown of concentration pulling her round face into asquare

at the mouth. Asthe tenson knots melted away | felt more dert than

| had in days.

She picked up her scissors and started cutting. Another eccentricity,

real scissors. Red blades. A bother to keep sharp and their use
imposed up to an hour's inaction on the part of the
customer--unthinkable in our automated world. Y et even before Jocasta
wasisolated from the rest of that world Mrs. Giacommetti had not
lacked customers. She and her bright scissors held comfort for many

people.

Shick, snick. Soft brown tufts on thetiled floor. Voicesrosein
atercation outside and there was arattling crash asatrolley

collided with, | hoped, something inanimate. Alien curses. Another

day inthe Hill had begun. | begantorelax. Then Mr. Giacommetti
bustled into the room, buoyed on the never-failing waves of hisown
sf-importance. "Buongiorno, Commander Marial Wonderful to seeyou
again! Y ou have been avoiding us, no?' Mr. Giacommetti isa
born-again Itdlian and takes my middle name as a persona compliment.
"Y ou need the cut, thisistrue." Heinserted his pudgy blueface
between mine and the mirror and pretended to inspect my head. " Shape
around the neck more, my dear." He straightened up and waved an
admonishing gppendage a hiswife. "A nagpe of such beauty should not
be conceded." Mrs. Giacommetti ignored him completely.. The other
custdmer findly heaved himsdlf out of hischair and paid Mr.
Giacommetti at the door. He glanced quickly at me and muttered
something about staying on the good side of fee adminigtration, which



Mr. Giacommettideflected with acheerful farewell. | met Mrs.
Giacometti'seyesin themirror. She half-smiled then went back to
concentrating on the cutting. Nevertheless, her attention kept

drifting towards the doorway where her husband stood looking out at the
Hill.

"If it's.... inconvenient for you when | come here" | beganinalow
voice, "please say s0. | don't want to cause any trouble.”

She glanced at the doorway again, then returned to cutting. "You're
al right,” shemurmured. "That lot don't know how lucky they are.
There are plenty worse placesin the galaxy than here.”

Which wastrue, but aqualified compliment if ever I'd heard one.

Mr. Giacommeitti turned hisback on the Hill. "I havejust heard the
most amazing rumor.” Mr. Giacommetti isaso agossp extraordinaire.
| said nothing as he rearranged objects dong the mirror ledge. Later
one of the gpprentices would move the things back.

"There has been aterrible murder," he continued when it was clear |
was not going to comment. The scissors paused dmost imperceptibly
then continued on their measured course. Mrs. Giacommetti'sfacein
the mirror showed nothing but adeepened frown. | could see her
husband, though, waiting eagerly, for her reaction, hiseyesfixed on
her dmost in supplication. He gave up after aminute or so and threw
up hissix-split finsin exasperation. "Thewoman ismade of sone. A
murder, | said! Don't you want to know who it was?"

Mr. Giacommetti isLykaest, a knobbly-skinned humanoid race of
brilliant imitatorsand mimics. Many isthetime I've heard the story



of hisfirg vigit to Earth, how the great monuments and people of a
Gibrdtar Bloc country caled Itay had been imprinted upon hisyoung

and impressionable psyche, and of how he vowed he would become one of
them. One particularly crowded day the whole salon was held hostage

for an hour while he reveded intimate details of hisfirst gelato. We

never hear how he met hiswife, though--ataboo subject. Genetic
incompatibility has not prevented them from having afamily. They've
adopted five children ranging from six to sixteen, dl of whom spesk

fluent Itdian.

"Remember that rude Q'chn that used to hang around the bar?"
"Keveth." Mrs. Giacommetti didn't take her eyesfrom the scissors.
"How did you know?" | turned my head to look directly at her. She
gtilled the scissors with asigh and her other hand turned my heed
back.

"Evendiensdrink teg," shesaid. Snip, snip. "How did it happen?’
She asked me rather than her husband.

Severd of the mirror angles showed Mr. Giacommetti lean forward,
gillsfluttering eagerly. Ohwell, better he should spread an edited
verson of the facts man unbridled speculation.

"It wasup in Sgma. Wedon't know yet who did it" When | met her eyes
in the mirror they were wet with unshed tears.

"Isit true there were syange religious markings on the floor?' Mr.
Giacommetti did dong themirror until hewasamogt in my lap.”

"No! Nothingreligiousat dl." We have enough problemson the
datica .without creating rdigioustenson. "You



haven't heard anyone threaten Keveth, have you? Hasit upset anyone
adllady?'

The Lykaeat shrugged thestrically. "Not that I've heard. But the
cresture was infuriating most of thetime anyway. Taunting and
ranting.”

Then he redlized the potentid of the Situation. "I, Giuseppe
Giacommetti, will make discreet inquiriesfor you. 'Y ou know, Maria,
that everybody tells me everything eventudly.” He could barely
contain hisglee, and | didn't have the energy to resist.

"Make sureyou tell Mr. Murdoch anything you might hear, capisceT
He clapped histhighsin delight, not having the right mouth for

amiling. "Capisce, capisce.” Then suddenly hewas serious. "1 should
mention the other Q'chn perhaps.”

"Whét other Q'chn?"

Helooked down, fiddled with abrush, then met my eyesagain. "When |
opened the sdlon thismorning, they were talking outside.”

"Who wastaking?'

"A woman called Gress. Sheworks for one of the Q'chn, onewho lives

inAlpha”

If he wasright, Murdoch could trace which of the other Q'chn it was.
"Who was she talking to?"

"Why, Sgnore Jones. Themuscian.”
Jones, Jones ... | couldn't place anyone called Jones.

"He playsthe mandolin,” said Mrs. Giacommetti. ™Y ou probably saw him
standing on acorner somewhere.”

| recalled there had been someone like that in the crowd outside the
hospital the day the Seepersarrived. And this morning he had been
talking to one of the many humans who worked in the Alpharesidencies
for one of the Q'chn.



These jobs were not popular and would gain the person who did them
much criticiam, but they paid well. There was never ashortage of
applicantsfor jobsin Alpha

"Jones, heis aso not the sort of man to leave unattended for a

moment, if you know what | mean." Mr. Gicommetti leaned over meagain
confidentialy.

"No, | don't think | do," | said.

"Hisfingersare very activein pursuit of other peopl€e's property, to
put it another way."

So Jones was aso a sneak-thief. Well, the station had a good number
of them.

Mrs. Giacommetti placed the scissors on her tray, removed the shoulder
cover, and whisked stray hairs off my neck. "Finished."

My hair looked shorter, neater, and... "It'sawfully gray."

Mr. Giacommetti rut-tutted. "No problem, bellamia. What color would
you likeingtead? Green? Purple?’

| looked at hiswifein the mirror. Her round, not-bird eyes watched
meimpassvey. "Thisisfine"

Shedidn't amile, but when | |eft several minutes later she joined her
husband in the doorway.



Quartermaine ill wasn't anywhere he should be. | cdled Main
Security.

"No, maam. The Chief'sdownin Hill Centra. Do you want meto ask
him to come up to your office?’

"No, I'm down herenow.” | was standing at the main intersectionin
the Hill, with the burnt-out section in front of me and to one side,

and ajumble of two-leve buildings behind and to the other side. It
wasjust before the main shift break and there was a steady stream of
traffic, mosily bipedd, along the main throughway. Occasiondly an
AVG or freight trolley would try to wind through the jungle of legs,
dlilts, and tentacles, but moving around the Hill usually confused the
automatic sensors so much it was quicker to rely on organic
power-"messengers and ddliverers.

The crowds made it seem hotter and | took off my jacket. The"street"
waslikeasauna. The main Security center for the lower stationis
down here, past a sonics repair stand and apawnshop. The other
Security officein Alpha Four dealswith problemsin the center and the
more refined white-collar crimes of Alphaand Gammalevels.



The Hill office getslanded with petty thieving, sordid domestic and

inter species quarrels, and the tracking down of refugees. Inthe
months following the Seouras attack much of the petty crime died away
when it became obvious we were not going to let people starve, athough
in those horrible weeks after the fire everyone came close.

The Security building was our ops center during the Hill fire. Its
blackened side was evidence of the hest of the blaze. Therewasan
open space beyond the building, gloomy without lights, where the flames
had eaten through into the maintenance levels beneath and it was too
dangerous yet to rebuild there. 1t was strange to see so far onthe
gtation--amost to the horizon that curved protectively until blocked

by buildings. That tight curve was areminder of how easly we forget
where we are--ingde anarrow torus of life that spinsaround a il
center.

The main doors swished open and | dmost ran into thetall figure of
Helen Sasaki.

"Oof! Sorry ... Commander Halley. | beg your pardon.” She grabbed my
arm to prevent me from staggering back into a passer-by. Sasaki was
promoted to Murdoch's deputy weeks before the Seouras came. Sheis
shy, brusque, tenacious, and inventive, and we have relied on her

grength in the past months.

"Good morning, Lieutenant. Inahurry?'

"We might have a couple more witnesses for Keveth's movements yesterday
afternoon." She pitched her voicelow and her face wasimpassive as

usua, but her eyes shone. "'I'm going to see them now."

"Good luck. Isthe Chief ingde?"

"Yes. Inmy office



"Thanks." | watched her smooth, dark head and wide shoulders
disappear into the crowd. Shelookswell. The strain showsin her
face but serves only to etch lines of character into its smoothness.

The station ingde was amicrocosm of the passage outside, the crowds
compressed into asmaller areaand hested further, in asort of
Brownian frugtration. The desk sergeant argued in Sign language with
three Garokians, obliviousto the verbal assaults of severad humans.
Bencheslined the wall, their occupants representative of the mixed
population down here: humans, Garokian refugees, Dir shopkeepers, a
couple of furry Achelians, and one mound of sticks and fluff that would
unfold itsdf into aHoffa. Thelight was brassy and atificid

compared to the "day" outside. It looked to measif thewhole
lighting system in the building could do with arefit.

Murdoch's office was little better, athough he does have a pand
positioned to direct light at hisdesk. The desk was nearly as untidy
asmy own. Banksof monitorslined the wals behind it, many of them
running visud linksto security pointsdl over the sation. | could

make out the main Customs gate in Alpha Three, now the coordination
center for agricultural research. Also one of entriesto the Hill, and
adgtretch of corridor that looked like Sgma Twelve. Pity they hadn't
been watching Sigmalast night.

"Put it on the desk," he growled, then looked up and saw who it was.
"Ah, | wasjust about to cal you." Heleaned back and looked at me
with insolent intensity. "Nice haircut.”

He only doesit to make me nervous. | chose not to answer. "I can't
believe they're going ahead with thefedtival.” He dapped afile pad
irritably on the desk.



"Itsardigiousthing.” Thereweretwo extrachairs, and | chose
the one that |ooked the most sympathetic to human physiology.

"Yeah, | know that. But dammit, we're being held prisoner by hogtile
aliens. Theresakiller till loose on the station. Nobody knows
what'll happen tomorrow."

"Theat's probably the point.”
"What is?'

"That we don't know what the future holds." | thought of An Barik.
"Mogt of us."

"Y ou'd think they'd hold off abit," he grunted. Festivalsare never
much fun for those who have to keep the peace.

| shrugged. "I canissueacurfew if your investigation isgoing to be
compromised.”

"Oh yeah, and who getsto enforce the curfew? My people have plenty to
do dready. Well leave the drunksto kill each other.”

"Comeon, Bill. It'snot that bad. Mostly clan reunions and people
guffing their bellies™

"Don't know what they'll suff 'em with," he grumbled, tilting his
chair back at an acute angle.

| saw how fatigue had drawn the lines tight around his mouth and felt
my own face soften in sympathy. "I'm not aying. | just wanted to
get your update and give you one from Engineering.”

"We talked to some people who knew Keveth". he said before | could
gart. "They couldn't understand why Keveth volunteered to help with
the Sleeper rescue. Especially asthere was no guarantee of

"Keveth might have gone to Sigmato check on what he might get in



payment. "Murdoch didn't look convinced. "Were gill looking for

someone who could open the door with forbidden technology.” He dammed
hischair down. "Did you tell Quartermaine | want to talk to the

Invidi?"

"Wait aminute. | just spoketo someonein the Hill. He saw ahuman,
awoman called Gress, who works at one of the Alpha Q'chn places. She
was speaking to aman named Jonesin the Hill thismorning.”

Murdoch sat up abit straighter. "If the person worksin Alpha, their
medical datawill beonline. But Jonesisapossibility.”

Hed lost mefor aminute until | redlized he wasthinking of the
unregistered DNA traces we'd found in the bay with Keveth's.

"Murdoch, about Quartermaine--that's what | wanted to tell you. |
can't find him. He'snot in hisquarters, his office, the hospitd...
I'mworried. It'snot like him not to leave amessage.”

Murdoch's chin rasped as he drew hisfingers over the grayish stubble.
He dropped his chin and raised hiseyebrows at me. "No, it'snot like
him. He has accessto the Invidi quarters, hasn't he?

"Yes, but he can't help uswith An Barik if heisn't here..." Atlast

| caught on. "Oh no, Murdoch, that's preposterous. Brin could no more
atack and kill aQ'chnthan | can breathein vacuum. Don't even
contemplateit.”

He shook hishead. "I've got to contemplateit. We found traces of
his DNA in the storage bay, over by thewall in the overhead conduits.
He probably hid up there."

"What about on the door and around the container?"

"Nothing, but that doesn't mean he wasn't there. Faceit, Halley,



unlessit wasthe Invidi himsdlf, Quartermaineisthe only onewho
could have got that lock bresker And if he got that, he could have got
something else to wipe persona traces.”

"Why didn't he wipe overhead too?" '

Murdoch shrugged. "Too much of ahurry. Maybeforgot.” "Why would he
go there? If it wasto look at the Sleeper salvage, he had Invidi
equipment, so why the clumsy attempt to open it?"

"If he'sinnocent, why ishe hiding?' 1t was a predictable question
but Murdoch seemed somehow preoccupied.

"Have you cong dered Quartermaine might bein danger? He saw what
happened to Keveth and he'sin fear for hisown life. Maybe he knows
the identity of thisother human. Or of thekiller."

Murdoch drummed his knuckles on acorner of the desk. "Until wefind
him we don't know. And if hewaslying hurt somewhere we'd have found
him by now. Weve gone over the upper levels and haven't picked up
anything. He'shiding down in the Hill or somewhere with background
interference that makesit impossibleto pick him out on sensors.”

Would Quartermaine hide from us? From me? | thought he was my friend,
inasmuch as either of us had any friends, and felt hurt that he hadn't
cometo me.

| didn't like theideaof him being Murdoch's prime suspect, but at
least they'd find him quickly. | wanted to see Quartermaine sife,
wanted to hear his explanation for this business.-He could never be
involved with abrutal murder, that was certain. He has spent so long



with the Invidi that he displays many of their characteristics-he was
quiet, enigmatic, eliptic in conversation, and solitary. He spends

mogt of hisfreetime reading obscure historical texts and working on
improving trandation agorithms between Earth Standard and the Invidi

languages.

"What about Engineering status?’ Murdoch seemed jittery. He pushed
his chair away from the desk and began to pace up and down in front of
the monitors as he listened. Thiswas strange--usudly I'm the one who

paces.

It was hard to drag my thoughts away from Quartermaine. "Did you get
my report about the disruptionsin the center op sys Engineering had
sent me amessage that environmental controlsin the center had shut
down early thismorning, and when they investigated they'd found a
series of severed conduits. Thiswaswhat had caused the mafunctions
in the hospital recycling system yesterday. A repair team had been
dispatched.

Henodded. There was something amost furtivein theway heran his
thumbs aong theinner edge of hisbelt and back again, taking comfort
initsshiny solidity.

"Weve been monitoring the comet's projected course," | continued.
"Tomorrow morning at 0800 well launch the probe.” Even though Brin
had thought there was no point, in albsence of evidence to the contrary
we must assume the Confederacy is out there and waiting to help us.

"The Seouras have been alittle more... confused lately. If they've
got to the stage of |etting something like Calypso through, we might
have achance.

Murdoch didn't respond to the enthusasm in my voice. "Great." He
paused, slhouetted againg the screens. "Halley, we got some more
forensic evidence from the storage bay."

"Yes?' | wished hed let mefinish onetopicfirg.



"The good newsis, we won't have to search for aweapon. The bad news
iswe know who killed Keveth."

"Why isit... 7'

"Wejust got the lab resultsback. There's Q'chn all over the room.

And DNA from the unknown human. Troubleis, theres another trace we
didn't notice at first because it was so closeto the Q'chn.” He

findly looked a me. "It'sQChn."

Theold Q'chn military caste. My firgt reaction wasrdlief a such an
obvious mistake. "Can't be." | even tried some heavy-handed humor.
"There aren't any Q'Chn on the ation. 1'm sure we would have
noticed. Must beamistake. They're extinct.”

Hedidn't laugh. "Look for yoursdf." He swivelled one of the
monitorsto face usand called up areport. "Thelab has beentold to
keep thisquiet, by theway."

| glanced at the screen. Theresultswere clear. "Theanalysis
program must have abug. Either that or the scan results themselves
are screwed. Did you take another reading? Run adiagnostic on the

equipment?'

He nodded wearily. "All the hardware checksout. Forensic saysthere
areno metd resduesin Keveth'swounds. But thereisabio compound
that's cons stent with an organic wegpon. LikeaSasher." The
colloquidism penetrated my disbelief where hisrationa explanation

had not. Q'Chn, also known as Sashers.

They said the Sashers were bigger than other Q'chn . They said you
never saw them coming. They said the Slashers never spoke so dl you
could hear was the sound of your own screams... | could see the same



fear in Murdoch'seyes. We are not equipped to handle monsters on the
gation, and we can't cdl for help.

"Nobody's seen anything?" If it redly was Q'Chn nobody ever saw
anything, not until it wastoo late.

He rubbed the skin around his eyes asthough it wastoo tight. "We

don't have enough information about the things. All we know isthat

they were geneticaly engineered and that the Q'chn agreed not to make
more when the Confederacy wasformed. The damn database telsyou the
history but not how to best them.”

All we had was forty or so years of hearsay. The Q'chn had always
taken the attitude that keeping something out of sight kept it out of
mind. When they did speak of QChn it wasin away that implied they
had been created for the sole purpose of defending the Q'chn from a
hostile gdaxy, but in fact amillennium ago the Q'chn had possessed a
vast empire and at one stage the Q'Chn warrior class came closeto
outnumbering the others. At atime humanity struggled against
feuddism and plagues, the Slashers patrolled trading lanes and system
bordersin their big ships, giving no warning before they attacked and
no quarter when they did. Their squabbleswith the Bendarl and other
species who preferred to remain independent and who could hold off the
Q'Chn had gradudly reduced Q'chn territory to its present abbreviated
space.

Two centuries ago the Invidi had made a stand against that empire. |
still didn't understand the reasons for the Invidi-Q'chn war or how it
could have been fought--the Invidi today use only one-pilot ships and
usualy don't venture out of their own system. Thirty or so years

after they contacted us the war was over anyway, and shortly after that
the Confederacy of Allied Worlds was formed.



All thisishistory. But nowhere can onefind details of the QChn
appearance, their fighting methods, or, more importantly, how to stop
them.

"I want to talk to the Invidi," said Murdoch. "Maybe hel's got
information about them. And we should talk to one of the Q'chn. We
may need to sound agenera dert once we have someideaof what it's
likely todo." "How the hedll didit get here?' Hegtared a me. "Who
the hell cares? It's here and we gotta do something about it before
someone else gets hurt.”

"We haven't had any ships enter the system since the Seouras came,
except mat prospector and Calypso. There's no docking records except
for the shuttles. And the Q'Chn certainly hasn't been lurking around

up therefor the past sx months. Firgtly, the environment ds have
been off for most of that time and secondly, we would have noticed
something. So it must have arrived recently.” | felt quite queasy

with fear and excitement. This Station was supposed to be isolated,
but since the jump mine exploded we'd had one, now two visitors from
outside. Maybe the Seouraswerelosing their hold. "Can wefind out
whereitis?' | thought out loud. "Locateit with theinterna

Sensors?’

"Y ou know what our sensors were like even before the Seouras jamming.”
Theinternal sensors were designed to cope with only haf the volume of
living things that we have now, and not even aquarter of the variety.

We keep reconfiguring the system but it never keepsup. "1 can track

you if you have acomm link or aspecific em. signature device, and |

can track movementsin aspecific area, but asfor picking out asingle
gring of DNA from dl the others’ He drummed hisfingers, irritably on



the active monitor, which skimmed rapidly through severd directories
inresponse. "Bugger. | hatethis new interface.”

| leaned over and restored the previous screen, adiagram of the Sigma

bays.
"| suppose we don't even know if it'sgill in Sigma”

He gave me a"thanks, | needed that" look. "Sigmasthe most likely
placefor it to hide"" Hepaused. "If it wantsto hide. Therésvery
little chance of anyone seeing it there. Who goes up to view empty
docks?"

"Can you secure the storage bays without locking out Engineering or the
docking ports?'

"| dready did. But now | want to do afull isolaion routine. Then
we can diminate areas aswe go."

| consdered theidea. A full isolation alert meant that the

center--docks, main engineering section, storage bays, processing
facilities-would be completely evacuated and all access spokes seded
both at the center and at then-entry pointsto the rings. Murdoch

could make a sweep of each spoke in turn and perhaps catch the Q'Chn
there or in the center. It could work, and there would be less danger

to the rest of the station. Time enough to decide what to do with the
thing when we did catch up with it.

"Did therepair team report in?' |1 was suddenly afraid for dl the
peoplein the center--Engineering staff, dock maintenance workers,
businessesin the spokes.... "Not yet. | mean,” he amended, "we heard
from them earlier but they haven' filed a proper report yet."

We should get everyone out of there. "I read somewhere the Q'Chn can
go through forcefields.

Murdoch grunted. "Overrated things, forcefidds. Give meagood
duranium airlock any day."



The chair was suddenly congtricting. | pushed it away and paced up,
down.

Murdoch scowled. " Somebody's making QChn again." He gavethe
observation the moment of awed silenceit deserved. "They were bloody
indestructible, y'know? Sayshere" hejerked hischin at the

interface, "they could breathe pretty well any atmosphere, even exist
inavacuum for ashort time, withstand different gravities. Thelr

'skin' was perfect armor, it adapted against the harmonics of amost

any energy wespon..."
"Murdoch, if wecantaktoit..."
"Wha?'

"We must find out how it got here. Don't you see? It got past the
Seouras somehow to get onto the station. Maybe we can find out how and
send aship out ourselves.”

Hisreaction surprised me with its vehemence. "Youremad." He stared
a meindisbeief. "Youdon't talk to Sashers.” He spoke each word
dowly and clearly. "They ... kill... you."

"Why isit here? To pay avist to an isolated station and giveusa
bit of ascare? Someone sent it."

Murdoch folded his arms stubbornly. "I'm not sending my peoplein
after it. Too great arisk. | don't giveafuck how it got here.
Wevegot to find away to get rid of it quickly. Think of the
casudtiesif it ranwild in theresdentid levels™

"I'm not suggesting you put your peoplein danger. 1'm asking you to
think of the larger issue here. We haveto pursue every chanceto get
out of thisstdemate. How do you know it won't talk to us?"

"You'reasking menot totry to. kill it?"



"If necessary, yes."

Both hands banged flat on the table as Murdoch pushed himsdlf to his
feet. "You ask meto think of thelarger issue, but you know what? |
think you're so obsessed with this larger issue that you can't see
draight anymore. Listento yoursdlf! You're saying, let's put the
gtation in danger for the sake of apossible chance of getting it out

of danger.”

| flinched.

"What if we have massve casudtiesin the short term and then the
Q'Chn can't or won't talk to us?' Heleaned over thetable. "One
Q'Chn could practicaly take this sation if it wanted to, you know?
That'swhat they were bred for. To go in and destroy Q'chn enemies.
Not capture or ask them to surrender. Not talk to them. Just kill and
go on killing until ordered to stop. Do you want to be responsible for
thet?"

"You say you can't possibly defeat it. So what choice do we have but
totak toit?'

"Jesus. They don't talk!™
"Murdoch, we need to know how it got on the station.”

We glared at each other across the chaos on his desk, then at the same
moment we both stepped back. Thiswas no time for competitive
pigheadedness.

| ill found it difficult to believe we were arguing about a Q'Chn.
The stuff of legend, of horror storiescometo life. Asif Murdoch had
cometo me and said, By the way, weve got alittle vampire problem.

"There shouldn't be any Q'Chn till dive. The Q'chn said they'd stop
making them when the Confederacy was formed. The Change comesin about
fifty Earth years, so they should dl have Changed.”



"Lookslikethey didn't keep their word, doesn't it?" Murdoch
growled. "We need moreinformation.” Hisexpresson becamedy. "One
of the other Q'chn ."

| saw wherethiswasleading. "Oh no, Murdoch. Trillithand | do not
getaong.”

"It won't talk to me," he protested, and this was too plausible for me

to question. The most senior Q'chn trader, Trillith regards natives of

the Nine Worlds as barely necessary irritantsin agalaxy arranged for
itsown convenience and well-being. 1t consderswe are well below the
Q'chn on any scde, evolutionary or otherwise. "It ingstson talking

only to the highest authority. Whichisyou," he added with relief.

"Trillith detestssme. Thetreaty got rid of half itsrevenue from this
sector. And it blames mefor our getting stuck here." | searched for
another excuse. "Anyway, this station operates under Earth law.
Trillith hasto comply with your request.”

Murdoch looked asif hed swallowed something prickly. "I'mtelling
you--Trillith quotes Confederacy law at me. It ingststhat members of
the Four Worlds don't have to conform to our system.” He sighed and
drank his now-cold teain one gulp. "I know I've got theright to go

up there and drag Trillith down to Security for questioning. Buit it
looks bad, you know? And someone could get hurt.”

"So you want me to persuade it to come down?"

"Yeah." Herubbed his nose and added with studied casuaness, "Or get
the information while you're there. And don't forget to ask about
Keveth being there yesterday afternoon. 1'll follow up thislead of
yoursin the Hill."



"All right, al right.” | tried not to Sigh. "Y ou take care of the
isolation procedure, I'll seeif Trillith will talk.”

He had the easier job and his expression said he knew it.



Second Day 12:30 pm

Vesatch caught up with me at the Alpharing karrikar. Hewore adull
cerulean suit that | had never seen before. New clothes? We don't

have resources to spend on fashion.

"That color suitsyou,” | ventured.

"Good morning, Commander. Thank you." He paused, then added amost
reluctantly, "1 had agray suit redyed. I'm gratified that the effect
issatisfactory.”

"Oh, very."

Veatch watched me expectantly. "Y ou require my presence here?"

| started walking aong the Alpha south throughway. "Not here exactly.
We're going to see Trillith."

"The Qchntrader?' Hedidn't move.

| glanced behind and caught his expression--body stiff and antennae
curled over intenson. Heroused himsdlf and stepped after me, but
the reaction was unexpected.

Does he know Trillith? The trouble with reading too much into
unexpected dien reactionsis that sometimes your expectations are
unreasonable, not the reaction. Why shouldn't Veatch now Trillith,



ether professondly or socidly? They are both members of the Four
Worlds, two of the few left on Jocasta, and Trillith is notorious for
its contempt of "lesser” species. 1t might well want to spend time
with Vestch.

"Yes. Mr. Murdoch wantsusto ask if it knew Keveth. There's
evidencethat linksthem."

"That ishardly likely, given the differencesin their socid status.
Does Chief Murdoch bdieve Trillithisinvolved?' Histonewasas
indifferent asever. Asstation manager held have received areport
from Murdoch.

| probed hisfacade. "1 don't think he had any particular suspicions.
Y ou heard about the Q'Chn?"

"| received areport from Security only minutes before you called.”

"It seemslogical to assume one of the Q'chn would know about the Q'Chn
fird. ItisaQ'chn congruct Part of their culture, their genome.”

Vesatch said nothing. Even his antennae were expressionless.

Trillith livesin the station's so-called luxury quarter. The greatest
luxury isaccessto unlimited sunlight on the same cycle asthe
agricultura section, and the lesser gravity of the innermost ring. Not
that much lessin absolute terms, but enough thet in the levelsbelow
there was always, by contrast, adrag on body and spirit.

The section lies between the main adminigtrative blocks that house the
Bubble and part of the hospital and research labs on one side, and the
agricultural section that has expanded to cover over one-third of the
ring surface on the other. It retains some of that idedistic quality

you can seein early representations of "Citiesin Space'--a centra



throughway open to the "sky" and leafy shrubs scattered around
aestheticaly arranged terrace housing. Open, light, and clean. And
totaly unaffordable by most of the station'sresdents, including

myself. But it was an unpleasant fact of lifethat to maintain our

stocks of essential goods without ass stance from Central, we had had
to levy as much duty and taxes as possible. The Alpharesidencieswere
part of the"package’ to attract those who could afford it. Like

Trillith. I don't like such inequity, which iswhy | was supporting

the Residential Reform Committeg's drive to redistribute some of the
space.

"Can | ask you something?'
Vegich sarted dightly. "Yes?'
"Why are you opposed to the RRC proposals?'

Hewas dlent for amoment, huge eyes fixed on the pinkish ceramics of
the walkway, antennae bobbing gently with each step.

"I am smply opposed to precipitating action that may beirreversble.
A redigribution of the population on this scaleinvolves an immense
amount of preparation. We must be sure we do not waste time and
resources.”

"We're consdering it to save resources,” | pointed out. Could Vegtch
be recelving some kind of payback from the present residentsto
preserve the status quo? Surely not.

"Arethe results of the DNA scan beyond question?”

he asked suddenly. "I find it incredible that a"Vestch used a
non-Standard word, presumably meaning the Q'Chn--"should be dive
today. Thereisno record of thefts, experiments, or disaster that
could be connected with such an abomination.” He made a curling
movement with one hand on the last word, like a gesture to ward off



evil. "Asfar aswwpan tdl, yes. The forensic evidence supportsthe
theory. But the pattern of behavior isnot as clear.”

"That ismy point. Surely if it wereaQChnwe..."
"We should be dead,” | supplied glumly.
"YS"

"l don't know, Vegtch. All we can do isbuild on the evidence we have
now. Which tellsusthere'saQ'Chn on the station, lying low. Were
going over the observation records from the center in the hope that one
of them might have picked up something last night before the
survelllance system crashed.” The security pickupswork onasimple
time lapse circuit and the records are sent to Main Security, where
they areretained for twenty days. A long shot, but you never knew.

"If you have any suggestions, don't wait to let usknow," | added.

"I would not presumeto tell you or Mr. Murdoch how to do your job."
Melot society isaranged around castes, or sub-species, each of which
hasadigtinct role. Evidently Murdoch and I fit into adifferent

cagte from Vestch himsdlf.

Therewas no sign of upheava caused by the Q'Chnin Alpha, that much
was certain. People walked or rode-bicycles mainly--aong the wakways
and between theresdentia blocks. An Achelian flitter glided

slently overhead, the only form of artificid flight permitted inthe

rings. The few humansthat could be seen were mshing on work errands.
Security kept the less desirable e ements away from the nest gardens

here. But there were few voices, no children caling or shopkeepers
hawking then-wares, and | never wondered what dramalies behind the
tightly shut doors and upward-facing windows. It isthemost dien



place on the station, in spite of al the Terran vegetation and
human-designed architecture.

Trillith'sblock rose straight from the throughway, plain, saggered

gray tiersthat managed to be opulent. Wewalked through ahigh arch
into acourtyard then into acarrier, also high-cellinged. The

sensation of feding small was familiar from when 1'd worked on dien
ships. Voice commandsin the carrier were working normally here and it
took usto the appropriate floor in smooth silence. None of the
karrikarsin the Bubble work thiswell, and | made a mental noteto
discuss prioritieswith Maintenance.

We stepped into an immense room filled with glowing paelight and
dlence. Y ou could amost reach up and touch the curve of the sky.
Closed doors faced us on the other threewalls.

| put my handsin my pockets and casualy surveyed the room, for the
benefit of whoever waswatching. "Very nice, mm? Color scheméesabit
dull but we can't have everything." Veatch was silent, outwardly cam,
but he sarted visibly at the sound of one of the doors opening. The

one we hadn't noticed, behind us and next to the carrier.

"Can| helpyou?' Human, mae. A polished neutra voiceto go with
the polished bald head, wearing astreamlined beige body suit
Expressionless brown eyes moved from meto Veatch and back again.

"Er, | don't know. We'relooking for the kuvai Trillith." 1 used the
same term of respect that emerges from every Q'chn voice box The man
ignored the attempt to curry favor and bowed dightly from thewaist.
"Who shdl | say iscdling?'

"The head , station and the station, manager.”



"Why al the secrecy about Cadypso! Surely if you had Invidi help,
nobody would have tried to stop you."

"| told you, we only ever dedlt with one of the Invidi. He suggested
the secrecy.”

"An Serat?

"Yes." Shefiddled with the corners of the monitor for amoment or so
before continuing. "Weweren't privy to the details of Invidi

politics, but | got theimpression that he wasn't sure of himself. As

far asthe other Invidi went, | mean."

"Wasn't sure, how?" It hadn't occurred to methat al Invidi might not
think dike. | supposethey must alow differences of opinion.

"l don't know. | don't think any of the other Invidi knew about our
trip, elther.” Shetried to concentrate once more on the screen, then
looked away with asigh.

"Look, | realize you need to know everything about us. But if we don't
know, we don't know. | want to start getting on with my life here, not
keep thinking about the past." She paused. "It hurts, okay?"

Before | had a chance to gpologize, the comm link beeped.

Murdoch sounded satisfied. "Come on over to Hill Security. I'm
taking to Trillith now."

"Il beafew minutes”
"Youll missthefun." He cut the connection.

| turned to Rachel. "Will you bedl right here done? Or shdl we
continue another time?"

Shedared, at therdlics "I'll finishit. Arid isntuptoitand
Griffisisbusy.”

| 1eft her staring at pieces of the past.



Murdoch met me outside the interview room. There were fewer people
gitting on the benches in the Security corridor. Perhaps everyonewas
too busy with thefestival.

"Weve got ahit of information, but not much,” he grumbled. "It
admits Keveth cameto it that afternoon and said that Jones had given
Keveth ajob bringing back a passenger.”

"How could Jones afford to give anyone ajob?

Murdoch shrugged. "Dunno. He must've given Keveth some preity big
incentives. Trillith says Keveth didn't say anything about a Q'Chn,

and Trillith doesn't know who Joneswasworking for. It isn't working
with the Invidi and doesn't know anything about alock breaker He
paused for breath.

"Doesit say why its servant was talking to Jones?"

"Only that it has no control over who its saff talk to in their off
hours™

"It hasn't given usmuch,” | said. "What about the salvage? Doesit
know why Keveth and Jones were up there?”

Murdoch glowered. " "There must be something there,"" he mimicked.
"Anyway, I'm about to ask it for some background info on the Q'Chn. If
it wants protectionitll haveto earn it.”

"But we can't protect it from the Q'Chn," | protested as we turned to
the interview room. "We can't even protect oursalves.”

"Shh." Murdoch put afinger to hislips. "Trillith doesn't know
thet."



"I'm sureyou are, what with al the trade around here lately.” |
coughed down the rest of the sarcasm as V eatch's antennae dipped
disapprovingly. "We are here on asecurity matter. Last night aQ'chn
named Keveth waskilled. Did you know it?"

"Yes yes. | amfamiliar with theissue. Y our Security chief called
and | told him | have nothing to say about the matter.”

"Weneed tofill inafew details, that'sdl. | would appreciate your
cooperation.”

"Thereareno more details. | supplied dl theinformation a my
disposd. You havewasted your time." Trillith sngpped down dl its
legsdecisvely.

"There have been new developments snce Mr. Murdoch spoke with you
yesterday. A couple of answersisal werequire” | couldn't tell if
thiswasthe usud Q'chn obstructionism or if Trillith redly had

something to hide, but | was getting thoroughly annoyed.

"Under section five, sub-section Thirty-two, fourth clause of the
Sovereignty and Immigration Appendix, natives of the Four Worldsare

not obliged to follow laws of the minor worldsif doing so would clash
with thelaws of their own." Trillith sounded bored.

| glared a Veatch. He was studying the celling and made an elaborate
show of findly noticing mein surprise. What waswrong with him?

"Veach?'

"Commander?'

"Areyou familiar with the regulaion in question”?"
"No... yes. Not in detail, however."

"Andit readsas Trillith says?'



He hesitated yet again before continuing. "Asamatter of fact,

kuvai, precedent supports the use of this particular clause gtrictly in
cases of religious significance. It would be difficult to get an
exemption from testifying in a court unless you could prove that doing
so violated areligious precept or taboo. This proof would haveto
include witnesses not related to the complainant.”

That seemed to dispose of the legal angle.

The Q'chn stalked across the room to where the human stood beside the
door. It said something to him in awhisper, then stalked back. The

man |eft. Trillith stopped, much closer thistime. | could seethe

ridged exoskeleton down itsthorax quite clearly--greenish gray,

fantly shiny and brittle-looking. A smooth, even color, unlike

Keveth's mottled and knotted body. | had to crick my neck backwards to
seeitsface.

"Surdy, kuva, it would not inconvenience you smply to answer afew
questions?' I'd given up theideaof getting Trillith to comewith us.
Whatever we asked had to be asked here.

Trillith tilted itsface down deliberately closeto mine. It wasan
effort not to step back. "Commander Halley, | am till not without
influence, both here and in that larger world which you seem to think
has conveniently disappeared. | assureyou it hasnot. Don't do
anything that you may regret later." Vesatch intervened mildly as|
tried to find wordsto retort. "Threatening an officid in the course

of their dutiesis consdered illegd influence.”

The Q'chn swivelled its head 180 degreesto regard Veatch. Did some
unseen message pass between them? At any rate, Trillith became more



civil. "Keveth was here from early yesterday afternoon until evening.
My servantswill confirm this™

"Did nobody €lse seeit? Not that we doubt your employees veracity,
but..." 1 hoped the pause sounded asinsolent as I'd intended.

"No. Nobody came."
"Did Keveth often vist?'

"That, Commander," Trillith rocked backwards alittle, "is none of your

The door opened and a different human, young, femae, and wearing the
same beige uniform, carried in alarge tray containing plates of fat

green and white dumplings. A slvery urn dribbled steam fromits

spout. The maid walked past us as though we weren't there and lowered
thetray to asmal bench that ran dong onewadl of the room a waist
height. She kept her eyeslowered on her way out too. | wondered if
shewas thewoman Mr. Giaommetti had seen talking to Jones.

"Refreshments, Commander?"

| shook my head without regret. My stomach hadn't coped well with
breskfadt.

"Thisisnot asocia cal. Someone has been murdered. Under Earth
law, if you arefound to be involved you can be tried as an accessory
after thefact. Isthat clear?

"Tel me, Commander, what do you suspect me of 7'

"Nothing, kuvai. Wewould merely liketo know if Keveth told you
anything about his plansfor the evening." | hesitated over the next

step, but it seemed necessary. Do you remember anything about that
night--did Keveth return at any time? Did any of your staff notice
anything unusua? We may be able to negotiate some kind of agreement
about respongbility.”



"Negotiate?" Trillith'sredl voice crackled audibly for the first
time. A dangerousrustle, like a snake through dry grass.

| cleared a suddenly dry throat. Vestch waslooking at me with the
kind of expression he reserved for files out of order. Y ou never use
wordslike"ded" or "bargain” or "negotiate’ around Q'chn. Not if
you wanted to preserve property and livelihood.

"I mean that people who assist usto uncover the truth usualy, um,
have lesstrouble refuting ... are given consderation”

Trillith turned away from me and resumed its position. | was swesting
despite the coal, dry air. Dammit, Veatch, give me some backup. |
wish Quartermaine was here. Not that he would have said much more
than, perhaps, "Don't givethem achdlenge. They loveachalenge.
Pretend you're apushover." That shouldn't betoo difficult. Trillith
sraightened itsforelegs. "I regret, Commander, that wearenotina
position to conduct business about this matter. At thistime." The

last words were not a promise for next time. Murdoch hadn't said
anything about the Jones angle, so | would leave that one. But, "There
isgtill the matter of the Q'Chn."

Trillith became perfectly ill. 1t might have been an insectoid

satue. | held my breath too, and beside me Vegtch's antennae were
flat sdeways. QChn?" Trillith finely said the word, and the sound
that underlay it waslike awave sfting onto sand. "What Q'Chn?"

"Wethink-thereis one here, on the station. That it killed



Keveth."Trillith swvung upright. Two meters plus on four multi-jointed
legs--legend said the Q'chn were bigger. Trillith had two thick
manipulating federsaswdl asthe dimjointson itsforward pair of
legs. The Q'chnwere called Sashersfor areason, and | had an
unpleasant feding that it involved that pair of legs.

"Thereare no QChn," said Trillith.

"The evidence," | began, but it was suddenly closeto us, nearly
physicaly pushing us out the door.

"Thereareno Q'Chn," itsartificid voicewasashout. "Leave. Leave
now." All I managed in return was, "Well get back to you."

| ran my finger under the spotlessip of the control box set into the
wall beside the courtyard entrance. Every cleaning ‘got ever invented
left afilm of dust under there, especidly in these units. It was
impaossibleto program out of them. Trillith must employ living
cleaners, and | could guess what species.

We waked awvay.

"Why would Trillith kegp something from us?*

Veatch looked ahead, eyes narrowed in concentration. "The foremost
reason would be that it can use the information for its own benefit."

| waited until we were out of audio pickup range of Trillith's block.
"What'sgoing on, Vegtch?'

"What do you mean?"

"Y ou're supposed to back me up, not sde with the Q'chn ."

"l do not 'sde with anyone. | merely administrate for the benefit of
al”



| could have dapped him. "Don't give methat neutraity crap. I'm
the part of the adminigtration that you're supposed to report to,
remember?’

He met my eyeswith animpassive, limpid sare.

"Is Trillith pushing you somehow? Feeding you the Four Worlds Unity
line?'

"I have recelved no information from Trillith on issues concerning the
Four Worlds."

"That's not what | mean."

Wewalked oninslence. Palitics. It follows usthousands of
light-years from home and influences what we do even inthe middle of a
hogtile alien blockade.

Veatch's antennae wereflat, and he did look miserable --perhaps1'd
been too harsh. Although there was definitely something going on
between the two of them.

"Look," | tried aswe reached the karrikar. "If Trillith's pressuring
you--if there's something you don't want me to know--we can work it
out. Somehow. Don' fed you have no dternatives.”

Heinclined hishead solemnly. "I shdl bear itinmind.”

"Veatch, would you do something for me?"

"If | can.”

"Would you check our latest recordsto seeif there's any mention of
the Q'Chn--see if anyone has seen any recently or heard of any reviva
rumors? You're so familiar with Confederacy records.”

He didn't.respond to the flattery but agreed. "If you will excuse me."
"Y ou're not coming back to the Bubble?'

Stll the, samelimpid stare. "'l have an gppointment.” He walked
Spay.



Appointment with whom? Maybe | am paranoid, but it's unpleasant
awaysto fed soisolated. Not merely geographicaly --the feding

that Q'chn and Méelot and Invidi are making al the moves and were
stuck hereinthe middle, powerless. Feding smal. Asgovernor under
Confederacy colony laws, theoreticaly | can veto any adminigtrative
decison Vesatch might make. Troubleis, ether | find out he's made
the decisonswell after they come into force or somehow they end up
being my decisons. Asl stood there, vaguely watching Veatch'sfigure
disappear up the curve of the horizon, another small figure caught my
eye. A humanindoppy civilian clothes. She dawdled dong, staring
up at the reflectors and buildings.

Rachel waved as| stepped out of the karrikar alcove. ™Y ou're supposed
to be back at the hospita,” | said.

She shrugged and pulled back the dark waves of her hair. "Not when
itssuchaniceday.”

"Itsdwaysaniceday.” | squinted up at the reflectorstoo. Always.
For oncel'dlikeit to drizzle.

There was something I'd been meaning to ask her. "Tell mewhat you
find strangest here.”

She shoved her jaw forward in concentration and thought for amoment.
"Tea" shesad at last.
llTa?l

Her somber face crinkled into asmile at my expression. "I'm sorry.
That doesn't explain much, doesit? What

| meant wasthat | didn't expect tea. Some kind of high
; nutrition, dietary supplement drink, manufactured to suit individua
needs, that sort of thing. But people heredrink tea. All thetime.

They cometo talk to us--I don't mind,”

she added hastily--"and what do we drink?'



I'd never thought about tea. 1t wasjust there. Relatively efficient
to grow, easy to synthesize. Providestrace e ements and comfort.
Everyonelikesit.

"Humans have been drinking teafor thousands of years. Why should we
stop now?" wasall | could think of.

Rachedl nodded. "Exactly. And that, to me, isthe most amazing thing
here. That so muchisfamiliar. After deegping for nearly one hundred
years, we didn't expect the familiar.” She glanced up at theplain
boxesagain. "Not asfamiliar here, | must admit. Why isit so
different from down there?' Thistime shelooked at our feet.

"The lower rings?" | kept my eyes up, ddiberately obtuse. Hoping
sheld take the hint and talk about something else.

"Uh-huh." She shot me a speculative glance that suggested she would
not easly changetopicsfor anybody "Thisismorelike | imagined a
gpace station would be. A planned, controlled environment. Light.”

"Thisishow they'd likeitto be" | started walking and after a
second shefollowed. For amoment the only sound was the dull tap of
my boots and dap of her sandals on the neet, planned tiles.

"Andyou?'

"We can't keep it likethisfor everyone.” The angry words spilled out
before | had a chance to stop them "We're so limited in resources. It
was all right before the Seouras came. We could get out to the
agteroids and minethe ore. We processed some of it on the platforms,
then we at least had something to trade. Do you know, Secto hardly
sent us anything? Then we ended up with al these refugees. What was
| supposed to do? Turn the ships away to die out there? For the



piratesto plunder? At least they'redive..." | broke off. Rachel

was looking at me, more shocked than anything. We'd reached a dead
end--the throughway was blocked by the uplift entrance that marked the
end of the section.

"I'msorry.” | tried acarelesslaugh that didn't come off. "Wasl

ranting?'

Rachel's gaze didn't dacken. "Y ou were, alittle. So you're one of
the people against humans being part of this Confederacy?'

"No, don't get mewrong. | think we wereright to let the Invidi in
and right to join the Confederacy. But..." | Sghed. I'm not good at
detailing emotions on my best days, and thiswas not one of those.

"l used to think," I tried again, "that the adliance was not only
ided--living in peace with aien races, how immense and
incredible--but also practical, becauseit provided protectionina
hostile gdaxy. But now I'm not so sure. It hasn't provided uswith
protection here."

How my ex-husband would laugh if he heard me. He sworethat someday |
would come round to hisway of thinking. He'd bewrong though. I'm

not in favor of secession, or changing the Confederacy. | just

wondered about the way it was set up, if there wasn't an dternative.

"The Invidi have been our bridgeto the gadlaxy for solong. It'sas
though we're so sensitive to what the Invidi say and do that we're not
looking at it straight. Maybe we should be asking what we get from the
relationship.”

"Maybe we should have asked that in thefirst place" she said, then
examined the interface panel. "Can | get this back to the hospital ?*

"Yes. Get out a8 Gammaand then walk. No, on second



thought, you'd better take the karrikar around to Gamma Four." It
would save her running into the groups being evacuated from the east

spoke.

"Why isn't thereaBetaring?' She craned her head back to seethe
spire of the uplift that seemed to vanish flatly into the sky.

"Therewas, a first." | didn't want to explain. | wastired and
confused and bad-tempered. There were too many problemswaiting for me
inthe rings below.

Rachel shrugged and looked away, obvioudy hurt. 1 sighed.

"The upper part of Gammawas caled Betawhen we started construction.”
| drew aninvisble diagram on the uplift wal with my finger. She
turned back and watched me.

"But then everything went wrong. We kept running into Tor booby traps,
important materid got lost or midaid, systemsfailed for no gpparent
reason--areal mess. Rumors of a saboteur started, which caused alot
of tensdon ongite. Some peopl e thought the project should be scrapped
completely.”

"But not you?' It wasridiculoudy gratifying, theway Rache hung on
my words, likeachild hearing afairytdefor thefirst time.

"No-o. | try not to leave things haf finished. But | couldn't find

an explanation. Anyway, finally one of the Cronites cameto mewith a
suggestion, adding that if we didn't implement it, they'd dl leave,

which would have halved our labor force™ | could still seethesmall,
intense dark face floating to attention in the tangle of conduitsand
consoles' that 1'd called my office.

"What wasthe suggestion?' Rachdsimpatient voice.



"It said that the name waswrong. The name of thering," | added,
seeing her take breath to ask. "They didn't know why, but probably
wed done something inauspicious &t the beginning.”

"Ajinx?"

Theword wasunfamiliar. "Likeabad coincidence. Y ou canimagine
what Con Fleet thought about that.”

"What did you think?' She leaned comfortably against thewall, one
foot braced on it and her knee sticking out. | leaned beside her and
told my musclesto relax.

"If it meant we could continue congtruction, | waswilling to try
anything, bar live sacrifices. Of course admin refused to changethe
name. But someone on the Siteitsalf must have given the go-ahead,
because uncofficialy Betaring changed overnight to Gammaring.”

Rachd grinned. "1 wonder who gave the go-ahead?'

"l wonder. After that we had fewer and fewer hitches until the final
stageswent ahead. We had no more unexplained problemswith Gammaor
the rest of the operation.”

She shook her head. "Do you bdlieve... 7'
"Doesit matter?' Tight shoulder musclestwinged as| shrugged.
"It would make me uncomfortable. Not knowing."

| laughed and turned to open the uplift lobby door. ™Y ou're going to
be uncomfortablein this century then.”

Likeme. What ahypocrite, to pretend that not understanding Invidi
science doesn't make me so angry sometimes | could explode. Or to
pretend that | don't hate being forbidden the chanceto learniit. |
didn't tell Rachd of the years of frustration at being relegated to
secondary systems, of trying to study the jump drive and gravity
fidds



from adistance. My record is dotted with disciplinary actionsfor

trying to circumvent security measures designed to keep members of the
Nine Worlds away from such technology. Once, on aQ'chn ship, they
amost spaced me. Uncomfortable, indeed.



Second Day 2pm

Murdoch and | argued &l the way to the Smoke. About whether he should
comewith meinthefirst place, then when | lost that one, about what
we should say to An Bank.

"You can't ask him gtraight.”
"Why not?'

"Because it'simpolite and becauise you won't get a straight answer
anyway." We stopped for the umpteenth time as the crowded throughway
jammed. Evacuation of the spokes had not dampened everyone's
enthusiasm for thefedtivals, merely increased the dengity of the

revellers. Rumor of the Q'chn skimmed over the surface of
conversationsin every tongue, hissing in awkward pauses before people
turned back to their tasks, but it was not said in fear.

"| thought you asked him straight if that lock bresker was his?"
Murdoch pushed alittle ahead of me and the waves of people broke
before him.

"Y e-es, but wed gone through abit first." "TheresaQ'chn loose on
the station. We haven't got time to waste on chitchat.”



Hewasright, but | don't think An Barik seesit as chitchat.

"If you go too fast | won't havetimeto think. Sometimes| need time
to decipher hisanswvers.

Murdoch drew his brows together and a Garokian child scuttled out of
hisway. "Never abloody liaison officer around when you need one.”

Onthat, at least, we agreed. Where had Quartermaine got to?

If the Smoke made Murdoch nervous he concedled it well. Hisonly sgn
of tenson was agtart as An Batik's door opened before we'd announced
ourselves.

"Hewasnt interested in seeing Security earlier.” Murdoch's voice was
muffled by the mask. "I didn't know youd tried."

Murdoch had the grace to look embarrassed. "Y eah, well. Just wanted
to confirm the time hewasin hisquarters. Nothing mgjor.”

It didn't bother me that Murdoch had wanted to confirm what the Invidi
told me, but it must have been thefirst time hed caled on the dien
done

The Invidi did backwards as we stood inside the doorway.

"Governor Haley, Chief Murdoch,” hisvocoder intoned. To my secret
amusement, Murdoch bowed shortly.

"Master Batik, yourein hedth?' | stepped farther into the room. The
way he swung his tentacles seemed to argue aleisuredly mood. "The one
issatisfactory. Consdering the season.”



| let that onego. "We have aproblem and were wondering if you might
hepus"

"Please specify.”

"I'll explain.” | plowed on, unwilling to let Murdoch take over.
"Evidence suggeststhereisa Q'chn on the station.”

Thetentacles stilled. An expanse of puckered skin shivered, but he
said nothing. Murdoch and | exchanged aglance. "Master?' |
prompted. "Y ou know what a Q'chn s, don't you?"

"Invidi know." Didthat meandl Invidi or just him?

"Do Invidi have any way to fight it, then?' Murdoch ebowed me out of
the way verbdly, his harsh tones echoing in the murky air.

"The oneisan obsarver."

"Yeah, well tell that to the Q'chniif it comeslooking for you." His
reaction reminded me of my own on the day the Seouras attacked, and it
softened my annoyance with his abruptness.

"Murdoch ... Master Barik, if you have any information about these
creatures, anything a all, | urgeyou to alow usaccesstoit. We

have few resources here and many livesto protect.”

For amoment | thought hewould help us. Something in the way the
rounded body turned dightly. But it passed, and he trundled backwards
farther.

"Theonemust retire.”

"Madter, please ..."

"Theonemust rest.”

In other words, dismissed. Beside me Murdoch fumed,



but the room had aready darkened so that we could not see the Invidi.
Nothing elseto do but leave.

Murdoch waslivid.

"You'rejust going to walk out of there?'

| kept going. "Lookslikeit."

He groaned and walked after me. "He knows something.”
"Yes"

"Isit amatter of asking theright questions or what? How do you get
through to them?"

| reached thering lift door and tapped in my code. "I don't think
hell tell usif he doesn't want to. And what do you want meto do?" |
wasirritated with Murdoch for assuming it was within my power to
influencethe Invidi. "Threaten to put him up in the center with the
QChn?'

Murdoch sighed and, arms folded, leaned againgt thewadll. Hislarge
presence was both oppressve and comforting. "Nan. He's probably got
adefense againgt it. That's what makes me spare. Why can't he share

it with us?"

| shrugged. The whole debate about whether the Confederacy had
abandoned us only sent meinto a panic when | thought about the
Seouras. Thedevator arrived and we got in. Fortunately it was
empty. "Whereto?' He paused, hand raised over the control pad. It
took meaminuteto think. Therewere so many thingsin my head
clamoring for attention. The foremost were Erin's continued absence,
the Q'Chn's continued presence, and the comet dust cloud, which must



aready be affecting the station's sensors.., "We need to debrief and
work out astrategy,” | said dowly. ™Y our office?"

"Yeah, why not?' He entered the code. "Y oursis such amess.”

| glared at him and reached past to call up the Seouras position on the
comm screen. As| expected, the externa sensors were nearly useless.
We could "seg" in anarrow band around the station and in the direction
paralle to the comet's course, but otherwise, nothing. Not even the
Seourasinterference had donethis.

| got an empty feding at the back of my neck when it was obviouswe
couldn't see where they were. | closed the screen, Murdoch's uniform
rough under my deeve as| brushed his chest.

"How long will that last?" He nodded at the now-blank screen.

"It'smoving quicker than we calculated. It'sthe weirdest orbit I've
ever seen. Well be caught inthetail asit swings around on itsway
out of the system. It will be worst tonight and gradudly clear
tomorrow."

"How badly will it affect the sygtem?"

"Radiation shields arefine, but it depends on the problemsin the
center how badly the rest of the station is affected.”

Hewassdlent. | fdt thewhole stuation closing in on mewith an

amost physicd weight. The Seourasimplant seemedtoitchand | tried

to wriggle my neck away fromit. Murdoch looked down at mein surprise
but said nothing.

Wewaited in his office until the desk sergeant brought in ajar of
tea



"Do you want something to eat?' Murdoch suggested, but | shook my
head.

"Let'sget onwithit."

"Right. What doweknow?' He sat behind his desk with athud and
activated the interface. "First, we now have alink between Trillith
and this bloke Jones."

"Don't tel me--it was Trillith'smaid talking to Jones.”

"Yougotit. Well question Trader Trillith next. But meanwhile" he
scrolled down the figures on the screen. | wished we had more
up-to-date holoviewersfor our interfaces, then | could have looked

from this side without craning my neck. "If we hypothesize that Jones
isthe mystery human who wasin the storage bay with Keveth when it was
killed ..."

If Jones was indeed the busker 1'd seen outside the hospital on the day
the Seepers arrived--can it realy have been only yesterday ?--then it
was possible held avoided being registered by the system in any way.
He'd had the look of someone to whom authority of any sort wasworse
than whatever might happen to him outside itsreach.

"Then we have both Keveth and Trillith involved in someway with a
Q'chn onthe gtation.”

"The Seouras must havelet it through too.” | thought doud. "You
know, the Q'Chn's ship, wherever it isand however it sneaked in, might
have set off that jump mine."

Murdoch nodded with barely concedled impatience. "Y esh, well, it's
here now. So we have one Q'chn killed by the Q'Chn-idiinno phy--and
the other knows a human who was probably with Keveth when it was
killed."

"We haveto find Jones."

"Werelob ding he grumbled. "Half thelights are off, that bloody



fedtiva startstoday, and I'm trying to finish evacuating the spokes
and keep aguard onthem. Giveusabresk."

"No sgn of Quartermaine either?'

"No," hesaid shortly. "So we've got two Q'chn and aQ'Chn. Minusone
Q'chn now. Keveth dso |eft the station shortly beforeits death to

help rescue a ship that appearsinexplicably just before the Q'chn
killsKeveth. And the door to the storage bay where Keveth was killed
was opened by an Invidi lock bresker He reached for the teajar and
poured two cups that were perched unsteadily among the detritus on his
desk. "That'sabloody great lot of coincidences.”

"Keveth's ship was squesky clean, wasn'tit?' | said. "That indicates
there was something there it didn't want usto find."

"Q'chn DNA traces maybe?' Murdoch nodded. "But where'sthe Q'chn
sip?'

"If it did set off that jump mine, maybeit'sin smal piecesin orbit
by now."

He passed me afull cup of tea. "I reckon Keveth and Trillith got the
Q'chn ongtation in the Rillian Queen. Joneswas probably paid to run
erands. Then they had a disagreement, the Q'chn kills Keveth."
"Why kill Kevethif they werein it together?'

"l dunno. | told you, dien motives are nothing but aheadache. Let's
just look for the means.”

"Why the storage bay?"

"It was handy. The Q'chn must have been waiting indde Keveth's ship.
Normdlly, peopled belesslikely to visit radioactive wreckage than a
public dock area.”

He gave me alook that said I'd just proved his point.



"Why the Invidi lock breaker

"Thelnvidi'sinonit too. He gets Quartermaine to come and open the
door for the others.™

"Wait aminute. Brin wouldn't beinvolved in any plot to hurt the
dation."

"Look, hewasthere. | can't bdieve it was another coincidence."

| rubbed my eyes. Wewere going around in circles. "Why would they
bring a Q'chn ongtation?"

Murdoch drained his cup and poured another. "I said leave motive." But
then he added, "Why do the Q'chn do anything? Because they want
something. Have you had areally good look at that salvage?!

| Sghed. "Il go over it again. And you'd better find
Quartermaine.”

"Wereonit. Thenextthing | doisinterview Trillith." Murdoch
gpoke with wary anticipation. "Well see who's untouchable under
Confederacy law. Conspiracy to restore the Q'chn or acquisition of
Qchn DNA isafull trid offense.”

"What are we going to do about the Q'Chn?' Welooked at each other. |
saw what he did--an overtired, overstressed human, Sitting in an untidy
room on arickety space station, no specia powers or abilitiesand

with old, badly maintained equipment, talking about how to overcome one
of the gdlaxy's most feared killers.

"What are you laughing about?' Murdoch was annoyed, athough I'd only
gmiled.

"l wasjust thinking how unlikely we are to succeed in getting rid of
it"

Herolled hiseyes and shoved hischair back. "Oh, that's helpful. |
suppose we should ask to leave?”



It was one option | hadn't considered. "How's the evacuation

gaing?”

He groaned and gestured at the screens. Now that he mentioned it,
every screen showed people--humans and diens--moving aong the
corridors, milling in front of uplift doors, and forming long linesin
the hadlways.

"The center wasrdatively easy,” hesaid. "We don't have many
personnel up there anyway. | had to send Kwon with asquad to look for
the repair team. They haven't reported in.”

"And the spokes?"

He gestured again at the screens. The lower spokes, especially, housed
avariety of shops, low-gravity residences, and laboratories. To clear
them completely would take more than a couple of hours.

"Do you suppose it would take arunabout and leave, if we gaveit the
chance? Have ashuttlein the docking bay, ready, and lureit up there
somehow.” | wasthinking aloud, then another problem hit me. If the
center was closed off, it meant we would not be ready to launch any
sort of ship or even a probe to take advantage of the comet's
interference of the Seouras sensors. Damn. | began to fedl persona
antipathy towards the Q'Chn.

"We don't know what lureit will follow." Murdoch consdered the
idea

"Still, it would be worth theloss of one shuttleto get rid of it,
wouldn't you say?'

"Weonly havetwo."

They aren't much use now anyway. One of them carriesme over to the
Seouras ship. "What about some sort of disabling gas?’

"We don't know what will affect it. We could aways



experiment on the Q'chn , | suppose.” Murdoch sounded asif he
approved. "And who goesin to seeif it's been affected?’

"Why?" | put my cup down on his desk with unnecessary force. "Why is
it here?"

The desk sergeant stuck her head around the door.

"The Lieutenant saysyou might want to listen to the at channd,
Chigf."

Murdoch grunted acknowledgment and changed the topmost screen behind
him to show Dan Floridaagaingt aplain blue background. Murdoch swung
hischair around and tilted it back to Stare upwards.

"... asked the Confederacy Council observer on Jocastafor an interview
so we could hear what his people have to say about thisinteresting
meatter, but unfortunately he felt unableto meet me. Thisisagreat

pity, I'm sureyoul'l al agree, especidly asit involvesthe past of

both our species. | did manageto talk to adifferent member of the
Four Worlds, though, to get its opinion on the matter.”

| groaned asthe angular form of Trillith filled the screen. Rachel

had described the Q'chn as"those praying mantis-y things,” and from
the front it was an apt description. Trillith looked like it was going

to pounce, and | hoped Forida could handleit.

"Kuva Trillith, do you have any comment on what we heard thismorning
from our guests?'

Trillith waved one of its upper forearmsdelicately. "I should not be
surprised if thesetales of Invidi interference weretrue. Thefact
that they engaged the Q'chn Empirein, war for over five of your
centuries shows that they are-capable of interference on agrand
sde”

"But | taught their non-interference was limited to the,



er, so-called lesser species.” Hedidn't like the phrase but managed
it with alot more gracethan | would have.

Trillith, of course, had no such scruples. "Thelesser species, such
asyour own, are more susceptible, naturally. Considered culturdly or
technologically--any way at adl-you are so far benesth the rest of us
that it isawonder you have survived asagroup at al.

"In Earth's case, the Invidi behavior was ‘passveinterference.” The
mere fact of their gppearance was enough to change your planet's
history. More so when you chose to accept their technology.”

"We didn't have much choice." Floridasjaw set. He needs more
practice staying objective.

"Even on this station, which is supposed to be under your government's
rule, thelnvidi are actively interfering.”

"What do you mean?"
"Comenow, Mr.... 7'
"Horida."

"Horida" Trillith'svoice box buzzed the word smoothly. "Don't tell
me you are unaware of the recent murder of a Q'chn citizen?"

"Yes, but how doesthat ...T

"The murderer possessed Invidi technology, did it not? And | seethe
establishment has not dlowed you to tell usthat the Invidi liaison
officerisdso missing."

Horidawasdglent | could amost see him weighing the profit from this
unexpected revelation with the officid reactionif it turned out the
information was classified. He apparently decided discretion wasthe
wiser course and let the comment go, aided by hisill-conceded didike
of the



Q'chn trader. The didike made him indiscreet enough to ask the next
question.

"Regarding that murder, Trader. Thereisaso arumor, substantiated
by severd officia sources, that the murders were committed by aQ'chn
that has somehow entered the station. Do you have any comment?”'
Trillith made ahissing, scrunching sound. The voice box might have
been briefly turned off. It dso flushed an unattractive mauve

color.

"Thereareno Q'Chn. Thisisastupid rumor. | have no further

Floridagrimaced. "Wéll, folks, that concludes the program for
today."

Murdoch and | looked at each other.

"Who knew about the Invidi lock breaker besides you and me?”

He drummed hisfingers on the desk a each name. "Sasaki. Barass in
Comtec--he's been working at it on an encrypted screen, so nobody else
there has had anything to do with it. | sent a coded report to Veatch.
That'sit. Didyou tell anyone?'

"It wasn't in the senior staff memo and you know we never mentioned it
at the security briefing. Murdoch, none of them could be involved.”

"If Trillith is degper in it than we suspected ..."

"It'd be pretty stupid to give us such an obviousclue. No, | think
Trillithisjudt trying to gtir thingsup.”

"What about An Baric?'

| sghed. "How are you going to place him in Sigma? He can't snesk
around, you know. Too conspicuous.”

Murdoch threw up his hands, exasperated. "He might havetold



Trillith.""Who usestheinformation to stir up anti-Invidi
sentiment?'

"Trillith isthe most likely person to know the Q'Chn. Y ou don't think
he protested a bit too much?"

No denying that a Q'chn was the most logical contact for the Q'Chn.

Murdoch stood up abruptly. "What abloody mess. Let'sjust try to get
rid of thething."

"I wishwe could ask it why it'shere." We walked towards the door.

Murdoch snorted. "The only thing we know for sure about aQ'chnis
that by thetimeyou redizeit'sthere, you're dead.”

He stomped out into the corridor. | followed and stepped into... dime
that shiftsand dithers underfoot. Clothes and skin coated withit,

hair siff with it, mouth raw from spitting away the sench. No

gradua connection today--wham, they're here. Inside my head. A
dime-filled tunnd overlapped the Security corridor. | staggered.

Go on. Who said that? Go on, further.

Side, dip, crawl like an animd in amaze--istha what | am?

Farther, farther. | try to stop, out of sheer obstinacy, but the

voices propd meon. Thedopeisdownhill now and gravity alowsno
dissent. A speck of light inthe distance. Light at theend of a

close, greentunnd.

"Halley." How do they know my name? Go on, go on. Lessvariation
within the cacophony now. Morelike onevoice. And anote of
desperation. Help us.

Thelight iscloser. Shapesinit. Not amorphous Seouras



shapes--hard, metalic. Whitelight so sharp it cutstheeyes. A
door. I'm looking through adoorway.

"Halley." Murdoch'svoice, hoarse, with acatchinit. Heshere.
He's shaking me.

Hes shaking me, yes. But not in adimefilled cavern. Werein the
Security corridor. Two constables glanced at us curioudy asthey
passed. Nobody ese here, fortunately. |1 could still faintly hear the
voicesand it scared me.

| stood till, hardly daring to bresthe lest it dl come tumbling out,

the last thing | wanted to do was scream over Murdoch in the corridor.
Bad for discipline... Murdoch's hands were painfully tight around my
upper ams and he held me gtiffly at arm'slength as though afraid I'd
explodein hisface.

"What's going on, Halley? Y ou're giving me the cregps.”

| took a deep, shuddering breath.

"Sometimes| can hear them.”

"Who?'

"The Seouras" No use pretending, even to myself, that | didn't know
whose voiceit was. Hisgrip dackened in surprise.

"How? How canyou ... 7'

"l don't know. It's something to do with this" | touched the implant
at my throat. Theimpulseto pull, gouge, diceit away was strong and
| had to make afist before my hand would lower.

"| thought Y ou used that when you were over there?' He gestured
outward.

| nodded, fedling astired asif | had been over inthe gray ship.” but



lately there's been asort of ... overflow. | can hear them sometimes,

too Therewas something like panic in Murdoch's eyes and it scared me.
"Don't look so worried. My dreams aren't going to endanger the
dation.”

"How do you know? They might have invasive telepathic abilities” He
frowned and drummed on hisbdt. "Y ou should havetold me."

"It'snot your problem.”

"The safety of the head of station ismy problem,” he growled. "What

if something happensto you and they won't deal with one of us? Have
you thought what they might do?"

| hadn't. Without the implant, could the Seouras communicate with us?
I'd often wondered why they didn't fit more of uswith the things--it

was possible| had the only one. What might they do to Murdoch, or the
chief magidrate, instead?

"Tdl meif it happensagain,” he continued. "I'll talk to Jago and
seeif she hasany suggestions.”

Eleanor would have plenty, | wassure. | felt trapped between them and
the Seouras, trapped in an inescapable and ever-tightening noose.

One of Murdoch's handswas till cupped around my arm. | shrugged it
off.

"All right, dl right. But it won't give me any more options.”
Hesghed. "It'snot only the station I'm worried about.”
| stared at him and he shifted uncomfortably.

"L et's do something about the QChn," wasdl | said, but the dimy
echoes had been banished by his concern.



Outside Jocasta, solar winds pushed the comet'stail ahead of thetiny
nucleus and we were caught in the drifting strands of itslong "hair.”
Particles streamed past the Seouras ships and the station, playing
havoc with our sensors. The particleswould aso affect the
unprotected wreck of Calypso and the station's adjacent platforms.
With luck, damage to the solar reflectors and radiator discs would be
minimd.

Inside, more and more periphera systems were experiencing shutdowns.
There was something wrong in the center, and | hoped it was dueto the
dust and not the Q'Chn. One of thereasons| didn't like the idea of
evacuating and isolating the center was that the potential for sabotage
was S0 greet there. Some of our environmental and operationa systems
ran on backup, asl'd told Kloos, but many of them were accessible only
through the center core, which runs down the middie of the center for
twelvelevels: Engineering had sent arepair crew and there wasn't

much | could do until they reported in. Thanksto the Q'chn we had
given up theidea of sending out even aprobe to contact the
Confederacy. Totdl



thetruth, it had been a pretty long shot. Recent opinion on the
station seemed to be that we were wasting our time--the Confederacy
wasn't coming.

| didn't believethat. Weve known the Invidi for nearly ahundred

years and have been part of the Confederacy for thirty-six of those

years. They're not going to abandon usnow. At the moment it was
important to find out why the Q' Chn--if it redlly isa Q'Chn--ishere

and what to do about it. To that end, we need to know what Keveth was
doing in the storage bay. We need to know whether there was anything
about Caypso and the salvage that could have brought Keveth there.

| sat in my office and read about Marlena Alvarez.

My main interface continued to fly messages like " Specify Search
Pettern Further" or "Results Inconclusive' before | even entered the
search sets, and refused pointblank to search the historical or
operational databases. Instead | had one hand com doing a search for
navigational data on poss ble courses between Earth and Alpha Centauri
while another looked for historica referencesto ships on those

courses during the century in which Caypso was making its mysterious

journey.

Whilel waited, | looked up the officia history of Alvarez and Las
Mujeres. It wasacuriousfeding, asthough something | had thought
private turned out to be public knowledge. Like seeing family problems
aired ontheinternet. My great-grandmother had always described
Alvarez in exated terms and with little attention to political detall,

but the officid version had been written with an eye to both sides of

the equation, and wasless generous. The



gtory that Alvarez was a alocal government conferencein the city

and had met my great-grandmother in abar was true, according to the
database. On the other hand, it also described Demoraas a"mercenary
looking for somewhere to settle away from the European justice system.”
The other details were basicdly what I'd been told ever since | was

old enough to sit and listen:

The government of the province in which Las Mujeres was located wanted
to relocate the town, and severd others, to make way for adam on the
lakes. They spoke vaguely of accommodation in the city, but in essence
the message was "get out." The townspeople didn't want to go. The
police, the mayor, and most of the other councillors had been bought

off. Severd of the mgor landownersin the digtrict, the oneswith

political clout, had sharesin the congtruction and electric

companies.

Marlena Alvarez had no qudifications other than a correspondence
diplomain small business management. The database said this
deprecatingly but | remember it as one of Demora's greatest sources of
pride. "Marlenawasn't one of those educated city people, cometo tell
the hickshow to do things." Shehad dlies. Thejudge of the

district court, Carole Benacion, was part of the old-style legal

network, judges and magistrates who were often targets for extremists

in and out of government. Indeed, Benacion was machine-gunned downin
front of her family only weeks before Marlenadied. The doctor who ran
asmal hospital that supported the native title movement in the area,
Nerise Kauni, aso had contacts within international aid and human

rights organizations, and thiswas how news of Las Mujeres reached the
outside world. The other central member of-the group was Natdie
Sanchez-Verlen, the



landowner the government couldn't buy off. For yearsshe sat in her
mountain fortressin the middle of the land they wanted for the dam,
protected by an army of thugs who scared even the secret police. When
shewasfindly persuaded to join Marlena and the others the government
began to get worried. Sanchez-Verlen worried my great-grandmother as
well. She hated having to integrate the aristocrat’'s militiainto her

own police force and never redlly trusted them.

Once it became obviousthat the villagers were not moving, the
government stepped up its campaign of intimidation. Therewaslittle
on this subject in the database, but Demora had more than made up for
that. | could have written files and files about the fear and violence

that dogged their lives, for the opposition parties, which speciadized

in organized terrorism, also targeted the village when it became clear
that the women were not interested in ideological pathsto glory.

The database glossed over the next few years, saying merely that
"Alvarez and her group survived anumber of attemptson ther lives."
Demora had emphasized, though, that things got worse when no goods
flowed into the town and they all nearly starved. Medica supplies,

too, were a problem--the guerillas and the militias were too much for
foreign and locd aid workers. Theforeign connection camein handy,
however, when the government moved in with demolition equipment and
troopsto guard it. Therewas an international outcry and the rebels
took the chance to attack government troops and presstheir claims, so
nothing came of itintheend. The stalemate continued while Marlends
international notoriety increased--the morethe



government prevented her from travelling, the more interested the
media became--up until her death.

| checked the two handcoms, but the searches were not yet complete. It
was dow doing it thisway, but trying to repair the main interface

would have been more time-consuming still. Needlessto say, ina
properly equipped station with aproperly functioning interface net,

the search would have taken no more than five minutes. | stiretched and
walked around the room, ingpected the print and pulled it straight.
Eachtimel look | find adetal init that | missed last time. To one

side of the market scene aman squatted beside abasket of crabs, his
face plit in agrin as acustomer peered into the basket. | had
awaysthought it was crabs but today it struck me that they might be
eds. | wondered how Alvarez had felt. In the database she seemed so
controled, so focused and inspired. That isn't quite theimage | have

of her though, and | sfted through my memories of Demoras ramblings
to find out why. It would beironic if thekey to our Situation here

had lain ingde my memoriesdl thistime. According to Demora,
Alvarez was a bad deeper, and Demora had to assign two shifts of
bodyguards to her to keep up with her night-time perambulations.
Alvarez didiked travel and would dways be worried about what was
happening at Las Mujeresin her absence. Shewas particularly
sengtiveto criticism of her refusing access to the so-called freedom
fighterj, the extremist guerillas. All thisadded up, it seemed to me,

to apicture of awoman who tried hard to overcome not only
geographical isolation, opposition from Her enemies, and the skepticism



of theinternational community; she dso fought Againgt doubt of the
rightness of her actions, guilt over their consequences, and fear both
for othersand for hersdf. But maybe I'm imposing my own experience
on hers. It'shard not to identify with her situation--I only wish |

could learn something useful fromiit.

A transcript of her speech at the venue described by Hanniba Griffis
was al so enclosed in the database. | was impressed at the accuracy of
his memory, athough he had left out the closing words. As| read them

| could see Alvarez as Griffis described her; not the fearless

visonary of Demoras memory but an articulate, clever politician who
used theinternational mediato further her cause for unity. Demora

had been right when she said, "Marlena knew that the meek of the Earth
weren't going to inherit anything unlessthey took it." Y our

governments see me as nothing more than a ranting woman from a poor
country with no political or economic power. They think | am no danger
to them, or | would not be alowed to talk to you heretoday. But they
arewrong. | pose adanger to them that isradica and more
fundamental than money or palitics, or the question of who hasthe more
destructivetoys. | posearea danger to them because, in spite of

al | have seen, | am an optimist.

| bedievethat al of us have the power to took inside ourselves and
seewhat we must do. | said that conscience is not enough, but without
conscience thereisno beginning. Y ou must start with yoursalves, as
we have. Just because you have never acted before is no reason not to
act now.



One of the handcoms bleeped minutely to signal the search was done. |
scrubbed fiercely at my face to bring mysdlf back to the present, sat
down and began to sift through the results. Most of it, as| expected,
was usaless,

| tried to vary the pace of the screen, in the hope that 1'd pick up
anything sgnificant more quickly. Theroom seemed stuffy, and a
couple of times| caught mysdlf taking little divesinto the screen as
my eyelids drooped.

Theonly potentidly ussful piece of information wasin thelogsof a
freighter that had been carrying anillegd load through the space
around Earth that the Invidi had declared akind of dien-free zone.

The magter had gone on to better things and eventualy opened thelogs
to public scrutiny as part of hismemoirs.

The freighter had come acrossthetrail of aNukeni ship. It was
unusual to see Nukeni that far from Central, and dso Strange to see
onethat kept astraight course past anumber of potentialy useful
minerd-bearing agteroids. Thefreighter followed the Nukeni for a
while then veered off.

| considered the report. The year on Earth would have been 2073 or

74, forty-eight or so years after the Sleeperslaunched. That was

dill before Earth began intergtelar flight with entry to the

Confederacy in 2085. The evidence showed that the Slegpers, assuming
the "Nukeni trader" wasindeed Calypso, were still on course up until

the projected end of their voyage and well within tracking distance of
Alpha Centauri. Why hadn't anyone el se seen them? | would have to ask
Jago to look further at the cryosystems.-If they had kicked in for

another fifty years, there should be some evidence of this, eveninthe
wreckage..



Moreinteresting, of course, was the information that the database did
not contain. That is, any record over the next fifty years of a Nukeni
freighter or any other ship on that particular course. Either they'd
been hiding or someone had hidden them. 1t was possible that the
Invidi had helped them with systems other than the cryostasis. A
sensor-deflecting device maybe?

If I could find thisinformation, so could anyone else.
Rachd and | went through the salvage.

Wedid not go through it by hand, of course--the center was off-limits
and the sdvageitsdf ill mildly radioactive. We sat, indteed, ina
booth in one of the Intatec labs before a 3D screen that showed an
image of every item taken off the ship. The scanners had recorded the
data before the things themsel ves had been stored in the container up
inSigma. Rachel confirmed the identity of some of the equipment and
hel ped us label the persona possessions.

"I'm surprised that you haven't progressed beyond this," she said.
Perhaps the comment was provoked by the screen having frozen for the
third time in as many minutes. The round-faced technician on lab duty
shot me alook of gpology.

"Unfortunatdly thisisnot one of our essentid subsystems.” | kept my
tone matter-of-fact. Shewasgoing to haveto learnto livewith
inefficiency. "Security ispullingin alot of power at the moment.”

Rachd leaned back in her chair. She averted her eye from the till
image on the screen--a piece of console casing.

"| understand that the station islow on supplies and power is



rationed. It seemsstrange, that'sdl. | expected ... differences.
| mean, we had avatar interfacesin the late twentieth century.”

"Yes," | replied. "And how many starving children did you aso have?!
Shocked, | realized | had used one of my grandmother'sfavorite
phrases. Don't tell me I'm starting to resemble the revolutionary
Elvirain temper aswell asfestures.

It was one of thethings| couldn't understand about our history. How
could Situations have existed Sde by sde at the sametime that seem
to meto belong to different planets? | wanted to ask her, how could
the people of your time live that way?

Rachel seemed to search for words, but then just shook her head without
replying and turned back to the monitor. The screen flickered back to
life again and the uneven, fire-beaten fragment turned dowly for our
perusa.

"That'sfine" Rachd confirmed our ID scan and we moved on to the
next piece.

| Sipped a cup of teaand tapped afile pad on the desk next to the

larger screen. Thefile pad showed navigationa data from the
Cdypso'sarivd inthe sysem. There was an outside chance it might
tiein with something in the salvaged equipment. Or we might find what

it wasthat brought Quartermaine to the storage bay in time to witness
Keveth'sdeath. Or what brought the Q'Chn and Keveth there. And, by
extension, a clue to where the Q'Chn was now.

Rachel hummed a couple of bars. Slow, monotonous beet with alilt a?
theend. When | realized what thetimewas| almost dropped the cup.

"What'sthe matter?' Rachel stopped humming and stared as| blotted
teastainswith my deeve.



"Sorry. You dartled me. With thesong.”
"You know it?"
"It wasfamily higory."

"Wasyour family involved in the Earth South movement after Alvarez
died?'

| thought of Demora Haase in her ancient, cresky house. "My
great-grandmother stayed in the town. She was never very concerned
with politics or globdization. Never talked about anything but the
town'saffars.

Rachel turned her chair to face me, but there was till something wary
in her expression. | shouldn't have made that insensitive crack about
the children.

"Did she teach you the song?"

"No, | think Demora believed people should mind their own business.”
Likeme, stuck out here. We simply want to keep our own housein
order. "It was my grandmother Elvira. She caught me singing that song
oneday whilel was playing and scolded me." Although "scold" wastoo
mild for the tongue-lashing Elviradished out. "Said it was not asong

for play, that people had died with it on their lipsand if she ever

caught me again shed thrash me.”

Rachd blinked. "Bit of afirebdl.”

| thought of Elvirawithout fondness. She used to makedl our lives
hell. "Shewasa.. committed activist." Her own words.

Rachdl turned back to the screen. "From what you say, | wouldn't have
thought thereld be much to overcome by then. All the children fed,
right?'

Touche.

"So do | have your permission to hum?'

"Bemy guest. Rachd?'

She stopped humming.



"Why al the secrecy about Cadypso! Surely if you had Invidi help,
nobody would have tried to stop you."

"| told you, we only ever dedlt with one of the Invidi. He suggested
the secrecy.”

"An Serat!

"Yes" Shefiddled with the corners of the monitor for amoment or so
before continuing. "Weweren't privy to the details of Invidi

politics, but | got theimpression that he wasn't sure of himself. As

far asthe other Invidi went, | mean.”

"Wasn't sure, how?" It hadn't occurred to methat al Invidi might not
think dike. | supposethey must alow differences of opinion.

"l don't know. | don't think any of the other Invidi knew about our
trip, elther.” Shetried to concentrate once more on the screen, then
looked away with asigh.

"Look, | realize you need to know everything about us. But if we don't
know, we don't know. | want to start getting on with my life here, not
keep thinking about the past." She paused. "It hurts, okay?"

Before | had a chance to apologize, the comm link beeped. Murdoch
sounded satisfied. "Come on over to Hill Security. I'mtalking to
Trillithnow."

"Il beafew minutes."

"Youll missthefun." He cut the connection.

| turned to Rachd. "Will you be dl right hereadone? Or shdl we
continue another time?"

Shedared a therdics. "I'll finishit. Ariel isntuptoitand
Griffisisbusy.”

| 1eft her. staring at pieces of the past.



Murdoch met me outside the interview room. There were fewer people
gitting on the benches in the Security corridor. Perhaps everyonewas
too busy with thefestival.

"Weve got ahit of information, but not much,” he grumbled. "It
admits Keveth cameto it that afternoon and said that Jones had given
Keveth ajob bringing back a passenger.”

"How could Jones afford to give anyone ajob?' Murdoch shrugged.
"Dunno. He must've given Keveth some pretty big incentives. Trillith
says Keveth didn't say anything about a Q'Chn, and Trillith doesn't
know who Joneswasworking for. It isn't working with the Invidi and
doesn't know anything about alawbreaker." He paused for bregth.

"Doesit say why its servant wastalking to Jones?"'

"Only that it has no control over who its seff talk to in their off
hours™

"It hasn't given usmuch,” | said. "What about the salvage? Doesit
know why Keveth and Jones were up there?'

Murdoch glowered. ""There must be something there,""

he mimicked. "Anyway, I'm about to ask it for some background info on
the QChn. If it wants protectionit'll haveto earnit.”

"But we can't protect it from the Q'Chn,” | protested as we turned to
theinterview room. "We can't even protect oursalves."

"Shh." Murdoch put afinger to hislips. "Trillith doesn't know
thet."



Trillith filled most of theroom. The chairs and table acrosswhich
Murdoch would have glared at a human interviewee had been removed and
his stocky form looked curioudy vulnerable before the big dien.

"What can you tdll us about the QChn?" he asked, then added quickly,
"Ingenerd.”

Trillith hesitated before spesking. "It isnot athing we are proud

of. But a thetimeit was anecessary evil. Without the Q'Chn our
peoplewould no longer exist. For centuriesthey kept our world safe
from the Bendari and other speciesyou do not even know."

A necessary evil? The Q'chn empire had not been acquired by defensive
action.

"Were they always under control ?* | asked. "They never got out of
hend?'

Trillith shook afeder a measit replied. "They were geneticaly
programmed to obey. How could they not? Intimes of peace we let them
Change without maintaining their numbers, and that wasthat. In other
times we produced more of them from our firs-stage young.” "The
Change comesin about fifty Earth years, right?' Murdoch said dowly.
Trillith's head bobbed in acknowledgment asitslegsgiggled

impatiently. "Yes, yes"" "Then how comethere are ill Sash--...
Q'Chnadivenow? It'ssixty years since the Confederacy was formed.

Most of ‘em should have gone dready.” "Exactly.” "So you're saying



what we have hereis one of the last of hiskind out under pressure?
sure "If, human, you are not mistaken, then it may be one of the last
great warriors. It's not some zoo specimen.” | shot Murdoch awarning
glance. "Sorry," he muttered.

The Qchnraised itsdlf on four jointed legs. They didiketaking
about the Change---they fed we could never understand, which is
probably correct. Our nature is so founded on the concept of two
biologica sexesthat it ishard to imagine being born in batches,
having one activelife followed by another entirely sedentary onein
which they do... what? We seeit asa dtatic state of preparation, the
way they exude anew being---the first stage of their young. Yet,
according to the Q'chn , thisiswhere dl their great philosophy and
poetry is produced, and it provides the metaphysical underpinning of
their society.

"When our people agreed to end the Q'Chn there was naturally some
opposition. The more conservative dements fet that we had made
ourselves vulnerable for adoubtful return. Inthefirst decade of the
Confederacy there were still some Q'Chm born. We admit this."

"So some of them have twenty yearsor soto go?' said Murdoch.

"At the mogt, twenty of your years. But asthe years passed we
redlized that union with other worlds brought us much that we could not
have achieved otherwise. We would not now endanger that union by
reviving old problems.” It ddlivered this speech with satisfaction.

"But thereis astockpile of engineered DNA?' Murdoch pressed.
"Thereissuch athing, yes."

"It'smaintained by amulti-speciestask force," | said gloomily.
"Impossble to tamper with."



"Y ou never heard rumors of anyone making more?’ said Murdoch. "No."
A greenish flush crept up Trillith's ridged thorax and moved dong its
smooth lower body.

Murdoch paced in front of the Q'chn once, twice. "Wefound Q'Chn DNA
here”

"Will it talk? What if we offered it passage off the station,
providing it harmed no oneelse?' | stepped forward.

Trillith swivelled one eye to Murdoch firgt asif gauging hisreaction.
"It might agree. But thereis no guarantee it would keep itsword. It
will merely seek the path of grestest benefit a thetime. If it came
here for aspecific purpose then it will not leave until that purpose
isachieved, no matter what anyone says."

Oh, wonderful. Soit could get partway off the station and suddenly
decide on daughter. We couldn't takethat risk. "So it can talk.
Wouldit lisento you?""

Trillith snapped its limbs again and made anoise that the trand ator
ignored.

"Why do you think | came down here?" Itsvoice snapped too. "Keveth
waskilled, and it is obviousthat the QChnisresponsible.”

"| thought you said there couldn't be a Q'Chm onstation,” said Murdoch
smugly. "Anyway you didn't see Keveth after yesterday afternoon. It's
not asif you wereinvolved with anything. Isit?’

"I want protection,” said Trillith. "1 have areasonable fear that my
lifeism danger. Y ou must give me protection.”



Murdoch wasloving this. "I don'thave that many personnel. until
itsfinished. Of course" he spread his hands generoudy, "if you
helped usto sopit..."

Trillith hissed something that the trand ator left un-processed.
Murdoch shrugged.

"Y ou said you saw Keveth on the afternoon of theday it died. Weaso
know one of your employees spoke to Jones the next morning. Do you
dill maintain you don't know what K eveth's connection waswith
Jones?'

"Thisisharassment." Itsvoicegrated. "I think Jones and Keveth
have together madeit look asthough | am at fault. Thereareterrible
things said againgt the Four Worlds on this station, Commander, which
might surpriseyou.”

"But KevethwasaQ'chn," | said, confused. "Why would it frame
you?"

"Kevethwas not atrue Q'chn . It associated with lesser beings and
paid the pendty.”

Murdoch snorted. "A Q'Chnisn't exactly what you'd call alesser
being.” "I meant humand" Trillith's abdomen flushed a deep, dirty
brown.

"Would it surprise you," Murdoch turned away, paced to the nearest
wadll, then turned around, "if traces of Q'Chn DNA wereto befoundin
Keveth's ship?’

| noticed the way he framed the question and hoped that Sasaki or
somebody was not monitoring the conversation. Murdoch'sline of
questioning was legdly dubious.

"I do not know what foolish things Keveth might have done," said
Trillith. "Merely because we are both Q'chn does not make us
partners” "Kuva Trillith." | stepped forward until | was closer to



the Q'chn than Murdoch. "If thereisaQ'Chn on this station, none of
usissafe. Canyou give usany ideahow we might defeet it?

Trillith bobbed its head dowly. 'he Q'Chn were undefeated. Except
for the smoke-egters.”

"How did the Invidi defeat you?' asked Murdoch bluntly. Now it was
Trillith'sturn to twitch.

"Read the hitory tri-des" it crackled sullenly. ™Y ou will never
defeet it with what you have on this gation.”

Trillith suddenly swung its head down in front of me and | jumped back
alittle. Murdoch put ahand on hisholster. "Commander,” it said,

and the voice was as earnest as I've ever heard fromaQ'chn .. 'the
Qchnareterrible. Gloriousand terrible. Do not hesitate to kill it

if you get the chance. It will not hesitate to kill you.”



PART TWO

THE

STIII CENTER



"It doesn't want to go back it's scared of the QChn. Let it stew a
while"

He grinned without humor. ™Y oureinanicemood.” "I'm worried about
the Q'Chn, Bill."

We had to assumeit would be ready for our first, second, and probably
third moves. | thought of the maintenance tunnelsthat connected the
entire gation, of the waysin which even amediocre hacker could get
into our op sys of dl the defensve weaponswe did not have.



| felt Murdoch's eyes on me and straightened uplt doesn't want to go
back--it's scared of the Q'Chn. Let it stew awhile.”

He grinned without humor. ™Y oureinanicemood.” "I'm worried about
the Q'Chn, Bill."

We had to assumeit would be ready for our first, second, and probably
third moves. | thought of the maintenance tunnelsthat connected the
entire gation, of the waysin which even amediocre hacker could get
into our op sysof all the defensve wegpons we did not-have.



| felt Murdoch's eyes on me and straightened up. "I got no protocols
for this. | don't know what the thing can do. For al we know, it's
finding away through the containment doors right now."

Murdoch panicking scared me dmost as much as the thought of the
Sashers.

He drummed hisfingerson hisbelt. "So you don't want to leave the
center and spokes isolated?”

"No. But | don't see we have any choice. We can't chanceit getting
into the habitat rings."

He shot mealook. "Glad to know you've got your priorities straight
now." Hejerked hischin at the door at the end of the corridor.
"Let'sget out of here.”

Wefound ourselvesin the building'slobby. The benches had filled up
gncel camein. Looked like the evening rush hour. | thought we
would go into Murdoch's office to talk but instead he headed for the
main doorway. "Where are you going?' | caught up outside.

Hehdf turned in surprise. "Dinner. Y ou haven't eaten.” it wasn'ta
question.

"l am not hungry."

"l am." He plowed off through the crowd, and after briefly wondering
if the stisfaction of dipping away and leaving him to it would be
worth having to come back again later, | followed.

The night lights down here formed a crazy kaeidoscope of colorsthat
spilled and floated from different sources. The lights dyed the
thronging figures and conceded the sticky grime and cap building
materials. Musictrickled or blared from evbry doorway, music that was
recognizable as such and some that was not. Voices provided a.
counterpoint in derent languages and tones. The air was probably thick
exotic scents, too. entertainment



industry seemsto be the only sector that prospers under the Seouras
occupation--I don't know how people can still have credits to spend or
how the proprietors have stockpiled enough suppliesto see them
through, and perhapsit is best not to ask.

The main entertainment areaisin the least damaged section of the
Hill. After thefirethe messof bars, gambling houses, holo-parlors,
and stim-joints crept over from their previous location and brought
deazeto aprevioudy quiet digtrict. Respectable residents migrated
to Gamma.

The Q'Chn rumor certainly hadn't affected business. If anything, the
evacuation had probably increased the numbers of customershere. The
coming festival added an air of expectation.

The clamor and bustle made my head throb. The throughway in most of
the Hill is narrow, just wide enough for two or three humanoids or one
larger dien. Mogt of the"establishments' jut out into it in defiance

of building regulations and fal back into more extensons. Some
sgueeze two stories into space meant for one and the space aboveis
built right over. Very few placesin Delta get reflected light anyway
because of damage to the reflector grids. Warrens of new corridors and
unlicensed entries have opened up al over thelevel. Security hates

the place. Many of the buildings were rebuilt after thefire, cobbled
together with old meta sheets and unusable ship parts.

| looked up and saw strips of red cloth tossed through awindow as
bannerslying limply againg the gray wallsin gashes of ominous color.
It was said that the only color the Q'Chn could see wasred, or at
least the color that humans percelve asred. Legend hasit that when
the Dir world was taken over, the inhabitants deflected the wrath



of the Sashers by covering their citiesin scarlet to honor the

invaders. These pieces of cloth seemed to have become confused with
the festive aimosphere. Werethey propitiating the Q'Chn, warning of f
curses, or welcoming the soul's rebirth?

Aswe walked, | told Murdoch about Vestch's report on the Q'Chn
background, which essentidly supported what Trillith had said. He had
added that the Q'Chn were only defeated once in recorded history, and
that wasin what the Q'chn called the War To End Wars. The Q'chn were
the aggressors and pushed the Invidi back further and further until

they were trapped in their home system. The Q'chn thought they had
won, but the Invidi turned at bay and within afew daysthe Q'chn

forces, including the Q'Chn, were defeated. Legend hasit that the

Invidi used avirus, adisease engineered specificaly tofit the
Q'Chn'sengineered genes.

"Isthat dtill possible?" Murdoch sounded doubtful.
"l doubt it. But we cantak to An Barik and seeif hell help us™

Murdoch groaned. "He hasn't helped usso far. If he could sit and
waich us go through the Seouras invasion, why should thisbe
different?'

"Atleast wecan ak," | said.

During thefedtiva, the throughways at this end of the Hill were not

wide enough for the processionsto pasts, but that did not deter
mobile--stal holders or the roaming vendors, both those who were lucky
enough to possess an antigrav unit and those who pushed their cartsthe
hard way.

We sat on nc hairsin front of one of the carts. While Murdoch
ordered, | thought about the Q'Chn.



One of the worst aspects of the Situation was not knowing where the
damn thing was. Like the Souras ships behind the comet's dust tail.
They could be doing anything and we wouldn't know. | suggested to
Murdoch that if the confusion resulted from a proximity devicethat the
Q'Chn was carrying, we might get arough idea of its whereabouts by
monitoring which sectionswere out of use. He wasn't impressed, and
sad it might have two devices or the area affected might betoo large.

| retorted by asking where he intended to start and hejust glared. The
options seemed to be either mgjor physica restructuring of every
sensor relay on the station or fine-tuning the sensorsin a particular
area, and neither remedy was possible at the moment because we couldn't
send anyone into that area. The reason we couldn't send anyone, of
course, was because the sensors weren't showing usthe Q'Chn's
wheresbouts. | hated theidea of it loosein the center. What if it

tried to hold the station to ransom by threatening the engines? It
seemed now certain that the earlier disruptions had been the Q'Chn's
work, and | had an unpleasant feding that more would follow. "It's

al very wdl to keep it in the center but what are we going to do with
it?" | said, more accusingly than I'd intended, when he returned with
two bowls of something noodle-like and savory. "We can't just Sit and
wait for it to do something. We need to go on the offensive,” he said
firmly. "Why?' | drummed the tabletop in frusiration. "Why isit



here?' "The good thing about keeping it in the center isthat we have
gpace to move without worrying about civilian casudties. And no
danger of breaching the habitat shells” A faint darm bell rang in my
mind. "What are you planning, Murdoch?" "A projectile weapon.” |
dared a him. "Thisisthe most sophisticated killing machine---bio
machine---ever bred. Andit'sgoingto let you blow aholeinit?' He
st hisjaw. "It'sabout the only thing that might work. Solong as
itisn't carrying physica shields. Its natural defenseswork against
energy weapons, not cannonbals, and there's no reason it would be
expecting anything so primitive” "Don't they have extremely fast
regenerative processes? A backup nervous system? How can you be sure
of hitting something vita?' He smiled in apredatory way. "Were
talking about avery big hole" | pushed the bowl to one sde and
rubbed my head. "I don't want avery big holein my station.” "It's

al | can comeup with." "Stop looking for waysto kill it then.”

"Well, what are we going to do? Ask the dime-eatersto get rid of it
for us?' Helooked at meanxioudy. "That wasajoke, Haley. A
joke, for chrissakes. Don't even think about it." "It wasn't afunny
joke. "Do you think it would take ashuttle and go?' "What'sto stop
it doing that now? It'sgot free run of the docks." : | recaled his



previous comment. "How long can they survive vacuum?' "Dunno. An
hour or so, | think. Why?"

"All weneed todoislureit into an airlock blow the door, and wait
for acouple of hours."

Helooked at methen put his utensils down deliberately. "I don't
Suppose you've given much thought to who luresit in and how?"

"I'mworking onit." It al depended on what it wanted here on the
dationin thefirst place.

Murdoch's comm link beeped. He turned away from the street noise and
pushed it right up against hisear. When he turned around | could see
something waswrong. Hisface was dusty pae.

| put my cupdowninadarm. "What isit?'

"They found the repair team near the core.” Hisexpresson said the
rest.

"Ohgod. Werethey dl... 7'

"Three. The other three wereinjured. Managed to stay insde one of
the smaller tunnels.” Hethudded his clenched fist down on the table
and everything crashed together. "Shit, shit, shit!”

| stared at the dowly widening pool of teaon the tabletop. | knew he
was right, we had to do something. What had Trillith said? The Q'Chn
would only "seek the path of greatest benefit at thetime.” And that

it would not leave until it had finished whatever it had come to do. We
had no ideawhat that was, but perhaps we could manufacture a"path of
greatest benefit” that would outweigh the demands of that imperative.

"Itl go after human beings" he said.
"What are you thinking!"

"I'll tekeateam up. Well lureit into an airlock with live bait."



"It'snot an animal, you know. It will know what you're doing.”

"I know, | know. All we can bet onisthat it doesn't know the station
aswdl aswedo." "How will you blow the airlock without taking
yourselvestoo?'

"We need an escape route for the bait,” he said dowly. One finger
traced a pattern in the spilt tea. "The best way'll be therecycle
tubes. They're everywhere.”

"You'l berecycled,” | pointed out.

"Not if we turn them off and make sure the outlets into the vats are
stopped up.”

| consgderedit. Thetubesall feed into the center'ssinglelarge
recycling areaunder Level Six. Waste was sorted there and al
inorganic materia sent to the lower center or the platformsfor
processing, the organic waste treated there then sent to therings. The
center was virtually unused these days so the recycling tubes should be
empty. Murdoch'sideawas possible but... "Youwon't fal in

zero-g."

"WEell have to keep the suction going but at areduced strength.”
It sounded revolting. "Either hold your breath or take air tanks."

He shook hishead. "Even gillsget intheway. We shouldn't bein the
tube long enough for it to be aproblem. Well be practicing our
decompression routine.”

"Theres another thing. | didn't want to give up on afeasible plan,
but I didn't want to see Murdoch kill himsdlf trying one that was not.
"Y ou sad they can survivein vacuum. What if it can survivelong
enough to crawl around and cut itsway into one of the spokes, say?"'



"Not if wereright uptopin Level One" The docking sectionswere
heavily protected, designed to resst accidental collison during

docking. He stood up, face somber. "Seeif you can come up with away
totraceit.”

Up in Gamma, Eleanor was not in ahospitable mood. "Go away.” Her
office had not changed since | waslast here, around the time the
Seourasinvaded. A Native American weaving mounted as awall-hanging,
holo-pies arranged on the desk, impressively hedthy plantslooming in

big pots. If you looked closdly, though, it was dl abit dilapidated,

the holo-pics dightly askew, afilm of dust onthe leaves. Eleanor

sat at the desk in an unofficial pose---feet up and glassin hand. A
bottle of real whiskey beside the interface screen. "Go away,” she
repested. "I'm not in the mood for alecture.” | opened my mouth,

shut it again. 1'd cometo ask her if she was ready to go to the

funerd, but it seemed like awaste of breath. "Unlessyou'd like one

to0?" Sheraised the glass expectantly in my direction, shrugged when

| shook my head. Took an gppreciativesip. "Thenjust go." "No." |

sat down with athud in achair beside the desk. Shelooked asif she
needed someoneto tak to, or at least to abuse. "Please yoursdf.”
Welooked at each other for amoment. Two tired, middle-aged womenin
an unimaginable Stuation.



"Sureyou don't want anip? Leo left meacaseful. 1've been working
my way throughit.”

"No, thanks." | swallowed my thirst. | don't drink--it istoo easy to
take the path Eleanor isfollowing. But tonight | was tempted.

"l wasthinking," she continued, tracing her fingernails up and down
the bottle's [abel as she spoke. ™Y ou think | blame you for Leo's
desth."

| cringedingde. "Wdl?'

Shefrowned a me. "People aren't as Smple as your machines.
Sometimes we blame the obvious person. Sometimes we even blame
oursalves because something happensto us.”

"What do you mean?' "'l mean that redlly there's nobody to blame at
al. And that's pretty hard to live with."

She looked a me then poured herself another glass.

"So don't assume | blame you, okay? Sure, | couldn't stand die sight
of you for awhile, but dl | wanted was sometimeaone. It's
presumptuous to assume that'sblame.” She pushed hersdlf clumsly
upright and walked over to the wal-hanging, stroked the patternswith
onefinger beforeturning. Her voice was steadier. "It'sa control
thing, you redize?'

"Control?" My voice wasn't too steady either.

"Yes. Taking blame, feding responsible--it's one way of trying to
control an uncontrollable Stuation. Refusing to beavictimif you
want to look at it that way."

" Spare me me console psychology.”

She gartled me by taking two unwavering stridesto my chair, swivelled
it around and gragped both itsarms, penning mein. "I'm not sitting



at aconsole, in case you didn't notice. And you need the psychology
justasmuch as| do. You need something. I'm not having any patient
or friend of mine come apart before my eyes.”

"I'm not coming apart,” | snapped.

Shetook her hands off the chair and straightened up. "The longer you
deny it, the harder itistotreat it." She stayed there looking down

at me for amoment then returned to her desk and drained the glassin
one swift movement.

"| think it'sthat thing in your neck. It must be having an effect we
can't messure.”

"I don't think s0." It would explain the occasiona voices though, the
strange dreams.

"Must be some effect,” said Eleanor stubbornly.

| rubbed my eyestiredly. "Eleanor, | just cameto ask if you're going
to the Slegpers funera.”

"No. I'mnot going." She sat again.

"Wl at least go home and get somerest.” | grabbed the bottle and
tossed it into aside drawer. The drawer clinked.

"Haley, | don't want to go home." Shewas crying now, tearstrickling
down both cheeks. Ittoo.." full Of old things."

| hugged her awkwardly, her white coat cool and smooth beneath my
cheek..,

Weve had our share of funerals here. Thefirst lonely requiemsfor
those who died during the station's construction, cold stars around and
dien pipes echoing in my helmet. Accidents, assassnations, pirate
attacks and refugee ships that ran out of fuel too soon, Tense, hurried



services performed in moments between one crisis and the next after
the Seouras attacked---dark, confused scenes of emotional exhaustion.
After thefire, the mixed smel of smoke and dimein my nose and the
names of the dead ringing in my ears. | haven' attended them dll,
especidly the dien ceremonies, but the authorizations al pass

through my hands. The bodies of Earth Fleet and Con Fleet personnel
have dways, unlessleaving ingructions to the contrary, been cremated
in the atmosphere of the planet below. Lately I've sent too many

little podsto eternity in abrief flare of turgid gases or, perhaps

worse, read eulogies for those whose bodies we did not recover. Like
the Earth Fleet squadrons destroyed by the Seouras, Or &fter the
platform accident when we lost the fifteen dock workers, including
Eleanor'slover. And tomorrow there would be three more. | hadn't had
timeto organize servicesfor the three Engineering staff who died in

the center earlier today. Security wasretrieving the bodiesnow. The
fact of their desths had only just begun to hit home, and fear of the
Q'Chnand what it could do to uswas growing in my stomach likeanicy
hole. | tried to push that fear avay for thetime being. My voice
needed to be steady tonight. We werein one of the few remaining
observation halson Alpha. A smdl room, the roof and onewall of
which were shielded from reflected light and angled to give an
uninterrupted view of the garsoutside. Griffis, Rachel, and Kloos
made an untidy-haf-circle with me on one end. Behind usstood if: few
of the people who'd met the Sleepers after they arrive. It seemed much
longer ago than yesterday. Two nurses.” from the hospital and one of
the counsdllors, agory scholar, Lieutenant Sasaki representing



Security, and Dan Horida. Florida had caught me visudly checking

his suit for Sgns of recording equipment and gave me an injured look.

| wondered if he had discovered anything in his research on Calypso and
made amenta note to ask him after the service.

The dark-clothed human at the door compared hisfile pad list with our
faces and nodded to me that we were ready to begin. | took adeep
breath and stepped in front of the small group, hands clasped behind my
back, hating every second of it

"Good evening. We are gathered here to pay our last respectsto the
recently departed shipmates of our friends." 1'd had to make some
hasty amendmentsto the officid service, and if | didn't concentrate,
my tongue was likely to follow the other well-remembered words
automaticaly.

"At Professor Griffiss request, the bodies will be cremated together,
with the same honors as Earth Fleet officers™ Onetiny flareinstead

of ten. "Owing to unforeseen circumstances we cannot use the center
ports, and the coffin will be launched by remote control from an
emergency evacuation port in the Deltaring. Wewill be able to watch
from here." If the holo-emitters till worked. | hoped o, because
Griffis, Rachd, and Kloos deserve to farewell their comrades with
dignity. "Professor Griffishas agreed to say afew words."

| met Griffiss eyes and he stepped forward, composed, while | moved
back to stand next to Rachdl. She smiled briefly at me, twisting one
of Eleanor'sthin scarves around her fingers.

"Ladiesand gentlemen..." Griffispaused. Perhaps he was remembering
that some of our residents are neither.



"l shall not speak for very long. For thethree of usthisisan

occasion both for sorrow and rgjoicing. " Sorrow, because so many of
those who left Earth with us are not heretoday. Rejoicing, because we
three can tdll their story. They will not be forgotten. Becausewe

did makeit. Our great endeavor did not fail." Beyond the other sde
of the station Calypso floated, 8 mute witness. | wish we knew how
they got here.

"Weleft Earth during adifficult period. Humanity had just set foot

upon aroad never travelled. We, too, with help from alien friends,

were apart of that period. Even though it might seem we were leaving

it for thefuture." Kloos shifted dightly and Rachel leaned over to

murmur something to him. He shook hisheed. Griffis continued dowly,
emphasizing thewords. "That future is now our present, and we must

try to be apart of it too. We all believed in what we were doing, and

we all knew therisksinvolved." He stopped, his pointy throat bobbed
ashe swdlowed. "So we will mourn them as they would have mourned us,
had our Situations been reversed. They went to deep in hope, never

knew they died. Never knew the second chance we have been given. We
will remember them with pride and keep their memory divein theway we
usethat chance" Rachd pressed her trembling lips together and stat
down. | thought he had finished but then Griffislooked directly at

me. "l would like to thank the staff of this station for res cueing our

ship and ourselves, at grest risk to themsalves™” | thought with shame



of the sdfishness of my own motives. Both Rachel and Kloos, and
probably FHorida, were looking at me too, which madeit worse. "I hope
that in thefuture,” Griffis continued, "we will be able to repay the

debt we owe through our contribution to thelife of thisgtation.” He
inclined his head towards us and as he stepped back the lights dimmed.

| crossed my fingersfor the holoemitters. The star field jumped

closer, amore even spattering than Earth's River of Heaven, but not as
bright. How strange the patterns must seem to the Slegpers. Animage
flickered into life overlaid on the gars--asmal, bright ovoid

gradudly diminishinginsze. The coffin had launched safdly. |

uncrossed one et of fingers. Themusic began. They'd chosen theold
Earth Anthem. Nearly every year somebody would suggest it was outdated
but any change was dways voted down. The Afro-Caribbean beat and epic
symphonic sweeps of melody, the delicate Asan wind instruments that
roseimpossibly into quiet ecstasies of emotion. To these peopleit
would be fresh and new. To usitishalowed by nearly acentury of
usage. The pod became another piece of bright dust and disappeared
over our heads. Then aghostly pae haf-circle appeared acrossthe
lower haf of thewindow. Our little planet, which the Tor had laid

wagte and |eft to tempt us with images of what might have been. Its

thin hao of unreadable atmosphere distorted the stars beyond. The
holo-emitters did work. | uncrossed the other set of fingers. We have
not had an active satdllite relay from the planet since the Seouras

came, but sensors monitor the coffin's actua position and aign it

with recorded images to make agood representation of what isredly

heppening.



The bright ovoid travelled dowly over our heads and began itsdive
into oblivion. The Earth Anthem chorusripped away the shidds of
non-feding and we faced the redlity of loss.

| was taken back to asimilar rhythm, to the smells of childhood when
alien dimewas not even adream. Demora's funera--a crush of people
al over the house, unknown cousins playing under the verandah and
gticky, sweet spilled winein the hot afternoon sun. And the empty
memory of my father'sfunera. Elvirasaid my mother should have taken
me, that | deserved alast goodbye. My mother said she didn't want to
upset me, but now, looking back, | think it was her way of defying
Elvira So sheburied him doneand | wasn't there,

The planet's misty vell embraced me coffin. Thetiny spot grew larger
and brighter for a second before fading completely, leaving only the
planet and the stars blurred by tears.

V.



The meody of the Earth Anthem stayed in my mind through the rest of
the evening. Through awkward condolences when the service ended.
Through aflood of protest callsfrom owners of busnessesin the

spokes who had been evacuated and staff who could not get to research
labs because of theisolation procedures. The cdlsthat reached me
were only asmdl fraction of the whole-the complaints department was
working overtime, as were Security and Personndl. The evacuees had
been told it was an emergency drill. Nobody believed it. | just hoped
the QChn was il in the center. The evacuation should be over by

now and Murdoch could move on to planning hisairlock operation. And
Quartermaine? Security had been looking for him dl day and till no
sgn. Ascountlessillega residents have proved, on astation this
gzethere are-plenty of hiding placesif you truly do not want to be
found. Mysdf, | would go down into the under-levesif it were
necessary to avoid detection. The labyrinth of conduits and crawl-ways
benegth each ring's throughways and buildings carry recycling pipes,



heat waste conductors, clumps of cables and maintenance cdlls. |
hadn't even asked Murdoch if held got his staff squirming around down
there. 1t would take monthsto cover it al and anyonein therewould
have to emerge eventudly. If the trace radiation didn't get to them,
garvation and pestswould. But Quartermaine was unlikely to take that
route.

So where was he? And why hadn't he contacted us? | cursed the
malfunctioning shower in our quarters, pushed asde amed of space
rations, and sat drumming my fingers on the sde of my desk, the only
clear space on which to do so. He'd been in the storage bay at or
around the time Keveth waskilled. Unlike Murdoch, | till did not
believe he wasinvolved in something illegd with the Q'chn, much less
the QChn, so hishiding was dl the more difficult to understand. Who
was heafraid of ? It hurt to think that Quartermaine did not trust me
enough to come forward.

| stood, squeezed past the foot of the bed, and tried to see up through
the window that provided reflected light during the day. But mere were
no stars, only ablank pandl.

| felt unreasonably deprived. Herel was, stuck out in spacein the
middle of nowhere and | couldn't even look out at the starsas | went
to deep. The garsthat had seemed so familiar from the observation
room earlier. They were asfamiliar to me as the constellations of
Earth. Until the Seeperscame | hadn't thought of Earth for months.
They were so closeto Earth, practicaly smelled of it, if I'd been
ableto smdl anything. They carried with them awhole society, a
whole age, which, while not my own, was till familiar enough to tug at
the heart.

My own images of Earth are from childhood, since | have spent most of



my adult life away from the planet The memories are disconnected and
locdized but vivid, unchanging. Like short poems... | spent afutile

ten minutes searching the room for abook of poems called Sitting in
the River. My father must have written most of them when | was quite
small, for he died when | wasten and the "scrap of child with
cloudy-sky eyes' who appearsin some of the poemsis probably me.
Simple, narrative monologues or brief word plays, the poemswere a
dependable doorway back to the landscapes and personalities of a planet
past. They gave mefinered dust of the dry season, voluptuoudy soft
to bare feet; village auntsin ancient acrylic dresses, attention

unevenly divided between the net racing screen, burning dinner, and
squabbling children. Warnings-"Don't go near theriver," and
inevitable shivering moonlight foraysto the creek with friendswhose
voices are now no more than faint flavors on the tongue of memory.

My father was a congenia but shadowy figure. Eugene--hewasa
novelist--used to leave at regular interval's on extended tripsto

"clear thingsup,” ashe put it. When hewas a home hewould read to
me extensively from whatever author had seized hisfancy at thetime,
and | enjoyed the attention, if not awaysthe worksthemselves. One
day he smply did not return. | learned later that it was atraffic
accident, witnessed by the group of gypsieswith whom he had been
traveling. | wasmainly angry a him for leaving my mother, who
seemed to find thelosstragic. Whichiswhy | said nothing when she
went to bury him without me. Fiveyearslater | Iefttojointhe
Engineering Corps.

| couldn't find the poems. 1t was athin, battered paper hardcopy and
| hated to think it might belost. 1t would



probably be available on the literature database, but there are some
comfortsonly areal book can provide. | did find another of his

books, though, behind the clothes locker next to my neglected running
shoes, but | didn't want to read Moths. It isthe story, presented in
diary form, of aminor officia in one of the corrupt and violent

regimes of the late twentieth century. Interspersed with actua

newspaper clippings and interviews of the period, it tells how this
ordinary man wasinvolved in the abduction, incarceration, and torture

of thousands of innocent people. Heisnot evil, and not particularly
wesak or corrupt. One cannot even say that heistwisted in someway or
rendered numb to suffering, because he does reflect on and repent his
actions-heisapracticing Chrigtian. Y et heisaparty to these
terriblethings. There are pardlelsin Mothsto our own Stuation

that chill me more than the story itsdlf. | put the book back into the
closet with ashudder. Where the hell was Quartermaine? | was overdue
at the Bubble. Murdoch must be nearly ready to begin the operation to
get the Q'Chn to the docks, | shouldn't have let Murdoch go ahead with
hisplan. They didn't have enough firepower, not even after he'd taken
most of his best people off other work. It wastoo dangerousfor the
squad that would attempt to lure the Q'Chn up and into an airlock. |
knew Murdoch would lead that squad himself, though he hadn't said so. |
remembered the warmth of his "big hand as he steadied mein corridors,
inthelift, going up a maintenance shaft. | remembered his eventua



unfailing support in anything | had ever done on the station, and the
wave of panic that followed made meretch. What would | do if he were
killed or badly injured? | found | was crouched beside the bed biting

my nails. Thisisridiculous. | haveto get to the Bubble and at

least monitor what is happening.

The corridor outside my room was dark and deserted. It looked like our
lighting had fdlen victim to the system failures. 1t hgppened as|

turned to check that the lock wasn't dso malfunctioning. A feding

like asurge of physical energy that dissolved fear and depressionina
wash of well-being. My face was suddenly flushed, hands and feet
suddenly warm. There was nobody visible in the blue shadows. But the
feding was familiar--it was the effect of H'digh pheromones. "Come
out, whoever you are. | know yourethere” A H'digh warrior stepped
out from behind the next corner. Even ten paces away, his pheromones
had worked their usua magic. When | worked on Rhuarl, weld taken
inhibitorsdaily. | peered at the stranger's face, indeterminatein
thegloom. They dl look much dike. "What do you want?' | knew we
hed only afew H'digh left on the station. ™Y ou can make an
appointment..." He padded one, two paces closer and | gasped. It was
Henoit. Hisvoicewaslight asabreath, with nothing of ahuman's
timbre. "Must I make an gppointment to see my own wife?'



For amoment | couldn't move, couldn't speak. It waslike one of
those dreams where you freeze, unable to do anything to save
yoursdf.

"How ... what are you doing here?' My voice rose on the words.
"Greetings, Halley," hesaid cdmly. Hehadn't changed, not at all.
| needed to sit down.

"Comeinhere" | reopened the door to my quarters and backed in ahead
of him, I flicked on the insde lock to stop anyoneintruding and

continued until we were ingde the common hallway. Then | stopped to
try to get my breeth. 1t kept catching in my throat.

Henoit watched me carefully. He stood quite till, long arms dack but
ready at hissdes. Hisshort, skirted garment wasin the bright
colorsonly aprince may wear, and the tattoos that curled down his
neck and aong his back moved faintly with his pulse.

Hewastdl. | didn't remember him being so tall. He reached out--I
knew that knotted red hand, every sharp joint, every line. He looked
exactly as he had the first day we met, at amarathon on Mars. The
H'digh are a superlatively beautiful species; tdl, dim, iron-muscled
hunters with smooth, red-brown skin. Henoit showed no sgns of the
ageing that comes on them suddenly after about fifty years of vigorous
youth.

| ignored the hand and folded my arms defensively. "I'm not your wife.
Either by Earth or by Confederacy law. Three complete solar rotations
with nointeraction. Finished."



They do not show much facia expression, but he seemed disconcerted.
"H'digh law does not recognize annulment of amarriage contract, even
with the desth of one party.” He stepped closer. | could fed the
warmth of him and sense the pheromones that take humans unaware. |
fdt heat flushing through my checks.

"Too bad." My heart thudded in an irregular rhythm. "We're not on
Rhuarl now. Thisismy station and you are an intruder.”

"I had hoped to be admitted asaguest." Hetook one step closer and |
held up a shaking hand.

"How did you get here?' | should cal Security but | still couldn't
believe this was happening.

He said nothing, just watched me with that calculating stare. "How did
you get here, Henoit?' | couldn't take my eyes off hisface. Seven
years ago those high, flat cheekbones and long eyes had been important
enoughtomarry. A longtimeago. | hadn't said hisname aoud for
seven years.

"| approached this station using the dust tail of the comet as cover,
anold gakingtrick."

| didn't know whether to laugh or cry at theirony. We had been so
preoccupied with exploiting the dust tail to sneak out of the system we
hadn't even considered that someone might useit to sneek in. At least
hisarrival confirmed that the Seouras sensors aswell as our own were
blocked by the phenomenon. We could either wait for another comet or
try to duplicateits effects ourselves.

"Where'syour ship now? You just parked it in the docks?"

"It is concedled under avessdl dready docked. Y ouwill only detect
the sgnature of the larger ship." Heknew dl



the tricks-most H'digh warriorsdo. But there arefew of themin Con
Heet Despite their reputation aswarriors, the H'digh maintain no

forma military inditutions. The mgor clans are held together by

loydty to the clan lords, and the clans gave up fighting among
themsalves nearly amillennium ago when they discovered how much more
interesting it wasto battle avariety of diens. The H'digh are not
sun-ply warriors--they are canny traders and astounding artists as
well--but their culture does refute the old human adage that any

species advanced enough to achieve space flight must also be
inteligent enough to give up aggression. "Halley ..." How drangeto
hear my namein hisvoice and how familiar it sounded. "I bring you a
proposa.” | got the impression they were not the words he had first
intended to say. God, he'sredly here. My ex-spouse, one-time
ambassadorid assistant to Earth, successor to one of the H'digh ruling
clans. "What'syour proposal?’ He stepped closer and | stepped back,
nose and earstingling. Those pheromones can betricky. "You havea
problem with these Seouras.” "Did the Confederacy send you? Why
didn't you tell usyou were here until now? What's happening in the
Confederacy?' He watched me with topaz eyes, vertica pupilslikea
cat. He never quite looked at me straight; to do so was an aggressive
act for the H'digh. "The Confederacy was unprepared when this station
wastaken. They did not, | am told, intend to uphold your treaty but



used the breathing space to gather information about the Seouras. The
Seouras, we presume, did the same.”

"The treaty seemed the right thing to do a thetime." It'sgoing to
haunt mefor therest of my life.

"Perhapsif there had been more time to get used to the ideamore
people would agree with you. Many think you engineered the whole

thing."”
"What! Why should ... ?"

"It isunlikely, congdering that you are trapped here dso. Besides,
none of those people know you personally. The point isthat the treaty
muddiestheissue.”

"What do you mean?' | felt adow anger begin to burn. While we have
been desperatdy trying to survive out here, they have had timeto play
with rumorsat Central.

"Normally, if you can call this Sate of affarsnormd, theinvason

of Confederacy space and blockade of one of itsfacilitiesby an dien
power would demand ingtant reprisals. But because you granted them
accessto the system”

"Peaceful access. They broke the terms of the treaty as soon as they
initiated hodtilities"

"It took awhile for the newsto reach Con Central Much of it was
garbled, rumorsonly. Until an officia investigation was sent and

repulsed by Seouras ships nobody knew what had really happened. Only
that they were here." He made an elegant gesture encompassing the
dation.

"Because we couldn't communicate with Centra it was assumed we'd set
up thewholething?' | didn't know whether to be more hurt or angry.
"Didn't anyonetrust us?'

"As| said, there were some. On Earth, voices areraised to demand Con
Fleet do something to get the station back.”



"So what happenstous?' | had the sick, sinking feding that the

pawn gets before being sacrificed to make agood game. Henoit has
confirmed everyone's worst nightmare --we are expendable. Therewas
slence, hisbreathing disciplined and inaudible, mine harsh and uneven
asthough I'd just finished our marathon again. | could recall every

detail of that run asif it were yesterday. He had been asuperb

runner, intelligent and tirdless. Thered dust on Mars had settled on

his smooth red skin like the fuzz on apeach. Hedrew his hand across
his chest in an elegant negative. "Y ou misunderstand. | did not come
from the Confederacy.” "Where... ?" "l am amember of the New
Council of FreeWorlds." I'd heard of this group, in pre-Seouras days.
It was large, well organized, and not above using violenceto achieve
itsends. "So you findly found agroup who agree with your ams.”

"We want equdity for each member of the Confederacy. Otherwiseitis
aconfederacy in name only. Surely you agree the present systemiis
unjust?" "How isit unjust?' | needed timeto think. "The Four

Worlds control the flow of resources and the diffusion of

technol ogy--such things as the hyperspace jump technol ogy--so important
tousal. TheInner Council has members only from the Four Worlds and
they have theright to veto any decision by the Outer Council. Yet the
Outer Council has membersfrom dl thirteen worlds" Hemadea



graceful gesture of persuasion. ™Y ou don't find thisstrange?’ "Jump
technology and most of its spinoffs came from the Four Worldsin the
first place” | said dowly. "Didn't your planet ask to be admitted to
the Confederacy?' "Yes. And | do not regret that, neither do | wish to
take us back to the old days." He sounded as sincere as he ever did.
"What do you want to do?' "We want the Inner Council to realize that
they cannot continueto do thisto us. We have the right to be treated
asequals" That sounded good, and in principle | agreed. Butif in
practice it meant alowing free use of jump technology to aggressors
like the H'digh and the Ohedrhim, to offer the far reaches of spaceto
the Dir to bargain for, to give my own quarrelsome species further
territory on other planets before we had evolved amethod of ensuring
unity on our own planet... I'd never been able to muster enthusiasm for
theidea "Did you comedl thisway to continue our debates?’ | sad
sourly. Heinclined hishead dightly downwards, asign of annoyance.
"Joinus" | stared a him. "In return wewill drive away the

Seouras.” The enormity of what he was saying overwhelmed me. "What do
you want with Jocasta?’ "Wewant it asabase. It isfar enough from
Sector Central to keep our movements secret, and large enough to be
useful. Once the Seouras are pushed back, we have a trade network

dready inplace”



"We're not amilitary base. We don't have the defense

capabilities”
"We don't need them."

"But with your people hereit would be a Con Fleet target.” | was
arguing on autopilot, unableto register his replies properly.

He had that puzzled ook again. "There are dways sacrifices.”

"How do | know you can do what you clam?’

"I will show you strategic proofs as soon asyou agree.”

"l can't even consider it without some proof.” | stalled.

He tapped the counter dowly. Not impatient--hunters are never
impatient. "What do you haveto lose? Haley, the Confederacy |eft
you to make whatever defense you could againgt these dliens. They're
waiting to see what happens. Y ou don't owe them anything.”

"| don't owe you anything either.”

"You don't havetodoit for me. Doit for the station.”

Dammit, he could dways argue rings around me. Alwaysknew which
buttonsto push. "Think about it." With unerring tacticd ingtinct,

he withdrew, and was at the door before | surfaced.

"Hey! | couldn't get between him and the door without getting alot
closer than | wanted to. ™Y ou can't go now."

"I will not leave the sation until you give me your reply.”

"You bet youwon't. You'll haveto stay in custody.” If he had beena
human, he would have smiled condescendingly.” That might prove
difficult.” The door opened obediently. "I will talk to you again

soon.”

"l can't let you wak around here."



"Why not?'
"Youreanillegd entrant, for agtart.”
"Spoken likeaMédot."

| jiggled onefoot in frugtration. "I need to be able to contact
you."

"I'll contact you."

"Ligten." | rounded on him, angry and frustrated. "If you want meto
trust your stories, you've got to give me some trust too."

"| trust you, Halley." Hiscat's eyesflicked to mine and away again.
"Or | wouldn't be here. But not the Confederacy.”

"What are you worried about? The Confederacy is thousands of
light-yearsaway."

"It'sheretoo. It'severything this station is-the Q'chnwith its

daves, the Invidi who never do their own dirty work, the Me ot who run
your life ... Con Fleet as athreat of violence, the poverty and

hel plessness of the other species. It'sdl here. And you il

believeinit, don't you?'

| nodded. Yes, | do. I'd dwaysbdievedintheidedl.

"Well, I'velost my faith, wife. Sowait for meto contact you." The
door shut. | reached out to the comm link to call Security, but it

would be awaste of time. By thetimethey got here, Henoit would have
disappeared into the mass of bio sgnasin the lower station.

Besides, the best of the Security personnel werein Sigmaright now
trying to trap the Q'Chn. They didn't need distractions..



Quartermaine

| had to get up to the Bubble, find out how Murdoch and histeam were
going. Henoit would haveto wait. He said hewould wait.

| wasted time &t the ring lift which was dower than usud. 1 hoped
this system wouldn't go down too. It shouldn't-the access nodes were
in Deltaand it waswell maintained.

What did Henoit redly want? He wouldn't come dl thisway without a

good reason, and gaining abase in the sector might qualify asone. |

needed to know how strong this New Council had become, whether Jocasta
was isolated enough to protect us from Con Fleet reprisasif wedid

join them, how Earth would react, and, most importantly, whether Henoit
could ddliver on his promise to drive away the Seouras. The gray ships

had easily overcome our feeble defenses when they first attacked.

Once here, he was unlikdy to return without results. Which meant that
if | refused to join them, hewould get the same result, the hard
way--by taking the station by some other means. | had noiillusions
about Henoit's ruthlessness, dthough if | were perfectly honest with



mysdf | might have hoped held volunteered for the mission so he could
seeme.

Seven yearsago | fell for him completely, and no wonder --a sexy dien
princetelling me | was his soul mate. 1'd had a couple of

unsuccessful human relationships and wanted to put them behind me.
Henoit had trouble gaining the acceptance of thefirg officid

human-H'digh union from hisfamily, but it didn't redly metter ashis
political views estranged him from them anyway. During thefirst year

we only met once every month or two because of my Con Fleet job. Then
| was appointed overseer on abig project in the H'digh home system and
we started to live together.

Memories camerolling back--he wastidy and particular, | was messy and
clumsy. Hewas dependent on routine, | would blitz on aproblem until

it was solved then laze for days. God knows how we'd ever lived

together. | once asked him what happened when H'digh couples had
habits that drove each other mad. Absolute monogamy would appear to be
acondgtricting philosophy. But Henoit had answered that often such
coupleslived apart. It made no differenceto the fact of being a

mate.

Forever and dways. | never redlly understood it. How can there be
only one person who isthe other half of your soul? It worksfor the
H'digh but goes against human practices and inclinations. Nobody, it
seems, makesamigtake in choosing their mate. An entire planet full
of hopelessromantics. Ridiculous.

After afew monthsliving together, though, Henoit's politics began to
get himinto trouble. He was leader of the most radical,
anti-Confederacy faction on Rhuarl, one that was associated with the



reviva of the old armed resistance movement that had opposed the
Q'chn when they arrived in the H'digh system a century ago. | came
under pressure from my superiors and Con Fleet Security began watching
me. We disagreed in privatetoo. He assumed | was as discontented as
he, and | could never redlly see the point of what he was doing.

Our differences came to a head with an incident in which aQ'chn trader
was murdered by the armed resi stance group and Henoit's party didn't
disown the connection between them and the group. Henoit privately
admitted to me mat he was part of the conspiracy. He seemed to think
I'd leave Con Fleet and join them. It didn't help either that | knew

the murdered trader, who was the owner of afleet, and I'd worked for
itintheinner systemswhen | was on contract. | began to live onthe
project ste rather than return to Rhuarl and when the job finished, |

|eft.

Thering lift reached the Bubble at last. Thelate-night faceson the
upper level were not asfamiliar asthose from Alphashift. A Con
Fleet lieutenant on the center console nodded formally to meas| came
in.

| asked her how the Security operation was going and she checked a
screen before replying that it was running smoothly sofar. | wasso
distracted by thoughts of Henoit and worry about Murdoch's team that |
sat down at the console and called up data before redlizing she needed
the screen. | apologized and went into my office to settle down.

Veatch was Sitting a my desk, the 2D screen of my desk interface
activein front of him,

| was s0 shocked that my first emotion was ssmply embarrassment--at



walking in on him and dso embarrassment for him. How undignified to
be caught spying on your bosssinterface.

"What areyou doing?" | tried to keep my voice cam. Therewas
probably a perfectly reasonable explanation.

"Commander Hdley." He had already begun to turn at the sound of the
door and was standing now, smoothing histrousers automaticaly,
seemingly more distracted than anything. | took three stepsinto the
room, which brought me nearly to the desk. "Wel?' Hed been looking
at an accessfile--the password modul€s distinctive string was il
flashing.

"I.... I wished to access adocument in your files™ "Why can't you do
it fromyour office?'

"The damage to your interface has caused difficultiesin connections
.. Hiseyeswere so carefully averted from the screen that | looked
more closdly.

"Thisin't an adminidrativefile. It'spersond mall."

Short silence while | waited for abetter excuse. Then he shook his
head dightly, asif waking from amomentary nap, antennae bobbing.

"I wish to speak to you about thisissue." Helooked at the chair. "It
may teke sometime.”

"Spesk away." | was il unableto believe he was doing anything
wrong. Although Walsh, for one, had obvioudy had suspicions. |
should have listened to her.

Heregained alittle of hisusua poise and placed ahand on the chair.
"May 17"

| circled behind the desk, kegping an eye on the screen, but he made no
move towards it We both sat.

"Inaway, | an relieved mat you are here," he began.

“Why?



"May | tell you diewhole story?* When | nodded, he continued. "It
started when Sector Central was not pleased with the establishment of
Jocastaas an Earth base. Thiswas seen asa purdly political move,
ligble to prove costly in terms of personned, maintenance, and
protection.” "They were right Except that they never spent morethan a
fraction of what they promised here...” "No," heinterrupted. "Which
made the prophecy self-fulfilling. To continue, when the post of

station manager was cregted, it was felt that the gppointment should be
filled by an officid sympathetic to Centra's concerns.” ™Y ou spied

on us—-me--for them." He hedtated only amoment. "Yes" | couldn't
say | was surprised, but the fact |eft a bitter taste on the tongue.

"Did you send them everything, or did they ask you for specifics?'
"There was no information here to interest the Security division of
Centra. | merely provided regular reports. | presume they were passed
on when necessary.” "They werewaiting for usto screw up." Which
would prove, once and for all, that the Nine Worlds were unable to
operate as full members of the Confederacy. "But you did not." | was
glad hethought so. It al looked pretty screwed from where | stood.
"Thetrader Trillith somehow acquired knowledge of my semi-officia
reportsto Centra and began to demand information in return for not
informing station Security.” "It blackmailed you?'J"Essentidly, yes.
Thisdid not serioudy affect the quality or frequency of my reports

at firgt, but gradualy Trilith's demands became excessve. My



superiorsand | had decided to end the arrangement when the Seouras
invaded and cut off communications. Inthisnew Stuation | would have
been in an untenable position if Trillith brought evidence of our
collusion to your attention.” His deadpan ddlivery and strange
emphases made it sound like a status report rather than a confession.

| rubbed my neck in dismay. Hedid not sound particularly guilty. I'd
heard that every senior member of the bureaucracy played politics as
well. It indicated they were serious about their jobs.

"Sector, | can understand,” | said. "Just. But dedling with Trillith
might have compromised the safety of the Sation. 'Y ou should have cut
your losses and stopped.”

"With hindsight, you may beright," he agreed, asthough wed merely
decided to order an extraset of plascopy for hard files Hisreaction
wasinfuriating.

"Thisisdl weneed. How often have you mucked about in my
interface?"

His antennae were iff. "Never. Y ou would know, of course. Y our
ability inthe Al fiddisat least equd to my own.”

"So what's different thistime?' Had he wanted to be caught? Hed
certainly been very cardess.

He hesitated, hands clasped in an unfamiliar pattern, antennae
twitching.

"| came here early thismorning. The scan in your quartersinformed me
that you had risen and | assumed you were here.”

Early thismorning. 1'd been talking to Murdoch about Keveth's
murder.

"Didn't you check the comm link indicator?'



"It was offline." Too likely to dispute and easily provable with a
glance at thetech logs "Go on." "l needed to access afilethat had

been sent to you most ingppropriately by ajunior member of the
Employment Bureau.” Unprovable, but what did it matter now? | looked
a him but couldn't see any changein hisface. "And you couldn't

wait?' "l did not wait. Theinterface was on standby and | attempted

to find thefile." 1'd come back to the office the night beforeto

save abrief report on the Seouras mesting. It was quite possiblel'd
falled tolog out afterwards, considering how tired I'd been. Obvioudy

| haven't been in adminigtration long enough to develop theright kind

of paranoia. "A particular screen came up as| searched,” Veatch
continued. "It must have been programmed to gppear immediately after
theinterface was activated." He probably had hell's own trouble

finding anything in my de-modified interface. "It wasaletter from

Mr. Quartermaine.” The temperature of the room seemed to drop. "You
hed obvioudy not seenit,” hisvoice continued through the buzzing in

my ears. "What letter?" | swung the monitor around and began to scan
my persond files. "You dill have not seenit?' Veaich'sleve tones
made the question astatement. "I suspected as much from your
behavior. |1 did want to inform you but to do so would have put mein



disadvantageous position, so | was attempting to bring the letter to
your attention when you waked in." Once aletter had been read, it
saved itself automaticaly to the Pending files, not an areato which |
devotealot of attention. | barely copewith Urgent. "Here." Vesich
peered over my shoulder and dipped hisantennae. "That isthe letter.”
| shot him adirty look and opened it, heart thudding and ssomach in
throdt.

Halley dearest. I'm sending thisto you because, frankly, | don't have
the courage to come and tell you in person. 1I'm not sure how safe that
would befor ether of usanyway. Brin wasdtting at thedesk in his
guarters, sideways on the edge of the chair as though he'd recorded the
message as an afterthought on hisway somewhere. He was dressed,
srangdly, inaplain black jumpsuit and hishair was mussed. It'sten
o'clock in the evening and I'm Sitting here stewing. 1've decided to

wait until midnight--it seems an gppropriate hour for possibly

nefarious activities. | know you won't seethisuntil morning so I'll

send it off beforel go. Only | didn't seeit thismorning, being too
preoccupied with Keveth's murder, the Q'Chn, and the Seepers. |
looked at Veatch. Hewasligening to-Quartermaine intently. The
Master sent me... no, asked meto do something for him. He said the
next few sentences quickly, looking down. He needs something from an



area of the station he can't easly enter. It'sastorage bay in

Sigma He'sgiven metoolsto get in. Then Stared straight at the
screen. Therewas along, deep furrow of concern between his negatly
clipped brows. I'm sorry about this, Halley. He saysit'sfor dl of

us, for you in particular. He says| don't need to know the details.

I'm not certain that thisisthe right thing to do. The famous

intuition isn't working at the moment. But he'snever lied to me

before and why should he now? Maybe I'll find the answer in whatever it
ishewants-1 don't think he's sure himself. He saysit's
nlitri--"information" isthe closest trandation, athough it covers
everything from amemo to prophecy--/ presumeit's on achip or other
datastorage device. I've got another gizmo to locateit, in any case.

His body language was gtiff and uncomfortable, and there was alittle
pause between each sentence as though he had to force himsdlf to
continue. He didn't want to oblige An Bank, but he had. He spread his
pamsin acharming gesture of contrition. Don't be too crosswith me.

| have to do what he says, and as you've spent some time with Invidi
you won't need to ask why. Besides, he's promised to tell mewhat it's
all about once | get thenlitri, and you know what a sucker | am for
information, He shrugged. | thought thiswas the best way to let you
know what was going on and to give you timeto think. | won't leave
any traces and otherwise you mightn't know what has happened. It'sup



to you whether you confront him with it or not. 1 don't recommend it

but | know youwill. Helooked down for along moment then smiled at
the screen. 1'd rather not be present when you do because thisisn't
easy. I'm caught between two people of whom I'm very fond, and | hate

to betray you by doing this, and him by telling you about it. Let's

just get together when things have settled down and laugh about it, S7?
Byefor now.

| sat back with asigh and drummed both hands on the desk. If I'd seen
thisearlier | could have confronted the Invidi with it. An Barik had

lied to me about the lock bresker being his. Murdoch was
right--Quartermaine had opened the doorsto the storage bay using an
Invidi device, not stolen but received from the owner with ordersto
steal something from the wreck of a hundred-year-old ship. What
"information™ could be so important? How could information on a
hundred-year-old ship benefit the Invidi? Would Quartermaine go back
to An Barik from wherever he was now? Maybe he had finished the task
and waswaiting to give thisnlitri to An Barik. Maybe hed dready
done 0.

| turned to Veatch, who had retreated to the other side of the desk
agan. "Why didn't you tdl me?’

He leaned back dightly. "One, | did not wish my past indiscretions
brought to your attention’. Two, | believed that we could use the
information to put pressure on the Invidi."

llWel?l

"Trillithand mysdf."

Thissounded bad. "Y ou told Trillith?"



"Yes. AsQ'chn representative, it isthe obvious choice to confront
thelnvidi. Aswdl asmysdf.”

"I don't suppose you considered the head of station an obvious choice?!
| said, exasperated. "V eatch, the way you've made these decisonsis
totaly unacceptable ... | gritted my teeth against the anger. Now

we knew who'd lesked information to Trillith. And so much for Trillith
being the victim of aframe-up. Hewasin this as deep as anyone.

"Why did you want to put pressure onthe Invidi?' | said.

He shifted back alittle more. Was he afraid I'd take aswing at him?
"Wefdt that the Invidi might have away to bresk our stdemate with
the Seouras”

That stopped me for amoment. |1've often thought the same. "Did you
gotonun?' "No." Veatch made the same evil-eye gesture I'd seen him
make before. "News of the Q'Chn precluded contact”

"How did you intend to 'pressure the Invidi?' | couldn't help
asking.

Vesatch shifted in his seat dmost furtively. "1, er, believe Trillith
intended to borrow any means of communication with the Confederacy.”

So they were thieves aswell astraitors. What amess. Intrigue and
betraya even before the QChn arrived... Wait amoment. We knew
Trillith had seen Keveth that afternoon.

"Did Trillith say anything about Keveth?"

"Keveth?' Veach'sfingerstwitched and he put hishandsin hislap.
"Yes. Infact, after the scans revealed Q'Chn residue it once more
suggested to Trillith that we go to the Invidi immediately.” He
stopped.



llBthl?l

"But Trillith refused. It said therewas agreater prize at stake. It
said that it knew who asked Keveth to go to the storage bay."

"Does Trillith know wherethe QChn is?’

"| doubt it." He sounded definite. "But it knows who asked Keveth to
get the QChn."

"That ill doesn't tell uswhere Quartermaineisnow.” | could have
ydled with frugration. "What if you've endangered him by telling
Trillith?'

His antennae drooped. "I acted in the way that was mine at the time.
Quartermaine, too, acted in alessthan dutiful manner. It washis
way. | am not responsiblefor hisactions, nor those of Trillith.”

| closed my eyesbriefly. Sometimesitisal too difficult to even
try to understand.

"Y ou can give a statement to Chief Murdoch. 1'm going to talk to An
Barik. Andthenweredl goingtotak to Trillith."

He seemed satisfied. Protocols were being followed.

"What's Quartermaine been doing dl day?' | continued. "Why didn't he
come forward?"

Theinterface blipped and the polite message Y ou have incoming mall lit
up the screen briefly.  The coincidence was eerie enough to straighten
my spinewith ashiver.

"Open..." | began, then remembered the lack of ord interaction. |
touched the Accept pad.

Halley, | hopeto god you'rethere. | dar en risk the comm channels.

Quartermaine was dressed in the same dark clothes but he was
disheveled and hollow-eyed. He peeredinto the



screen, probably a public booth, continuoudy glancing back over his
shoulder as he spoke. 1've been hanging around all day as per orders.
Whose orders? Meet me near the entrance to the Smoke, and come
quickly. I'l wait until you come, because I'd rather you haveit. |
think | know why he wantsthe nlitri and | don't agree. He touched a
side pocket and glanced around. Hetold meto bring it back, but |
sad I'd logtit. Please hurry. He kissed hisfingers and touched

them to the screen, dl the while watching over hisshoulders. Bye.

End of message.



Second Day: midnight
| looked at Veatch.
"What'sthe time?"'

Helooked at hisfile pad--he knows the station timer in my interface
iSout.

"Elevenfifty-nine

| made aquick copy of Quartermaine's transmissions, saved and sent
them to Murdoch'sinterface, dapping on the strictest security rating

| could think of in the circumstances. Then | pushed away from the
desk and rushed to the door in aclatter of plascopy files, crystals,
and empty coffee cups.

"Youtoo," | yelled over my shoulder. | didn't want Veatch leftin my
officeaone. Dammit, | should have been more conscious of security.

The Bubble staff stared at us as we ran out.

The karrikar wastoo dow. | fidgeted, checked the controls, glared a
Vestch. Oncel'd talked to Quartermaine, Veatch could explain hisrole
inthisto Murdoch. An Bank had some explaining to do too. What was
thisnlitri he wanted Quartermaineto retrieve for him? He should

have



asked me for accessto the slvage instead of going through thiswhole
charade. |1 thought of calling Murdoch but he was up in the center
playing tag with the Slasher and could do nothing. There were bound to
be some Security personnd in the Hill if we needed backup. Backup
againgt whom? Brin hadn't sounded scared of An Barik in
particular--more agenerdized fear. Unlesswed dl been wrong and
the Invidi was behind everything after al. Perhaps someone else had
found out Quartermaine had been in the storage bay that
night--Trillith'sinterview would have told anyone-and was on his

tral. What did he havein his pocket? In his second message Brin had
sad, "Hetold meto bring it back.” Presumably "he' was An Barik and
"it" was ether the"other gizmo" of the first message or thenlitri

itself. My heart pounded faster with excitement--this was what linked,
for whatever reason, the Sleeper ship and An Barik and Keveth's murder
by the QChn. It was about time we found out whet all the fusswas
about. Theonly recent arriva, | remembered with asmal shock, who
was unconnected to the contents of Brin's pocket was Henoit.

We got out near the entrance to the Smoke. Thefestival wasin full
swing. The pressof people, the blare of conflicting music, and the
cacophony of voiceswere dl twice as bad aswhen I'd been down here
earlier. The noise and movement coupled with the erratic blue night
lights, flashes, and fl& esin other colors al served to make dark



cornerseven darker. Glancing back over my shoulder occasiondly to
make sure Veatch followed | rushed on, panting in the hest.

Quartermaine had said "near the entrance to the Smoke." That could
mean the main airlock, which had two corridors feeding into the |obby
infront of it, or either of the two side entries, one of which was
blocked off from normal use while the other was barely used. Both of
these side entries opened onto narrow corridors and aleysin the back
lanes of the Hill.

On our left rose the great curved box of the spoke base, where wed

left the karrikar, and behind us spread the dark warren of the Hill.

The throughways were too crowded to navigate quickly. | kept bumping
into people gathered in groupsto drink or talk, and they didn't
gppreciateit. Theeratic lights hid tablesand chairsuntil |

crashed into them and children kept running in front of me. Thenoise
was too loud for anyone to hear my muttered gpologies.

"Drunk inuniform,” someone said. Other people at the table laughed
hilarioudy.

About fifty meters from the Smoke entrance | glimpsed the olive backs

of four Security guards. They werein the middle of the throughway
talking to awoman. | looked around and after amoment located
Veatch's antennae flat with misery about twenty meters behind me. With
awave for him to catch up, | reached the guards. Sergeant Kwon looked
up insurprise.

"Commander Hdley?'
| had to gulp tepid air before | could answer.

"I'm looking for Quartermaine. Haveyou seen him? Heleft mea
message saying hed wait for me near here.”

Kwon looked at the other three, two sturdy young women and atal man,
and they dl shook their heads.



"Sorry, welve only just got over here. Somebody said they'd seen
Jones and we cameto check it out.”

Andamrangin my mind. That sounded like another coincidence.

"I'm going over to the Smoke entrance anyway. When you'vefinished,
send one of your peopleto join me. And take Mr. Veatch back to Main
Security, would you? He's got something urgent to tell the Chief.” |
spared aquick prayer that Murdoch would survive up in the center to
talk to Veatch, then sarted shoving my way through the crowd again.

Seconds later | felt atouch on my elbow.

"I'll comewith you now, maam.” Thetal guard indicated politely

that | should move aside. "I'll take point." He moved ahead of me and
began to clear apath along the throughway far more efficiently than |
had. Jeers of annoyance and shouted abuse followed usbut | didn't
cae.

It happened when we were within ten meters of the end. Where the row
of dwdlings fronting onto the throughay finished was a crossway and
beyond, the outsde wall of the Smoke and the space in front of the
arlock entry. Theairlock itsdf wasinvisible around the corner.

There was aflash of color from above. | looked up to seeif someone
wasflyingillegdly and the QChn wastherein front of us.

Almost in dow motion it reached the deck. Huge. Poised.
Beautiful-piece of reaching, flexing, living architecture. 1t had
wings. Nobody told usit had wings.

In the same Instant blood was arcing from the headless neck of ahuman
"Who had been standing there. The body began to topple and the stream



of blood spattered the surrounding tables and people at the same
moment. The scene broke up.

Screams. Tablestoppled, chairs and food went flying. Peopleran
towards us away from the mongter, yelling and faling over each other.
But the panic had not yet spread back aong the throughway and the
crowd became a seething mass of shrieking, yelling arms and legs as
they could retreat no further.

The Security whistle blew behind us.
"Get down!™
"Look out!" They'd never get aclear shot past the crowd.

Doors grated as people forced their way into dwellings, anything to get
out of the range of the spindly rainbow killer asit stalked one, two
rhythmic pacesthisway. "lt'scoming!” "Oh god, oh god, ohgod." A
woman crouched behind my knees and made hersdlf into aball to escape
the blows of the crowd. | nearly fell over her mysdlf, then pulled her
roughly bes de me asthe security guard pushed meto the Sde of the
throughway where aheavy metd flange offered the possibility of

Ccover.

"Cal Main Security!" | yelled at the guard over the screams, my eyes
fined helplessy on the Sasher.

"Kwonwill. Weretoo close” He shoved me againgt thewall and
peered around the flange. | left the woman and |ooked too.

The Q'Chn lowered its head and the great wings--like single links of
soft chain--spread once, closed again. The head tipped sideways, then
it turned with unbelievable swiftness and was gone around the corner to
the Smoke.



The panic had spread like aflame in oxygen and the crowds behind us
werefdling back into the Hill. Thered dert srenrosein ghrill
whoops, compounding the noise.

"Commander! Areyoudl right?' Kwon forced hisway againgt the
faster flow of the crowd, hisbody sideways.

"Yes. Clear thearea" | yelled above the noise of that damned Siren.
| thought of Quartermaine and hoped he'd heard the screams and run the
other way.

"Where are you going?' Kwon grabbed my arm as| started haf running
towards the corner. Quartermaine said held wait for me around that
corner.

"l haveto see..." | shook him off and kept going. Past the upturned
tables and blood-spattered remains of meals. Past acouple of people
gtting or lying groaning where the crowd had left them. Slippingin
the seeping red that surrounded that first mutilated body .

Two of the guards were covering me from close behind. The young woman
muttered to hersalf as she walked. We reached the corner and |ooked
around.

We saw blood and bodies and the Q'Chn at the main airlock entry turning
towards us.

Thelightswent out.

"Scetter!" yelled Kwon and | felt someone brush me asthey dived away.
| did the same, jumping backwards towards where | hoped the closest
doorway was. Beforel'd even half completed the motion, aviolent gust
knocked me adifferent way and something hit mein the smal of the
back with enough force to wind me completely. | did down thewall,
unable to move.

The srenwhoop led

"Lightsd Emergency lightd" It wasthe other security guard, thetall
one. "Medicsover herel”



Footsteps pounded faintly below the Siren. Great timing for the
lightsto go. | sucked in acouple of breathsthat hurt below the
stomach and stood shakily with one hand on the wall, dizzy in the dark.
There had been bodies on the deck in front of the airlock, human
bodies. Blue night lightsfluttered on in afew places, but not enough

to illuminate properly. | wasfacing the throughay we'd come aong
earlier. Wrongway, turn around. Small, bright weaving points of

light suggested the right way was in the opposite direction. Somebody
turn off that bloody darm. The moving points of light were attached

to people, crouched or standing over things on the deck.

| crouched, too, beside the nearest body. The medic shone hislight
briefly on my face then shook his head and mouthed something against
thegren.

"What?' | ydled back, and he drew ahand briefly across histhrodt,
then went over to adifferent body.

The darm stopped.
Into the vast sllence broke awoman's cry, awail of lost hope. Back
in the throughway. Someone stood beside me and shone alight on what

remained of the corpse'sface.

"That'sMr. Quartermaine, isntit?" said Sergeant Kwon. "Weve got
Jones back theretoo.”

Thewaiting kept on. Or it might have just been insde my head.



"Helley?

| swung around at Murdoch'scall. The lightswere il half
functiond inthe Hill soit was difficult to see hisexpresson, but
his voice was shocked. "Isthiswhereit got in?"

| nodded. We stood in front of one of the maintenance hatches. Here,
the main entry hatch for thistunne areahad been forced haf off its
attachment and hung at an acute angle to the deck. A team of
white-suited med techs were packing up their equipment in front of it
and beside them another group, thistime of engineers, waited
impatiently with their own equipment.

"It canfit into the main tunnels. | don't know how." | saw againthe
height of the Q'Chn--it must have been at least three meterstall. And
those wings spread twice, threetimesthat. 1t must be ableto fold
itslimbs and body flat That would make sense in a creature designed to
take over enemy spaceships, the only accessto which is often through
tunndslikethese. _ "Wereclosing al emergency containment doors



over recycling entrances,” | continued, eyes on the engineering team,
which had begun to sever the damaged hatch. "It's only a stopgap
messure, and alot of them need to be done manually because of the
system failures, so we're looking at a couple of hours beforeit'sall
done." Murdoch was looking a me rather than the hatch. "Let'sgo
back to Security,” he suggested, raising his voice above the whirr of

the engineering equipment. He turned and walked away. | followed,
reluctantly. 1'd have preferred to stay there and stare at the hatch

in hope of inspiration. Murdoch'steam had pulled out of the center as
soon asthey heard of the Q'Chn's gppearancein Delta. By thetime
they got here, though, the Q'Chn had disappeared, presumably back the
way it had come. Its sensor jamming continued, and we till had not
been ableto get themain interna sensor grid up and running to
counteract this. 1 blamed Q'Chn sabotage for the grid mafunction, but
it could have been part of our usua op sysproblems. It was il

dark throughout most of the section around the Smoke. The mess of
furniture and belongingsin the throughway had been partialy cleared,
shoved aside againgt the walls and doorways as Engineering and Security
personnd arrived. Blue night lightswere on in patches, and some of
them wereflickering. Theloiterers and vendors were nowhereto be
seen. Shopfronts lining the main throughway were battened down, and a
few people gathered in front of them in excited little groups that
dispersed as quickly asthey formed. Some rushed to and fro carrying
pieces of luggage, furniture, children. Fragments of conversation
flickered between them. "... right below us..." "They're comingin
ships..." "...onlyif youcangetin..



"Security'slessthan usdess” The man who made the last comment saw
Murdoch at the last minute and backed away sheepishly. Murdoch scowled
after him.

The number of peoplein the throughways grew aswe left theimmediate
areaof the QChn's appearance. At least three cannoned into me and
rushed away again without apology. It was unbearably stuffy and seemed
hotter than usud. When | loosened my collar, my trembling fingers
touched giff, faintly sticky patches on die materid. Blood,
someone'sblood. Erin'sblood. | was glad the gloom hid my face from
Murdoch. | didn't want him to see me struggle for control.

Something moved above head height and | started violently and bumped
back into Murdoch before redizing what it was--another piece of red
materia had been flung from a second-story window to join thefirst
long banner of supplication stuck flat againgt thewall.

The day lights had come on in places here and more people milled in
groups.

"Wherearethey?' A squat woman with head covered in a patterned scarf
blocked my path. Shethrust her face urgently into mine. Her skin was
greasy with sweat and worry carved two sharp lines between her eyes.
"When are they coming?'

| knew her. She owned one of the food stalls near the marketplace.
"Nothing'scoming,” | said. "Weve got everything under control. You
mustn't panic.”

"What do you expect?’ she snapped back, hands on hips. "Nobody tells
usanything! People are saying you're too busy protecting the upper
levelsto worry about us down here."



"That'snot true! Security ..." "Security do something for us?' she
interrupted. "Don't make melaugh! We reckon they'll 1t the SI--...
them do the dirty work and clean up the Hill scum. Then they can dll
live happily ever after with their own kind." Severd other people
muttered agreement. We were suddenly the center of a growing crowd.

"That'sridiculous." | couldn't find the right words. "If the
Stuation were that bad we'd evacuate everyone in danger, no matter
whet leve."

The lines between the woman's eyes stayed. ™Y ou could &t least tell us
what'sgoing on.”

"We can't make an announcement because the Deltacomm grid isdown,”
said Murdoch beside me. His deep voice and large presence calmed the
crowd. "Go back to your block reps and ask them--they'll be getting
messages to pass on to you. And settle down. There's no need for
dam.”

They backed away grudgingly and we continued.

"It'samess,” growled Murdoch. "Tank everywhere. People are moving
away fromthe Hill. Y ou'd think they'd redlize theré's nowhere to go.

All we can do is make sure nobody gets hurt in the crush. Most of the
trangport isdown.”

We reached the Hill Security building and went insde. Past the crowds
at the entrance who all tried to talk to Murdoch, past the people
thronging the lobby who were dl trying to talk to the desk sergeant at
once, into the blessed peace of Murdoch's office. It was such arelief
to bein afamiliar place away from the crowdsthat | had to fight a
ridiculous desire to burgt into tears.

Murdoch was dready behind his desk, trying various



surveillance and comm systems. | reached for one of the other chairs
and sat, knees suddenly trembling. Murdoch looked up and muttered
something, then rummaged bes de the desk and lifted up a heet jar out
of which he poured acup of what looked liketea. He shoved it across
the desk, cardless of pills.

"Goon, drink it." heurged. "Best thing for shock.”

My hands shook more tea onto the floor than went into my stomach, but
it did have acdming effect. | could force mysdf to think
draght.

"Any ggn of the QChn?"

He shook hishead. "Nope. No reiablereports. Lookslikeit's gone
back to wherever it's been waiting."

The best thing to do would have been to immediately shut off the Hill
section above decks as we'd aready done with the under-deck section,
but by the time everyone was evacuated, the Q'Chn would have had ample
timeto go esewhere. Besides, where would we put everyone?

What were we going to do? All | could think of was, wave ared flag
and surrender.

"D'you want to keep the center sedled off?' Murdoch was skimming
through data. | stood unsteadily and walked around the desk so | could
reed it from behind him.

"The Sasher obvioudy isn't bothered by our confinement measures,” |
said. "Onthe other hand, if we've got to worry about the maintenance
tunndls, the entrances from the spokes are easier to monitor.”

He nodded, then swivdled hischair so hewasfacing me. It was
grangeto look down on him from my standing position. "I'm beginning
to think you may be right about trying unorthodox methods,”; he said.



,"What, liketaking toit?' | meant it as sarcasm--my mind was
ill full of darkness and blood flying and screaming. | could not
congder talk right now.

Hewasn't trying to be funny. "Maybe. Think about it. ThisQ'Chn
isn't behaving likeit's supposed to. I'm not sure how far we can
depend on Trillith'sidea of what it might do."

"lan't behaving how?"

"All the records say the Sashers were programmed-they were trained as
well but basically they just followed very strong ingtincts. They were
supposed to attack, kill, and leave, dl in agroup. Even when the

Q'chn brought them in as athreet they had to be physicaly confined to
stop them attacking. Doesthat sound like our friend here?"

Itdid not. "Our" Q'Chn snuck in quietly on ahired ship, worked
aone, efficiently killed every person associated with it, and kept
hiding. "Maybeit'slearned to control some of itsingtincts? Been
givendifferent training ?*

"Or whoever iscontralling it ison the gation.”

"Here?" 1'd assumed the brain behind all this was par-sees away and
had sent the Q'Chn to do its dirty work.

"Yeah." Hedropped his eyes and took a deep breath, one hand resting
on the table and the other fiddling with the clip on hisholster. "I

think we should go talk to the Invidi again." Murdoch obvioudy
suspected An Barik.

"We're looking for someone with the resources and backing to secretly
bring a Q'Chn a quarter way across the gaaxy and pay Keveth enough to
riskitslife" he continued. "That'sway out of the league of your

average operator here.”

"Wait." | rubbed my head, which had started to ache.



"Before we gtart accusing anyone, what are we going to do about the
Q'Chn?" "At the moment | don't seewhat morewe can do." Hesaid the
words as though he wanted to disown them but couldn't. "Well finish
activating dl the emergency containment doors over main maintenance
tunnels. Keep the spokes and center isolated. Put extra guards,
forcefields, and activation darmson dl key points™ "Thereare

going to be more system failures, you know," | said. The Engineering
repair team hadn't had a chance to do anything before the Q'Chn
surprised them. "Can't we keep things patched together from the
rings?' "You don't understand. We always keep things patched together
fromtherings. But there are certain systems that must be coordinated
from the center. If too many links are taken away, the whole chain
collapses. What we're seeing now isthe early stages.” He spread his
hands helplesdy. "How long before we get too far to link things
together again?' "God, | don't know." | haf closed my eyes, trying

to visuaize the station'sop sysasawhole. All the variables-the

Invidi bits, the Tor dements, the "extra’ adjustmentsthat haf the
population illegaly makes. What would it taketo crash thelot? "I'd
have to ask Mac what he thinks, but if it goes on at this rate we have
to find away to get to the core within forty-eight hours. If theré's

any more sabotage, make it twenty-four." "Hell." | "Did you get
Brin'smessages?' | was surprised that my voice was so steady. "I got
them," he said gruffly. "1'm sorry about Quartermaine.”



"Yes" "I'mgoingtotak to hisMend Rank, seeif Quartermaine
wasn't hiding there yesterday. Yeah, | know," heforestalled my
objection. "Hetold you Quartermaine wasn't there, but people can he.
Or Quartermaine might have gonetherelater.” Why would the QChn kill
Brin? | felt Sck again at the supid waste of lives. "Was anything
found on him?' Murdoch caled up what looked like a hurried status
report. "Nothing. Not even apersond info-wafer." "Nothing nearby?"
| felt terrible asking about objects when Brin had lost hislife, but

he had clearly said that he'd brought "it" to give me. | explained

that from Erin's message | didn't know whether, by "it" he meant an
Invidi device An Barik had given him to locate thenlitri or the nlitri
itself. "And we don't know what thisinformation isabout?' "No. But
AnBarik isgoingtotel menow." Thethought of getting down to the
Smoke and sustaining my anger with An Barik throughout an entire
interview seemed suddenly too much. | leaned against Murdoch's desk
and put my hands over my face so he wouldn't seethetears. After a
moment | heard him get up and then | fdt hislarge, warm hand on my
shoulder. Then he squeezed the tense muscles at the back of my neck
before withdrawing hishand. "Why don't you wait here?" he suggested.
"I'll go see Ranit then later we can recap and work out a plan of
action." | lowered my hands. Everything looked fuzzy. "Thanks. I...

| think it'sdl catching up with me.”



"Yeah, probably." Hewaited amoment without saying anything, then
left. | stared after him. It was the first time Murdoch had breached

the physical distance between usin anything but agtrictly

professional manner. Why he'd done so was unclear --the stress of the
moment, or maybe held aways wanted to. | wondered if he was
interested in exploring the new space held created between usand if

s0, how | would react. With aflush of dismay | remembered Henoit--I
hadn't told Murdoch of his appearance.

| sagged into the desk chair and blinked until my eyes focused again.
Goodness knows where Henoit was. At any rate, | would put off
questioning An Barik until Murdoch came back. Brin might havetold
Rank something about the Invidi that would affect how | talked to An
Barik. Inthe meantime | wanted to map the pattern of environmenta
systemsfailure, in case we were missing something that might alow us
to fix more of it down herein therings, rather than going into the
center.

After afew minutes, though, | found mysdlf staring at the screen
without taking in anything but the pale blue Earth Fleet background and
black characters ... Black characters mergeto form ablack sky. I'm
in aspaceship with Rachd. We sit, knees bent, facing each other in
one of thelife-pods. There aren't any tubes or goo, for which | am
grateful--grate full that the crew of Calypso had lain in was too much
likedime. Starsstream by the window, very close. Some patter
againg the glass, seeds of light blown by the interstellar winds.



"Thisisanicedream,” | say to Rachd. "I'minit, that'swhy." She
laughs and leans forward to pat one of my knees. "Do you know why we
came?'

Changeto aflat plain under asky low enough to touch. I've been here
before. Familiar viscosity licks my fingersand dime dides

underfoot. It gives off agreenish luminescencethat risestofill the
world with aswest, sour, acrid smell | wear like a second skin.

Hdley.

Who's cdling me? Theair istoo thick to see, too thick to hear. The
sound must be coming straight to my brain, which meansit'sthem. Why
arethey cdling me?

"Hdley." 1t was Murdoch, leaning over the desk to peer into my face.
| was leaning forward on top of a stack of plascopy. ™Y ou should go to
your quarters.”

| sat up and my neck cricked painfully. "Ow."

"I'll get someone to walk back with you." He turned to the office comm
link.

"No." My voice sounded weak and unconvincing. "We haveto talk. What
happened with Ranit?'

Murdoch shrugged off hisjacket and sat dowly in the other chair. He
stretched out hislegs and exhaded noisily. "Ranit was pretty upset.
Hetold us as much as he knew."

Upset. Of course hewas. Glad | hadn't been there for the
interview.

"Did Brin goto him? Washetherewhen | called the morning after
Keveth's murder?"

"Must have beenright after that. Quartermaine met Ranit inthe Hill

and said hed seenaman killed upin Sigma. Hetold Ranit he needed
timeto recover away from everybody. Andyes." Therewas sympathy in
Murdoch's



eyes. "Yes, hewastherewhen you caled. Ranit lied for him." "Did
Brintell Ranit what he was doing in Sigma?' Murdoch shook hishead in
disgust. "Nope. Just said 'don't ask," and Ranit didn't. Or so he

says. But he does say that Quartermaine was preoccupied aswell as
upset, as though he had a problem on hismind aswell asashock." "So
we'reredly no closer to finding out what happened in the storage

bay," | said disgustedly. Murdoch pushed his chair back again and
jumped to his feet with a sudden spurt of energy. "Maybethere's
someone who can help us.”

"As| told Commander Haley," said Veatch, "I desired only to be of
assstance in resolving our present untenable position with regard to

the Seouras ships” He shifted uncomfortably on the hard chair. His
blue suit was crumpled and dusty, his antennae curled amost doublein
despair. Murdoch shouldn't have kept him in aholding cdll with the

rest of that day'sarrests. After al, he had come down voluntarily

after the Q'Chn appeared in Delta. Sasaki had joked, when we saw her
ontheway intointerview Vesatch, that the Security building had
probably seemed the safest place to him with the Q'Chn on the loose. |
thought that uncharitable but likely. "Let'sget thisstraight”

Murdoch leaned his elbows on the desk between them. "In your eagerness
to 'resolve our position,” you accessed a private message to Commander
Halley from Brin Quartermaine, failed to inform her of the message,



then passed on the contents of this message to a person outside the
adminigration. The Q'chn trader

Trillith. AmI right sofar?'
"You are correct. However, | should like to point out thet..."

"Oh, | forgot." Murdoch interrupted. "Thiswasthe Q'chn trader you'd
been passing dassfied information to for months.”

"Murdoch, Trillith was blackmailing him,” I murmured.
"Hesays." Murdoch wasn't giving up hisBad Cop role.
"Then you both decided you might aswell find what the

Invidi thought was so important. Trillith must have sent hismaid down
to find Jones. 'Y ou knew about Jones and

Keveth, didn't you? Y es, and you thought you'd get the entire thing
from Quartermaine. Did you and Trillith send the Q'Chn to kill
Quartermaine and Jones?"'

Vesatch started. "No, don't be absurd. Neither Trillithi nor I... we
never... we have nothing to do with the QChn, nothing at dl." He

half rosein agitation. "Y ou, Chief Murdoch, should know better than

to suggestit. Trillith went to you for protection, did it not? And

you sent it away. Y ou spend dl your time and effort protecting the
members of your own species, and when one of the Four Worlds actudly
needsyour help, you refuse.” Helooked & me. "Thisisblatant
prejudice, Commander. | wishto fileacomplaint with the

judiciary.”

"You can't do that if you're under arrest," said Murdoch.
"I beg your pardon,” said Veatch. "Under subsection 33 of the Security

Code modification of..." "Veatch," | interrupted gently. Helooked a
me and sat down again. "We don't know how, but Trillith is connected



to the QChn. Becauseif it'snot you, then it must be Trillith." |

didn't say we suspected whoever controlled the Q'Chn was ongtation. If
0, it meant they might have contacted Jones far more easily than we
originaly thought. No need to send signals off the station.

"Do you have any ideawhat the nlitri might be and who hasit now?" |
asked.

His antennae perked up abit. "I was under theimpression that Mr.
Quartermaine had it. After al, hewasin the storage bay first. At
least, the forensic evidence indicated o, did it not?!

Murdoch grunted noncommittally The areaiin the bay wiped "clean” was
undernesth the other forensic evidence the DNA traces. It must have
been done by Brin, therefore, to conceal his own traces before he hid.
He'd said something like that in his message, too. We had assumed Brin
arrived firgt and after opening the door, hid himself from the Q'Chn.

| still didn't understand why Vegtch had spied on usfor so long, why
he'd betrayed usto Trillith with so few gpparent scruples.

"Didn' it bother you that information you sent back could have been
used againg us?'

"I have never knowingly damaged thisfacility or itsinhabitants."

"Who'syour real master?' asked Murdoch. "Who do you servein the
end?'

Veatch paused. Hisvoice when he spoke was less sure, less pedantic.
"I do not sympathize with any cause, or individua, only with order.
Order isserved by abaance of power. At thistime, power inthe
Confederacy isheld by



the Four Worlds. Only timewill tell if thisisbaance or not.”
"That'swhy you can work for both me and them at the sametime,” |
said, beginning to understand alittle. Not that it made me any more
sympathetic. "Commander, | support you because you have dways shown a
preferencefor..." he paused, and seemed to be consulting a mental
file, "if not order, then at least balance. Y ou have handled the
Seouras Stuation admirably, athough not dwaysinaway thet |
appreciated a thetime" "Butyou..." | began, then gaveup. "Tdll
me," | moved my chair around the table so we at |east were not on
oppositesides. "Y ou said that you wanted to resolve our problem with
the Seouras by placing pressure on the Invidi. Y ou must aso think,
then, that the Invidi can get usout of thismess but hasn't.” "You
arecorrect.” "Why do you think this?" "Becauseitishighly unlikely
to be unableto help.”" 1 seem to have been the only person who
believed the Invidi. "Theresredly no reason this station should
remain part of the Confederacy, isthere? What do you see asthe
future? If," | added gloomily, "we ever do shake off the Seouras.”
"It ispossibleto be neither Earth nor Confederacy affiliated.” "What
doyoumean?' "l refer to the status of planned neutrality. This
incorporates a period after the declaration of neutrdity in which the
aoplicant'slegd satusis accepted as unaligned but in fact the



details of whatever the find agreement will be are fill being

processed. In the case of a colony, for which Jocastawould qudlify,
athough with certain modifiers, independence, neutrd or otherwise,
must be ratified independently by three Council members other than the
member from whom the colony is ceding.”

A pretty academic problem unless we get rid of the Seouras. "Would you
recommend that for Jocasta?"

He seemed dmost surprised. "1 had not considered it, but it is
certainly one option. 1t would not, however, be practica
immediady."

Murdoch had been waiting to get aword in. "I'm going to talk to
Trillith." He glanced down at V eatch without a shadow of trust. "See
what it saysthat contradictshisstory. I'll seeyou in my officein,

oh, about fifteen minutes.”

"What about Veatch?' | did fed sorry for himinthat cell. Besides,
the thought of my having to do the station manager'swork aswell asmy
own was too appalling to contemplate.

Murdoch stopped halfway to the door. "Confined to quartersfor the
timebeing. All interface access privileges denied, mind you."

While | waited for Murdoch | checked the engineering updates. No
changein the op sys status--that is, no changein the way it was
deteriorating. The Q'Chn had neither reappeared nor given any sign of
whereit might be.

Murdoch burgt into the office. "Got it." He grinned triumphantly.
"At least, as much aswe ever get from these bastards” " "Wel?" |
got out of hischair and circled the desk.



"Taking it from thetop,” he reclaimed his chair and ticked the points

off on hisfingersashe spoke. "Keveth visited Trillith on the

afternoon of the day the Sleepers arrived, and told Trillith that Jones

had asked it to pick up someone under cover of the jump mine explosion
and the rescue operation, which it did." "Did Jones approach Keveth
after theexplosion or before?" "Trillith thinks before, but without
specifying atime or place. When the mine exploded, apparently Jones
gavethesgna for Kevethto go." "That meansthey didn't actually

know the mine would explode." "Possibly.” Murdoch was cautious.
"Anyway, Jones gpparently didn't know Keveth told Trillith about this.
We can assume it was the Q'Chn that Keveth picked up becauseits ship
was so clean. If it had been adifferent species traces, our

equipment would have picked up something." "Keveth met Jones and the
Q'Chn later that night in the storage bay where salvage from Calypso
had been put. We don't know why they met there. But it wasthe same
Storage bay that Brin Quartermaine had just used an Invidi deviceto
open and search for something for An Bank. We don't know if he found
what he was|ooking for, but we think he hid and saw the QChn kill
Keveth. Jonesran off, or the Q'Chn et him leave, or he knew that it
would kill Keveth, | dunno. But both the Q'Chn and Jones went to
ground.” 1 wished I'd had a chanceto talk to Brin about what happened
that night. Wasit asudden falling-out among thieves or, as Murdoch
suggested, deliberate reduction of people who knew what was

heppening?



"By theway." | interrupted him. "Did we check the salvage contents
after the murder againgt the contents when they werefirst put awvay?
Therewasnothing missng?* "Nothing. Thenext morning,” he
continued, getting into stride, "V eatch cameto Trillith with news

about the nlitri and the suggestion they conduct some gentedl blackmail
to get An Barik to hurry up and do something about the Seouras.
Trillith, with an eye to more profitable ventures, intended to take the
nlitri for itsalf. Trillith knew Jones was Keveth's contact, so

Trillith contacted Jonesin the hope of buying information about

Joness bosses and also about the nlitri, in case Jones had seen Brin
takeit." "Wethink Brin contacted An Barik later and wastold tolie
low," | added. "Right. Now, Jonesdidn't get back to Trillith, which
pissed it off and it gave that interview with Florida, remember?' "The
onethat virtualy advertised Brin was on the run with Invidi

technology, yes. So anyone might have known." "Anyone might have
known, but it was the Q' Chn that appeared and killed them.” "Why lall
Jones, if he's part of the QChn'sgroup?’ | was confused. "Which
bringsus," Murdoch sounded gloomier. "To thethingswe still don't
know. We don't know who gave Jones his orders and who controlsthe
Q'Chn. It'd be handy if they were the same person. We don't know what
thisblasted information is that everyone's so keen about and why An
Barik wantsit so badly. Why did the QChn kill Keveth, Quartermaine,



and Jones--werethey dl part of itsgroup?' "If the QChn killed

Brin, surely that exonerates An Barik?' "Unless he wanted to get rid

of Quartermaine,”" Murdoch said. "Maybe, like Keveth, Brin had outlived
hisusefulness” "Usefulnessfor what? Y ou're heading for agrand
conspiracy theory here, Bill, but the scalejust doesn't fit. Thisis
aminor station on the outskirts of nowhere. What could possibly
interest galactic-scale plotters here?' "Y eah, wdl thereésalink to
thelnvidi. That'spretty closeto gaacticscae™ | sighed. "I'll
goandtak to An Barik. And don't forget,” | didn't enjoy remembering
something he hadn't, "that we still don't know how Calypso got here. |
found some evidence that indicatestheir voyage was routine for nearly
fifty years, but we don't know what happened after that.” Murdoch
groaned. Held run out of fingersto tick off the thingswe didn't

know.



He needs something from an area of the station he can't easily enter.
It'sastorage bay in Sgma. He'sgiven metoolsto getin. Hesaysl|
don't need to know the details. He saysit's nlitri--"information” is

the closest trandation, dthough it covers everything from amemoto
prophecy--/ presumeit's on achip or other data storage device. I've
got another gizmoto locateit, in any case. He's promised to tell me
what it'sal about oncel get the nlitri, and you know what a sucker |
am for information. Did Quartermainefind it? His second message
seemed to indicate this. I'll wait until you come, because I'd rather
you haveit. | think | know why he wantsthe nlitri and | don't agree.
Hetold meto bring it back, but | said I'd lost it. Perhapstelling

An Barik that hed logt it had got him killed. Maybe the Q'Chn had
taken the information and An Barik had what he wanted already. But
that assumed the Q'Chn was controlled by An Barik. Thisdid not redlly



fit the puzzle, no Matter what Murdoch said about conspiracies. If An
Batik knew the Q'Chn was involved, why would he have asked Quartermaine
to look for the nlitri in thefirst place? Unlesshedidn't trust the

Q'Chn, which was amogt atypica member of its species. Again, why
should An Barik kill Quartermaine? He merely had to wait until the
nlitri was brought back. Unless, asmall voice reminded me, An Barik
had intercepted Brin's message saying he wanted to give it to me rather
thanto the Invidi. And why did Brin not agree with An Bank's reason
for wanting it? Certainly An Barik's non-interferencein the sation's
affairs had turned out to be ajoke, like Invidi noninterferencein
Earth'saffairs. Even Veatch believed An Barik could contact the
Confederacy if he wanted to. Instead of doing so, instead of merely
asking for access to the Calypso savage so that he could get whatever
it was he wanted, he had to go and put us al through thismess. | was
terribly angry with Brin. Ingstead of coming to meimmediately with the
whole story, he had to get al mysticd about loydty to the Invidi and
then float around the storage baysin hisridiculous costume, playing
burglar. If I had him here, I'd ... | leaned my head against the wall

of the access shaft and tried to control the sickening ondaught of

grief. Later, you cangiveintoitlater. The person behind me

cleared her throat meaningfully. With most of thering lift system

out, we were forced to use manua access between rings, unlessit was
an area handy to an uplift that was till working. Typicd of this
gation, | thought, and started climbing down again. We cut off the
center so nobody needsto go there and the only liftsthat stay working



arethe ones up to there. Sometimes| think the spirit of the Tor
booby traps remains to confound us.

The access shafts are quite separate from the maintenance tunnels, but
even so it wasn't pleasant to be in that enclosed place and wonder what
would happen if the Q'Chn came after meinddeit.

| reached the Smoke airlock. The one on the sSde away from the Hill,
thank goodness, so | didn't have to avert my eyesfrom the scene where
Quartermaine, Jones, and four other people met their deaths.

Theairlock door shut with ahollow thud behind me. | fitted on the
mask. Faint hissof changing air, moreimagined than heard;
interminable wait. Tap, tap of boot toe on floor. What could the
Invidi possibly want from Calypso that he couldn't ask for openly?
Higtorical data?

Would the Invidi have any usefor persond datafrom the crew? |
couldn't imagine anything important and dangerous enough to risk
Quartermainesrife. But why not tell me he needed some information?
Because he didn't want me to see whatever thisnlitri was, camethe
answer. It had to be something Quartermaine wouldn't recognize bui |
would.

The"enable’ light clicked on and | ducked under the inner door asit
inched open. The corridor was full of the same milky fog asdways,

but therewas no sign of life. Nobody wanted to meet a Q'Chn and they
were al battened down in their quarters.

| stopped bef oren Barik's door and pressed the buzzer. There was no
answer. | pressed it again. | could override the privacy cover and
check if hewasredly there, but where e se would "he be? We'd had no
reports from Security about an Varik outside the Smoke, so he must be



here. | pressed the buzzer again, thistime resting my palm there
long enough to confirm the ID. The person insde knew who | was.

| leaned into the audio pickup. "Master Bank, you know it'sme. |
need to speak to you. It'surgent. | shan't leave until we have
talked, so you may aswell let mein." Nothing. I'll look pretty
dlly if heisntinthere after dl.

It was quiet in the corridor, the hum of atmospherics punctuated by
subdued clicks and begps from other systems. The environment asdl
seemed to be functioning here. Whichisasit should be. Because of
the dangers of containment failure with the Smoke's atmosphere, it had
the most sophigticated backups on the station. On the other hand, if
the Smoke's atmospheric containment failed, weld know we werein big
trouble.

| pressed my palm on the buzzer again and the door opened. | walked
through to theinner chamber. An Barik sood motionlessin the same
place he'd been last time| washere. Had hemoved at all? | skirted
the brazier cautioudy in the dim red light and gpproached allittle

closer than custom allowed.

"Quartermaine's dead.”

"The one knows."

"Did you know he left me amessage?’

"Message?' Theflat baritone sounded puzzled.

"Yes, message.” Something made my voice shake. Not anger, exactly.
How do you sustain anger at someone who can't return the emotion? "Y ou
didn't think he might try to contact me? It didn't occur to you that

he might fed some loydty to hisown people?' Thiswaswishful
thinking --Quartermaine's actions had shown where hisloyalties|ay.



The big knobbly shape rocked dightly. "The one does not wish to
speak to others at thistime."

"That's not possible. A murder has been committed and you are
involved. | want to know what's going on.”

Two of hislong tentacles curled up and around. | managed not to step
back.

"Theone ... regretsthe acts of violence." The comment came dowly,
after along slence.

""Regret'..." Yes weadll regretit. "Master, why didn't you just
ask meto give you accessto the salvage?'

The Invidi swayed towards me and thistime | did jump backwards. | had
initiated closer contact, but not thisclose. Thelong strips of

bubbly skin down his sdes seemed to shiver.

"Theturning ismistaken. The one attempts regppraisd.”

"What about the QChn? Wasit amistaketoo?"

Hewent perfectly still. Every shift, every twitch ceased with

gartling completeness. He might have been arather bizarre stone

datue. | held my breath in unconscious mimicry.

"Theoneers. Itisnecessary to reaffirm theright path. Please
leave"

"Errshow? I'm not leaving without some answers. Did you directly
cause the Q'Chn to come here?"

AnBarik wasslent. Hissmall tentacles wrung around each other.
"Please answer me.”

"The oneisnet ware of thisbeing. Invidi knowsthem."

"Y es, yes, we went through thislast time. 'Y ou won't help us defeat

it." 1 don't know what | hoped he would do--activate an
al-encompassing force field produce an invincible wegpon from the



folds of hisbody like arabbit from ahat? Invidi technology is
aufficiently like magic that | wouldn't have been dl that surprised.
"This... QChnisnot seen clearly at theright path.” "What does

that mean? Y ou didn't know it was coming? How far can you seeinto
what we cal thefuture?' "The question haslittle meaning. All

points have exisence therefore dl arevisble™ "But you sad that
certain nodes areimportant.” " Some nodes proliferate more paths than
others." "What about individuals? Canyou see our futures?' And do
they see all our pasts, aswell aswho we are now--not in glimpses as
we do but each entirelife? Does An Barik perceivein methejungle
and Demora, Henoit, the construction of Jocasta, the dime? Could he
have seen the end of Quartermaines? "Individuas..." A tremor ran
through the mass beside me. "Individudsinitiate paths according to
their nature." "So you can't predict acertain action? Isthat why

you didn't know the Q'Chn would come?' "Theoneerred. Invidi are
individudsaso." "Why did your people cometo Earth?' The question
popped out to startle both of us. Silence. Stock answers--expansion
of gdactic influence, benevolent conquest, to prevent one of the other
races acquiring Earth's dwindling resources--are never enough. "The
oneisnot inthat continuing. Thereisanissuedf... reciprocity.”

Who owes whom?"Y ou have the potential for desada Ah yes, the
sentienceindicator. The point at everyone's center. "Recognizing your



right to be consdered authenticates our relationship.” Heamost
sounded asif he wanted meto understand. "Y ou're observing us? To
check if we're sentient or not?" " "Observé... the connotations of
thisword areincorrect” | took adeep breath, let it out again.

"Madter, ligen. We've had too many casudties, including aman who
worked with you for years. Unlesswe do something about the Q'Chn, the
gation isgoing to start falling down around our ears. If you know

why the QChnishere, tel menow." "The one doesnot know." It was
asclear an answer as1'd ever had from him, "What isthenlitri and

why did you ask Quartermaineto get it?' "The one atemptsto correct
aneror." "What sort of error?' "Invidi learn... not to intervenein

the affairs of others. What you cal the coming-to-view." "The

future?' "Yes. By the seeing, the thing seen changes. Inthe

continium to which your Segpersbelong, an Invidi intervenes.” "You
mean An Serat?' "Correct. The one asks Mr. Quartermaineto
retrieve... evidence, your Mr. Murdoch would say. Evidence of this
intervention.” "Theniitri isthisevidence?' "Correct." "Why isit
important?’



He said nothing. Perhaps| should have asked to whom it was
important. "What doesthis have to do with the QChn?' "The one does
not perceive adirect connection.” "Thenwhy did it kill Quartermaine?
Did he bring you this 'evidence the night he died?" "The one does not
tak tohim." Hemight betdling thetruth. "So you don't know it he
gotitor not?' That bore out what Quartermaine had said, that An Bank
"waan't sure himsdf." "How did you know thisinformation was on the
Cdyps0?' A longdlence. "ItisInvidi only to understand.” And |

got no more out of him.

Brin had made me his executor, damn him. In the siff holo-testament
format he cdmly asked meto distribute his property in various ways.

It was devadtating, but finally | managed to go through his persona

files. | satin hisoffice and recorded amessage to his parents. They
werefrail, and lived on Earth, in acommunity hospice in Auckland.

The message was encrypted and posted to the top of the URGENT list of
missivesto Earth and Confederacy that sat in the files and waited for

the day Jocastawould befree. One of Veatch's staff regularly

reviewed and weeded out the unwanted or outdated messages. It made me
think about my friend, how little | had redlly known him. | looked

around the little office--neat, impersona. Con Fleet standard issue
furniture. Hisred life can't have been here.



If I'd thought about it, hisfirm stand on the Nine versus Four

problem should have given me aclue that he might sdewith the Invidi.

He had been so convinced of their essential benevolence towards us. And
who was| to disagree? He had spent most of histiMetrying to
understand the Invidi. We have no proof to dispute their benevolence,
only agreet ded of circumstantial evidence that could be read many
ways.

Although if you were to take the opposite position on the Nine/ Four
issue, the whole structure of the Confederacy was proof that the

Invidi, Q'chn, Melot, and Ben-dari wanted nothing more than to keep
the rest of the member worldsin subservient status. Infact, |

followed the unfamiliar thought reluctantly, the superiority of Invidi
technology and its gpplication in ajump drive isthe keystone of that
gructure. If in someway you could removeit, dlow the Nine Worlds
to comprehend and use mat technol ogy, then the whole structure would
come tumbling down. But then a century of peace might be buried in the
rubble.

firm's second thoughts were al the more shocking for hisfaithinthe
Invidi. What could possibly have caused him to disagree? He'd decided
| needed to have the nlitri, because presumably | would useitina
different way from An Bank.

| accessed the files held been working on the day he died. Three of
them were routine Linguistics department business, but the fourth was
hisresearch on An Serat. That name kept appearing as we got deeper
into the case, and Brin'sresearch indicated why.

An Serat had been the head or facilitator of the Invidi'sfirst



expedition to Earth. Apparently he was till dive, under asort of

house arrest on the Invidi home planet for his"unethicd
activities-including acting beyond hisbrief in reveaing technology

to humans. He was "asked to leave" the expedition by consensus. |
suppose helping Caypso would qudify as acting beyond his brief,
especidly as Rachd'swords indicated their whole expedition had been
kept asecret from the other Invidi, if only for awhile. An Bank must
know about it now, which iswhy hewastrying to retrieve evidence of
An Sera's tampering from the wreck. The whole incident waslooking
more and more likean Invidi internd affair. AnBank must be

gathering information to use against An Serat in some Four Worlds
squabble. Brin's research also mentioned that An Serat till had

support from some of the younger and moreradica Invidi--obvioudy An
Bank was neither. But that didn't answer the question why An Serat
helped the Seepers. | didn't believein the good Samaritan theory
anymore. He must have seen some advantage in sending them off the
planet--wasit to keep something secret for nearly ahundred years?
Reveding technology to humans. That must mean technology that should
not have been reveded to humans-the Invidi brought us plenty of
technological advances, but only in the areasthey chose. We took what
we could and were grateful for it What else could An Serat have given
humans? Thefirg thing that sprung to mind wasthe
cryotechnology--Griffis had indicated the Invidi offered it to Nguyen.

| should ask Eleanor what else shed found out about that technology.
Sheld have had time to go over the probe's records by now. | tried the



comm link but it was blocked. Grest, dl we needisinterna
communicationsto go down. | left Brin'soffice. Fortunately the
hospital was on the samelevel, so | wouldn't have to clamber up or
down access shafts.

Eleanor came from her quarters but she wasn't happy about it. "Haley,
it'shaf-past fiveinthe morning." "1 know, but were running

againgt time. We have to do something about the Q'Chn so we can get up
to the center." Eleanor moved past meinto her office and activated
theinterface. She sghed, did astorage drawer out from thewall,

and poured hersdlf acup of liquid from the heat-jar indde. "Coffee?"

| shook my head. Even theideamade mefed sick. "I know about the
QChn attack," shesaid. "We finished the autopsies about an hour

ago."” "Oh. Sorry towakeyou." Sheleaned back in her chair, hair
mussed, face pae and tight, eyes swollen from lack of deep. Shewore
an ancient woven fabric cardigan over the hospital whitesand it made

her camness seem more human. "Why did you wake me? And st down,
will you?' She pointed at the guest chair. "No, thanks. Think I'd

better not" | had thefeding that if | sat down, | wouldn't have the

energy to get up again. "It's about the cryosystems on Caypso. Can

you give me amore complete report on them?' "l dready gaveyou a

report.”



"Y ou said they were what you'd have expected. Did you mean they use
the kind of technology that the Invidi gave usin that period?' She
frowned and put the cup down. "I'm no historian buit... no, | wouldn't
have said s0. The Caypso's systems used nanotechnology and integrated
functiondity that we didn't achieve until the beginning of space

flight. Wedidn't need it before then, of course, whereas the Sleepers
did. | assumethat'swhy the Invidi suppliedit." That might have

been what An Serat was being criticized for. Thetroublewas, if he
wanted to get rid of evidence of histampering, why send the Sleepers
into space and why in such ahaphazard way? If he wanted to concea
something, sending it to wander through ahighly travelled area of

gpace whileits guardians dept was hardly theideal method. No, |

think we're off-track here. "Are you sure the wakeup mechanism was set
for fifty years?' Eleanor grimaced and drummed her fingers on the desk
"I wish you wouldn't cdl it amechaniam, asthough it'san darm

clock. The cryosystems are partly organic themsalves. It'san

incredibly sophigticated method of controlling the autonomic nervous
sysem.” "Fine. But when were they supposed to wake up?' "They said
they were going to Alpha Centauri. That's about fifty years" "That's
what they said. Only wereleft with the problem of forty-five years
unaccounted for. What about the systems?' She looked a mefor along
moment then blinked up files on the interface, presumably of the



cryosystems. | found | was starting to sway abit and shifted my
feet. Maybel should sit down.

"You could beright. Theresevidence... of asort,” she said
findly.

"What do you mean?' | walked around beside her and peered at the
screen, which let melean on the desk. She pointed a some figures
that meant nothing to me other than that they recorded some kind of
neura degradation.

"It could mean the cryosystems reinitiaized and continued after that

fifty years. Whichislogica, consdering, asyou say, werea

hundred years after they left. Which meansthe sysemswere programmed
from the beginning for ninety-five years. On the other hand..." She
blinked through more data, using the retina interface connection.

I've never had enough ocular control to use one efficiently.

"On the other hand, | could bewrong. Thisattrition could bea
function of the nanotechnology, which tendsto destroy itself after a
programis complete.”

"So it might have been only fifty yearsafter dl? | think that
qudifiesasanimpossible probable” Fifty yearsisfifty yearsand
ninety-fiveisalot longer than that. 1'm starting to sound likethe
Invidi. Profound and totally meaningless.

"Some advice from your doctor.” Eleanor had stood up and was looking
at menoseto nose. Chin to noserather, as she's nearly ahead

taller. "Go back to your quarters, take ashower.” Shefingered the
gainson my uniform with distaste. "Get changed. Have something to
eat and a couple of hours of deep. You'll be surprised how easy

things get fter that.”

The wonders of contemporary medicine. Prescription-hot water, clean
clothes, food, and deep. Amazing.



"Y ou should probably have agood cry, too,” she added. "For Brin's
ske"

| swallowed. "Eleanor, did he suffer?’

"No. It wasvery quick. He probably didn't even notice.”

She shouldn't have patted me on the shoulder. The gesture released dll
the tenson and grief of the past twenty-four hoursinto aflood of

tears onto her faded cardigan.

"Shh," said Eleanor, and thistime it was she who rocked me gently.



Third Day-6:30 Am

| got about three minutes worth of hot water out of the shower in our
quarters, but it was enough to make adifference. | actualy felt my

body belonged to me again, not some stranger who wasn't listening to it
saying, I'mtired, | hurt, and I'm hungry. Thefina spurt of cold

water woke me up enough to buzz my teeth clean and wonder what to have
for breskfast

| stopped off in the kitchen on the way to my room from the shower, a
dry wrap tied gingerly under one armpit in casethe visud interface
activated unexpectedly. | was developing scattered bruises where the
Q'Chn had knocked me againgt the wall in the Hill, and the dry wrap
knot caught painfully. Theroomswereadl quiet Leewaspulling a
double shift hel ping Engineering and the other two weren't up yet

There didn't seem to be anything immediately edible. Maybe I'd deep
firgt then get something at the messhall.

The door chimed. | looked in the visual scan and saw Henoit standing
outside.

"You can't comein here!" | hissed.



He cocked his haul at the dry wrap which had dipped with the ferocity

of my reaction. | grabbed it and hesitated. If | sent him away,

goodness knows when we'd get achanceto talk again. And | had to know
more about hisoffer. The night's events had kept me preoccupied with

the immediate danger of the Q'Chn, but Henoit was a danger too. Of a
different kind.

"All right then. But comeinto thisroom.” | led the way back to my
private portion of the unit.

Con Feet not doing much for its officers these days," he commented as
the door whooshed shut behind him. In ahuman it would have been a
joke, but Henoit was quite serious. \

"We're conserving space,” | said, and wished I'd got him to wait while

| changed first. Oneflimsy layer of material between uswasn't

enough. | could fed my body responding to the pheromones as we spoke.
It wasn't an unpleasant sensation, just unnerving to be aroused without
having thought about anything in that context at all.

| sat behind the desk and motioned Henoit to Sit in the other chair, a

safe distance away. He removed a stack of crystals and some underwear
from the chair and sat. He said nothing, but every fastidious gesture

was acriticism of my doppiness. | drummed fingertips on the desk and
vowed not to get annoyed.

"Firg of dl, where have you been? What if 1'd wanted to contact you
to say | agreed with your offer?

"Doyou?' heasked quickly.
"l didn't say that. But where were you?'

"In an abandoned dwelling. 1n a section that seemsto have been burned
recently,” hesaid grudgingly.

The damaged sector in the Hill. ™Y ou shouldn't stay there. It'snot
se”



"That isirrdlevant. Have you consdered my offer?’
"I think you'd better tell me more about thisaliance."

Hedipped hischinin assent. "We are not asmple conspiracy. You
must understand that we represent, directly or indirectly, billions of
beings on the Nine Worlds who are dissatisfied with the present system.
We offer an dternative.”

"If you want change, why can't you work within the Confederacy? We
have arepresentative system.”

Hismouth twisted in distaste. "Y ou know how it works. We haveto
work through duly dlected representatives of the government or whatever
systemn the planet works with. The H'digh government is controlled by
senior officidswho have everything to loseif the satusquo is

upset.” Henoit'sfamily isone of the pillars of the status quo on his
world. He had chosen aroad that defied his own traditions.

"So what doesthis movement intend to do?" Heraised hiseyebrowsina
negative. "l can't tell you too much.”

"How can | decide without knowing?' | dmost laughed at the absurdity
of it. "1 don't need your Strategic secrets but at least tell me your
long-term objectives.”

Hewas silent for amoment, his cat's-eyes, never Hill, stroked over
me, the desk, the bed visible at the back of theroom. | hoped it was
my imagination that his gaze lingered on the bed.

"We want them to combine the Outer and Inner Councilsand giveusa
Segt on the new one. Asrepresentatives of asignificant-number of
Confederacy members.”

"So you don't actudly want to dissolve the existing aliances?"



"No. Thereistoo much for usto gain by keeping them. But we want
to beincluded. Y our joining uswould be atremendous examplein
itself. Thisisthe only space tation administered by one of the Nine
Worlds. It is Earth's Sngle extra-system base. Think how many it
would persuade to join our movement if you did s0." "Not sofast. You
want Jocastaas abase. Will you bring your fleet in here?' "l told

you | cant tdll you too much until we know whereyou stand." "What
means do you intend using to achieve your gods, if not the officia
ones?' "l can'ttel you." "I will not be aparty to terrorism. Too
many innocent livesarelos." We glared at each other and he did not
withdraw hiseyesthistime. Stare only at mortal enemies and mate-was
| both or neither? "Don't you want to get rid of those ships?' He
sounded frustrated. "Of course | do!" So muchthat | can tasteit.
"But | haveto think ahead too." "It's hard to seethat it could get

any worse for you here" Maybe not, but at least the Seouras leave us
more or lessaone. Con Fleet might not be so laissez-faireif they
found we'd betrayed them. "Besides, it isn't only me you haveto
convince. | don't run the place single-handed. | need something
concrete to take to my senior officers and the administration.” "You
underestimate yoursdf. Our sourcesthink your staff isamost
undividedly loyd." | had asinking feding and wondered who ese



besides Veatch had betrayed us. "Sources? What sources? Have you
been spying on us?!

"No spies” hesaid hurriedly. "I give you my word we have no spies
here now."

"But you did have?

He sniffed and didn't answer. | wondered why held said "amogt”
undividedly loyd. | pushed asde the paranoid thought, pulled my dry
wrap tighter around me and shivered.

We were getting nowhere with this conversation. Nowhere with the whole
gtuation. He couldn't give meinformation until 1 committed and |

couldn't commit without moreinformation. The Confederacy has
abandoned us and the New Council only wantsto use usfor their own
ends.

He cleared histhroat. "Why did you leave?' hesaid, haf turned
away, hisvoicetense.

“Why?

"Yes, | want to know. | have wanted to know for many years. How could
you disappear without aword?”

" left you aholovid explaining why ..."
"You left lessthan nothing!" His vehemence was startling. He got out
of the chair and prowled up and down the room as he spoke, hislong

strides covering the space quickly.

"Y ou insulted me by not talking to my face, then further by not
answering my cdls”

The accusation stung, because it wastrue.

"l was... afrad." "Afrad?" Hesaditintheway of oneto whom it
had never and would never happen.



"Yes, dammit. A&aid of what you'd become. A terrorist. "And afraid,
too, that if | gpoke to him face to face | would not be ableto resist
thelureto physica union. Asl found it difficult to resist now.

"You aremy wife. Youshouldtel mewhat isinyour mind." "You
redly believethis? That theré's only one person for you in thewhole
universe?' "Usually one person on our wholeworld.” | wanted him to
show me afoolproof way to understand. | couldn't accept that there
could be harmony without understanding. At least, there might have
been, in the days when we had harmony. "Aren't you confusing physica
atraction with ... with some sort of mystical union?' Helooked at me
and then away in tota incomprehension that | took as prevarication,
until I remembered that the H'digh do not admit a dichotomy between
mind and body. Then: philosophies contain little celebration of the
dudlities beloved by human thought--spirit and flesh, form and content,
heaven and earth. Lifeand death. He leaned over the desk close
enough for meto fed the soft, warm touch of hisbreath on my face. "
"By time not asundered, nor by distance rendered, World cannot defeat
us, nor deeth shall uspart."" For asecond | amost gavein and

touched him, gavein to the desirefor his breath to be mine again.

"L et me guess--from the Khua'anathT" The extraordinarily long and
complex epic poem that seemsto provide haf the sayings and precedents
in H'digh society. "I didn't know it contained love poetry.” | leaned
back and swivelled the chair away from him, deliberately breaking the
spdl.



"It isfrom the Marriage Ode of Queen Scr," he admonished. "Why do
you think we matefor life? Nether of uswill ever achievesucha

bond with anyoneelse. | don't know what you mean by ‘'mysticd.” This
isafact.”

| could fed the"fact" as| prickled and throbbed under the dry wrap

in responseto his presence. But | was older now, if not wiser, and
there were alot of things hanging over me to balance the pheromones.
The Q'Chn, Caypso, An Barik, the Seouras. Maybe we were bonded
forever. That didn't mean | had to live with him, or agree with his

politics.

"Why did you come here?' | asked straight. "Why you, and not some
other persuasive bastard?’ Were he and his group so foolish asto
think 1'd be more susceptible to his suggestions? | would have thought
the fact that 1'd left him would have aerted them to the likelihood of
the opposite being true.

"l..." For an extraordinary moment he seemed to be lost for words.
Normally hewould never leave agap in conversation, any more than he
would leave agap for an opponentinaduel. "1 wished to ask you the
guestion that you have not yet answered. Why did you leave?’

"Because| couldn't livewith amurderer.”

He consdered thewords. Moved hislong, powerful handsin arolling
gesture asif to turn the words over and ook underneath.

"Y et you would have lived with awarrior."

"Dont insult me by saying you don't know the difference. Even your
father didn't condone thosekillings™ Theolder H'digh lived by a
rigid code. Which was one of the reasons they were exposing their
young to other creeds.



"I do not understand your thoughts. But however far you run, you will
dwaysbemy wife"

| shrugged. Legally we were divorced, and asfar as| was concerned
that wasit. He could think what he liked.

"But | ill offer you achance to be together in our palitical
activities. Join usin our fight against the hegemony of the Four
Worlds"

-Say yesand we dly oursalves against our own world and its
protectors. Say no and they take the station anyway. Do nothing and
if the QChn doesn't destroy us the Seouras probably will. What would
Marlena Alvarez have done?

| shook away the thought. It was absurd to belooking for guidance to
aworld so much smpler than our own.

"Givemesometime," | began.

He turned in annoyance and strode to the door.

"No, redly," | said, standing to call him back. "I haveto do

something about the Q'Chn, or you won't have afunctioning station even

if you do manage to beat the Seouras. Give me twenty-four hours.”

"Makeit twelve," he said, and left. | stood there wondering what
Murdoch was going to say.



Third Day 10am
Murdoch said alot, most of it unworthy of an officer.

| caught up with him in Gammawhere he was arguing with property owners
who didn't want to lend us space for residents evacuated from the Hill,

even a interest. | suppose they were aware of our solvency status.
Murdoch asked them to wait while we adjourned to a nearby overhang and
| told him about Henoit.

| think it was the Seouras that annoyed him most. "Weve been sitting
herelike were in quarantine for acommunicable disease for Six
months. They couldn't et supply shipsthrough, could they? Oh no.
Just some ancient junk heap with frozen passengers, abloody dien
killing machine, and now aterrorigt.”

Certainly the Seouras behavior wasinexplicable. But it was not our
greatest worry a the moment.

Murdoch knew Henoit's nameingtantly. ™Y our ex, isn't he?' Helooked
a medyly. "Bit of acoincidence, that."

"It'sno coincidence," | said wearily. "They mugt think it'll be
easer for himto work through me.”

When | was on Rhuarl an officious Security sergeant once explained to



me that Henoit had arecord for politica activity. Therewasno
evidence that he had ever put afoot wrong but unspoken acknowledgment
that he was one of the leaders of the anti-Central movement. The
sergeant pointed out that if | had any information to add to the

record, it was my duty to come forward with it. That was the sort of
position Henoit had continualy put mein. "Work through you to do
what?' | concedled ayawn and rubbed tension knotsin my shoulders.
"He says he'samember of the New Council of Free Worlds." Murdoch
garted, but said nothing. "And that if | agreeto join them and put

the gation at their disposal, they'll get rid of the Seourasfor us."
Murdoch looked up, around, men passed one hand across hishead. He
opened hismouth, shut it, then finaly ended up saying merely, " Shit.

Y ou said he came ongtation before Quartermaine waskilled?' "That's
what he says. Using the comet tail ascover." Murdoch snorted,
amused. He saw theirony in that too. "l wish you'd told me earlier.”
"I'msorry. It redly wasnt a the front of my mind last night.”

Murdoch folded his arms and made an exasperated "phew" sound. Hewas
angry, but not at me. "Isheteling thetruth? Y ou know him better

than anyonedsehere” "I haven't seen him for savenyears™ "No
kidding?' Studioudy indifferent. "That'salongtime.” He muttered
something to the uncaring Boulevard. "What?' "Nothing."



"It was not nothing." | stepped back apace so | could eyeball him
properly. "Say it again, if it'sworth saying."

"Jeez, what afuss" Hiseyeswere everywhere but on mine. "l said
that it must have been somereunion, that'sal. Youll haveto adjust
therecord. You're down asdivorced.”

| could have kicked him. "That's no business of yours." He must have
been ogling the Security files. Everything ison thosefiles onceyou
get ahigh-leve clearance.

"This bloke enters the station in secret, doesn't et anyone except you
know he'shere ... everything about him is Security business. His past
especidly. Becauseit might give usahandle on his present motives.™
Murdoch met my eyesat last. His own showed anger, and something else.
| wasn't the only person to fed betrayed. "So get off your high

horse and tell me what's going on.”

| do hateit when he'sright. "Keep out of my persond life.”

He snorted. "Y ou take acommand position with Con FHeet you don't have
apersond life. Do you think hestelling the truth?”

"If he sayshelll help us, hewill try. But I don't know whether they

can do what they promise. The Seourasweapons..." We had both seen
those weapons.

"What sort of abase do they want to make Jocasta?"

"Hewon't say. Butit'snot just our freedom at stake here.”

"Y ou don't want to provide the possible catalyst for amovement that
might start the downfal of the Confederacy.” He stated one of my

fears matter-of factly

"No. Nor do | wish to provide an excuse for the Confederacy to crush
that movement.”



That shook him. | was grateful he had not taken the easy way and
merely pointed out that my duty wasto jail Henoit and get as much
information as possible about the New Council.

"What do you think, Bill? Persondly.” | wasunsureif heéd reply at
al, especidly after his unexpected outburst yesterday about the
Confederacy not helping us againgt the Seouras.

He scowled irresolutely at the dusty deck. On the Boulevard voices
wereraised in dtercation, and there was a cracking sound as a
congtruction AV G unloaded building materids. As| watched him Murdoch
cameto some decision.

"I'm glad to be dive now, y'’know?' The expression he turned to me had
none of hisusud smirk. "My people were treated as second-class
citizensfor hundreds of years. Ontheir ownland. It'stakenusa
long timeto get over that." A beat. Hiseyes stayed on my face but
for once | didn't feet self-conscious. "1 don't want to be treated

like that smply because I'm human.”

"I didn't know you were a separatist.”

"I'mnot. | wastaking to Griffisyesterday. Hetold meabit about
the Earth South movement in our place. Seems my people were more
involved than | thought."

"You didn't know that before?"

"Nah, | never saw usasrevolutionary types. Too lazy, | dways
thought. Butit lookslikel waswrong."

"Hasit changed your mind? Y ou think we should throw in our lot with
the New Council?'

Hegrimaced. "I don't liketheir methods."
| thought of Henoit and the dead Q'chn trader on Rhuarl. "Neither do



"Wheat do you think hell doif you refuse?"

That was the other problem. "I know what hell do-try to take the
gation anyway." "Shit." Murdoch stared rudedly at the store-owner
who'd appeared in the doorway next to us. The smal Achelian twitched
her nose and dammed the door again.

"How will hedo that? Bring in hisfleet? Whichever way it goes, if
they want Jocastathey'll haveto get rid of the Seouras.”

"Exactly. We might aswell make sure it happens on our terms, don't
you think?'

"So you're going to agree?”’
"Unless you can come up with away to get rid of the Seourasfirst.”

He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Why don't you ask him to prove he's
sncere?'

"What do you mean?"'

"He'saH'digh warrior, isnt he? Ask himto help us get rid of the
Qchn."

| consdered theidea. If it worked, we would lose the Q'Chn menace,
get rid of the Seouras, and become part of an aliance moreimmediate
than the Confederacy. If it failed, the New Council would gain abase
that had no operative systems and one resident monster.

"l don't know if hed doit.”
"Depends how much he wants the sation.”

| looked out on the Boulevard, anoisy, messy, volatile mixture of
worlds. Thelightsflickered and the clamor increased as voice? were
raised in protest. | turned to Murdoch and broached the subject I'd
been trying to avoid ever since I'd spent the hours since breakfast
poring over holomaps of the engineering core.



"Bill, we're going to have to send another team up to the center.”
"Youresure?' Helooked asif held swallowed something bitter.
"Yes. We'rerunning out of time. I've worked out the best route for
usto take. With any luck, wewon't bein any tunnelswide enough for
the QChn evenif it'sthere.

"Whoa. Who's'we?"

"I know the core better than anyone else on the Station.”

"Noway."

Weglared at each other with ridiculousintensity. | brokeit.

"I don't want to send anyone into adanger that I'm not prepared to
risk mysdf.”

"Yeah, very noble. But we need the head of station here and dive.”
"I'm the best person for the job, dammitf"”

"Thenwell send second-best.” Hefolded hisarmswith findity and |
knew he had regulations and probably every other senior officer's
opinionon hissde. But hewaswrong.

"Send them to me to be briefed then." | turned away from him but he
cdled after me.

"Wait aminute. Nearly forgot about this." He reached into hisbelt

pocket, glanced around to make sure nobody was watching, and held

something out to me. A flat piece of round-ended metal about two

fingerswide and short enough to be concealed in the human pam. Metal?
It had asoft sheen, dmost like clean fur.

"What isit?" I'd never seen anything likeit, either tool or
artifact.



"Wefound it on Joness body but it was put in with his other effects.
Forensic only checked it thismorning. It had other human residue on
it--Quartermaines.”

| looked at him, shocked. "Thisiswhat Brin was carrying?'

Henodded. "We think Jones picked Quartermaine's pocket. Sasaki found
acouple of people who said they saw Jones following someone the night
before the Q'Chn attacked in Delta. And thismorning | confirmed that
Trillith offered to pay Jonesto get it off Quartermaine.” | took

another step closer. "Giveitto me"

Murdoch dropped the thing into my outstretched hand asif he wanted as
little contact with it as possible. ™Y ou're going to giveit back to
thelnvidi." It wasn't aquegtion.

Thething nestled in my pam, faintly warm and furry. Wasthisthe
nlitri everyone was s0 excited about? Or smply theaid givento
Quartermaineto find theinformation? Asmy fingers closed around it
the decision was made.

"No. I'm not going to giveit back."

"No?' Hisvoiceroseatone. "What are you going to do with it
then?'

"I'm going to find what Quartermaine waslooking for." | uncurled my
fingersand looked at it. Strange little morsdl of aforbidden dien

feast. | might have smiled. When | looked up Murdoch was watching me,
perplexed. Maybe | shouldn't havetold him. Officidly any Invidi
technology is drictly off-limitsto usand it was clearly our duty to

return it. Unexpectedly, he grinned.

"Good. It's about time we had some answvers.”



Nothing, dammit.

"Nothing," | said out loud to the empty room. "There's nothing
here"

The space was too cramped even to echo back. After Security moved the
contents of the Caypso savage down from the Sigma storage bay where
Keveth waskilled, they'd erected amodular containment areaherein

one of the Gammawarehouses. Theflimsy partitions kept any stray
radiation away from other equipment but also meant that | had very

little room to maneuver around or over the piles. | kept banging sore

parts of mysdlf on the corners of boxes and dipping on debris. My
temper, dready stretched, twanged and broke severd times. But this

was something that couldn't be done on avirtua screen.

Thething Murdoch had given mewas an enigmatic flat oval, much heavier
than it should be. | itched to find ajoin to pry gpart and had run

every test | could think of, but it remained as smooth and seamless as

.. asanegg. A mechanica egg. It wasunlike any data storage
devicel'd ever seen, so I'd decided to try doing what Brin had
presumably gone to the storage bay to do: useit to find An Bank's

nlitri. 1 just hoped it was not set to respond only to Quartermaine's

bio signs or to aparticular password.

I'd spent an infuriating hour or so moving it over every charred
circuit, every pathetic piece of persona property-photographs of
people long dead, an antique digita clock, unrecognizable blackened
clothing that might have been knitted wool. Shards and lumps of
console with threads



of circuitry visible behind the pitted surfaces. These seemed the
most likely candidatesto contain An Barik'snlitri, and | passed the
device over every millimeter. Without response.

What was | doing wrong? The device couldn't bethat difficult to use
or Quartermaine couldn't have managed-Brin had fought an ever-losing
battle with dl thingsmechanical. It probably gave off asigna when

the object of the search wasfound. Sound? Light? Some sort of
tactile response? | kept itinm my hand, every sense spread in anet of
anticipation.

Stll nothing. Either | wasusing it thewrong way or there was
nothing herefor it tofind. | squeezed down with agrunt until | was
gtting on the deck beside the largest hunk of metal. From their mam
dataprocessor. | went over this again, with the same lack of results.
My next step would have to be to check theinterior of Calypsoin the
sameway. Thismeant suiting up and going over to thewreck. |
couldn't get to the shuttle docks so it would haveto beon a
"scooter," the tiny one-person engineswe used to go quickly from the
ringsto one of Jocasta's surrounding platforms, or to make repairsto
reflector grids-or just to joyride, in Smpler times. Which meant
telling the whole station | wanted something from thewreck. Although
the station would probably be too busy to notice.

Why does An Bank need evidence of An Serat'sinterference in Earth's
past? Toget rid of it? But thefacts surface eventudly. Griffis

and the others are not going to be silent about what they know. And
the Calypso's presenceisitsaf enough to prove the Invidi were
actively involved in humanity'sfirst interstdlar foray.



It al depends on the nature of this"evidence." Perhapsitisin
some way threatening to the Invidi in the present?

That seemsto rule out the cryostasis technology then.

| transferred the device--in my mind it was the egg' from one hand to
the other to scan adifferent area, fumbled, and dropped it. Looks
likeit doesn't break. | leaned back againgt the barrier, tired of
getting nowhere. Tired of everything.

Havel redly doneall | could? When history looks back on these days
and my actions, will someone say, but why didn't she... ?

It'snot that | disagree with Henoit. Our isolation has made me

guestion the assumptions | had aways held about the Confederacy,
Invidi technology, and the position of the Four Worlds as opposed to
the Nine. Henoit isright about that--if we're not important enough

for them to protect, then we owe them nothing. It'shismeans| can't
stomach. | wish therewereamiddle ground. Veatch's neutraity

option sounds attractive, but we can't do anything until we get rid of

the Seouras. And asaneutrd system with few defenses, we would be at
the mercy of whichever warlord or local pirate boss decided to movein.
Onthe other hand, if | wereto ask any one of the residents of Delta
and perhaps Gammatoo, they would surdly say, "Doit. If it means
getting rid of the Seouras, what are you waiting for?" | can accept

the New Council's offer or not--only theré'slittle "not" about it,

because | can't see Henoit getting back in a shuttle and politely

vacating the station if we say we're not interested. Murdoch isright

to beworried. The gamble wasto accept the offer, and hope they can
actually beet the Seouras. Hope, too, that they will



not betray us. There might betime after for Veatch's neutraity
option.

What would MarlenaAlvarez have done? I'd laughed at mysdlf for asking
that when | talked to Henoit earlier, but it didn't seem such astrange
question now. Alvarez had refused to join the armed opposition to the
government, not because she supported the government, but because she
did not agree with their methods of opposition. That sounded like our
present Situation, except that those women did not face the prospect of
the very fabric of their homes unravelling beneeth them. Our Situation

in space carries anew eement of insecurity.

Alvarez dso played one Sde againgt the other--often she used the

media to advertise excesses on one side or the other. In the case of

the government's attempt to physically remove Las Mujeres from the map,
for example, she saved the village by making sure the opposition knew
and would act against the government.

But | wasn't apalitician. | had no ideahow to play off two or more
Sdes againgt each other and not get caught in the crossfire.

The damned implant itched and crawled. | sighed and rubbed my neck. It
occurred to methat | did have the representatives of both parties
here--the Confederacy and the New Council. 1'd assumed Henoit would
make no direct attack on An Bank because the Invidi would have
protection of some sort. But | could confront An Barik with the

prospect of our collaboration with the New Council and gauge his
reaction. The trouble with that wasthat he might react by calingin

Con Heet . Isn't that what you want? | asked mysdlf. To havethe
Confederacy come to rescue the station from the Seouras?



Haven't you been trying to ask them to do that for the past six

months? Yes, | have. And if that happens, presumably Con Feet would
destroy the gray ships. Murdoch thinks they can, and he should know.
Then the status quo would be restored. The station--if they alow

Earth to keep it-will return to its orderly, stacked structure. The

Four in the top ring, the Nine under them, and the refugees and

illegals under the rings themselves, right down in Recycling, downin

the shit.

Y es, the trouble with asking An Barik to rescue us from the Seouras was
that he might agree.



Third Day 12:30 pm

"You'l carry aportable sensor,” | said to the Engineering team, "that
we modified from one of the outer arrays. It won't detect life

sgns-—-we can't bresk the jamming field enough--but it will tell you
when that jamming field is operating. 1n other words, when the QChn
isapproaching." They nodded solemnly and my heart sank as| looked at
them. Three men and three women, dl young, al experienced and
nimble. They'd havealot of crawlingtodointhisone. "Tdl me."

| sat down and Garnet, their team leader, took my place sanding. "We
go up inone of the uplifts" she said, her voice sounding light after

my deep accents. Her dim, dark fingerstraced the route on the
holomap in the middle of thetable. "At the sametime, Security starts
their diversion by taking the uplift on the opposite sde. They go up

and we go across two sections on Leve Six viabisecting corridorsto
the core-and accessit from aside door. We then drop three levels
within the access shafts of the core to the op syscontrols. Ina



contingency plan, if we detect the Q'Chn from the uplift we can access
the maintenance tunndls from the hatch in the uplift and follow the

wall tunndsinto the core. 1t will take alot longer than going down

the corridors and means going around Level Six rather than across, but
it will be safer because the tunnels are narrower.”

The weak point of this plan was when they got to the core. We knew the
Sasher must have been there because it couldn't have caused some of
the systems failures without doing so. But we had no ideawhich access
network it had used. The ordinary maintenance shaft should be too
narrow for it, but afreight shaft that rose from Level Twelveright at

the bottom of the center complex was apossibility.

"Y our brief once you get there?!

"Isto beasquick aspossible,” said Garnet. She caught my eye. "This
isimportant. We're not to try to repair everything, merely to reroute
as many key environmenta systems as possible to ring control and shut
off core access to as many security systems as possible.”

"Thirty minutes" | couldn't help adding from my chair. "I don't want
you inthere any longer thanthat.” If they woreinterface
enhancements, the few we had left on the Sation, it shouldn't take
them any longer. That was another reason dl of them were young--the
older humans get, the more our bodies reject enhancement, especidly
those of uswho have used it extensively in our youth. Ten years
maximumisal weget. | can't plug mysdf into an interface now
without getting a migraine headache and an interface that needs
initidization surgery.

"If the Q'Chn does appear, were to retreat immediately to the nearest



maintenance tunnel and get back to the uplift as quickly as possible.
Security will try to keep the uplift shaft clear.” Wedl knew what a
hollow promise that was.

Garnet smiled at her team. "Gravity will be off for the duration of
this exercise so the body armor shouldn't be too much of aburden.”

"Just don't put it on till we'rein the uplift,” suggested a
curly-headed boy, leaning back comfortably with his ankles crossed.

They dl grinned, Garnet included. "Y ou put it on before we leave,
Stuart. You ain't dressed right, you don't go." Shelooked at me and
| nodded. Nothing moreto say.

"We gtart at 1400. Dismissed."
"Good luck," | said.
"Thanks"

| sat at the table after sheleft, magnifying and reducing the holomap
with onefinger. What alousy job | had. Telling young peopleto go
and risk their long futures when there were those of uswith less
futureto risk.

All thisworry about dliances-New Council, neutrdity,
Confederacy--al that was bullshit. | wasresponsblefor theliveson
the station and my firgt priority must be to minimize casudties among
them. First from the Q'Chn, then from the Seouras. An Barik and the
Confederacy have demongtrated that they're not interested in helping. |
should go to someone who will help, and if that is Henoit and the New
Council, so beit. | had to forget the personal angle. After dl, I'd
forgotten it for seven years, | should have had enough practice.

Dan FHoridafound me as| emerged from the access hatch into the Hill.



"Commeander!”
| whirled, adrenaine pumping.

"Sorry. Didn't mean to sartleyou. Guesswereal abit jumpy with
aSlasher ontheloose." Hisgrin robbed the words of any sense of
danger.

| waited amoment until my voicewas steady. "What isit? I'm on my
way to amesting." | had cometo find Henait, to settle once and for
al exactly what he wanted from the station and what he would do for
us

Helooked hurt. ™Y ou wanted me to do some research, didn't you?"
I'd forgotten. What had | asked him to do?

"Inthe historical database. On evidence of the Seeper ship's
journey?' he prompted.

"Of course.” | looked around. The Hill throughways were dmost
deserted. The stalls were battened down and doors on most of the
dwellings shut. A couple of peopletalked to a security guard at the
end of thiscorridor. It wasgloomy, most of thelights offline.
Although the area had not been officidly evacuated, most of the
residents had moved by themsdlves.

"Canyou tell me here?'

Helooked around, then back at me with apained expresson. "l suppose
0"

| folded my armsand waited. | didn't expect him to have found much
morethan | had.

He walked over to abench by one of the abandoned food stalls and sat.
| followed dowly as he pulled a hand-com out of hisjacket and
activated it.

"| found some early records of Nguyen,” he began, caling up animage.
| peered at an unclear 2D representation of athin man with round,
dark-rimmed visud aids.



"Sorry about the magnification. That'sasfar asit will go. It

doesn't say much,” he said gpologetically. "Just that he quit

NASA--that was one of the official aerospace organizations --and was
garting hisown company. That was 2001. The next bits are scattered
here and there," he glanced at my impatient face, "but to summarize,

the company, Sunline, completed anumber of jobs, programming
satellites for communi cations companies and foreign governments,
developing small-sca e space communication devices, and so on. Thisis
over aperiod of ten or twelve years.” "What about the flight itself?
"Veay littleonit. Therésan articlein one of their specidist

aerospace journalsthat Sunline was involved in acooperdtive venture

to repair one of the old skylab platforms and conduct manufacturing
experimentsthere. 1t wasn't very clear on who the other collaborators
were." "Rachd said they used one of the old sky labsto modify the
ship." He shook hishead. "Y ou'd think the government agencies would
have detected them from the ground, or from one of their other
satellites. Space technology must haveredly hit alow." "Either

that or the Invidi provided some protection againgt surveillance.” It

was one possible reason the Caypso had remained anonymous after it
left Earth too. "What about Confederacy records?' He shook his head.
"Not so much asawhisper. Although the Invidi one kept a pretty tight
hold on that sector until after Earth began spaceflight.” ™Y ou didn't

find alog entry by afreighter? Saying that they followed thetrail

of aNukeni ship?'



"No, why?'

"l did. Doyoumind?' | took hishand com and looked mysdlf. Same
database, same period, same search parameters --nothing.

"Where did you seeit?' said Florida, when it became obvious that what
| was looking for wasn't there.

"In the Confederacy historica database,” | said crosdy, "same as
you."

"Onyour officeinterface?" he perssted.
"Onmy hand com
"And when did you update your hand com

| felt my face flush with embarrassment. That hand com was one of my
oldest. I'd left it inactivein the drawer in my quartersfor...
months

Floridagrinned. "I thought so. Now mine, on the other hand, was
updated from the latest Confederacy records just days before the
Seourasinvaded. Along with therest of the databases on the station.
The databases that people bothered to activate,” he added.

I'd speculated that if | could find the log entries, anyone could. It

looked as though this had happened. And that someone, who had the
meansto dter the officid database, had decided to keep it to
themsalves or make sure no one elsefound it. Someone had wanted the
Sleepersto stay hidden. Wasit the Invidi? For the same reason

they'd concealed Cdypso dl dong? Whatever that reason might
be-concedling evidence about An Serat's interference didn't seem motive
enough. Or someone ese might have dtered the record, someone who
also wanted to keep the knowledge of Calypso's course a secret.

Horidalooked shaken. | could understand why. How much of our other
information, historica or otherwise, had



been manipulated in thisway? It'sonly the officia database, |

wanted to reassure him. It'saways happened. Look at how differently
they talk about Alvarez. We till have private and dien databases,

and our memories. "It's nothing to do with the Seepers,” said

Forida, recovering, "but | found thisincredible 2D vid fragment.” He
tapped it onto the smal screen. "1 thought with your family

background you'd beinterested.” The screen showed an overhead angle
on alarge, square building with people gathered on along flight of
gepsin front of it. The camerazoomed in to show asmdler group at

the top of the steps. They were al human, mainly men but some women.
The pa e-suited man in the center of the group was shaking the hands of
the othersin turn. With astart | recognized one of the women. It was
Marlena Alvarez. "Recognizeit?' Foridas voice belonged to another
world. | nodded, unableto speak. 1've known about this moment al my
life, but never seeniit. 1'd never even thought to look in the

database. The new president shook the hands of the person next to
Alvarez. Then hers. Sheleaned forward and said something to him, at
which helaughed. Anincautious, genuinelaugh, not palitics. "This

was broadcast worldwide, you know," went on Florida, glad to have
caught my interest. "No wonder it had such animpact.” All handswere
shaken, al speechesmade. The new president stepped forward and waved
to the cameras. Marlena Alvarez stepped away from him to one side and
looked up. She stood quite still for asecond, then deliberately



turned back, deliberately reached across the president so that the
jerk of impact, the red blossoming of blood, was on her back and not
hischest. Thevid ended abruptly with people running and the security
forces belated attempts at control. 1t happened just as Demora had
sald, except that it wasn't raining.

| found Henoit without any trouble. He waslooking for me. We saw
each other from opposite ends of the throughay and waved asif in some
holovid drama. "Comein here” | dragged him into one of the communa
halls on the boundary of Hill West. Although these placeswere never
locked on principle, | clicked the magnetizer as we shut the door

behind us. It wasalow-ceilinged, dusty space with benchesfolded
againg both walls. Therewasatable a the far end with an ancient
interface monitor and avase full of flowers. "Wel?' Hestoodin his
hunter's pose, handsloosdly by hisside, not quite facing me. "Have

you decided?' "I told you, before | decide anything we have to get up

to the center and repair our main systems. Or there won't be any

station to protect from the Seouras.” | walked up quite closeto him

and folded my arms. No more keeping discreet distances. "To thisend,
| want you to help us." "Help you dowhat?' "Help usget rid of the
Q'Chn." Hemoved his head Sdeways, the equivaent of our laugh. "How
could therebeaQ'Chn on thisstation!" "I'veseenit. Sohavea
number of other people. Aswe speak it could be attacking more of my
people” "It'snothing to do with me."



| stared a him. "It could attack you. Or your peopleif they ever
get here. So are you going to help us or not?"

"| asked you first. Will you decideto join usor not?!

If I don't join them, went the unspoken corollary, hewon't help us
with the QChn. | groaned inwardly. If | hadn't known what a
difference asingle H'digh warrior could makein astuation likethis
I'd have thrown the entire argument in hisface.

"Ah, but | have an aternative. The Confederacy Council observer on

Jocastais an Invidi--but no doubt your sources have told you this. He
will be very interested to learn that the New Council wishesto acquire
abase within Confederacy territory. The generd opinion seemsto be
that he could call for Con Flegt any time, just hasn't fdlt likeit

yet. Perhgpsthisis what we need to motivate him."

Henoit examined me carefully, from mussed hair to scuffed boots. Then
he threw back his head and laughed aloud, a habit he had picked up
around humans and used only when he was acutely uncomfortable.

"Y ou have changed! Y ouwant meto risk my lifeto keep your own people
out of danger and instead of guaranteesyou givethreats." He stopped
laughing as quickly asheld started. "What isit you want meto do?'

| fdt asmdl tremor of relief and unfolded my arms stiffly. "*Murdoch,
the Security chief, isgoing to conduct adiversion at 1400 hourswhile
the repair team go into the core. Y ou'll have to hurry. We need you to
go with the repair team.”

"I am no mechanic." No, you wouldn't know how to do an honest job with
your hands, | thought, but kept it to mysdif.



"We don't have the personnd to spare. By putting you on guard, we
free at least ten security people to work e sawhere.”

He nodded, mallified. I'd put theratio fairly high to flatter, but he
probably thought one H'digh equaled closer to twenty Con Fleet security
guards.

"Wherewill you be? Coordinating?'
"No. I'mgoing to leave the station for ashort while."
"Leave?' He stepped closer. "Where?'

"I'm certainly not going to take astroll back to Sector Central, am 1?
I'm going to have alook in the wreck of the Sleeper ship.”

"Have alook for what?' He was close now, and intense --more so than
when we'd discussed the Q'Chn or talked about the New Council .
"Nothing." "Hdley, what do you know about that ship?'

| looked at him astonished. "What do you know about it?"

"We know that it waslast seen between Alpha Centauri and Earth. One
of our sourcesin theinnermost circles of the Confederacy Council
informed usthat it might arrive somewhere on the outskirts of

Confederacy space.

| didn't say they seemed to know considerably more than we did.

"Wait aminute. Y ou're saying you came here because Calypso came, not
because you want Jocasta as a base?"

"No, we do want you tojoin us. But.we are dso interested in why
Calypso was sent from Earth so long ago. Or how."

My head was spinning. | wasn't sure how much he knew about the Invidi
gdeof it, about An Barik trying to rectify amistake made by An
Serat. "Let meguess. Your



source on the Confederacy Council isa supporter of An Serat?!
"l believe s0."

So the Invidi power straggle is definitely related to aship that one
of them sent from Earth a century ago.

"Wethink this An Serat may be sympathetic to our cause," he continued.
"We hope to find something on the ship to confirm this."

"But how did you know it would come here?"

"Wedid not. Other ambassadors were sent to other stations. But the
likelihood of its being herewas greatest. Thisis Earth'sonly far
base"

| needed to sit down but there were no chairs and the benches looked
difficult to unfold.

"What do you think you'll find onthe ship?' | felt the smal, heavy
shape of the Invidi devicein my pocket. Surdly thiswasnt it.

"Think for yoursdlf," said Henoit. "This ship disgppearsfrom the
record before their flight is done, probably hiding behind Invidi
shields until the rest of the galaxy isready. Thenit arrives here,
thousands of light-years away."

Thousands of light-yearsaway. What technology could An Serat have
given humansthat would upset the other Invidi so much they'd abandon a
val uable space station and risk other aliances? What wasit that they
want us kept away from most of al?

"A jumpdrive?' | said softly. It made sense. 1t would get the
Sleepershere. If some of the Nine Worldsfound it, they would have a
foundation for changing the Confederacy. It would: dso solvethe
problem of which ship set off the jump mine | wondered if An Serat had



foreseen the mine or the Seouras. "But why didn't An Barik just call

in Con Fleet and wait to seize Cdypso. Henoit shrugged. "Wethink it
may be something to do with changing the eements of the ship's
ariva. Thetim escape

So we've had to cope single-handedly with the Seourasfor sx months
because An Barik was waiting to intercept a present from the past. |
choked down the anger.

"Why hasn't he called Con Fleet yet?' | said dloud. "Caypso's been
here three days."

Henoit made a negative gesture with hishead. "1 don't know, athough
itisfortunatefor us. Perhaps heiswaiting to confirm thisisthe
ship.”

That was agood idea, cometo think of it. If there was nothing on
that ship after al, we were going to look like abunch of idiots.

"I'll go and confirm whether itisor not. Y ou protect our repair
team. Ded?'

He hesitated. "How do | know | can trust you?'

| put my handson my hips. "Youdont." It felt good to be getting
somewhere with the mystery, to at last be close to understanding
something. "I can't fight QChn. Can you recognize an alien jump
drive?' Hewouldn't know ajump drive until he saw the stars begin to
snk beyond thewindow. Heknew I could find it more efficiently.

Pleasure in resolving the mystery spilled over into the physica
pleasure his presence fill aroused inme. It was an incredible relief
to be on the same side again.

"If wefind it, will you joinus?' Hebrokethespell. "Let'sded



withthat later,” | said. | Stepped away, giving mysdf amenta
shake. I'd dmost initiated something we both would probably have
regretted.

If I found ajump drive on Caypso, we might be able to bargain on more
equa terms. After dl, thisismy station. Salvage found here

belongs here, and | wasn't about to hand it over without getting
something worthwhilein return.

$



Third Day 2 pm

| found Rachel in the Rehab center, morosdly flicking through some
plans of the station on their library monitor. "Areyou free?' She
glared. "Do | took like I'm much in demand?’

"Honedtly, it's so depressing. | know I'll never catch up witha

century of science and it hardly seemsworth trying. Hanniba's quite
content to go back to first grade and Ariel's too busy having fun with
that journdist." We waked adong the quiet back ways of Gamma. The
words poured out of Rachel as though my presence had tripped arelease
switch. "With Florida?" "1 don't mean 'fun’ asin playing around.
Floridas given him ajob as researcher at the channd." 1t seemed

that one of the Sleepers was managing to fitin. The onel'd have
thought least likely to. "I know the position is pretty bad here, and

it makesmefed so powerless. | haven't fdt likethissince... snce
theInvidi came.” "They made you fed powerless?'



"It'show | fet after thefirst few moments” shesaid. "Everyone
remembers what they were doing when the Invidi came. 1t washow you
identified that First Contact generation--whether you were old enough

to remember it. "I'd just joined Sunline and | wasin Brussals getting
some equipment we'd ordered from the Europeans. | wasin acafe on the
rue Hoffman--I even remember the name of the street. Black coffee and
nectarinesfor breakfast. Everyone wastaking at once and shushing
each other around the tele screen | looked outside and you could see
the sun glinting on one of the Invidi ships, far, far up. | remember

fear, joy, disbelief--emotions large enough to express what had
happened. Buit it was aso the beginning of afeding of being trapped.
That feeling has never goneaway.” "Why do you think they made you
fed trapped?’ Sheshrugged. "I don't know. Maybeit wasn't them
exactly. Their coming made it impossible for usto go any other way

but theirs." We'd reached the doorway to an emergency airlock. Rachel
paused, onefoot onthe sill. "Maybethat'swhy | joined the flight,”
shesaid. "To get awvay from thet feding.” We stepped into the

airlock and | gestured at the wrinkled pressure suits that hung there.

The Earth Heet crew member in charge of them smiled as charmingly as
an Achelian boutique-owner. "Carefor awak outsde?' | said.



"Areyou sureit'ssafe?' Rache'svoice was scratchy inmy ear
pieces. Resdud particlesfrom the comet'stall were playing hell

with theinter suit comm systems. Our suitswere old, rdligble,
unwieldy thingswith portable al racks"Perfectly,” | assured her. "The
Seouras have never shot at anyone on ascooter. We usethem dl the
timefor repairs”

She gripped me o tightly around the waist that | glanced down to check
al my linesremained un savered

"Rwy?'
"Y$"

| pushed open the thrusters and the scooter |eft the airlock with an
explosion fdt, not heard. We skimmed aong the surface of thering,
close enough to see darkened lines where the surface had been repaired,
bobbing over protruding hatches and reflector lines. Rachd'sgrip
dackened alittle.

"Thisisfun."
"Uh-huh." | hoped it was not also awaste of precious fudl.

"How could they have put adrive on Calypso without our knowing?' She
sounded properly resentful.

"The same way they kept the information from us-probably some sort of
concedment fidd."

We angled away from the ring and floated towards the maintenance
platform. It loomed flat above us and the tethered form of Calypso
seemed much more formidable than it had on avirtud screen. There's
nothing like"red" redity.



Our head-lights made the shadows dance in the debris. Calypso'smain
cabin was familiar--1'd stared at the plan and our scans so much over
the past few daysthat | could have drawn it al by heart. Our salvage
droids had removed most of the loose stuff that could puncture a suit,
S0 involuntary depressurization was less of a problem than
radiation--the warning patch on my deeve had aready begun dowly to
stain from green to orange. When it began to glow red we would have to
leave. We couldn't expect de-rad therapy back on Jocasta, for our few
remaining radiation soak ups were kept strictly for emergency use.
They were another re-supply that never arrived from Centrd. Themain
cabin was cold with ghosts of silent deeping forms. | looked at

Rachd with new respect. How must it fed towillingly give up al you
know, everyone you cared about, for that cold and the uncertain
interstellar dark? Rachd's head turned inside her hdmet. "God, what
amess. | can't believewelived here..." "Wher€sthe engine room?"
The blackened surfaces, the debris, and the confusing light--from our
helmets, the planet, the sun itsdlf--all madeit difficult to take

bearings. Rachd spun dowly, then pushed off from the"floor" to a
point close to atangled mass of metal that must have been engine
controls. Her gloved hand patted each piece of debris as she drifted
past. "My poor baby. 1'd like to get my hands on those bastards who
designed those mines.” "They'relong gone. From this space, at any
rate"" | controlled my excitement with difficulty. Breathing too hard



mucks up thear intake mix. Rather like my implant. "One of the
Confederacy's more impressive victories. | told you about the booby
traps when we took over the station.” | took thelittle Invidi device

from my pocket and moved it over the wreckage in hope of some response.
Nothing. "What'sthat?' "I hopeit's going to hep mefind the drive.
Areyou sureit was around here?' She paused in front of asinged but
unbroken panel in the back wall of the chamber. "1 know where the
engineroomwas. But asfor the other thing..." Her voice crackled

with tenson and gatic in my helmet. "Would you know an Invidi drive

if you saw one?' Touche'. | placed the egg close to the pand but

there was no response. | was beginning to think I'd have to take the

ship apart module by module. "I want Caypso,” shesaid. "It'sours
toclam, isntit?" "l suppose so. Wait aminute--you want to claim
thedrive, too?' Theoretically it was possible. "God, no. | just

want the ship." "Why? Itll take alot of work to repair.” "What
elsehavel got?' shesnapped. "Atthevery least, | can sl the

partsfor scrap. Or maybe we could put it on show and charge people to
come and see. Y ou know, see the fantastic hundred-year-old freaks and
their ship. | could do aroutinein afake cryochamber and Aridl could
sl the show through Florida's network." Her bitterness confused me.
"I'm sorry if you're unhappy here. When we get rid of the Seouras...”
Shelaughed outright. Y ou remind me of my grandfather. He had one



phrasefor the future: ‘when the Jewsleave.” When the Jewsleave,
weéll build our homes on the mountain. When the Jews leave, welll beat
our gunsinto something useful. When the Jewsleave, well have enough
money to send our daughtersto college instead of sending our sonsto
training camps. Well, Grandpa, we had news for you--they didn't
leave™

Sherevolved acouple of timesin silence. | couldn't see her face
through the reflections on the helmet. When she spoke again her voice
wasless certain.

"I'm sorry. | just meant that | tend to want to do things now, not put
them off. Andif it makesany difference, I'm not unhappy here. | was
more unhappy everywheredse.”

Theegg jumped in my hand.

For asecond | didn't understand. Then, barely breathing, | passed it
again over thesamearea. A smal, square section of the fused
circuitry took on adifferent hue. | floated the egg carefully beside
me, reached out, and prized the section away. It peded off, likea
strip of sedlant three centimetersthick.

Underneath it was ... an areain flux. Perhaps circuitry, perhaps
contained plasma. It seemed to have depth--could be the whole of the
auxiliary chamber, which wasthe Sze of asmdl room. Shifting colors
from al over the spectrum.

Rachel peered over my shoulder, her gasp an echo of my own.

| caught the device and brought it up to the sameleve asthe flux. It
quivered again and there was an answering shift in the colors. Theegg
pulled a my fingersand | let it lead me to the edge of the "window."

| let go and it stuck there, magnet-like.

The pattern changed. It became ordered, mathematical, temporal in
progresson. Repested itself. And again.



Thisishow they got here. Nothing complicated, nothing mysterious.
"Isthat it?' Rachd'svoice hed awe.

"Must be. A Nukeni freighter wouldn't have anything likethis™ My
voice sounded faint, even in my own helmet. The pattern repeated
itsdlf, and thistime | could see the subtle differences. | thought |
could seeit. Please, let me seeit... Not information about adrive
but thething itsdf. That'swhat the nlitri was. An Bank hadn't
known exactly and Brin had given me amisguided trandation.

I've got them. Thisiswhat An Barik wants--evidence of the Invidi
helping humans, evidence that An Serat sent forbidden technology to the
NineWorlds. For whatever reason, heis helping us against the Four.
No wonder the other Invidi are out to get him.

| threw my arms back, bounced off the floor and laughed doud. | must
havelooked likeanidiot.

"What's 0 funny?'

"What's funny isthat now we have proof of Invidi interference. Now |
have abargaining chip to use againgt the New Council. Now we don't
need to depend on the Four Worlds shipsfor every bloody thing ..."

It wasn't funny anymore. This meant the potentia to change

everything. | remembered what Henoit had said. It wasthe

breakthrough his group dreamed of. At the moment, the Four Worlds
controlled the flow of resources and the diffuson of technology, but

if everyone had the jJump drive the New Council would be well on the way
to achieving their objectives of fairer representation and greater

autonomy for the Nine.



"That'snice" said Rachel, in atone that was anything but.

""Nice? Thisisthe greatest breakthrough in human technologica
history since we began to use dien science.”

"A breskthrough. Funny, in my time abreskthrough was something you
did yoursdf."

| didn't say anything. Shewasright but | couldn't agree with her.
Not in my present position.

"I don't know if you remember, but the vehicle An Serat shameesdy
used to get thiswonderful drive to you was aso carrying passengers.
We didn't think we were passengers, we thought we were explorers, but
that's beside the point, isn't it?"

She paused for breath. Her air intake tube was probably recdibrating
themix.

| took advantage of the pause. "What isyour point? | don't see why
you fed so betrayed. An Serat isobvioudy trying to help the Nine
Worlds, for whatever reasons. Or at least, helping usdignswith his
own plans, whatever they are. In any case, we reap the benefit.”

"There wasn't much benefit to the other people in our ship, wasthere?"
sheretorted. "My friends and colleagues who didn't makeit. Do you
think An Serat didn't see the jump mine? Can you honestly say you
think he would have cared either way?"

| shook my head inthe helmet. | wasamost certain it would have made
no difference to the Invidi whatsoever.

"No, | don't think so either,” shesaid. "So just don't expect meto
go all oogly over another piece of someone else's technology that we
were sacrificed to get to you." "I'll take some scans,” | said, after

an awkward pause.

Weonly had afew minutes before radiation levels



reached critical. Enough to capture two of the flux sequences on an
observation scanner. Not enough to work out anything important. The
egg came off without resistance, and the window darkened immediately.
When | looked back it was no more than another strip of burnt panel.
We returned to the sation in Sllence.

We peded off our suitswith sighs of relief and | replaced my dirty
uniform over sweaty inner clotheswith agrimace of distaste.

Rachd was subdued, her face closed as she struggled with the
unfamiliar suit fastenings. | wastrying to consider dl the
ramifications of what we had found. When the airlock door opened,
neither of uswas prepared.

An Barik himsdf stood there, in full environmentd suit. The suit's
shimmering folds swayed as he stopped before us. Thetiny lobby seemed
full of dien.

"Governor Halley." Thevolume of An Bank's voicer was louder than
norma and his words made us both jump.

"Issomething wrong?' My own voice sounded thin and unsteedy. But |
gave him no polite"Magter.”

"Yes" Thesuit continued to shiver. | could imagine how the
tentacl es benesth writhed in distress.

"Halley?' Murdoch poked hishead around the door. "They said you
were..." Helooked unhurt and good-humored. "Colonel Henoit here said
you were going over to thewreck. Find anything interesting?”

Rachel snorted. Murdoch stepped into the room, followed by Henoit.
Murdoch had spoken of Henoit in an easy tone, but there was atension
between them. Thelobby was now so full we could bardly move.



"Y ou have that which belongsto the one," An Barik boomed. Presumably
he meant the little device hed been generous enough to lend
Quartermaine, the"egg" weighing down my inner trouser pocket. "How
did you know?" "It tellstheone. Whereisit?' He must meanit had
given off asgna when | used it on Caypso. | hadn't thought of that
possihbility. "I leftit ontheship.” "Youlietotheone" Murdoch
glanced from meto the Invidi in puzzlement. "Hdley, what..." |

hadn't expected An Barik to believeme. "Yes, | lied." An Bank glided
forward so that he was as close to me as he could get. Next to me,
Rachel edged awvay. "Givethenlitri" He said nlitri, not jump drive.

"Y ou don't know what it is, do you? Anyway, I'm not giving it to you."
The suit rippled. "You must. Y ou do not understand the consequences.
But you must give beforeitistoo late” It scopped mefor a
moment--the thought that he might "see" a consequence of my actions
that could worsen the Situation, difficult asthat wasto imagine. The
temptation to bow to second sight was strong. But then again, An Barik
had said himsdlf that "individudsinitiate paths according to their

nature." "Giveit." Histentacle shot out with surprising speed but

Henoit was quicker. He reached past Murdoch, grabbed my arm, and
yanked mewith painful strength to stumble between them. An, Barik



made no further move. "It'snot hersto give," said Rachel. She
folded her ams and raised her chinin defiance. "It'sours. It was
givento usandit'sonour ship. You havenorighttoit.”

Theoreticaly shewasright. But thetime for theory had passed.

"You cannot ress.”" An Barik's smulated voice held frustration but
no fear. "Confederacy forcescome. Theonecalls.

Hed been waiting dl thistimeto get histentacles on the jJump drive.
Or rather, prevent us getting hold of it. Now that he'd got the
sgnd, he had called hisships.

"My forces are waiting too," said Henoit. He turned to me, his hand
gl gripping my upper aam tightly. "Give methedrive, Hdley. |
can get away before Con Fleet gets here. We can gtill saveit.”

"Ohsure. And you'll leave usto the Seouras and the Confederacy. This
iswhat you've been after thewholetime, isnt it?" | wrenched my arm
from his grip and stepped back amost on Murdoch'stoes. 1've seldom
felt such afool. 1'd thought we were working on the same sdethis

time

"No. Wewished for an dlianceif it wasworth the price. But we will
not risk adirect confrontation with the Confederacy. Not yet." His
voicegrew colder. "Giveit to menow or I'll takeit mysdf."

"You can't haveit," | said, furiousat his presumption. "It's
ingtaled in Caypso. And don't try to takeit. | left an explosive
device st right in the drive window." | didn't look at Rachdl, and
hoped she had the sense to keep a straight face.

"Youlieagan." Therewasashadow of anxiety in An Barik'svoice.
"Y ou do not risk harming the station. It isnot your character.”

"Yes, wel wereadl acting alittle out of character today,



arent we? | thought the Invidi were our friends.”" | heard the
viciousanger in my own voiceand let it stay. "The station will not
be badly damaged in the blast. | do know how to set acharge, you
know."

Murdoch shifted beside me and | turned my head to him. Our eyes met
for along second, and | hoped he understood about the bluff.

| turned to An Barik. "We need to sit down and talk about this.
Whatever you do with the drive, part of the bargain isthat this
gation isneutral. Well declare separation from the Confederacy.”

"That is unacceptable." 1t was probably the strongest statement I'd
ever heard from him.

"What are you going to do about it?"

"If you didn't want humansto havethisdrive," Rachd interrupted,
"why did an Invidi ingtall and set it so that our ship ended up
here?'

Wedl waited, but only the silver folds moved.

"Seratismisguided. He haslittlesupport.” AnBarik findly
answered.

"An Serat isill dive?' said Rachd.

The comm link on my wrist beeped. "Hdley here" | haf turned awvay
from the diens, trusting Murdoch to keep an eye on them.

It was Lieutenant Baudin's voice againgt unusualy loud background
chatter. "The Seouras ship's moved closer and is maintaining that
postion. They want you to go over."

Everyonewas slent.

"Jeez, talk about timing, Murdoch's mutter pulled me around dowly.

"Nobody leavesthe station,” | told Murdoch, not that it mattered much,
not where powerful dienswere



concerned. "Pogt guards around all the airlocks for platform linkups
and keep the spokes evacuated. | don't want anyone to touch that
wreck."

"Youcan'tgo," hesad.

| blinked at the flat statement. If | didn't, they were capable of
destroying us. "Do | have achoice?'

"Y ou said they read your thoughts."

"No. | get imagesfrom them and speak out loud... Oh hdll." | covered
my mouth with shaking hands. "Thejump drive."

"Areyou sure they can't read your mind?' Murdoch sounded as desperate
asl fdt.

"I don't know." How hard would they try?
"What's the matter?' Rachd frowned from oneto the other.

"They mightn't need it if they aready have someform of hyperspace
drive..." Hisvoicetralled off. We both knew mat wasn't the point.

It was one thing to contemplate freeing the Four Worlds secret within
the Confederacy --dthough | was far from happy about this, either--but
another thing entirely to let proven enemiestake Invidi technology.
Especidly if they were advanced enough to understand and useit Derive
adefenseagaing it

We could ask An Bank for help, but by the time Con Fleet got here the
sation could be destroyed. Wed lose the drive and they'd get hold of
the New Council. We could make adea with the New Council, usethe
drive asthe priceto get rid of the Seouras, but not in time.

Murdoch clenched and unclenched hisfists. "Destroy it. Usethe
charge. Boom, no more problem."”



He knows | wouldn't have thought of that. It makes me sick to think

of losing the technology we've waited so long for. "If we don't

destroy it and | go over, the Seouras might force meto tell them or
seethedriveinmy mind. But it'snot certain.” "Can you take that

risk?' "If wedo destroy it they may il take the image from my mind
and attack thedationinretaiation.” "I'll put atug field around

thewreck, take it away." Henoit wasingstent. "I'mto providethe
diverson?No, thank you." A dull boom reverberated far off and the
walls and floor shuddered. We looked at each other. "What the..."
Another, worse shaking sent Murdoch staggering against me and Rachel
into the Invidi, from whom sherecoiled franticaly. "Haley to

Command. What'sgoingon?' Baudin'svoice coughed. Thistimeinthe
background we heard emergency sirens. "The Seouras ... hit the outer
reflector and the old processing platform.” "Did you confirm their
message when we got it? Say I'm onmy way?' "Aye." "They're getting
impatient,” grumbled Murdoch. "Confirmit again... Baudin?' "Yes,
maam." The pickup went dead. Why werethey so impatient? Normally
they'd wait while | readied the shuttle and left the station. They'd

walit anything up to an hour before sending a second request. Today,



there would have barely been enough timeto get to the shuttledock A
reminder? | didn't need reminding that I'm at their beck and call and
that the station is a hostage for a purpose unknown.

"Hdley!" Henoit pulled me around with painful quickness. "Y ou must
let metakeit. GivemetheInvidi device, it will help us decipher
thedrive"

| pulled back inturn. "Leave me... What will your people do with it?
L et everyone know about it? Not likely."

"Better some of us have the knowledge than leaving it with them." He
indicated the Invidi with hischin. One of his hands snaked down into
my trouser pocket. How did he know it wasin there?

"Leaveme..." | tried to wriggle away, then hisgrip on my arms
dackened.

"Takehimtothebrig," said Murdoch to the two constables who had
entered from the corridor. One of them stood next to Henoit, the other
pointed awegpon at him from severad meters away.

Henoit looked at them, then a me. "Y ou have onelast chanceto join
us. Givemethedrive"

| stepped back. "Y ouwouldn't get it away, anyway."
Helooked at mefor along moment then turned on his hedl and walked
away. It looked like he was escorting the guards, not the other way.

From Murdoch's frown, he was thinking the same thing.

| was dready out the door when An Barik spoke. "Y ou must not give
them thenlitri."

"I have nointention of giving it to anyone," | said angrily and tried
to keep going, but he squeezed Murdoch aside and followed me.

"The moving ones haveleft their own turning,” hesaid. "It must not
be dlowed to begin again.”



| groaned. "Magter, | haveto go or they'll damage the ation. |

don't understand what you're saying." "They wait dso. That which
belongsto Invidi must not belong to them. The shadow comesagain.” |
shook my head and walked faster. If | couldn't understand him, |
couldn't help him. Murdoch caught up with me. "Y ou can probably take
one of the shuttles. We didn't run into the QChn at al before. The
repair team was in and out within haf an hour. They said environment
aswill hold for themoment.” At least there's some good news. We
reached the lift up and Murdoch opened the controls. What am | going
to do about the Seouras? | mustn't tell them about the drive. The

answer came asthelift moved and our feet rose from what was no longer
thefloor. ™Y oull haveto comewithme." Theglow lit Murdoch'sface
from above, flattened his deep eye-sockets and drained the color from
hisdark skin. His mouth opened once, shut. "Me?" "Yes. We must
prevent them gaining information about the drive. Y ou'll haveto stop
meif that looks like happening.” Helet go therail to wipe his hand

over his head, and the movement started him bobbing against the wall.
"How thefuck do | do that?' "That'syour problem. Shoot me."

"Bloody hell," said Murdoch faintly.



Third Day 3:30 PM

Will | be ableto hear what you're saying?' "Uh-huh. Sound carries.
But you'll haveto leave the hedmet and use amask if you want to
hear." | caught Murdoch'sexpression. "The dimewon't hurt you. It's
just messy." Thistimethe gray ship wastoo closeto permit
dargazing. It wasvisible dready, asmall dot of menace againg its
indifferent backdrop. If | looked behind | would see the untidy world
of the gation. Murdoch pulled himsalf back from the aft locker with
his hdf-mask. We both wore the soft, crinkly, "veined" suitsthat
could be activated in secondsin case of sudden depressurization.
Hemets at the ready, as per regulation. "Tell memore." He strapped
himsdlf in the copilot's seet. 1'd briefed him how we would dock, how
the airlock took awhile to open, how the dime was everywhere. How a
couple of them would usualy escort meto adifferent part of the ship,
not far. | didn't ask how Murdoch planned to keep me quiet if |
couldn't keep my mind off the jump drive and my mouth shut. Hed



disappeared for ten minuteswhile | went through the shuttl€'s
pre-flight routine, presumably to arrange something. It was better |
didn't know.

"What do you want to know?" | was not thinking very clearly. | wasn't
thinking at al because the tide of apprehens on threatened to drown me
even before we reached the ship. | kept running the same series of
diagnostics on the shuttlé's sensors. Engines, navigationd interface,
atmosphere How about an outside sweep? We need as much information
about inner system conditions as we can get, considering the station's
sensors are largely blocked by Seourasinterference, not to mention
resdua blurring from comet dugt... | can't do this, it'stoo much.
Eleanor'sright, I'm too tired, my hands are shaking on the controls.

It's supposed to fedl good to reach a stage where there are no
aternatives, no more decisionsto be made, just action but please
somebody ese do the action. "Why arethey here? What do they want?"
Murdoch stared at the gray ship asit grew in the forward screen. From
being aspeck it was now aflat wedge, no external featuresyet

vigble. The shipshave unusudly few externa arrays, perhapsa

function of their drive. Or aesthetics.

"l don't know."

"Y'know, | had the fedling that An Barik wastrying to tell us
something.”

"Yes, but he'simpossible to understand.” 1 snapped my mouth shut over
the way my voice rose on those last words and tried to take deep
bresths.

Murdoch drummed hisfingers on the console and stared at the gray ship.
"Y ou've been closer to the Seouras than anyone. When youreinthis



link, haven't you picked up any of their motives? ""No | haven't,” |
muttered, and my hands shook so badly on the controlsthat | had to
bal theminmy lap.

His next question was one | keep asking mysdf.

"It'sbeen quiteawhile. Youvedonethisalot. Isthere someway
you could use the link to harm them, give us an advantage?'

What to say--I haven't tried? It'snot that sort of link? Even
thinking of it makes my heart thud in my throat. "I don't know." |
didn't want to look a him. For amoment | hated him for touching a
possibility that | wanted to ignore-had | left an avenue of escape
unexploited? A path of resistance untrodden? | hated him becauseit
might be the truth.

"We should have birds," he said.
Hed certainly caught my attention. "What?'

"Birds. Onthedation. Inthe ag section, maybe eveninthe
resdentias.”

| stared at him. | wasn't the one who had lost it.

"I wasin the ag section the other day," he continued, seemingly
unaware of my response. "Thereflectors had just comeon, and |
thought, y'know, if this were plane tide theré'd be a dawn chorus.
Couldn't weintroduce afew species? It might help with fertilizing
the plants.”

| opened and shut my mouth a couple of times.

"They'd have to be seed-eaters.” | could see the appeal of birdsong.
Logigticaly though ... "Unless you want insects aswdll, and we've had
enough problems with unwanted pests not to want to risk it again. And

where can we get the breeding stock?

"I'm sure the Q'chn have a catalog."



| smiled in spite of thetension. There's a sector myth that the
Q'chn have cata ogsfor everything.

"When | wasakid," he began, then shot me a quick sideways|ook to
check if | waslaughing at him, "we used to go up the country for
holidays. It was awaysmore 'home than Sydney. Thefirst few
morningsin the bush I'd have to get up with the dawn because the birds
were so bloody noisy. After acouple of days|'d get used to them.
Then we'd go back to town and I'd wake up at Six or whatever and it'd
bequiet. Too quigt, likenothingwasdiveat dl."

Helooked at me. "That'show it wasthe other day. Too quiet.”

Too quiet. | wished it was quiet ingde my head. 1'd told Murdoch
that the Seouras had grown preoccupied, but the strange fedling of
foreboding about them had grown to ahard bal of sick certainty. It
was like a conversation in another room, or on the edges of deep--I
couldn't discern actua words, but the tone and direction was
discernible. The tone was panic and the direction was an urgent
imperative to do something. What, | didn't know.

"What were you doing beforewe left?" 1'd assumed he was getting a
report from Sasaki.

"Making good your bluff.” He sounded pleased with himself.

"What do you mean?"

"| asked Kwon to dip over in ascooter and put a bomb on Calypso for
you' He paused. "It wasabluff, wasn'tit?" v. JI couldnt believe

he'd acted so quickly. "Where..."

"It'sin the reactor chamber. 'Y our security access code on frequency



zetawill set it off. At that frequency it should snesk through the
interference even from indde the Seouras ship." Hegrinned. "It was
agreat ideabut | knew you'd never doiit.”

Murdoch coughed and gagged. The smdll must be penetrating the mask's
filter. Hissuit was dready coated with adark, greeny-gray layer,

the silver reduced to dull gleams as he turned around and back,
disoriented. The mask wasaround, clear plane clamped to the outline

of hisface. Theraised box over nose and mouth, muzzle-like, gave his
face a predatory quality.

I'd taken my suit, jacket, and shirt off in the shuttle asusud. This
time | kept acomm link in one pocket and the Invidi egg wasin the
other.

"Thisisit?" Hisvoice echoed flatly through the mask'sfilter. There
was an almost imperceptible time lag, or perhagps atrick of the murky
light--hislips seemed to move out of sync with thewords. "Where are

they?'
"They'll be here"

He shook his head and shuffled closer. | shouted the wordsthistime
and he nodded.

Why had they called me now? Timing too unfortunate to be accidental.
The apprehension that had been building in the back of my mind for days
squeezed likethe dimy walls. Squeezed out rationd thoughts until |

had to grind my teeth to hold in a scream.

Murdoch took astandard all-frequency scanner from hisbelt and held it
closeto hismask to peer at thereadings. | could recite them by

heart. In addition to this ship's shidding that prevented us

contacting Jocasta and the dampening qualities of the atmosphere

itself, there was another, unidentified bio magnetic field that hed

defied dl



our attempts at analysissince | took my first sensor readings back to
the station. All we knew was that it had not been present on the
origina Seouras shipsthat were part of the Abelar Treaty.

Then two of them were there, filling the tunnel entrance --I've

wondered if they scrape out the tunnels with their bodies asthey move.
Murdoch jumped and | heard his muffled oath. He stumbled backwards
until hisarm brushed my sde. The glance he gave mewasfearful,
quizzical, amazed, and | saw them for amoment through his eyes.

I'd expected some reaction to Murdoch's presence but they did nothing,
just moved around us a couple of timesin their usua smooth
ingpection. Then thefamiliar tug a my menta deeve.

Come.

They did back towards one of the tunnels. | tapped Murdoch'sarm and
ydled, "Wefollow."

He nodded, but behind the mask his eyes were wide with shock. Hed
read my reports back on the station of course, but that was nothing
like confronting theredl thing. He lurched and dipped behind me.

The tunnel was claustrophobic, dripping, oozing, and seemed to go on
forever. Sime coated my bare skinin layersof itchy fluid.

| reached back for Murdoch's hand and eased off hisglove. He grabbed
it with hisother hand beforeit could fall.

"What... 7' | grasped his hate hand with asigh of relief. | wanted
to hold warm flesh. To fed aconnection other than the dien one that
nestled in my brain.



Murdoch pulled on histurn so | spun around to face him. For amoment
he stared, one hand gripping mine, the other cool on my shoulder inits
insulated glove. What | could see of his expression through the mask
was unexpected and, unexpectedly, set my pulse thudding with something
other thanfear. | amiled a him with the discovery and got atense

grin back.

Come.

| shook my head againgt the pain of the call, tugged Murdoch's hand and
kept going.

We were in another chamber before it was clear the tunnel had ended.
The edges of the space blurred back into layers of shimmering bodies,
amogt the composite shape of my nightmares. There were more of them
here, more than I'd ever seen before. The mass seemed to move within
itself without actualy shifting position. Murdoch squeezed my hand.

"l didn't think... so many.” The dime sucked away hiswords.

| looked around. Seouras lined the whole chamber. Thevoicesin my
head had echoed, but surely not this many.

Come. Theimpact of the thought was so strong and the resulting pain
so intense that | whimpered and staggered back into Murdoch.

"Y ou okay?"

| shook my head, unable to concentrate on what he was saying. Pushed
mysdf away from him.

Thefirst two stood close. Awaiting an answer? It was close enough to
see even through half-closed eyesthat their body surfacesmovedina
kind of pattern. For thefirst timeit occurred to methat it might be

their language.
"Where?' | choked ouit.

Youwill assg.



| was shocked at the clarity of the thought as much asits
unexpectedness.

"Help you--how?"
"What?' Murdoch wastrying to follow aone-sided conversation.

"They want meto... Ow." | grabbed at him with one hand and my head
with the other. He steadied me with agrunt. One of the two closer
Seouras edged my way, then back again. Repeated the movement, an easy
hint.

Come.
"No. Leavemedone."

Come. The voicewas stronger, and carried with it the sense of urgency
I'd felt here earlier and before that on the station. Urgency, dmost
desperation. A sudden image, bright and precise, filled my vison with
such completenessthat | let go of Murdoch and fell back in the dime.
The gtation. Around the white rings were the platforms and reflectors
and dl the attached paraphernaiathat | knew and loved. | could fed
their concentration as they showed it to me. Showed me agreen,
coruscating energy field reach out to devour it. Showed meits
destruction, driving meto panic. Wasthat the image of what they were
goingtodoif I didn't cooperate? Or, horrible thought, had it

aready happened?

"Why are you showing methis?' The spell broke and the un age
disappeared. | don't understand. The emotion | fed from themisnot
satisfaction. Hopeless, everything logt. All gone. Gonelost past
gtill. We thought we could defeat them. Wetried for solong. The
last chance gone. All gone, dtill... | don't know if it's my thoughts

or theirs.

Something touched me on the shoulder, and my eyes



snapped open. It was Murdoch. He gestured at the Seouras and pulled
meto my fedt.

"They want usto follow," he mouthed.
Come.

It nudged usaong. Thishad never happened before and | wondered if
Murdoch's presence had changed something.

Thelight inthistunnd isstrange, thewrong color. Whitelight cold
light no food no lovelight turn it off. Get out of my head. The
tunndl in the dream with aroom beyond.

Go. You can go.
Go where?

Unlikein my dreams, it was a short tunnel and stopped abruptly. The
line of dime reached up and around and back down to the floor, and on
the other sde white metal walls continued into awhite metal room. A
portal go on goin you can go see help.

The light was too bright after the gentle green and | sood blinking

until my eyesreadjusted. Even then the light was uncomfortably strong
and | squinted into alarge space, nearly the size of Alphamess hall.
The near wall on one sde and the far wall were lined with
interfaces-control panels. On the other side benches jutted out into
the room interspersed with large, solid objects.

A dozen stepsinto the room and | stopped, handsto mouth, as|
realized that the objects were bodies. Seouras bodies. They "stood"
upright aswhen dive, but alive Seouras was such a continuoudy
moving, shimmering, crawling thing that | hadn't made a connection
between thetwo. Three, four, seven... at least twenty bodies here.

| sucked in adeep breath to try to get rid of the sick



feding. Enemy or no, death isdeath. And why leave the bodies here?
It seemsan unlikely graveyard. I'm breathing properly. Air whistles
down nasal passages, fillsup lungs. Lungs happy to filter and return
unwanted bits, breathe out. The room has an oxygen atmosphere. It
probably killed the Seouras. "What the hell'sthis?" Murdoch'svoice
was comfortably loud. | turned around to see him holding his mask.
Our guide gill waited in the doorway. "Y ou can't comein here, can
you?' | asked. Murdoch looked at me quizzically then redlized | wasn't
taking to him. Affirmative. "What hgppened?’ Theresulting jumble
of images wastoo confused and far off, like someone shouting gibberish
threeroomsaway. "Wait." | retraced my steps, keeping one eye on the
gill formsuntil | good intheentry. If | Sretched my arm | could

touch thedime. | could close my eyesand fed the touch of thelr
thoughts. Stop fighting it I told mysdlf asfirmly as1 could. Youve
been fighting for... forever, and where has it got you? Nowhere. You
might aswell try letting themin. Try goingtothem. Goon, try it.

| dipped into along, gloomy tunnd but it'sal right, it'stalking

voices, lots of voices. The Moving Ones, that'swhat their own name
means, "Seouras' isaDanadan word, initsdf adill thing. They

don't liketo leave othershere in the bright light and the cold ill.

Cold white hate hates us can't break five. Weresst you resist help



us. Toofast, too A?. I'm being carried along out of control. You
must let metakeit at my own pace. A pause, then fewer, clearer
images, not just chaotic loaded colors. Therewas aplanet, torn with
warfare. After that, gray shipslifeless and waiting to be used, to be
taken, and the Seouras did. They crossed the void in the gray ships.
But their own drifefollowed them and they began to divide into
factions. And the ship learned that they werethere. A lever was
triggered in its programming and they were trapped. Death powerless
rage hopeless... The ships. It wastheshipsal aong. | did down
thewadll, shocked beyond sound. "What isit?" Murdoch knelt beside
me. "They'retrapped in these ships” "What?' Helooked skeptical.
We have thought of the Seouras as "the enemy" for so long, they have
been our jalersfor solong, that it takes an immense effort to

imagine that they could be prisonerstoo. It waseaser totak to
something, 0 | leaned on thewall and stared at the single Seourasin
the passage as the representative of the voices. "Why did you come
here?' Wewant to leave. A painful yearning. A picture of the
Seouras outside the ships againgt an indeterminate background.
"Haven't you tried to leave before?' What followed was
extraordinary--awhole history of resstance. Of despair and attack,
counterattack, defest repeated until it collapsed from exhaustion.
They tried everything, and the ships grew stronger asthe programming



grew more knowing. | shook my head, stunned. Our jailersare
actualy prisoners and it's not enough to hate and try to destroy
them-they must be rescued? ™Y ou didn't need to kill my people.” Hate
remained. Surprisingly, thevoicesagreed. Then | got aclear picture

of adtick-like creature moving in exaggerated dow motion. That'sme.
You must causeit to betill. We cannot. "They want meto help
them," | said to Murdoch. "You'rekidding." "I know, but what if it
meansthey go away? | should at least look at what they're talking
about." Hethrew up hishandsin confusion. | fet thesame. |

forced my legsto wak back into the room, past the Seouras bodieslike
huge fossiIsto the system interfaces mat lined thewall. Thismust be
what they wanted meto look at. It seemed more menacing, more
dangerous, the closer | got. And more familiar. Familiar? Why the

hell should it have seemed familiar? | put out ahand cautioudy, but
there was no force-field between my dirty fingers and the smooth, cool
meta. No bolt of energy to strike me down. The interface panel had
to be that sunken portion with scattered triangular patterns. Then |
knew why it was familiar --I had worked on a pattern like this before.
Inthefirst days on Jocasta, when it was merely Abelar Four
Workstation. The Seouras had said they found the ships. A likely
story, part of me had scoffed. Now it was more credible though, because
these ships were built with Tor technology. The Tor had destroyed the



ecology of Abelar'sinner planetsrather than dlow themtofal into
Confederacy hands. It was unlikely that they would leave perfectly
usable shipsfloating around for anyoneto salvage. Unlessit had been
deliberate--they might have lft shipswith their maevolent
programming to catch someone. An elaborate booby trap.

"What are you going to do?' Murdoch stood behind me.
"Bill, thisis Tor technology.”
"How ... ? Do you flunk that'swhat An Barik meant?"

"l don't know." | turned back to the interface. My mind wasfull of
Seouras voices and | found it hard to concentrate on what Murdoch was

SyIng.

| had to find away for the Seourasto get away from the ship. Quietly,
so the ships don't notice. Just aquiet nudge to open the door. It
al depends on how much | can remember of the Tor systems.

The interface is heat-and time-lag operated, like they were on the
gation. Be careful not to fall adeep with your hand on it, thejoke
ran. | would try the method we used to circumvent the jump mine
programs, but it took time,

| could fed pressure from somewhere beyond the Seourasvoices. It
threatened to flood my mind. Hurry up.

| jerked back my shaking hands from mistakes, unsure of the pathwaysto
follow. 1 couldn't think, couldn't find theright links. It had been

along time since I'd worked on Tor technology. The sysemswere like
[abyrinths, full of traps and dead ends.

I'd sarted to find a path when it happened. The chamber seemed to
ripple as though astrong wind rattled the bulkheads. The pressurein
my mind increased. | took my hands off the interface and held my heed,
trying to keep the pressure out



"What isit?' Murdoch tried to peer into my face.
"Something..."

Then the voices were back in my head. But the coherence of the
previous multiple thought waslogt. Or rather, now that the sngle
voice was scattered | could see what it had been. The new voice was
grident, cold, inorganic. Whereisthe new signal? I'd never "heard"
such a specific question from them before. There was no mistaking its
meaning though. An Barik'ssignd from the device | used in Cdypso
must have had along range.

"What do you mean?' | caught Murdoch'seye. It'stime. He nodded.
Whereisthe new signa? Theforce of it squeezed the breath from my

lungs

"I don't know." There was an ominous silencethat | hastened tofill.
"Redlly. Isthat what you wanted meto... ? Ahh." | reached blindly
for Murdoch'shand. Pressure--inside--worse--pain spurts al over.
Greenish light spins behind my eyes crawling forms shapel ess shaped.
Murdoch's hand not here.

"Inthe... | don't... Bill." Scream hisname heé'snot here. Onedien

in front of me one behind I'm on my knees. Pressure unbearable awhole
galaxy compacted within my skull not enough bresth to sob help ushelp
medont. Whereistheneyt sgnd? "Findit yoursdf." God,

Murdoch, do something. Stand try to stand get out of the way it's so



dippery. Murdoch asilvery blur. Whereisthesigna? Theword
riseslikebilein my throat can't keep it back can't stop.

"Caypen”

Murdoch'sthere at last. He holds something in front of him. A
wespon. My last thought as he shoots meisthat | didn't mean it
literdly.



Third Day-5
PM

I'm choking. Coughing, retching, hawking. Breathe. A dream. It'sa
dream. Sime. A Seourasdream. "Steady.” Murdoch's muffled voice.
That'sright--Murdoch shot me. How long have | been out? Must have
been some kind of tranquilizer and it'smaking mesick. Clever of him

to remember he couldn't trust an energy weapon in here... Hiswarm grip
levered me upright likeacrane. "It'll wear off inaminute. | gave

you the antidote." Helet go my arms cautioudy and watched as|
swayed. Therewas asrange sensation in my head. Empty. "They're
gone" | said in astonishment My lipsfelt numb and durred the words.
"No, they'rewaiting..." Heturned to wave his hand &t the entry and
hisvoicedied away. Therewere no shimmering Seourasformsin the
tunnel. He strode over to the entry and peered dtot, mask at the ready
in case the containment failed. "Y ou'reright Can't see any of them.”



| tottered over to him. "I can't fed themin my head." Hedrew the
mask over hishead. "Comeon. We gotta get back.”

| put ahand on hisarm. "I told them, didn't I? They know about the
drive"

Henodded. "That's why we haveto get back."

He started to leave, then turned back when heredlized | wasn't
following. | couldn't move--the weight of failure seemed to drag me
through the deck.

Murdoch removed his mask again. "What's up?'
| stared at the dime-stained whiteness and couldn't move.

Hisfree hand reached out and tentatively cupped my chin until | looked
a nun.

"It doesn't matter,” he said gruffly. "They would have found it
eventudly. At least thisway they didn't take the station to pieces
looking for it."

After amoment | nodded, but | didn't tell him of that earlier vison
the Seouras showed me. | hoped they had not done just that.

Without our guide | wasn't sureif it wastheright tunnel. Thedlick,
uneven walsand invisbleexitsal looked the same. | kept dipping
and lurching into the walls because | couldn't tell how close they
were. No sooner would Murdoch set me upright than he would dip
himsdf. Findly we emerged into the "hdl.”

"Airlock is... thisway." | hadto clear my throat carefully to get
thewordsout. Didn't seem to have enough breath to accommodate them.
And something here smelled disgugting.

Murdoch pulled meadong. My head was spinning and my chest ached
horribly.



Theair. Either the Seouras atmosphere itself was disappearing, or my
implant was mafunctioning, whichwould explain ... why | cant... |

lost the thought and crashed into Murdoch's back, gasping. Not... a
good way ... to die... the world lurched as Murdoch lifted me ...
Thunk. Swoosh of humid, gdeair. Filtersmafunctioning by the
andl of it. | gulped in lungfuls of wonderful oxygen, coughing and
spluttering. Murdoch leaned over me asthe shuttle whined in
pre-launch. "Shit, you gave meafright." He straightened up and went
to the controls.

| sat up dowly. My throat felt like apiece of frayed string. "They
cut off theimplant. | couldn't breathe.”

"Yeah, | guessed that. Strgpin.”

"Do you think the ship will let usgo?' | peered at the readouts,
ambiguouswith the interference.

"Dunno,” said Murdoch. "But I'm not going to Sit around waiting for it
totel us" The shuttle veered away fromthegray shipinits
programmed flight back to Jocasta. The aft sensors showed no fire from
the ship. Two minutes. Five.

Welooked at each other in disbelief. "It'sour lucky day," said
Murdoch. Then we redlized how closeto the station the gray ship had
come. Therewere no Confederacy shipswithin view or asfar aswe
could track on sensors, nor anything resembling aNew Council fleet.
They weredl taking their time. And meanwhile the gray ship had come
to take. die prize from under al our noses.

"I reckon it'sdometo get the drive, it can't be bothered with us."
Murdoch echoed my thought. He kept one eye on the ship and one eye on
the station, his hand ready to dter courseif the ship opened fire.



"But if it wanted the drive, why not get it when wefirst picked up
Caypso! Hell, why not pick up Caypso whenit first arrived?’ |
thought of the strident, inorganic voice that had echoed in my head. "I
think it was waiting for the sgnd, the same oneas An Bank. He had
to have that confirmation before he could send for help.” | let mysdlf
float in the net. There was something | should be doing but I couldn't
remember what. Then | redized. "It fits, if that redly isaTor

ship. They awayswanted Invidi technology, that's one of the reasons
they fought. | can see how the Seouras could get trapped. 1'd guess
that they never realy understood the programming. The Tor were
cunning bastards. 1t's quite conceivable that they put together
programs specific to these conditions.” "Y ou mean, to Jocasta?" |
nodded. "If the Invidi can sort of seethe future, why not their worst
enemies? They might have been waiting for the drive too.”

"Speculation.”

"I know, but well never know the truth. Canyou get ; acomm link to
the station?' Hetried, then shook hishead. "Too much interference.
No wonder, with that thing so close.”

Minutes later he brought the shuttlein to dock. We pushed oursalves

out into the airlock, shocked at the gloom and stdeair. The
modificationsto the environmenta systems couldn't have lasted very

long. Either that, or they'd cut off the center systems atogether.

This might make the Q'Chn uncomfortable, but | hoped it wouldn't decide
to come down into the habitat ringsin search of fresh air.



| kicked off around the corridor in the direction of the nearest

uplift. Murdoch drew his hand wegpon and followed. He placed afinger
over hislipsand | nodded. Not that | didn't think the Q'Chn could

find usby avariety of means other than sound. Thelightsfailed
completely.

Murdoch cursed once in the sudden, directionless dark.

| hooked one foot over the handrail and peered at the peeling
fluorescent paint of thedirection indicator strip. Lift, thisway.

Thefaint rustle of Murdoch's uniform followed me down the corridor.
That faint sound and the pale line were our only reference pointsin a
weightless, featureless universe. At least we wouldn't seethe QChn
if it attacked now.

We reached thelift, tumbled in, and dammed the Emergency Close pad.
The door closed with its usua maddening downess.

Murdoch sagged back into the air, arms spread. "'I'm getting too old
for this. | think I'm gonnaretire.”

| retrieved my comm link from adime-sodden pocket. "Haley to
Bubble. Status report.”

Baudin'svoice. "The closest gray ship isstationary off the

platforms. From what we can tell, the others seem to be backing off.
We picked up some small craft leaving the ship just before you did.
Looked likelife-pods.”

| glanced at Murdoch. The Seouras might have taken their chanceto
flea

"Our systems?' "At least fifty percent of environmenta isdown. We
think the QChnisin the center core.”

"See what you can reroute from other systems.”



"Wereonit. Most of Security ison crowd control and patrol to stop
panic." Murdoch twisted pardlel to thedoor. "Haley," hesad
quietly, and histoneimmediatdy brought me away fromthelink. "The
liftsnot moving."

The direction indicator on the control screenwas till. Thelocation
indicator said Level Five. Wewanted Level Six, where the uplift
entrieswere. The door began to open. | tried to override the command
but there was no time.

The Slasher hung therelooking in on us.

Murdoch hooked one elbow over therail and fumbled to bring hisweapon
to bear.

| stared at the Q'Chn with my mouth open. It redly was beautiful.
Colorsfrom an dien spectrum ran through the chain-mail-like surface
of itsthorax and the curve of itslong forearms was clean and sharp.

The Slasher lowered a head the size of ahuman chest and focused upon
me amultifaceted eye disturbingly like Keveth's. The eyewas
mesmerizing, an immense orb with opague, fiery depths. In one corner
of every glittering surface, atiny bipedd figure. The eyeswere set

in aforeshortened triangle, the smal mouth hidden, likethe Q'chn,

on the lower sde of thejaw.

"I've cometo say goodbye, Halley." Henoit'slight voice brokethe
Slence.

The Q'Chn swayed backwards alittle to alow Henoit to brace himself in
thelift doorway, graceful even in zero-gravity. "Andto say thet I'll

be taking the Cdypso with me, so I'd like that Invidi toy you have
withyou. Pleasedont



say you haven't got it because | don't like searching blood-soaked
bodies."

| took the egg out of my pocket and flicked it to him. He put out a
hand to intercept it.

"Y ou brought that thing onto my station." | wassoangry at him, |
couldn't think of anything but the bare wordsto say. No expletive
would have been adequate. If it had been me with the gun, | would have
shot him.

"l did. My apologiesfor the messit'sleft. We agreed to revive the
Q'Chn but only if they agreed to modifications. It's supposed to
follow orders more closdly.”

"How could you?'

"Getting thedriveisworthit." Hishand closed on the floating egg.
"You know that. Youwant it yourself. Don't deceive yoursdlf, Halley.
| know how much you want it."

"Not enough to endanger the station,” | retorted.

"Y ou betrayed me," he said. Hishand closed on thefloating egg. "You
betrayed me many years ago and now I'm returning the favor.”

"Why did it kill dl those people?' Murdoch asked.

| tried not to imagine what Henoit would order it to do now.

He made a short sound of impatience. "It's not good at following
orders. It came onto the station before it was supposed to, then
killed the Q'chn that helped it." Behind him, the Q'Chn moved its
wingsdightly. "It doesn't likethe Q'chn, asyou may imagine. The
Q'chn wanted itskind extinct."

"What about Quartermaine?' Murdoch rasped besde me. "That was after
you got here.”

"My source said that Quartermaine had found the drive information and



wastaking it to the Invidi, | did not want the Invidi to cal his
forcesuntil | had had a chance to confirm the existence of the drive

mysdf.”

"Joneswas your informant,” said Murdoch. "Joneswasin the storage
bay and Jones asked Keveth to pick up the Q'Chn."

"Yes," sad Henoit. "But the human Joneswas aso betraying meto a
member of the Four.”

Jones had dedlt with Trillith. Joneshad relayed al Trillith's
information to Henoit but must have tried to play one off againgt the
other. Sothe Q'Chnkilled him, too. What aterrible mess.

"I'm going now." Henoit pushed back from the doorway. Helooked at
me. "You will regret not joining us."

"| agreewith you, but | fill won't doit.”
Helooked a me again for along moment, then thelift door shut.

"What the..." Murdoch peered over my shoulder at the controls. "He
sent usdown. | thought we were mincemesat for sure.”

Funny how legs tremble with release of tension even when you're not
ganding on them.

"Weve got no way of stopping him. Why should he bother killing us?'

"Maybe. But I'm glad | waswith you and not done.” Hiscomm link
beeped. "Murdoch here.”

"Chief, the H'digh warrior has escaped from the brig. He knocked out
the duty constable and rerouted our survelllance monitor. Must have
been twenty minutes ago.” Kwon's voice was breathless and

gpologetic.

Murdoch held his breath for ten. | could imagine Kwon doing the same
on the other end of thelink.

"That'sdl right, Sergeant. Wereonit.”



When we got down to Alphathe uplift lobby and the corridors were dark
and deserted, the air till and beginning to heat up. If the heat

dispersa system was out, wewerein big trouble. | could hear raised
voicesin other areas. The sounds seemed to carry farther than

usud--the background hum from recycling and maintenance that we never
normally noticed was mute. Our footsteps echoed.

To seethe gation like this hit me harder than Henoit's betraya, hurt

more than the danger we till faced from the gray ships, made me fedl
worse than the thought of An Bank calling the Confederacy to come now
that he had what he'd been waiting for.

They'd both been waiting for it. The Invidi and the Tor ships. An

Barik had said that the Tor were dangerous, and he'd been trying to

warn mein his obscure way before we went over to the gray ship. Veatch
had said that the Tor had similar powersto the Invidi but ina

different way. Perhapsit was not only the Nine Worldsto whom An
Barik wished to deny the drive but the Tor aswell. Morelikdy, the

Tor were the main reason held waited and the fate of the Ninewas
merdly coincidentd.

Henoit had been waiting for it too, curse him. The New Council
caculated the station where Calypso would arrive and sent their best
team. Theteam mogt likely to succeed, given who was he$id of the
gation. | wondered how much An Serat had been directly involved this
time. DidInvidi "retire"? At least An Barik'sfaction do their own

dirty work. They don't use proxieslike the New Council.



Wefound awaiting karrikar. 1t shuddered asit moved and | felt a
distinct Sdewaysdrag. Inertiacompensators are damaged. Hopethe
dabilizersare okay. "Halley to Bubble" The comm link still worked.
"Baudin here” "A smdl ship will try to leave the station soon.

It'll probably head for Calypso. Monitor it." Murdoch was speaking to
Sasaki on hisown link. He cut it and turned to me. "We've got
problems. People can see the gray ship coming and they're panicking.
If we're not careful, some are going to try to evacuate. And that's
likely to sart ared panic.” "Put out amessage by dl available
means--use hand-speakersif you have to--that the gray shipisnot
going to attack the Sation. But if anyone attemptsto leave, that's
when they'll be attacked.” He talked to Sasaki again. We couldn't et
the gray ship takethe Invidi drive. | didn't want Henoit to have it
ether. But we bad no meansto stop it happening. An Bank claimed
he'd caled Confederacy forces-wed have to sit here and wait until
they cameto therescue. Wasthat al we could do? Wait until the big
playersfought it out and then line up politely for our piece of the
spails? God dammit to hell. They had proper lightsin the Bubble, the
emergency system. It was only two-thirds as bright as normal, and the
blue or green glow of interface consoles it facesfrom below. Every
console was occupied, and | had to squeeze past two Con Fleet ensigns
to get to the upper level. Baudin turned to greet me, relief on his

face. He even forgot to salute. Behind me, Murdoch strode to the
Security console.



"Lieutenant. Status of environmenta systems?' Keep it cam.
"Functions have stabilized at forty-nine percent,” he began.

Murdoch cursed loudly. | nodded at Baudin to wait and peered over
Lee'sshoulder.

Henoit wasleaving. At that moment al | could think was, | hope he's
got the QChn with him.

"Lock the docking mechanism. Don't let him go.”

Murdoch groaned. "Can't. We'velost accessto the entire docking
sysdem.”

"Deactivatethegrid." | could seeasLeetried it that we had no

control. No control over what the gray ship did, or over what the
Confederacy would do when it came. We'd dmost had more control over
our own fate when the Seouras werein charge.

"Theshipisleaving,” said Lee. She connected theimageto Baudin's
big viewer in front of the central console and we watched thetiny
speck break away from Jocasta's curved bulk.

"“Tel himto pull back.”

L ee sent the message, then turned to me anxioudy. "No response.”

"How many lifesigns are there on that ship?"

Another agonizing minute while she struggled with the sensors. "We
canttel. It'sadeflecting field."

"Theairlock records?’ Murdoch looked over our shoulders,
-"Non-operational. And we couldn't access them anyway at the

| glanced & Murdoch. No way to know if Henoit had taken the QChn
withhim.



"Have we any contact with Confederacy shipsyet?' If An Bank had
redly cdled them.

"No, maam. The Seouras shipistill blocking our sensors.”

"Wherésthe gray ship now?" It waslikewatch-playing agameon
holovid. Nothing to do but lie back and enjoy the fun.

"At the paceit'smoving, in two minutesitll reach the outer

platforms." Lee sounded asworried asl'd ever heard. They didn't
know about the drive, and must think the ship was moving in to attack.
Of course, it might attack after it got the drive.

"He'snot going to bein time," growled Murdoch, eyes narrowed at the
screen. Henoit'slittle ship was nearly at the platform where Caypso
waited.

"Well befing" | said loudly. "Keep an eye on environmental. Do we
have repair teams organized?

Baudin nodded. "Chief McGuireisonit."

| felt amomentary pang of envy for the chief engineer. 1'd swap jobs
with him any day, if | thought he could do mineaswell as| know |
could do his.

"Commander?' Legsvoice pulled meover. "Thesmdl shipis
activating atraction field. It'sattaching it to Caypso.”

| squeezed in beside her to look at the figures, more precise than an
image. Henoit was mad. How could he expect to sted the drive from
under the Tor ship'snose? Hedidn't havetime.

The gray ship fired before the smdler ship had properly attached the
fiddd. Henoit's defenses lasted afew long seconds before the engines
exploded and it came gpart. A smdl flare, little bigger than the
funerd pods. Momentum



from the explosion snapped Caypso's tether and sent her spinning
outwards, away from the station and the gray ship towardsthe stars. A
confused exclamation from Lee, Murdoch's sartled expletive, asharp
cry from someone else. | needed to sit down. There was a cold, empty
spot in my stomach that threatened to rise and fill the space behind my
eyes. Murdoch dragged a chair from the console beside Lee and pushed
it behind my knees asthey gave out. He muttered something about
putting my head down. Henoit was dead. It couldn't have been anyone
elseonthat ship. "Thegray ship'sclosing on Calypso” Leetried to
increase the amount of information the overtaxed sensors were sending
us, but definition on the screen grew progressively worse. The gaze
Murdoch turned to me was bleak. Wed failed to keep the Invidi drive
out of enemy hands. It was hard to see how things could get worse.

But they did. The gray ship turned around and fired on the Station.



The ship moved in, annihilating our options with each kilometer
forward. Theboltsit fired were familiar from mat first attack Six
monthsago. They had little destructive power but disrupted every
eectrica and plasma-based function on the station, causing total

havoc. The second bolt hit Alpha. The Bubbleslights dimmed and the
room filled with greenish crooked lines of energy that danced over the
interfaces and touched us briefly with sharp pain. Amidst the groans
and cries, the smell of smoke and crackle of severed connections, Le€'s
cam voice spoke. "Ship has stopped moving." Her interface wasthe
best shielded and most heavily backed-up in the Bubble, but it was
barely working. It gave her atrickle of datafrom our furthermost
externa sensor, the only one not affected by the gray ship's attack.
Everyonewaslooking a me. They'd done thiswhen the Seourasfirst
attacked too. Asif they expected me to come up with asolution to the
insoluble. Asif | could pull amagic rabbit out of ahat, likean

Invidi.



| leaned over Lee's console. "Can we ill send ashort-range radio
sgnd?'

"A radiosgnd?' Ledstraining wavered for a second, then she
quickly adjusted the screen. "Yes"

| made sure the frequency was zeta and tapped in my security code. |
hoped Kwon had done his job properly, that somewhere inside the gray
ship, the bomb in Calypso was activated. That the gray ship had not
deactivated it dready.

Nothing happened. Murdoch and Baudin staggered over to Le€'s console,
coughing in the sour smoke, and peered over our shoulders at the
screen. | felt sick. So much for magic rabbits.

Then the gray ship beganto ligt. It turned away from the station but
wasn't making much, speed.

"Their power output just dropped,” Leg's voicerose excitedly. Then
her screen flared with glaring whiteness, which faded abruptly as
radiation fried the sensor. A few seconds later we heard low booms as
debrisfrom the explosion began to impact on the Sation. Lee
muttered, moved over to another console, and tapped franticaly.

| turned to Murdoch. "Get down to Delta. They'll have the most
damege."

He nodded and left. | stood over Lee.

"I need adamage report, Ensign.”

"Yes, maam," shereplied, but it took minutes. | paced, stopping only
to help one of the other ensgns make emergency repairson his

console.

"The gray ship's been heavily damaged,” said Leefindly. "It'son-a
course that might take it into the planet's atmosphere.” "What about



E&.." "Environmentalscritica. Weve got"-she ran through them
dowly--"aSmoke ventilation fallure” That meant trouble for the
residents and methane leaks into our atmosphere. "In some of the outer
areas damaged by the explosion weve got containment failure. The
doorsaren't coming down." "Shit," someonesaid. The possbility of a
runaway containment failure was everyoneswors nightmare. Normally
decompression in one part of the station could be contained, but not if
the containment system itsdlf was non-functiona. Everything could
blow open to space. There was no time to evacuate and no way to do so
anyhow. The containment system was up in the center core. | could
reinitidize it usng the origina program, the way wefirst began

after modifying the Tor systems.

"Tdl Lieutenant Garnet to meet mein the west spoke,” | said, and left
Baudin in charge of the Bubble.

"Wedon't know if it'sdill there," | said to Garnet, asthe uplift
jerked itsway to the end of the spoke. "We couldn't tell how many
life sgnswere on Henoit'sship.”

Henoit would have had no reason to leave the Q'Chn, which wasa
vauable asst to the New Council. That'swhat | told myself. Then
again, he hadn't seemed satisfied with the Q'Chn's "modifications’ and
it was concalvable held left the dien herein afind act of
vindictiveness. Besides, and | hadn't thought of this until now, would
the Q'Chn havefitted into that little ship?

"Y ou go through the tunnels, I'll try the corridors.” We'd decided to



stick to the plan the repair team had followed before. "Whoever gets
therefirst starts the procedure.”

She nodded. We bobbed off thewall of the uplift asit bumped to a
hat. Garnet removed the access hatch in thewal and gave mea
thumbs-up beforewriggling inside. | took a deep breath and opened the
door, asick feding in my throat as| remembered the last time the

uplift door had opened to reved the Q'Chn and Henoit. Nothing. | let
out the breath and pushed out into the corridor. 1t was ill dark,

but the paedirection strip on thewall wasclear. | pulled mysdlf

aong quickly, heart pounding out of al proportion to the severity of

the exertion. Thear was stae, but not that stale. The strip was

cut off at regular intervals where doors opened into the corridor from
each sde. When the gravity field was on, this corridor was a

sairwell. Most of the doors were shut, their round Confederacy logos
glowinginthedark. Oncel felt cooler air and an echoing space at

one of the entries, and it took me amoment to gather enough courage to

9o pest.

Main intersection, along into second corridor. The second corridor was
the same, thelight strip green. Only the dark and the handrail cold
under my pams, roughened where paint had flaked, pitted wherethe
origind smooth meta had been replaced. The sense of dream, of other
worldliness, was s0 strong | had to remind mysdlf acouple of times
what | wasdoing. Silently. It wastempting tofill theimmense
dlencedl around with words.

The end of the corridor came almost as a shock--I bumped my head on the
wall and nearly missed the handrail on the rebound. | didn't want to
flail around the middle of the corridor trying to get my bearings.



There should be doors on right and left and an access hatch above my
head. One hand on therail, my other hand patted the smooth wall
surfaceinvain. They've moved the hatch! Don't beridiculous. Try
upside down. The hatch wasthere and | gripped the round pipe handle
withreief. Theinterface controls glowed faintly but, asl'd

suspected, offered no response. It would have to be opened manually.
My pams kept dipping with sweat and | had to wipe them twice on my
trousers before the handle would move. Into the narrow space. | swung
the door shut and reached up with relief to activate the light strap on

my head. The warm glow banished the surreal sensation of the corridor
and resurrected the urgency of my mission. Get to the core, quickly.
Rungsinatunnd. Thear smeled differently here, metalic, more

dive. My sense of smdll had returned, now that the Seourasimplant
hed stopped functioning. Therungswerefor when the Invidi gravity
field was operational and the core center was "down.” | didn't need
them now and pulled mysdlf dong the railswith dippery hands. At my
back was the cold, rough wall, on the other sde of which lay the
corridors and storage bays. Therewasagentlehum intheair, but not
asloud asit should have been. Undernegath the rungs of the ladder
now, the delicate operational systemsthat ran the sation for us

covered the surface of the corein afiligree of metal. | looked

around-it seemed inconceivabl e that the Q' Chn would fit in here,
athough perhapsit could fit farther along where the rlays were

larger and the space for partsrenewd and retrieva also larger. |



had started on Level Six, where dl the spoke connections were, and
needed to go acrosstwo levels, to Eight.

| followed the spirding rungs of the ladder. Insidethe narrow circle
of light the op sys conduits and data boards flickered and shone.
Outside the circle, the dark where the Q'Chn might be waiting. What
did it think of dl this? Wasit smply glad of the excuseto begin
itswork of daughter again? | imagined it must have found Henoit's
ordersvery tame--amurder here, amurder there. Nothing like the
glorious Q'chn wars of the past.

Leve Eight. No sign of Garnet, but I'd sent her on the safer and
longer routeintentionaly. 1 hooked my feet over the rungs, snapped
my kit'slead onto my arm to prevent it drifting away, and began to
work on the containment systems.

They showed no sign of outward damage--it hadn't been sabotage, then,
but damage from the Tor bolts. Y ou'd think that asthe basic systems
utilized elements of the origina Tor technology, they would be less
vulnerableto attack by the sametechnology. Thisdidn't seemto be

the case, dthough the op sys had always shown a certain hybrid vigor

in day-to-day operations.

Something clattered farther aong the ladder and | started, watching a
micro-tool float away. 1'd been soimmersed in the repairsthat |
hadn't kept one eye on the surroundings. Then ayelowish light
illuminated the curve of the coreand | dumped in relief.

"Ganet?'

"Isthat you, maam?' " "Over here."



She pulled her way over to me with neat, smooth strokes. "Thisis|
nodded and indicated where she could attach her enhancement connection.
"I've nearly finished modifying the baseboard for you. | didn't want
you to use the connection otherwise. Thissystem'svery closetothe
origind and | don't trugtit." Shesmiled. "No, | wouldn't want to

let aTor op sysinto my head." That'swhat I'd been doing for the
past six months through the Seouras, | thought, and touched the implant
inmy neck briefly. The sooner Eleanor getsrid of it, the better. It
wouldn't take her more than ten minutes to get around the containment
system and reknit the program. Unfortunately it was five minutes later
that | heard the Q'Chn. It wasthe sound of a maintenance hatch
opening. Thedight squeal and creak was unmistakable--1'd made the
same sound when | entered the core. 1t wasimpossible to judge
distancein the echoing dark. Which level? Garnet sat perfectly il
with her eyes open, seeing nothing. Thetwo connector leads ran from
the lumpsin the skin below her hairline to the baseboard wherel'd
made asafeinitiator space. If | moved her now the connection would
be broken and the system left in aworse state than when we started
because it would be confused. If | forced her to go through the
shutdown sequence, it would take five minutes, nearly aslong asit
would to finish thejob. Then | saw that Garnet had brought the
portable sensor that the repair team used in their previous mission. My
ears pricked for more sounds, | ran a scan of the core. Everywhere



but Level Six was clear. It showed an interference pattern that had
become dmogt asfamiliar to usasthat of the gray ships. Level Six
istoo close. Don't panic, think, | told mysdlf firmly. It will not

fit through the same hatch you did. | don't care how fearsomeitis,

it can't bend the laws of mass conservation. Thereforeit will try

another way, probably the freight accessin Level Twelve. We should be
dl right. Whatif it just Stsand waits until you come out? anasty

inner voice questioned. If you ask for backup, it'll mean more
casudties. Areyou goingto st here until Con Fleet arrives? If

they ever do. | heard anew noise, one that sent cold waves of horror
up my legs. It wasthe sound of ripping circuitry and snapping

conduits. Crackles, hisses, and pops of smal explosons. Ripples of
light played over the op sys surface in front of me and Garnet blinked,
frowned, and shivered once. There was a screech of meta being pulled
beyond molecular limits and aresounding clang after that. | had a
menta image of the hatch door being tossed into the corridor. It
sounded like the QChn was having atantrum. Asl| listened the cold
fear turned to aflush of rage. Before my brain registered what | was
doing, | had grabbed the sensor, hooked it onto my belt, and started
pulling mysdf dong thelevelsasfast as| could go. Nothing makes

me angrier than wanton destruction of something that has been made with
love and skill. Murdoch seemed to think we could lure the Q'Chn with
human bait. | hoped to bed he knew hisjob aswell as| thought he

did.



Nearly at Level Sx. Ahead | could see the dark gashes acrossthe
surface of the op syslike open wounds with light flickering on their

lips. Loose energy discharges popped here and there, leaving agreen
afterimage on my eye. Sliversof metd and glass dust floated dowly
towards me and | waved the debrisaway. The hatch wasadark oval,
doorlessas1'd suspected. | stopped several meters away, for | had no
intention of getting within grabbing distance. "Hey! My voice sounded
50 loud after the long silence that | made mysalf jJump. "Y ou with the
wingd" If | wasgoing to indulgein bravado, | might aswell doiit

properly.

There was no response, but the silence beyond the hatch was heavy with
the Slasher's presence.

"It's about time you left my station done. 1I'm not unreasonable
though. | suppose Henoit |eft you because you were indiscreet enough
tokill aQ'chn." | emphasized thelast word.

There was amovement behind the oval darkness, a soft touch of wing on
wall.

"That doesn't bother me. Theresaship waiting in adock on Level
One. If you want to leave, go there."

It probably knew there was no ship docked at Level One. But | hoped it
would be curious enough to come and see what | wasplotting. | dso
hoped it wouldn't kill Garnet firdt.

| turned and followed the opposite sweep of therungs. Pulled mysalf
aong in asteady rhythm. Now that the thing was done, | felt Sick.
What have | let mysdf infor? | ran through Murdoch's scenario in my
mind again and again-get to the airlock, lure the Sasher in, initiate



depressurization, and if you're trapped inside too, jump into the
recycling tube. Don't forget to hold your breath.

| felt scker. And getting to the airlock from the core hatch

presented a problem too. | didn't want to pass through the corridors
on Level Oneasl'd doneearlier on Six. Not with the Q'Chn waiting
for me. I'd haveto crawl dongthewall tunnds, which were too small
for the QChn. If Garnet could get to the core using those tunnels, no
reason | can't do the sameto get to the airlock.

| seemed to have been pulling mysdlf dong for hours. The surface
under the rungs had changed, it was darker and rougher and had larger
flat areas with no surface circuitry. The functions here had been

routed to the rings backup systems soon after the Seourasinvaded and
it had an abandoned look.

It occurred to methat | didn't have to worry about keeping comm
dlencenow. "Hdley to Bubble"

Murdoch answered. Thelink wasn't clear but | could make out his
words. "What'syour postion?' "I'minthecore. Atabout Level
Three" "I thought you'd be finished by now. Issomething wrong?*

"Urn ... The Slasher didn't go with Henait, Bill." Hedidn't even
wadetime curang. "What can wedo?" "Some light would be ussful.
Inthe corridors” "I'monit. Where do you want usto meet you?' "I
don't. You'retowait umtil I'mfinished." Not agood choice of
phrase.

"What d'you mean?'

"I'm going to jtry your airlock idea. Got any afterthoughts that mid
fehdp?’



There was silence at the other end and amuted roar in the background
that might have been voices or machinery. Finally Murdoch spoke,
dowly.

"No, | think we covered everything. Don't forget your decompression
routine. But, Halley ..."

"Right." | cut thelink and tried to keep the sound of Murdoch's deep,
reassuring voicein my mind.

Must be nearly at the farthest level. | was bresthing heavily now,
haven't kept up my zero-g drills. | found amaintenance access hatch.
It was much smaller than the entry from the corridor proper and | felt
reassured by the closeness. It was confusing, though, with passages
gretching infour directions. | took the tunnd that must run dong

the bisecting corridor like the one I'd walked dong in Level Six.

The thought of the corridor made me nervous. Could it track me through
thewall? 1t might decide to cut through the wall to reach me. Would
it bewaiting for mewhen | came out?

The rungs here were much smaller and were set farther into the

wall--not much maintenance would be done unlessthe gravity field was
turned off. 1t wasalong time since I'd been in one of these. Being

small helped. Someone aslarge as Murdoch would have been in danger of
brushing the sdes of thetunndl. The conduits on one Sde emitted a

faint luminescence and an occasional zzt of energy crackled acrossthe
walls. | was merethan hafway to the end of the tunnel and fear

increased with every pull.

Without warning the world turned around.

What had been "ahead" suddenly became "up." Something yanked vicioudy
a my feet--1 wasfailing. The gravity field had activated.



| tried to grab the rungs but the momentum was too strong and carried
me straight down. | tried to turn, braced my knees and elbows and
succeeded in partialy reducing speed. A crackling noise, sparks, and
the hiss of plasma escaping under pressure then pain shot through my
legsand shoulders. An acrid smell of coolant. Rall, rung, grab
anything. Can't stop ... Dizzy with shock and pain | hit the hatch at
the bottom of the tunnel, back where I'd started.

Shit, shit, shit. | lay till and looked up at thefaint glow of the

hatch, now agood fifteen meters climb avay. Who the hdll activated

the gravity fidd? The darm that normally precedesits activation

hadn't sounded. Maybe the Q'Chn. Or maybe the system was glitching by
itself. Whatever. | lay il for another minute or two. It was

dark. I'd ot the light band on my head. There were numb placesdl

over meand | had thefeding that if | moved they'd hurt. Onthe

other hand, eventudly I'd haveto makethat climb. If I did climb, it

would probably be one of thelast things| did. I'd thought quite a

lot about death in the past few years, and been closeto it more than

once. | had cometo the conclusion that it wasn't something | should
worry about too much. When the time came, | wouldn't try to sneak away
fromit. But it was definitely something to postpone aslong as

possible. | could lie here until Con Fleet came, but | was sick of

waiting for Con Heet | sat up cautioudly. | had trouble moving my

right arm above shoulder level but nothing seemed to be broken.



Everything hurt, though, and my nose was bleeding. | hate nosebl eeds.
| wiped it on my deeve and started crying weskly. My body seemed so
heavy after microgravity, which made everything worse.

"Murdochto Hdley." The scratchy voice came from somewhere above my
head. After amoment | located the comm link, wedged between arung
and a conduit edge.

"Haley here” My voice was scratchier than the link sound.
"We monitored your gravity field coming on. Areyou okay?"

"Had ahit of afal." | leaned againgt therungs. "Did Garnet finish
the repairs?'

"Y eah, we just heard from her. She'sin the spoke and wantsto know if
she should wait for you."

"Tell her to get out, now." | didn't want the Q'Chn distracted. |
looked up. Fifteen meters. "Arethe containment systems
functioning?"

"Absolutely. We stood down the darm.”
"Good." | sghed. "I'll be down soon.”

"For god's sake, Halley, stay where you are. Y ou don't need to do any
more."

Hewasright, and for amoment | hesitated. Then | thought of Henoit
and how easily held taken mein, how for ashort while I'd been so
phenomendly stupid that | thought we might patch thingsup. Somehow
the Q'Chn was part of Henoait's deception and getting rid of it meant
getting rid of him too.

Not that | could say that to Murdoch, so | hedged. "What would you
do?'

He hesitated too long before replying. "1'd get out of there.”



Of course hewouldn't. "Sorry, Bill. Wrong answer.” | shut thelink

and put it in my pocket. Climbing was surprisingly easy, oncethe

first shock of pain wore off. | tried to keep an even pace. | counted
about one meter per threerungs. Sixty. Dont think, just count. It

was easy in the dark to keep track only of the next rung and not to
worry about anything ese. Would the Q'Chn bewaiting? Therewasno
noise from above, only the mechanica background murmurs and the rasp
of my own throat. Oncel Swept my arm out in an incautious arc and hit
asmooth surface. Aningtant jolt of eectricity pulled the breath

from my lungs and jerked me dmost off the ladder. | dropped a couple
of rungsthen managed to cling tight. | asked mysdlf if | wasredly

doing thisto get back at Henoit and the answer was, not entirely for

that reason but basically yes. | had the feeling it was one of those
actionsthat, if were lucky enough to survive, we look back on later

and shudder. Sixty. Thistime the opening was above me. Dont think,
justdoit. My fingers brushed the surface beside the hatch carefully.
Remember the sequences--of course | remember the sequences, how many
years do you think I've been usng maintenance tunnels? The hatch did
back with adight cresk and | ducked back inside the tunndl. Nothing.
-$ | hooked my good arm around arung and peered out. The lightswere
on and their glare dmost blinded me after the darkness. The corridor
curved around until it disgppeared over itsfile hill to continue



around the other side of the center. Before that, about ten meters

away on the other sde, wasthe airlock door. Round and solid, it
looked able to withstand the assault of an army of Q'Chn. | hoped we
wouldn't haveto try. If al went according to plan, when the airlock
opened, the rash of atmosphere sucked out into vacuum should take the
QChnwith it and it would be unable to assault anything.

Therewas only oneway to do this. | reached up for the rung abovethe
hatch and used it asleverage to swing both legs over the hatch Sl

and dide out. Wishing my legswere steadier, | tiptoed to the airlock

and examined the controls. Likeall airlocks, its programming included
abuilt-in safety mechanism that made it impossible to open the outer
doorsto aship until theinner door had closed completely. There

would be an easily accessible override control insde the lock too. I'd
aways found this comforting, but now it was aworry--if the Q' Chn knew
about thisit might be able to stop the outer door opening. | keyed in

my code to deactivate the override. Hope it will accept the code.

Therewas a soft sound behind me. Dear god, if | ever survivethisl'm
going to have nightmares for years... The Q'Chn's head and wingtips
brushed the ceiling and itswings were like leaves.

The great head shifted and one of the forearmstwitched in aflexing
movement. Would it give me any warning?

The cealling wastoo low for it to spread itswings either for flight or
momentum. Two legstake off faster than four and aquick sprint might
get me away from it and around the next corner. But | didn't want to
run away, not thistime.

It was S0 big, nearly three meters away and it could



reach out and cut my legs from under me. Y ou wanted to talk to this?
The stupidity and arrogance of the idearang faintly in the background
of my fear. Murdoch'svoice echoed there. "They. Kill. You."

| reached out two fingers very dowly and touched the controls. The
airlock'sinner door drew back with a ponderous clunk.

The QChnwasdtill. The next second it tensed inwards upon itsdlf,
amost shrinking. | shrank back too. Dammit, | got thisfar ... It
did nothing more fearsome than stalk one, two paces closer to the
arlock. It ingpected the small space within and turned itstriangular
face 180 degreesto stareat mine. | stared up, grasped the airlock
controlsfirmly in one hand, and gestured dowly with the other.

"After you."

For amoment it stayed in the same position, with that same statue-like
dillness. Then, with amovement more avkward than any I'd yet seen it
make, lifted oneleg over theairlock slI. 1t crouched to dlow its

whole body to follow, and the wings were curled tightly amost Sraight
out behind. The other legsfollowed in turn.

| didn't believeit could bethiseasy. | held my breath asthe last
link of wing disappeared insde and hit the close pad. Astheairlock
began to hiss shut afeder shot out and grabbed my leg.

| yelled in fright and grabbed the control box. It came away in my
hand. Then | hit the floor and was diding towards the haf-open door.
Thefeder waslike aband of sted around my thigh. | pushed
franticaly at it with one hand and flailed with the other but there

was nothing to grab on to on the smooth deck.



| braced my hedlson theairlock s, hoping the door would shut in
timeand crushitsfeder, but it was actudly holding the door open
with two vise-likelimbs. My bootsdlid, | scrabbled for afoothold,
got partly to my feet then crashed over the sill and into the airlock
with the Sasher.

The hold on my leg released immediately and | did to the other side of
the room. It stretched along killing-leg and snicked the blade at me.

| crouched indtinctively. Theleg withdrew. | forced my trembling
legsto stand again. It repeated the action and | crouched down,
whimpering in terror. 1t's playing with me.

Think, damn you, think. Murdoch had said there was arecycling tubein
theairlock. | couldnt seeit All the wallswere bare, except for the
override panel set next to the door, hafway between us. And the outer
door activation pane, which was next to the round port, opposite the
Q'Chn and closeto my left

The Q'Chn had tired of the game and drew both front legsup. | did
aong thewdl alittle farmer away, but apart of me said, why prolong
theinevitable? Opentheairlock and finishit Getting dl the air

sucked out of your lungsis a better dternative than having your

throat cut... The recycling hatch was on the floor between me and the
QChn. Of courseit'son thefloor, idiot With the gravity field on,

the wall becomesthe floor, right?

With hope camefear. The hatch had.asimple pullout opening for
inserting materid. It also had amagnetic sedl that activated
automatically when the outer doors opened. 1'd have about twenty
seconds after the door opened to yank it back and squirm inside.

Do it now.



Asthe Slasher snicked back itsleg for thekill, | reached back to
the outer door controls and tapped the short code to initiate emergency

opening.

The bolts groaned. With acrack of release and agrowing hiss of
escaping air, the door opened.

| lunged for the recycling hatch at the same time the Q' Chn'sfeder
lashed for the override controls. | hoped I'd managed to deactivate
them in the corridor.

The hatch cover came away so easily that | fell over backwards and had
to grab the edge of the tube to stop being dragged out into vacuum. The
hiss of air had become aroar out into cold nothing. My earswere
popping and nose bleeding again.

| took two deep breaths, held the second, and pulled myself head first
into the dank opening.

Hold the breath, wriggle, shoulders through, hipsthrough ... God, I'm
not moving, it'sgot my foot.

The Q'Chn's grip was reinforced by the tug of out-rushing air and

dowly my leg was pulled back. Lungs burning and dark patches bursting
behind my eyes, | braced the other foot against the lip of the hatch.
Somewhere in the recesses of my mind | wondered why | was being so
damned stubborn.

My boot slipped off.

The ancient synthetic suddenly gave out, its bonds unable to withstand
such pressure.

| shot into stinking darkness and passed out.



After

Murdoch wasin recycling to meet me with two constableswhen | did out
of thetubein asmelly heap.

They'd monitored airlock activity and worked out which vat top to
hastily cushion. They laid me out on the deck and gave me something
for respiratory distress and to pull my scattered senses together.

Thefirg thing | knew about it was Murdoch's voice giving the Bubble a
status report. | sat up with agroan and the constable draped atherma
sheet over my battered shoulders. The room spun around gaily.

Murdoch didn't say much. | could vaguely fed hisanger, and how he
was trying to control it because | was hurt and exhausted and, after
all, the QChnwasdead. No doubt he'd have plenty to say tomorrow.

"Isit..." My voicedidn't emerge asdirected and | had to try again.
"Isit gone?'

"Asfar aswecantdl." Murdoch seemed to ddiberately leave distance
between us. He motioned to the constable, who bent down to lift me,
but | waved the man back indignantly.

"Mdlright." Theroom spun further as| lurched to my



feet, but | didn't care. Wed finally got rid of the QChn. The gray
shipswere gone. Containment must be secure, or we'd al be floating
around outsdetoo. | fdt lighthearted, aswell aslightheaded.
"Whoops." | haf-fdl onto Murdoch and he grabbed me. Then, looking
down, he caught sight of my bare foot and torn trouser-leg. It didn't
look funny to me, but for some reason Murdoch started chuckling. |
giggled too. Wedl stood therein the stink of recycling and roared
with laughter. An hour or so later, Murdoch sent ateam to the center
to confirm the Q'Chn's death. It took them awhileto find the corpse.
Eventualy they scanned it on die junction of one of the spokes, quite
dead but clinging fast to the station's skin. Weleft it merefor the

time being--it was too much of an expenditure in time and personnd to
goand getit. | think, too, wewere dl alittle scared it might

suddenly come back to life and sart terrorizing us again. There had
been no casudties from the gray ship's attack earlier, but many minor
onesfrom the breakdowns al over the station. | wasin the hospital
when An Bank's reinforcementsfindly arrived much later.

At first the Confederacy warship seemed to think our request for it to
stand off wasajoke. They ignored our warning and approached Jocasta.
When we repeated the request an irate voice--visuds were il
down--asked what the hell we meant and did we know who they were. |
said that we knew who they were, but we wanted to talk about how many
riwsthey now had here, and | repested



theforma declaration required by law. This stopped the Confederacy
generd--as he turned out to be--for afew minutes while he "conferred"
with his colleagues. The generd sounded more restrained the next time
he cdled. He suggested that while they contacted Con Generd for
ingtructions, officials would board the station to agppraise our

gtuation. "It meansthey want to make sure were acting of our own
freewill, not taken over by diensor terrorist groups,” whispered
Murdoch. | snorted. If they'd come yesterday, | could have given them
both.

We agreed to talk, and the general also wanted to speak to the
Confederacy observer, so | told Leeto link him to An Barik's quarters.
My eyes met Murdoch's and he nodded dightly then went back to his
Security console. | didn't think held be able to accessthe Invidi's
conversation, but therewasno harm intrying. Asit turned out, we
couldn't bresk whatever code they wereusing. Later that day An Bank
went over to thewarship. Inone of their shuttles, not in hisown

ship, which remained docked at the station. We assumed that he was not
leaving us permanently. The warship's captain wanted to dock for
repairs and crew R& R, and she didn't understand why the request made us
al laugh so much. Wefinaly persuaded her that we had no equipment
or materiasto effect repairs and that if she wanted her crew to enjoy
the station's hospitality, they'd haverto, firgt, help usrepair the
facilities, and second, provide suitable supplies. The captain, who
was aBendari , had no patience with the dow give-and-take of the
neutrdity negotiations, so by thetimethe officid outline of the



agreement had been drafted, she'd dready sent three large teams of
engineers who worked with great efficiency to restore norma functions
to environmental systems. | sugpect there was some conflict with the
genera over this, but Bendari can take care of themselves and we never
heard anything more on the matter. The Fleet engineers had been less
than complimentary about some of our many modifications. They laughed
outright, for example, at the circuitry on the public recycle unit

boards and the ring lift transport cars. Inreturn for thishelp, a

trickle of visitors, mainly crew from the warship, appeared in the
throughways of the station for the first time in more than half ayear.

They received such addighted and riotous wel come that their reports
when they returned to Con Central were the start of Jocasta's
undeserved reputation as aquaint stopover port. | cal our talks
"negotiaions” but in fact what happened was a series of interminable,
probing questions from the generd, who was a military-turned-political
officer. Hewasasssted by two officials from Centrd administration
who wanted to examine our records in minute detail, an Earth government
officia who was nervous of everybody dse, and thewarship'sfirst
officer who had obvioudy been told to keep an eye on dl of us, and

did s0. On thereceiving end of the questions were myself, Lorna
deVries, Veatch and histwo senior department heads, and, to alesser
extent, Murdoch. It seemed strange to be under the familiar heavy hand
of authority again, and | probably didn't answer dl the questions as
tactfully as| could have. Murdoch and | gave them an overview of what
had happened since the Seouras came. | didn't mention the New Council



until the Con Fleet firgt officer said they'd received information

that severd large ships known to be affiliated with the New Council
wereinthearea. Had we seen them? | answered truthfully that no, we
had not, as the Seouras hadn't et any large shipsthrough. We gave

them what information we had on the Q'Chn, but | did not mention
Henoit, and Murdoch, bless nun, took his cue from me. They were happy
to clean up the Q'Chn's corpse and bear it away. | could only imagine
the stir it would cause and the problems that might arise. By leaving

it behind, Henoit hed failed in hismisson. Unless, and | believed

thisto be the case, he thought a New Council ship was close and left

the Q'Chn to be picked up. Thiswould explain why the Q'Chn was ready
to believe my story of aship waiting. But the New Council ship never
came, and the facts of the Q'Chn revival, in the form of a corpse of a
young Q'Chn, became known to the galaxy.

They wanted to move the Slegpersto the warship so they could be
examined. | said no, they'd been examined aready and they were Earth
citizens. The Centrd officids said yes, the Segperswere Earth

citizens, therefore it was an Earth Outplanet Department matter, not
ours. LornadeVriessaid that under acertain article of the

Cryogenics Reviva Law, we could represent the Seepersif necessary.
The Earth officiad said we should ask the Sleepersthemselves. |

agreed, on the condition that Dan Floridawas alowed to be present
with recording and net casting equipment. | didn't want Griffis,

Rachel, and Kloosto be persuaded into anything against then' judgment.
As Griffishad explained to me, the idea of being seen and heard live



by large numbers of people has arestraining effect on officids. The
generd didn't likethis, however, and the discussion was getting
unpleasant when amessage came from the warship, followed by their
immediate withdrawal of the request. The Slegperswere freeto come
and go asthey pleased. We dl assumed the Invidi had something to do
withthis.

| found it difficult to have no debriefing. Indl my previous

experience, once an assignment had finished, | would present a report
to my superiors, and they would accept it after going over every detail
or perhaps order meto amend it. | missed that sympathetic acceptance,
50 unlike the scarcely concedled hogtility of the officias

questions.

Lateon... | think it was the second day, | found time to stagger out

of the main conference hal in the Bubble admin area, where the talks
were held, and take the now-functioning karrikar over to the senior
messhall. Asl expected, the place was empty. Most of the Con Fleet
and Earth Fleet officerswere ether doing double shifts, deeping of f
their double shifts, or catching up on newsfrom their counterparts on
the orbiting warship.

Therewas afive-liter jar in front of the serving hatch labeled "Red
Coffee Compliments of the Boulevard Hotdliers Association.” Thismust
bethe result of our initiating repairson recycling first of dl in

Gamma. | could not imagine how the association had procured coffee so
quickly or from whose contacts on the warship, but | poured myself a
cupful gratefully and carried it over to the darkened corner of the

room Darkened in deference to the late hour, not because the lights

were mafunctioning. Perhgpsit was having lived for warswith

eccentric lighting, or thefact that | hadn't shut Jay eyesfor far too



long and the white light made them sore, but | felt drawn to the

security of that dim corner. | put the cup on the low table and sank

into theworn chair. After Stting in the conference room chairsdll

day | was giff, and al the bruisesthat Eleanor hadn't found were
screaming for attention. | touched the side of my neck and had turned
to check the wallscreen for the gray ships position before | redized
what | was doing. No need to check either now. Nor the Seouras--their
escape pods from the gray ship had gathered and disappeared from our
sensors somewhere in the asteroid belt. | don't know why the other
gray shipsdispersed, unlessit was part of their programming, but we
were glad that they had. Presumably Con Fleet pursued them. The
disappearance of the gray ships seemed to have left an empty space,
both out there and within me. | hadn't yet examined that space. It

was adjacent to other, painful spacesthat held images of death,
mongters, and being trapped. | didn't have the energy to look at those
images now and sat blankly, knowing that the Con Centrd officias
would return from the warship in an hour and that if | tried to deep

it would mean releasing aflood of reaction we could ill afford. It

was an effort to lift the cup. The coffee waswonderful. Itsstrength

and mellow bitternesstook me by surprise. It brought back memories of
Earth and home with adirectnessthat talking to the people on the
warship had not. | gulped down thefirst mouthful and coughed asthe
heat brought tearsto my eyes. "That good, huh?' Murdoch put hisown
cup on the table and douched backwards into a chair with such force
that it creaked. He said nothing more, rubbed his chin tiredly and



spped the coffee. He then gave asatisfied grunt and stayed We must
have s there like two cryo-frozen mummiesfor ten minutes. "Bill?"
"Mmm?' Hefocused on me dowly. Helooked terrible --eyes bloodshot,
skin tight and dry, the bones of his cheeks and temples too prominent.
Hisjacket was unfastened completely and flapped over hisbdt. "Have
they finished the Hill recycling repairsyet?' "Thismorning. McGuire
said hetold you." He drank down the rest of his coffee and looked at
me, cup sill in hand. "Did you get that? Jeez, Hdley, you look

terrible. Haven't you had any deep?’ | couldn't help grinning.

"What's so funny?' He wastoo tired to sound properly annoyed. "l was
thinking the same about you." He humphed and leaned back again. It
took me amoment to restart the conversation. "Did we ever charge
Trillith?" Hethought for amoment. "Yeah. But it can afford the

fine. | heard it's negotiating the franchise for tourisminthis

sector.” "Tourism?' Wewere like acouple of drunks, throwing an idea
back and forth. ™Y eah, people coming herefor fun." He yawned hugely
and rubbed the back of his neck, then looked a me. "That reminds me,



Vesatch regpplied for hispostion here” |, 3., "What?' A "l reckon
they offered him a choice--go back to areprimand and ademotion, or
stay on Jocasta.”

"We gtill need agtation manager.” At first theidea of working with
Veatch was repugnant. Then | thought, what the hell, he's efficient

and we know to keep an eye on him. Better the devil you know ... "Are
you okay?'

"Yes" | remembered the minutes preceding Henoit's death--the
certainty we'd lost the jump drive, the crawling frustration of being
trapped. And therdief of being ableto act afterwards, over inthe
center with the Q'Chn. | don't know what had come over me--as 1'd
suspected, it was one of those episodes where later you stand back and
think, how could | have been so stupid?

| hadn't yet faced how | felt about Henoit's death. So far it was
mainly shock at the suddenness. Regret at thingsleft unsaid, there's
awaysregret. And, if I'm honest with myself and at the moment I'm
too tired not to be, relief aswell. Hell never deceive me again.

Murdoch tapped the table to get my attention. "Are you sure you're
okay?"

"I'mdill sore” And my uniform till smelled faintly of recyding. |
may haveto get anew, navy one.

"What are you going to do now?" he asked over his shoulder as|
refilled my cup at the hatch.

"Now?'
"After dl the shouting'sdied down."”

| sat down again, uncertain. | hadn't thought about anything beyond
the next step in the negotiations.

"Think I'd like my old job back."

He stared, bemused. "Y ou want to go back to being an



engineer?' Hewaved hisarm around. "Who's going to be head of
this?"

It had been an unconsidered comment about my old job, but the more |
thought about it, the more attractive it sounded. "I'm no politician,

Bill. If thisindependence idea succeeds, they're going to need an

elected or otherwise chosen leader. Someone who can dedl with both the
Confederacy and the other factors.”

"And that's not you?"
"I don't think so. Dan Foridawould be good. What will you do?!
He shrugged too.

"I'm not going to retire yet, if that's what you mean. I'll take
whatever assgnment comes.”

"Y ou deserve an easy one after this" | tried to lighten the mood but
his face was serious.

Heleaned forward and put his hands on my knees. They fdt very large
and heavy.

"Whatever you do, take care, hun?' And hekissed me. | wasso
surprised that | let my lipskiss him back. Short, reasonably chaste.
Thekind of kiss old-timelovers giveto confirm each other's
exigence.

He removed his hands, stood up. Unembarrassed, but he didn't seem
quite steady on hisfeet.

"Seeyou laer."

"Yes" Therewerealot of other things| could have said. But not
yet.

2J
Thegenerd and hisofficids said they were bringing us somevisitors.

The Shuttle was alarge one, and when Murdoch, Vestch, an met themin
the docking lobby, we found out why.



"An Barik you dready know," said thegenerd. "ThisisAn Serat.”

"Cdl Griffisand Rachd," | whispered to Sasaki, who was commanding
the escort squad.

The generd, after indggting that only histhree guards be armed, which
caused near-mutiny from Murdoch, made his speeches. The Confederacy
acknowledged our declaration and promised to bring it before the next
Confederacy Council. They also waived the courts-martia of the Con
Heet officersinvolved. Which was hardly magnanimous, seeing that

we'd saved their station for them.

Rachel and Griffisarrived. They looked at the Invidi, shocked, and
Sasaki murmured abrief explanation for them. Thetwo Invidi stood
tall and slent in the cramped room. They looked different, athough
the suits festures were exactly the same. An Barik was ... nester
somehow, taller, and more dender. The other was thicker and his suit
had lost alot of itsbright shine. He must have used it for a century

at leest. There was atension pushing between them, asthough the
opposing poles of two magnets were being forced together. If our
suspicions about Invidi politics were correct, that was indeed the
problem.

"I'd liketo ask An Serat some questions, if he doesn't mind," | said
politely. | reminded myself that we were back in their world, the
world where the Invidi wrote the programs mat moved the rest of us
around the board.

| was standing close to the two of them, Veatch beside us. Murdoch and
Sasaki were alittle to one Side, and the general wastalking to his
officids, bored, behind the Invidi. One guard was with the generd,

one by the airlock door, and the third stood beside Rachel and Griffis,
next



to Murdoch. The guards|ooked bored too. They'd made their scorn for
station Security clear. An Serat glided forwards ahalf-meter. His
movement was dow and helisted alittleto oneside. Asl stepped
forward, one of histentacles skated out without asking permission and
touched my chest. | stopped mysdlf fromydlingin surprise. It

tickled alittle, ™Y ou wish some answers, do you not?" His mechanica
voice was lighter and warmer than An Bank's, with acompletely
different timbre. |1 felt Rachd'seyesonme. "Y ou sent the drive

with Caypso. Yousetittoarrivehere” "That'sright.” "How could
you be sureit would arrive here?' "Thereisno surety. But thelines
wererdatively clear.” Therewasno hesitancy in hisspeech asin An
Barik's, no confusion of tenses or subject. Do you remember us?'
Griffis seemed shocked a meeting the Invidi again. Hisvoicewas
smal. An Serat swayed. "1 do." "Y ou used both us and this station
to further some poalitical end of your own." Rachel was unforgiving.
"It may seem that way to you." "It does. Did you know about the
mine?' How long she must have wanted to ask that. He trailed another
tentaclein the direction of her face. "Not dl things show

themsdves. It wasfar away.” "Why here?' | had wanted to ask this
for along timetoo. "What's so specia about thisplace?" "Itisnot
theplace” Hisvoice even carried an inflection of amusement "1 don't
undergtand. Isit this particular time?”



"Barik spoke to you of nodes?’
"Ye-es" Wedl looked a An Barik, who made no movement.

"Inhisusud lucid way, | see” An Serat rocked once. "Pity him, if
you can. He had to let the station be overrun and isolated because he
dared not change anything that might interfere with the arriva of
Caypso. Yet by doing nothing, he set you on acourse that virtualy
guaranteed you would keep the drive and join the rebels, perhaps
leading to the dissolution of the Confederacy.”

| could seewhat An Barik had faced, but pity wasalong way off. |
pitied Keveth and Quartermaine, and al the others who had died because
An Barik wouldn' act.

"What are nodes?' asked Griffis.

"Nodes are a concentration of ... causes, which produce distinct

effects” said An Serat. "They change the direction of thelines
aufficiently to bevisibleto us"

"Certain events have significant repercussions?’ said Griffis.

"That istheresult, asyou seeit. Actudly, itisnot solinear. And
events, in your understanding, are set in motion by the actions of

living baings™
"Likeyour decison to help Nguyen?' | suggested.

"And yoursto change the ba ance of power here. Some nodesareliving
beings." Hetouched my chest again. "Like yoursdf."

"Me?" | didn't liketheideaof being aconcentration of causes.
"| sent you the drive, athough | did not know who you were.”

| stepped closer and spoketo An Barik. "Why did you



wait? | would have teken the driveif | could. You'd havelost your
hyperspace monopoly.” But it was An Serat who answered. "Perhaps that
would not be the terrible thing some of my compatriotsbeieve” The
voice held humor aso. | groaned. "I don't understand. Why not just
give usthe damn technology?' "Because, as| have suggested, many of
my compatriots do till believeit would beaterriblething.” AnBank
shifted beneath hissuit. So they did disagree. Henoait'sinformation
was correct. | wasglad to think there might be an dly for the Nine
Worlds among the Four, but as disturbed a his methods as I'd been at
Henoait's. "It doesn't matter. The drive wasdestroyed,” | said. "You
destroyed it." An Serat made the comment without accusation. This
time|l didn't answer. "And everyone goes back to what they were
before?' Rachel'sanger sartled usal. "We have disposed of the
menace of the shadow. What you called the gray ships, another legacy
of the Tor. 1t would have been unfortunate if they had acquired our
technology.” "And where did the Seourasfit in thisscheme?' | said,
nearly as angry as Rachel now. If I'd felt manipulated by Henait, it
was nothing compared to this. "They were an unanticipated factor.”
"They're probably dead. | bet they didn't anticipate that either.”

"You fed regret?' "l fed... used." | looked at Rachel, Murdoch,



even Veatch. "Wedl "Weadl do what we mugt,” hesaid. "One of your
eldersoncetold me, "Our regrets are what define us."

| phrased it asstrongly as| could. "I do regret losing thedrive. |
think you should giveit to everyone."

"Thereisno need of regret. Y ou will find your de-soda." There's
that word again. | remembered Quartermaine's words and knew mat he'd

got it wrong.

"Desada... mereisno 'specid time," isthere? It'snow. It'saways
now. Thismoment."

An Serat'swhole body sighed, aleisurdly shiver that anchored him more
firmly to thefloor. ™Y our species has promise.” Hemoved his

tentacle up dowly, preface to yet another quotation. | suspected he
wasjud asirritating aconversationdist as An Bank, in adifferent

way. " "If dl timeiseterndly present dl timeisun redeemable

"l think al thisfar sght stuff isjust acon." Rachel pushed past

meto stand closeto An Serat, looking up. Y ou want peopleto do
things that you're too scared to do yourself. Non-interference my ass.
Y ou just can't bring yourself to be responsible for anything!™

Sheraised clenched fists amost asthough to strikethe dien. Griffis
put out a hand to calm her down.

"Rachel." She shook him off. | nodded to Murdoch over their heads and
he whispered to Sasaki. Behind usthe generd and die others were
waiching. The guards stared into nothing, still bored.

Sasaki nodded kindly to Rachel and took her arm. They started to walk
away, passing in front of the diens. Rachd shoved Sasaki hard in
mid-stride, and she stumbled back onto the guard'stoes. Ashethrew
outanaminsurprise,



Rachel grabbed theweapon heheldinit. Helooked at his empty hand
with astonishment.

She pointed the gun at An Serat.

For asecond we stared at her, uncomprehending. Then Murdoch's eyes
flicked from side to side and the muscles of hisface tightened.

Neither the two guards nor the genera standing behind us could get a
clear shot at Rachel, for which | wasglad. We dl needed to remain
cam. Griffishad stepped back in horror. Sasaki inched forward but
Rachd jumped away.

"Uh-uh," she admonished, and fixed her gaze on the Invidi again.

Murdoch might have reached her, but not before her hand closed on the
firing pad. | cursed mysdf for letting the general remove Murdoch's

weapon.
"What areyou doing?' | let astonishment raise my voice.

Shelaughed, the freest sound I'd ever heard from her. "What does it
look like? Old biblical remedy, Haley. Eyefor aneye”

"l don't understand.” | hoped she didn't know how to use the thing.

"Don't try to buy time." She chuckled and waved theflat end of the
gun towardsthe Invidi. "That'swhat these guysdo. Useour time, use
our lives. Now I'm going to take his." The point stopped in front of
An Serat.

"It won't work," said Murdoch. "They're wearing protective suits." My
back wasto the guards, but | could hear faint rustles of clothing and
the. sguesk of boots asthey maneuvered for abetter shot. "Thisis
ridiculous.." the generd began.



| interrupted him. "Rachd, put the gun down."

Murdoch and Sasaki were slent. They knew the rules-don't crowd
someone with aweapon, don't pressure them. One on one, gently.

"Areyou surether suitswill protect them from this?* She twitched
the gun.

Murdoch's poker face said hewasn't sure. | hadn't aclue. The weapon
was small and discreet, one used by high-level bodyguards. | hoped
they'd had the sense to keep it on the safe setting.

"The suitsare sufficient," rumbled An Barik's vocoder.

"Sufficient? What are you al looking so worried about then?' Shewas
excited and bitter. "Let'stry it and see. A couple of peopletried

to nate an Invidi when they first cameto Earth, you know.
Remember what happened, Hannibal ?*

Griffis shot mealook of dismay. Hewas as conscious of the guards as
| was.

"Yes, Rachel. We protected them. They were guests on our world."

Shedidnt likethat. "It wasaninvason. Benign, but an
invagon."

"Rachel." | took adeep breath and stepped forward. The guard behind
us cursed under his breath. 1'd ddliberately ruined his shot on
Rachdl.

"Nol" Sheraised the weapon in afiring stance. "No further!”

| soread my handswide. "All right. Rachel, what's past is past.
Leaveit."

"It'snot past to me." Shelooked at me properly then and the gun
mouth focused on my chest. "You'rethewors," shesaid. "Y ou know
what they're doing but you



go aongwithit. You betray dl of us. You betray our history. Is
it so hard to say to them,” shejerked her head at the Invidi, "we
don't need you, we don't want you?"

"It'sabit late now to blame usfor your mistakes. Weretrying to
make the best of what you did to our world. If it was so easy, why
didn't your generation say the words?' | snapped back at her in spite
of mysdf. Her words stung morethan | cared to admit

Her hand wavered. "Because we couldn't”

Griffis spoke softly from behind her. "Because we were in such amess
that we had no choice." "Rachd, if you kill me, are you going to fedl
better?' | let my tiredness show in my voice.

"NO_"

"If you kill them, will it change anything?'
"No."
"Then put it down.”

Her face crumpled and her hands holding the gun drooped. Murdoch leapt
forward with an oath and grabbed her hands, pointing them down and away
from anyone.

Then Rachd was crying, Murdoch snapped orders. The generd
countermanded them and issued different ones. Griffis comforted Rachel
ineffectudly and the red-faced guard stood tiffly to attention

againg thewall. Thelnvidi stayed motionless, likeapair of

datues.

| walked away from them dl, sck and shaky insde at Rachel'swords
more man her actions. | wondered if I'd have been able to do what
Marietta Alvarez had done and step in front of the Invidi, to take the
shot fat them as sheld taken it for her president

Rachd waswrong, though. This neutrdity agreement isthe beginning



of something more. The Nine Worldswill not remain asthey arewithin
the Confederacy for much longer. It'sonly amatter of time.

Because | remember the Invidi drive. Not in detail, but the patterns
move in my memory in the way the Seouras voices spoke in my mind;
elusve, ambiguous, but nonetheless present. Giventime, | will work
it out. Everyone needs ahobby.
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gation, politics among the nine races continue apace. With Haley
presumed dead, her position isreassigned the killer Q'Chn begin to
carve abloody hold on anearby planet, Halley's ex-husband doesn't
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