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PROLOGUE

The Skydiver 7 had been filled with the soft sounds of beeping instruments and the ominous
rumbling of the windstorm outside when Jakob Faraday had finally drifted off to sleep. Now, seven
hours later, the storm was still raging against the probe's thick hull. But a new sound had also been
added to the mix: alow but pervasive humming.

"Welcome back to the edge of the envelope,” Scotto Chippawa greeted him as Faraday eased
through the narrow doorway into the cramped control cabin. "Up alittle early, aren't we?"

"Couldn't sleep," Faraday said, sliding into his chair beside the older man, listening to the faint
whirring from his power-assist exoskeleton as he awkwardly strapped himself in. The gravity suit
was a supreme nuisance, he'd long ago decided, and not nearly as user-friendly as its designers
probably thought. But moving around down here in Jupiter's two and a half gees would be well-nigh
impossible without it. "How are things going?"

" About the same as when you left," Chippawasaid. "The wind's eased up alittle, and the
temperature's passed three hundred Kelvin on its way up again. Coffee?"

"Sure," Faraday said. "Double |atte, easy on the cinnamon, with double cream.”

"Right," Chippawa commented dryly. "Nearest |atte's currently—" he peered at one of the displays
"—a hundred thirty klicks straight up. Help yourself."

"Don't think I'm not tempted," Faraday grunted, swiveling his chair around to the zero-gee coffee pot
in its heating niche behind him. So they'd descended another forty kilometers since he'd toddled of f
to bed. That put them well into Jupiter's troposphere, not to mention within striking range of the
record depth Keefer and O'Rellly had made it to last year. "I missed the rest of the cloud layers?"’

"Sept right through them," Chippawa said cheerfully. "Don't worry, you'll get to see them again on
the way up."
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"Right," Faraday muttered, trying not to think about the hairline cracks the techs had found in Keefer
and O'Reilly's probe after their dive. "I'll look forward to it."

He went through the unnecessarily complicated routine of drawing a cup of coffee from the zero-gee
pot into his zero-gee mug. Another supreme nuisance, but one they also had no choice but to put up
with. The Jovian atmosphere was about as calm and peaceful as one of the Five Hundred's budgeting
sessions, and the pixel-pickers on Jupiter Prime got very upset when their glorified babysitters
spilled coffee on expensive electronics.

Especialy given the current funding battles the Jupiter Sector was having back on Earth. The Five
Hundred, that oligarchy of the rich and powerful who effectively ran the Solar System, were
constantly pushing humanity's boundaries outward, pressing on to new frontiers amost before the
homesteading stakes had been driven into the ground of the last hard-fought conquest. With their
attention now turned to new colonization efforts on Saturn's moons, Jupiter's interests and struggles
were starting to get lost in the shuffle.

"By the way, Prime won't likeit if they find out you shaved an hour off your sleep period,"
Chippawa commented. "They're very strict about the eight-hour rule.”

"What was | supposed to do?' Faraday countered, sipping carefully at the brew. Fortunately, there
wasn't alot even Chippawa could do to ruin instant coffee. "Just lie there and stare at the ceiling?’

"Sure," Chippawa said with a power-assisted shrug. "That's what the rest of us do."

Faraday sniffed. "l guess I'm just too young and ideadlistic to duff off that way when there's work to
be done."

"Of course," Chippawasaid. "l keep forgetting."

"It's that old-age thing," Faraday added soothingly. Chippawa was, after al, nearly fifty. "Memory
always goesfirst."

"Yes, but at least | sleep well," Chippawa said pointedly.

Faraday grimaced. "It always feels like there's a sumo wrestler sitting on my chest whenever | lie
down," he said. "l just can't sleep on these things."

"You'll get used to it," Chippawa assured him. "Somewhere around your fifth or sixth tether ride."
"If | last that long," Faraday said. "When did we pick up that humming noise?"

"About two hours ago," Chippawa said. "Prime thinksit's the wind hitting some sort of resonance
with the tether."

Involuntarily, Faraday glanced up at the cabin ceiling. "Terrific," he said. "Y ou ever hear of the
Tacoma-Narrows Bridge?”
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"| took the same physics courses you did," Chippawa reminded him. " Saw the same old vids, too.
But thisisn't that same kind of resonance."

"Y ou hope," Faraday said, tapping afingernail surreptitiously on the polished myrtlewood finger
ring his mother had given him when he graduated from high school. Not that he was superstitious or
anything; but the image of that bridge twisting and swinging in the breeze as the wind caught it just
right, and eventually coming completely apart, had haunted him ever since he saw it. "They will
keep an eyeonit, | presume?’

"What, with two hundred million dollars worth of equipment on the line?' Chippawa asked, waving
around. "Not to mention you and me?"

"Right." Taking another sip, Faraday gave the status board a quick check. Outside temperature was
still climbing, wind speed was manageable, atmospheric composition was still mostly hydrogen with
apinch each of helium and methane mixed in. Hull pressure...

He winced and looked away. They were already at twenty bars, the equivalent of nearly two hundred
meters below sealevel on Earth.

Two hundred meters was nothing to an Earthbound bathyscaph, of course. But then, an Earthbound
bathyscaph didn't also have to put up with heavy radiation and a magnetic field that could unscrew
the ratchets on a socket wrench.

He'd seen the specs on the Skydiver's design, fine-tuned somewhat since Keefer and O'Reilly had
taken their plunge, and he knew how much pressure it could handle. Even so, the actual raw
numbers still left his stomach feeling alittle queasy. He lifted his cup to his lips—

And at that precise second, something slammed into the side of the probe.
" Sheester's Mother," Chippawa swore, grabbing for the stabilizer controls.

"What was that?' Faraday managed as his coffee tried to go down the wrong tube. Trained reflexes
set in, sending his cup flying as he grabbed at his own controls and checked the emergency board.
No hull breach; no oxygen tank or fuel-cell rupture; no hint of any other equipment malfunction.

"Sheester's Mother," Chippawa repeated, almost reverently this time. Faraday |ooked up—

And caught his breath. There, floating outside the thick Quadplexi window, squarely in the center of
the probe's external lights, was a two-meter-long solid object. It looked something like a cross
between a dolphin and avery large, very fat mantaray with apair of long tailstrailing behind it.

And as he watched, it rolled over and flapped away through the roiling atmosphere, itstwin tails
beating rhythmically at the air. A second later, two more of them swam into view around the sides of
the probe and charged off after the first.

Slowly, Faraday turned to look at Chippawa. Chippawa was looking back at him.
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Chippawa said it first. "l guess Keefer wasn't imagining things," he said, his voice studiously casual.

Faraday nodded, all the data from all of the manned and unmanned probes for all of the past twenty
years flashing through his mind There was no life on Jupiter. None. Zip, zero, nada. All the books,
all the studies, al the experts agreed on that.

And all of them had ridiculed Keefer for what he'd claimed to have seen at the edge of his probe's
lights...

"No," Faraday said. "l guess he wasn't."

Chippawa hunched his shoulders. The familiar whine of the servosin the suit seemed to get him
back on track. "Well," he said briskly, keying for the radar section of their full-spectrum emscan
sensors. "You'd better give Prime afull tie-in. I'll see what kind of track | can get on the things."

"Right," Faraday said, forcing his fingers to function. Whatever had swum past them had had the
courtesy, or else the sheer clumsiness, to announce its presence with aloud knock on the hull.

Which could potentially be avery serious problem. The Skydiver's hull was designed to handle
immense but steady pressures, not the sharp impact of something solid ramming into it.

He keyed the tie-in first as Chippawa had instructed, giving the tether ship flying far above them full
audio and visual access to what was happening inside the probe as well as the usual telemetry feed.
Then, trying to ignore the feeling in the pit of his stomach, he activated the outside cameras and
started a systematic examination of the hull.

Chippawa got to hisfinish linefirst. "Got ‘'em," he announced. "Four blips, moving off to starboard.”

"| thought there were three of them," Faraday said absently, his own fingers pausing as the cameras
located the impact point. It wasn't much, as impact points went; the dent was hardly even noticeable.
But it was a dent.

And as he stared at the image he could swear he could see the marks of teeth...

"There must have been another one we didn't see," Chippawa said. "Wait a second. There are five of
them out there. No; six. Sheester's Mother."

He shook his head. "It's a school of them," he said. "A whole double-clove-latte school. Like a pod
of whales."

"Or piranha," Faraday said. "Take alook at this."

Chippawa glanced at the image on Faraday's display. "One of them bumped us," he said. "We knew
that."

"Look closer," Faraday insisted. "I may be imagining things, but those look like teeth marks."
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"Y ou're imagining things," Chippawa declared. "Come on. Anything bigger than a puppy knows
better than to chew on metal."

"Unlessit's what they eat," Faraday countered crossly. Chippawa didn't have to dismiss his concerns
quite so cavalierly.

"What, in the Jovian atmosphere?' Chippawa scoffed. "Y ou think floating metal grows on trees
around... oh, my God."

"What?"' Faraday demanded, spinning around to his own emscan display.

And felt his skin prickling. There was a school of the fat mantas out there, all right. Maybe two
dozen of them.

All of them clustered around two very large blips. Blips, if the radar could be believed, that were
each the size of anicelittle starter house in the suburbs.

Chippawa's comment on this development would undoubtedly have been avery interesting one. But
he never got the chance to make it Even as Faraday's brain registered the size of the newcomers the
probe lurched, the background humming hiccupping into a sudden twang. "What—7?"' Faraday
yelped.

"Something hit the tether," Chippawa said. "There—look."

Faraday craned his neck. Another of the fat mantas was scooting along across the edge of the
Skydiver's light cone. Unlike the others, this one seemed to be trailing an expanding mist of bright
yellow. "He didn't just hit the tether," he said, the bad feeling in his stomach getting suddenly worse.
"He cut himself onit."

"Sure looks likeit," Chippawa agreed as the manta vanished outside the range of their lights. "Better
check it out." He reached for the camera control—

And suddenly the probe was slammed violently sideways.

Faraday grabbed at his board as his chair bounced down out from under him and then slammed hard
up against his tailbone again. A stray thought caught oddly at the back of his mind; what had
happened to his coffee cup and wasiit leaking on anything. There was a second jolt, this one from the
other side, then athird that seemed to come from above. Something that looked like a gray wall
studded with randomly placed dimples slid past bare centimeters from the Quadplexi. There was
another slam from above, the worst one yet—

And with a horrible twisting of Faraday's stomach, his chair fell away from beneath him and didn't
come back up. The tether to the ship above had been broken, and the probe was in free fall.

"Floats!" Chippawa snapped.
Faraday already had the safety cover wrenched up and out of the way. "Floats," he repeated, and
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pressed the button.

There was the crack of explosive bolts, and the moaning of the wind outside was joined by a violent
hiss as the tanks of compressed helium began dumping their contents into the probe's rubber-raft
pontoons. Faraday held his breath...

And then, with another horrible twisting of his stomach, the Skydiver rolled over onto its right side.

"Malfunction!" he barked, eyes darting to the error display as all his weight sslammed down onto his
ribs and his right armrest. The words flashed onto the screen in bright red—"Starboard tank's
blocked," he reported tightly. A support slide unfurled from the right collar of his suit, moving into
position along the side of his head to relieve the strain the change in attitude had put on his neck.
"No helium's getting into the float."

"Must be water in the valve," Chippawa said grimly from his seat, now hanging directly above
Faraday. "Firing secondary."

Faraday held his breath, straining his ears for the sound of hissing helium. But there was nothing.
And the error message was still glaring red at him.

" Secondary also malfunctioning,” Chippawa reported. "Damn water must be in the line, not the
valves. The expanding helium's frozen it into a solid plug.”

And they were still going down. "Any way to get to it?' Faraday asked.

Chippawa shook his head, an abbreviated wobbling around his own suit's neck support. "Not from
inside. It's bound to fix itself sooner or later—it's over three hundred Kelvin out there."

He clucked his teeth thoughtfully. "Question is, will it unfreeze in time to do us any good?"

Faraday's stomach felt ill, and not just from the deadly gravity. Already they were too deep for any
chance of rescue from the tether ship. Now, they were drifting still deeper.

And as they did so, the rising atmospheric pressure would begin to compress their one working float,
reducing its already inadequate buoyancy and making them fall still faster. After that, even if the
other float fixed itself, the pressure of its helium tank wouldn't be enough to deploy it.

That was the physics of it. The cold reality of it was that he and Chippawa were dead.

They would be crushed to death. That would be the final end of it The fragile walls of their capsule
would shatter under the pressure from outside, shatter into a million pieces that would drive inward
into their bodies like shrapnel.

And behind that shrapnel would come the full weight of Jupiter's atmosphere, squeezing in on them.
Their blood vessels would explode; their bones would break; their skulls would shatter like empty
eggshells. Crushed to death.
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Crushed to desth...
He looked up at his partner, expecting to see his same fear in the other's face.

But there was no fear there. Chippawa was concentrating on his board, apparently oblivious to the
fate that was moving like a runaway monorail toward them.

And in that stretched-out instant of time, Faraday hated him. Hated the man's courage and
professional calm. Hated his ability to ignore the fear and the danger.

Hated the twenty extra years of life Chippawa had experienced that Faraday would never have a
chance to taste.

"Getting areading,” Chippawa called out over the wind. "Incoming. About eight meters
long—roughly torpedo-shaped—"

"We'refalling," Faraday all but screamed at him. So much for the luck of his wooden ring. He was
about to die. They were both about to die. "What the hell does it matter—?"

The sentence was choked off as his armrest again slammed hard into the side of his exoskeleton, the
impact jarring hisribs. "What happened?' he demanded, eyes flickering over hisinstruments. No
new error messages were showing.

"I don't know," Chippawa said. "It's—oh, boy."

Faraday looked up. And stopped breathing.

The dlab of gray had returned. Only thistime it had shifted around until an eye was visible.
Gazing steadily through the window at them.

Faraday stared back, the wind and the pressure and even the fact that he was a dead man suddenly
fading into the background. The eye was big and very black, either with no pupil at all or else with
all pupil. The kind of eye that would suck in every bit of radiation across a wide range of the

el ectromagnetic spectrum, he realized, using every bit of light available to see in the gloom of
Jupiter's deep atmosphere. There was a hint of polygonal faceting around the eye's edge, though it
didn't seem to be an insect-type compound eye.

And like atextbook optical illusion that shifted from duck to rabbit and back to duck again, he
couldn't decide whether the expression in the eye was one of interest, sympathy, or malevolence.

Or maybe that was just hisimagination. Or his hopes.
Or hisfears.

With an effort, he found his voice. "Should we wave?' he said.
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"Unless you'd rather ask it to take usto their leader,” Chippawa said. "Emscan's running... man, this
thing's got one complicated internal structure.”

"How complicated?' Faraday asked, starting to become interested in spite of himself.

"At least as complex as ours,” Chippawasaid. "I'd love to see the biochemistry of something that
swims around in hydrogen and methane all day. Y ou hear that?"'

"Yes," Faraday said, frowning. It was a scraping sound, coming from somewhere beneath them.
"It's checking us out," Chippawa said. "Running aflipper or something along the hull."

"Is that why we've stopped falling?' Faraday asked. "It's holding us up?"

"Yes and no," Chippawasaid, peering at the displays. "We are still going down, only not as fast."

"But it isintelligent," Faraday said, staring back at that unblinking eye. "And it's figured out that we
are, too."

"Well, maybe," Chippawa said cautiously. "I'd definitely say it's curious. But then, so is akitten."
"Itisintelligent," Faraday insisted. "Something that big has to be."

"Y eah, well, asthe cliché says, size doesn't really matter,” Chippawa said with agrunt. "The last
rhino | saw wasn't giving lectures on quark theory. Anyway, it may all be academic."

"What do you mean?' Faraday demanded. If the creature was intelligent, surely it realized they
didn't belong here. It could just carry them back up to the top of the atmosphere—

"One, we're still falling," Chippawa said. "That implies even with one float working we're too heavy
for him to hold up. And two—"

He gestured to the emscan display. "We've got more company.”

Faraday felt his mouth drop open. At eight meterslong, the creature staring in at them was already
pretty big. The suburban starter houses that the little guys had been clustering around had been even
bigger.

But the two radar blips now moving up from below and to their right were another order of
magnitude entirely. Like apair of incoming grocery warehouses...

Abruptly, the armrest dropped out from under him again. He looked up, catching just a glimpse of
their Peeping Tom as he scooted upward into the swirling air.

And the Skydiver was again falling free.

The seconds ticked by. A new set of creaks joined the how! of the wind outside, and a glance at the
depth indicator showed they had officially beaten Keefer and O'Rellly’s record.
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They were also nearly to the theoretical pressure limit of their own hull. Not only were they about to
die, he thought bitterly, but they were going to get to watch the countdown to that death.
Something flashed past the window, illuminated briefly by their exterior lights. "What was that?"
"One of our thirty-meter wonders," Chippawa said. "Got some pictures as he went past.”

Lost in hisown last thoughts, Faraday had forgotten all about the grocery-warehouse creatures that
had chased off Dark Eye. "Anything good?' he asked, trying to force some interest.

"|'d say we've found the top of the food chain,” Chippawa said. "L ook at this—it's got a bunch of
those manta-ray things hanging onto its underside.”

Like remoras on a shark, Faraday thought with a shiver. Waiting to pick up the scraps from the big
boy's kill. " So the smaller ones who ran past us were scouts or something?’

"Could be," Chippawa said. Something moved up into their lights from below—

And Faraday was slammed violently against his armrest as the Skydiver came to a sudden halt. For a
few seconds he lay helplessly there, gazing at an incredibly lumpy brownish-gray surface outside the
window. Then, with a sort of ponderous inevitability, the Skydiver rolled over into an upright
position again.

"Have we hit bottom?" Faraday asked, knowing even before the words were out of his mouth that it
was a stupid question. There was little if anything that could be called "bottom™ on a gas-giant world
like Jupiter. Somewhere below them there might be arocky center or a supercompressed core of
solid hydrogen, but the Skydiver would never survive long enough to get anywhere near that.

What had happened was obvious. Obvious, and frightening.
They had landed on top of Predator Number Two.

"We're still going down," Chippawa grunted. "These things must really be delicate. We're not that
heavy, especialy with one of the floats deployed.”

"I guess we're heavy enough,” Faraday said, rubbing the side of his neck as he gazed out the
window.

Hisfirst impression, just before they'd hit, had been that the predator's skin was lumpy. Only now, as
he had time to study it, did he realize just how incredibly lumpy it actually was.

The skin was covered with dozens of ridges and protrusions of various sizes and shapes, like a
snowfield that had been whipped by the wind into odd drifts. Some of the lumps were low and flat,
otherslong and narrow, sticking as far as eight or nine meters out from the surface. Like tree trunks,
perhaps, whose branches had been stripped off.
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No, he decided. Not like tree trunks. More like torpedoes or rockets pointed the wrong way on their
launching pads.

Abruptly, he caught his breath. Like torpedoes? " Scotto..."
"What?" Chippawa asked.

"That lump out there," Faraday said slowly. "The tall one, dead center. What does it look like to
you?'

"Like alump," Chippawasaid, a hint of impatience in hisvoice. "Give me ahint."
"Remember the fellow with the big eye?' Faraday said. "Wasn't he shaped like that?"

"Y es, but—" Chippawa broke off, leaning closer to the window. "But that's the same skin that's on
everything else," he said. "The predator's skin. Isn't it?"

"Sure looks like it," Faraday agreed, histhroat feeling raw. "Asif the skin just grew up around one
of them..."

For along second he and Chippawa stared at each other. Then, in unison, they both turned back to
their boards.

"Underside cameras have gone dark," Faraday announced tightly, his eyes flicking across those
displays. "Forward ones... maybe the connections were knocked loose in the crash.”

"Damn," Chippawasaid. "Look at the window."

Faraday |ooked up. On the lower edge of the window, a brownish-gray sheet was slowly working its
way up the Quadplexi.

"It's growing over us," Chippawasaid, very quietly. "The skin is growing straight over us."

Faraday licked at dry lips. Tearing his eyes away from the window, he searched out the pressure
SEensors.

At least the news there wasn't any worse. "Underside pressure's holding steady," he said. "The skin
Isn't squeezing us any harder than the atamosphereis.”

"Pretty small comfort, if you ask me," Chippawa said grimly. Probably growing all the way up the
hull. Whoops—main drive just shut back to standby. The whole ring, too. The skin must have rolled
over al the proximity sensors at the same time."

Faraday grimaced. That was standard deep-atmosphere probe design: If there was something sitting
right next to you, the computer wouldn't let you move that direction. Now, with something around
all of them, the whole bank of drive engines had ssmply shut down. "Damn safety interlocks,” he
muttered.
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"Well, it's not like we'd be able to go anywhere right now anyway," Chippawa pointed out, his voice
far too reasonable for Faraday's taste. "Firing up the turboprops now would just snarl the blades.
Wait a sec.”

He bent suddenly over the controls. " Something?' Faraday asked hopefully.

"Just athought," the other said. "If | can fine-tune the emscan alittle, maybe we can see how thick
the skin is over the other shipwrecks out there."

"Oh," Faraday said, feeling the flicker of hope fade away.

Still, now that Chippawa mentioned it, the view outside did rather ook like a shipwreck scene. A
dozen ships lying at the bottom of a murky ocean, with strange underwater seaweed growing up over
al of them. "What do you want me to do?’

"Check the manual and see if there's any way you can boost power to the radio,” Chippawa said. "If
we can find away to punch asignal through this soup, we can at least let Prime know about all this."

He smiled tightly. "l mean, we should at |east let them know we're due some posthumous citations."
"Got it," Faraday said. He didn't smile back.

They worked in silence for what seemed like along time. The only sounds in the cabin were the
beeping of the instruments, the howling of the wind outside, and—at least for Faraday—the
thudding of his own heart.

The window was almost completely covered by the time he finally gave up. "We're not going to get
through,” he said. "The atmosphere's just too thick. | can't even pick up their carrier; and if | can't
hear them, they sure as hell can't hear us. Any luck there?"

"Possibly," Chippawa said. "The creature's skin in general is pretty thick, up to thirty centimetersin
places. Definitely the same as the wrapping around the mummies out there, though that stuff's not
nearly asthick. But this batch—"

"Wait asec,” Faraday interrupted him. "Mummies?"

"That's what the emscan shows," Chippawa said. "The big one, anyway. It has the same basic
internal structure as the fellow who buzzed us."

"And that structure'sintact?' Faraday asked. "Not decayed or digested or anything?”'

"Not that | can tell," Chippawasaid. "That's point one for the good guys: At least we're not about to
be eaten or absorbed alive. Point two is that the batch growing up around the Skydiver isn't nearly as
thick or strong as therest of it."

He nodded toward the window. "Which means that if the starboard helium line clears up soon
enough, and if we're not too deep for the float to deploy, there's a chance we'll be able to punch our
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way out of here."

"Lot of ifsinthat," Faraday pointed out doubtfully. Animage floated to mind: a Golden Movie Age
vid he and his brothers used to watch called Pinocchio, where the heroes had been trapped in the
stomach of a giant whale. How had they gotten out of that? He couldn't remember. "Assuming all
the rest of it, how do you propose we do that?*

The last remaining dliver of outside view vanished beneath the sheet of brown-gray. "I don't know,"
Chippawa admitted. "Maybe an electric discharge, if we can boost the voltage high enough and
figure out how to deliver it. Or maybe some acid from one of our fuel cellswill do something."

"Or maybe afire," Faraday said. That wasit; they'd made afire in the whale's stomach. "Don't
forget, most of that soup out there is pure hydrogen. If we can supply enough oxygen from our own
air supply, we should be able to get anice little fire going."

Chippawa whistled softly. "And maybe fry ourselves in the process," he pointed out. "But it's better
than doing nothing. Let's figure out how much we can spare—"

He broke off as, once again, the chairs dropped out from under them. "We're heading down again,"
Faraday said tightly, looking over at the depth indicator.

The indicator, contrary to what his stomach and inner ear were telling him, was holding perfectly
steady. "What the—? Oh. Right."

"It's the pressure of the skin around us,” Chippawa said. "Fouls up the readings. Still, at least that
means we're not going to get flattened like roadkill."

"It also meansthat if we wait too long to punch our way out, we won't be able to do so," Faraday
countered. "Not much point in breaking free if you're only going to get squashed a millisecond
later."

Chippawa made aface. "Y eah. Point."

"And of course, with the depth meter off-track, we won't even know when we've passed that no-
chance depth," Faraday added. "We don't even know how deep we are right now."

"Maybe | can do something with the emscan,” Chippawa said. "Y ou get busy and figure out how
much oxygen we can spare.”

Once again silence descended on the probe. This time, muffled in their freshly grown cocoon, there
wasn't even the wailing of the wind outside to keep them company.

Wrapped up in hiswork and his thoughts, Faraday only gradually became aware of the new sound
rumbling beneath his feet.

He paused, listening. In some ways it reminded him of the howling of arestless wind, rising and
falling with no discernible pattern. But the tone was deeper and more varied than simple wind.
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And as he listened, he could swear he could hear wordsin it...

"Scotto?' he murmured.

"Y eah," the other said quietly. "I'm not sure, but | think they're talking to each other."
Something with lots of cold feet began to run up and down Faraday's back. " They?"
Chippawa gestured toward the emscan display. "They."

The image was vague and indistinct, like looking through athick layer of gelatin. But it was clear
enough. There were at |east twenty more of the lumpy creatures out there, some of them swimming
around, others more or less floating in place. Straining his ears Faraday discovered he could hear
more of the windlike rumbles coming from outside, at least when the one they were attached to
wasn't making any noise of its own.

It was like a damn roundtabl e discussion. And judging from the direction all of them out there
seemed to be facing, he could guess the topic of conversation.

The Skydiver.
With an effort, he found his voice. "So these are the intelligent ones? Not the torpedoes?’

"Maybe they're dl intelligent," Chippawa said. "Maybe none of them are. Maybe we've just
stumbled on some kind of group mating dance or something."

There was awhisper of feeling in Faraday's inner ear. "We're moving," he said tightly, trying to sort
out the sensations. On the emscan, the other images were dropping below them. "Moving... up?"'

"I think so," Chippawa said, studying the instruments. "Y es, confirm that: We're moving up."
"What about the starboard float?"

Chippawa gestured helplessly. "No way to tell with the float held in the way it is. We won't know
until we punch through whether it'll deploy or not."

"| was afraid of that," Faraday said. "It looks like we've got enough spare oxygen to make about a
two-minute burn if we can dole it out slowly enough."”

"And if we can't?'
Faraday felt hislip twitch. "Then we get a pretty decent explosion."
"| hate these either-ors,” Chippawa grumbled. "Well, we're till going up.”

"What do you think?" Faraday asked cautiously, not daring to jinx this by putting his hopesinto
words. "Act Two of your group mating dance?’
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"He's not taking us up just to eat us," Chippawa said thoughtfully. "He could have done that down
below. He's presumably now shown usto all the rest of his buddies, unless he's planning to go on
tour around the whole planet. If we're still going up in ten minutes, 1'd have to say he'strying to
return us to the upper atmosphere.”

And there it was, out in the open for everyone to see. Surreptitiously, Faraday tapped on his wooden
ring. "1 wonder how we'll go down in their history," he murmured. " The strange beingsin the
shining sphere who fell from the sky?"

Chippawa snorted. "I'd settle for being the pet frog his mother made him put back in the creek,” he
said. "Forget the dignity and just cross your fingers.”

Ten minutes later, they were still going up. Fifteen minutes after that, Faraday had the oxygen tanks
rigged for aslow leak. Or so he hoped, anyway.

And after that, it was just a matter of sitting back and waiting.

"L ooks like more of the torpedo-shapes out there," Faraday suggested, peering at the emscan
display. "We must be back up to where we ran into Dark Eye."

"Y ou couldn't prove it by these pressure readings,” Chippawa said, shaking his head. "Y ou know, it
occursto methat if that skin layer out there is keeping up this kind of pressure, we may be
completely enclosed. | mean, completely enclosed.”

"Makes sense," Faraday agreed. "That would be why we weren't crushed while he was showing us
off to his buddies."

"Y ou miss my point,” Chippawa said. "I'm wondering if we're even going to be able to get to the
hydrogen outside.”

Faraday opened his mouth, closed it again. "Oh, boy," he muttered.

"Maybe we can poke a hole with something,” Chippawa went on. "We've got a couple of sampling
probes we haven't extended, though they probably aren't strong enough. The pulse transmitter laser
might do the job."

"Except that it's nowhere near the oxygen valve," Faraday pointed out. "Unless we can inflate the
starboard float enough to push the skin back—"

He broke off as a muffled thud came from somewhere above them. "What was that?' he demanded,
trying to penetrate the haze on the emscan display. "Another of those little guys?"

"Lookslikeit," Chippawasaid. "Don't they ever watch where they're going?"

An instant |ater they were thrown against their restraints as the Skydiver was rocked violently by a
quick one-two-three set of jolts. "Incoming!" Chippawa snapped. "Three of the big torpedoes.”

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Manta’'s%20Gift.htm (14 of 298) [10/18/2004 3:39:27 PM]



Mantas Gift

The probe was slammed again to the side. "Depth gauge just twitched," Faraday called as the sudden
change of reading caught his eye. " Settling down..."

"They've broken through the skin," Chippawa said. "They're tearing through the skin around us."

There was another thud, and this time Faraday could hear a distinct tearing noise along with it.
"Tearing, nothing," he said. "They're eating their way through!"

"So what were you expecting, a can opener?' Chippawa retorted. "Thisis going to work, Jake."

"Like hell itis," Faraday bit out, grabbing for the lever he'd rigged up for the oxygen release. "Let's
give ‘em a hotfoot."

"No, wait," Chippawa said. "Don't you understand? They're eating the skin right off us. All we have
to do iswait and we'll be free."

"Until they try taking a bite out of the Skydiver," Faraday shot back. "We're open to the hydrogen. |
say we go for it."

"And | say we wait," Chippawasaid firmly. "Come on—they can't bite through the hull."

"The mantas left tooth marks on it," Faraday countered. " These things are four times bigger. You
think they'll have any trouble biting straight through?"

"We havetorisk it,"” Chippawainsisted. "Just calm down—"
"Like hell," Faraday snarled. Setting his teeth together, he pushed the lever.

A wave of blue-green fire rolled across the window. The Skydiver shuddered violently, and a bone-
chilling roar seemed to fill the cabin. "Jake!" Chippawa shouted. "What the hell—?"

"It worked," Faraday cut him off, jabbing afinger at the window. "L ook—it worked!"

Chippawainhaled sharply as the brown-gray skin seemed to melt away from the window,
accompanied by a multiple splash of yellow liquid.

And a second later, accompanied by the sound of hissing helium, the probe jerked free from its
prison. "Float deployed,” Faraday shouted. "We're heading up."

"I've got the tether ship's carrier signal,” Chippawasaid. "They're on their way."

Something bumped Faraday's foot. He looked down, to find that his zero-gee coffee mug had come
out of hiding and had rolled up against it.

He took a deep breath, let it out in along, shuddering sigh. For the first time since the tether broke,
he realized he was soaked with sweat. "It's over," he said quietly. "It'sfinally over."
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But it wasn't over. In fact, it had just begun.

ONE

The doctors had been and gone, the neurol ogists had been and gone, and the biotron people had been
and gone. For thefirst timein days, it seemed, Matthew Raimey was aone.

All alone.

He lay on his back and stared up at the ceiling. That was about all he could do, really, lie there and
stare at the ceiling. The clean, soothing, pastel blue-colored damned hospital ceiling.

Like the ceilings he would now be staring at for the rest of hislife.

It was quiet at this end of the hospital. The kind of quiet that made it easy to think. To think, and to
remember.

Mostly, he found himself remembering the accident.

It replayed itself over and over against the pastel blue background, in exquisite and painful detail.
The little squeaks and crunches of his skis asthey dlid lightly over the packed snow. Theicy wind
whipping at his ears and forehead and freezing the edges of his nostrils. The sharp aroma of the pine
trees, mixed with a hint of drifting smoke from the lodge below. The familiar tension in his bent
knees as he rode the crests and smoothed out the bumps of the mountain. Brianna's clear soprano
voice behind him as she laughed and chattered and threatened to zoom past him. The tiny mound of
snow that had caught the tip of hisleft ski and spun him afew degrees off course.

The giant Douglas fir that had loomed suddenly in his path.

He'd tried very hard to dodge that tree. Used every bit of his skill and the precious quarter-second of
time he had to make sure he didn't slam into it. And to his rather smug satisfaction at the time, he
had succeeded.

He shouldn't have tried. He wished desperately now that he hadn't. He should have just hit the tree,
accepted whatever broken ribs it would have cost him, and been done with it.

But he had been too clever for that. Too clever and too skillful and too arrogant. Besides, Brianna
had been right there behind him, with Alan and Bobbi somewhere behind her. He would have |ooked
like anidiot, running into atree like an amateur. Especially after having bragged about how close he
could ski to the edge of the run without getting into trouble.

He'd avoided the tree just fine. But he hadn't managed to avoid the edge of the small bush besideit.

He could still feel the exhilarating sensation of spinning through the air. It had been like a carnival
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ride, exciting and mind-spinning, with that faint tinge of fear that gave zest to all the best carnival
rides. After all, he was twenty-two years and seven months old, poised to graduate from college with
hiswhole life stretching out like infinity in front of him. He was invincible, and invulnerable, and
aive.

He could remember hearing Brianna afterward trying frantically to describe to the paramedics what
had happened. She'd done a pretty poor job of it, too. She couldn't even tell them how many times
he'd spun around in the air.

He could have told them. He knew. One and a half times.
Exactly.

The ride had come to an end with the suddenness of a coaster braking. Oddly enough, there hadn't
been any pain. Just that single muffled crack from somewhere behind his ear.

And then he'd been lying on his back in the snow, cold air on his cheeks and the unpleasant
sensation of icy water seeping through his scarf onto his neck. Staring up at the overcast sky, just
like he was staring now at the pastel blue ceiling.

Unable to move hisarms and legs. Unable to even feel them.

For awhile Brianna's face had blocked out some of the sky. He could visualize her face in front of
him now, wisps of her brown hair twitching restlessly in the wind around the edge of her bright red
ski cap, the smooth skin of her forehead stressed and wrinkled. Her wide, sensuous mouth had been
twisted into something ugly by her fear, her deep brown eyes squinting in agony of her own as tears
ran down her cheeks and dripped onto his. She'd cried and gasped and pleaded with him over and
over to be all right.

Asif he'd had any choice in the matter.

And then the paramedics had come. None of them had cried or gasped or pleaded. But their
foreheads had been wrinkled, too, as they eased him onto the rescue sled.

Alan and Bobbi had been in twice to see him since his arrival at the hospital. Mostly they'd smiled
their false smiles, talked loudly with false cheer, and muttered platitudes with false hope. Each time
they'd made their escape as quickly as they could.

He hadn't seen Brianna at all. He'd thought about her alot during the long, silent hours; pictured her

smiling face, her easy laughter and spontaneity, her quick and unjudgmental acceptance of everyone
and everything that came her way. He'd wished desperately that she would come by and brighten his
darkening existence, at least for alittle while.

But she hadn't, and he doubted now that she ever would. Brianna was the outdoors type, heavily into
sports and hiking and fresh air and sunshine.
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A girl like that had no time for a cripple.
There was atap on his open door. "Mr. Raimey?"

It was aman's voice, unfamiliar to him. Raimey's neck still worked; he could have turned his head to
seewho it was. He didn't bother. "Doctor, biotron whiz, or chaplain?' he asked shortly.

Not that it mattered. None of them could help him anyway. All that mattered was that it wasn't
Brianna.

The voice didn't answer. He heard soft footsteps, and then aface loomed over him, interfering with
his view of the ceiling. An older face, he saw from the wrinkles and the gray salting in the man's
otherwise dark hair. Somewhere around fifty, probably.

Fifty yearsold, and walking casually around without a care in the universe. Raimey would have
hated him if he'd had any emotional energy left to hate with.

"Mr. Raimey, my name is Jakob Faraday," the man said. "I'm with SkyLight International ."

SkyLight International: the private company that effectively ran the bulk of the Solar System's space
travel under contract to the Five Hundred. He could vaguely remember studying the setup briefly in
one of his political economics courses. "Is that supposed to impress me?' he asked.

"I'm not here to be impressive," Faraday said mildly. "I'm here to talk to you about an opportunity.”
Raimey snorted. "Forget it."
"Forget what?' Faraday asked.

"Y our so-called opportunity,” Raimey shot back. "I read the newsnets. Y ou want me for that—what's
it called—that alpha-link stuff you're playing with. Forget it. I'm not going to spend the rest of my
lifewired up in alab somewhere seeing if you can run a space barge off my brain."

"Ah," Faraday said, nodding. "Y ou have other plans, then?"

The flash of anger vanished like dust scattered on a pond. "Go away," he muttered. "Just get |ost.
Okay?"'

"I had aword with your doctors," Faraday said, as casually asif he were discussing the weather. He
showed no signs of getting lost. "They seem reasonably optimistic about your chances."

"Oh, really?' Raimey bit out. "Which doctors were you talking to? Mine say I'm acripple.” It was
the first time since the accident he'd spoken the word aloud. The sound of it was terrifying. "I'm
paralyzed from the neck down. They can't repair it, they can't transplant into it, and there's too much
damage for forced regrowth."

"There are always neural prosthetics,” Faraday pointed out. "They're pretty good these days."

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Manta’'s%20Gift.htm (18 of 298) [10/18/2004 3:39:27 PM]



Mantas Gift

Raimey turned his head away. Neural prosthetics. Lumpy protuberances sticking out of his neck that
would let him lurch around like Frankenstein's monster and manage to grip a spoon after afew
months of practice. Even then, there was no guarantee he'd be able to hit his mouth with it.

And just enough of a sense of touch to let him know if he was walking on broken glass or sticking
his hand in boiling water. Like being wrapped all over in a centimeter of velvet.

All over. Those special nights he'd had with Brianna, and Tiffany before her, and Jane before her,
had been the last of that sort he would ever have.

Ever.

"Actualy, | didn't come here to offer you test-dummy work," Faraday said. "l came to see if you'd
like achance for alife again.”

"Redlly," Raimey growled. "And what'll this miracle cost? My immortal soul ?*
"No," Faraday said. "Just your very mortal body."

Raimey turned his head back around, prepared to say something truly withering.
But Faraday wasn't smiling, or grinning, or leering. The man was deadly serious.

Or else hewas just plain flat-out insane. "What are you talking about?' Raimey demanded
cautioudly.

The other didn't move a muscle, but Raimey had the sudden impression of a man settling in for the
long run. Whatever angle he was working here, he figured he'd found his pigeon. And a captive
audience, to boot.

And as curiosity and annoyance began to replace some of his self-pity, Raimey realized suddenly
there was something familiar about Faraday's face. Something very familiar...

"Tell me, Mr. Raimey," Faraday said, "what did you plan to do after college?’

Automatically, Raimey tried to shrug. The muscles didn't even twitch. "What every other twenty-two-
year-old plansto do," he said, hearing the bitternessin his voice. "Make alife for myself."

"And aname, too?' Faraday suggested. "To excel in your chosen field? To be the best, or the
brightest, or the most respected?’ He paused, just sightly. "Or perhaps even the first?"

Raimey felt hisforehead wrinkle. "Let's cut through the donut glaze, all right? What's this all
about?'

"As| said, an opportunity," Faraday said, resting his hand on the edge of the sensor railing. A
polished wooden ring glinted subtly on hisfinger, Raimey noticed. Unusual jewelry. "Tell me, what
do you know about the Qanska?"
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The Qanska? "They're giant manta ray-shaped things that swim around in Jupiter's atmosphere,”
Raimey said, frowning. "We made contact with them about twenty years ago and have been talking
ever since. There've been a couple of tries at trade agreements, but no one's ever figured out
anything they could have that we might want...."

He trailed off as Faraday's face suddenly clicked. The chapter on the Qanska, and Balrushka's mule-
headed but failed attempts to work out atrade deal. "Y ou're Jakob Faraday," he breathed. " The Jakob
Faraday."

"Of the tether-probe team of Chippawa and Faraday," Faraday agreed, a slight smile briefly touching
the corners of his mouth. "First men ever to make contact with the Qanska."

The smile turned into an ironic twitch of the lip. "Such asit was."

"They cut your tether," Raimey said, trying hard to remember the details. Balrushka and his trade
negotiations had been the real point of that chapter, with Chippawa and Faraday more a sidebar than
anything else. "One of the Qanskan young ran into it, and one of the predators—"

"A Vuuka."

"Right—a Vuuka chewed through it," Raimey said. "Then one of the older Qanska caught you or
something. They held a meeting, and decided to send you back up."

"Not bad," Faraday said. "Y ou remember all the essentials, anyway. Now, let'stry areal test. Do you
remember the name of the man who finally cracked the Qanskan language code? Or the name of the
two women who compiled the first English/Qanskatonal dictionary?’

Raimey made aface. "Y ou must be joking. Of course not."

"Which is exactly my point,” Faraday said. "No one remembers them, at least no one in the general
public. But they were obviously highly important to history."

He smiled again, self-deprecatingly thistime. "Far more important than Scotto and | were, to be
perfectly honest. Just as the men who translated the First Immigrants' languages were more
important to the history of the Americas than Christopher Columbus was. But everyone remembers
Columbus and not them. Why? Because he was the first."

"Fine," Raimey said. "I agree; first isgood. Now tell me the rest of it."

Faraday pursed hislips. "The Qanska have made us an offer," he said. "We believe it would be
possible for a human to... well, to put it bluntly, to become a Qanska."

Raimey played the words over again in hismind, just to seeif he'd actually heard them right. "And
how exactly would this miracle of rebirth happen?' he asked.

"Actualy, in exactly that way," Faraday said. "The human volunteer would be inserted into the
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womb of a pregnant female Qanska, where he would be partially absorbed into the fetus and then
'born’ into a Qanskan body."

"What about physiology conflicts?' Raimey asked, the very outrageousness of the idea somehow
allowing him to discussit calmly. Surely Faraday wasn't serious about this. "Qanskan biochemistry
can't possibly be compatible with ours."

"It's not," Faraday conceded. "The volunteer would start out as something of a hybrid: a human brain
and mostly artificial spinal cord melded into a Qanskan body. There would aso be a custom-made
system of bioengineered organs that would synthesize nutrients from the Jovian atmosphere to
support that part. Over time, the human elements would be replaced atom by atom, cell by cell, with
the Qanskan equivalents, much the same way as wood petrification occurs. At that point the nutrient
organs would atrophy, and the volunteer would be a true Qanska, only with his original human
personality and memories."

"And how long exactly do they expect this petrification to take?' Raimey asked with atouch of
sarcasm. "A thousand years? Ten thousand? Most of the bioengineered organs I've ever heard of
have about the shelf life of fresh fruit."

"Oh, they're a bit better than that," Faraday assured him. "Especially state-of-the-art military
versions."

Raimey frowned. "Are you saying this would be a Sol/Guard project?"’

"Not at al," Faraday assured him. "It would be supported by both Sol/Guard and SkyLight, of
course, but it would be under the direct control of the Five Hundred."

"So rich politicians instead of soldiers,"” Raimey said. "Big improvement. Y ou haven't answered my
guestion.”

"How long the complete transformation would take?' Faraday shrugged. "We don't have a precise
number yet, of course. But from the tissue and animal experiments we've run, our best guessis
between eight and twenty months. Sometime during the Qanskan childhood stage, and well within
the shelf life of your life-support system."

Raimey stared at him, a sudden tightness squeezing at histhroat. "Y ou're serious about this," he said.

"Deadly serious," Faraday assured him, his eyes glittering. "We have a chance—you have a
chance—to do something no one else has ever done before. Y ou can step into a brand-new culture,
an alien culture, in away no human being has ever done before. Y ou'll be able to join with a new
race, and learn about it from the inside. Think of what they might be able to teach us about
philosophy, or socia interaction, or biochemistry. The knowledge you gain and send back could
influence mankind's perceptions and behavior for generations to come."

He gave Raimey atight smile. "And as for you, your name would be set alongside those of Marco
Polo and Columbus and Neil Armstrong. Forever."
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"Yeah," Raimey said. "And all it'll cost is everything I've ever had or known or been."
Faraday shrugged fractionally. "How much of that do you have left now?'

"I have alot left,” Raimey snarled. "l still have a career, you know. Or | will, once | graduate. All
you need for ajob in business structuring is a computer, an office, and abrain."

"Isthat what you want?' Faraday asked quietly. "To work all day, alone, in an office? And then to
go home to an empty apartment with nothing but caretaker machines to keep you company?"

"Who says | won't get married?' Raimey countered.

Faraday lifted his eyebrows. Just dightly, but enough. "And maybe they'll find a cure,"” Raimey
muttered. "Maybe they'll be able to..."

"Give you back your life?" Faraday asked.

Raimey closed his eyes, feeling tears welling up in them. The last thing he wanted was for this man
to see him crying. But there was no way for him to wipe back the tears.

"Thisisarare gift the Qanska are offering you, Matthew," Faraday's voice said, soft and earnest.
"On Jupiter you'll be able to swim and play and be with others. Y es, they're diens; but in many ways
their personalities are very similar to ours. You'll have friends, and companions, maybe even a
family. All the things you'll miss out on here."

"What makes you think | won't be crippled in that body, too?' Raimey murmured.

"Y ou won't," Faraday assured him. "For starters, you'll have that artificial spinal cord, with no tissue-
rejection problems like you have with your current body. On top of that, Qanskan physiology has a
remarkable capability for regeneration, which should complete the healing process. The data you
collect on that alone may help hundreds of people who find themselves in the same situation you're
in right now."

Raimey stared up at the ceiling. "And what's my profit in this?"
He looked back at Faraday in time to see the other frown. "What do you mean, profit?"

"I mean profit," Raimey said. "I'm a business student, remember? Profit, loss; inflow, outflow;
pluses, minuses—"

"Yes, | remember," Faraday cut him off. "And | just said you could have aredl life again. Isn't that
enough profit for you?"

"All deals sound good when they're pitched,” Raimey countered. "L et's hear some specifics. You can
start with Qanskan life expectancy.”

For amoment Faraday just gazed down at him. Possibly, Raimey thought, reeval uating his choice of
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who to make this offer to. "Assuming you survive childhood," he said, amost grudgingly, "you'll
have about another eight years. Maybe nine."

Raimey felt his breath catch in histhroat. "Eight years? That's al?"
"That's all." Faraday paused. "Eight Jovian years, of course. Earth equivalent would be ninety-six."

Raimey smiled sardonically. "Cute," he said. " Standard salesman's tactic: Make it sound bad, then
move in with the soother. Hoping | won't even notice that my life expectancy right now isten years
longer than that. Earth years, that is."

Faraday shook his head. "Read the stats," he advised quietly. "Y ou're a quadriplegic now, with
heightened susceptibility to all sorts of diseases and accidents. Y our life expectancy from this
moment on is another thirty years, max. Probably less. Become a Qanska, and you can tripleit."

He lifted his eyebrows again. "Put that in your profit column.”

Raimey turned his head away again. It was tempting. God help him, this whole insane idea was
actually tempting. To be able to move again, even if it wasin an alien body.

To beableto live again.
“I'll think about it," he told Faraday, not looking back at the other.

"Take your time," Faraday said. There was the sound of footsteps, and the beep of a business card
being swiped across Raimey's hospital room phone. "My number's in the phone," he added. "Call me
any time."

"Don't hold your breath."

"Good-bye, Mr. Raimey," Faraday said.

More footsteps, out the door and fading down the corridor, and he was gone.

"Yeah," Raimey murmured to himself. "Good-bye."

That was the crux of the whole thing, wasn't it? Good-bye. Good-bye to everything he'd ever known.

But then, to be brutally honest, how much of it was actually left anyway?

It was three-thirty in the morning, with the silence of a nighttime hospital room pressing in around
him, when he finally gave up.
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TWO

The Contact Room, as it had been dubbed, seemed very quiet as Faraday passed through the security
door and stepped inside. Quiet, but with the sense of a coiled spring about it.

Or maybe the coiled spring feeling was just him.

For aminute he stood at the doorway, running an eye over the semicircle of equipment consoles and
the backs of the four young people currently manning them. Asfar as he could tell from here, it al
matched the design schematics they'd shown him back on Earth.

Which, if true, would be nice for a change. SkyLight had always had a bad tendency to change
perfectly good plans for no better reason than what seemed to be the unscheduled whims of the
people at boardroom level.

But then, this operation was hardly SkyLight's exclusive baby. Not with what was at stake. Thiswas
squarely in the hands of the Five Hundred, all the way.

And though it hadn't been stated in so many words, Faraday had no doubt that, sooner or later,
someone from the Five Hundred would come to Jupiter to watch over his shoulder.

Or that someone was possibly already here, he amended his musings as he looked at the command
chair and console to hisleft. A tall, incredibly blond young man was sitting there, peering intently at
the row of displaysrising up over the heads of the seated techs.

Delicately, Faraday cleared his throat. The man looked over, and instantly bounded up out of his
seat. "Colonel Faraday," he al but gasped. "I'm sorry, sir—I| wasn't expecting you so soon."

"That's all right,” Faraday assured him. "And you are...?"

"Albrecht Hesse, Colonel," Hesse said, offering his hand. " Council representative on Project
Changeling. Welcome back to Jupiter Prime."

"Thank you," Faraday said, squeezing the proffered hand once and then releasing it. Not merely
from the General Chamber of the Five Hundred, which held the public debates and made the officia
media pronouncements, but from the Supreme Mediation Council itself, where the real horse-trading
and power decisions were made. Earth was taking Changeling very seriously indeed. "It's good to be
back."

"I understand thisis your first trip here since retiring from active duty," Hesse went on. "I think
you'll find quite a bit has changed."

"Most of thiswing isnew, certainly," Faraday commented, nodding around him. "We only had the
one rotating section when | |eft."

"That'sright," Hesse said. "l think you'll find that having the second wing in counter-rotation to the

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Manta’'s%20Gift.htm (24 of 298) [10/18/2004 3:39:27 PM]



Mantas Gift

first has added tremendously to the station's stability. A word of warning, though: Y ou'll need to
watch yourself the first time you make the transition between them. If you don't pause long enough
in the connecting mid-corridor, your inner ear can get very confused when you start turning it the
opposite direction.”

"I'll keep that in mind," Faraday said. It was marginally insulting advice, certainly considering how
much of Faraday's life had been spent in space. Either Hesse was trying to establish the proper
pecking order—with himself at the top—or else he was simply rambling as he desperately tried to
find something to say to aliving legend.

There might be an easy way to tell which it was. "Y ou seem to have your people well on top of
things," he commented, gesturing at the control board.

"Your people, sir," Hesse corrected hastily and firmly. "I'm strictly an observer here. And yes, they're
ready."

"Good," Faraday said. So it was indeed number two: the Living Legend Syndrome. Slightly
embarrassing, but after two decades he'd learned how to deal with that. Time and familiarity, he
knew, should quietly put it to rest.

Time they would certainly have plenty of. And given the cramped quarters, familiarity wasn't likely
to be a problem, either.

"L et me introduce you to the Alpha Shift team," Hesse went on, gesturing to the large, dark-haired
man on the far left. "This is Everette Beach, communications specialist. He'll handle all the
mechanics of our contacts with Mr. Raimey. He's also our expert on understanding Qanskan tonals."

"Colonel," Beach said, glancing away from his console long enough to give Faraday an abbreviated
wave.

Hesse shifted his pointing finger to a short woman who looked as if she might come up to Beach's
shoulder if he was willing to slouch alittle. "Jen McCollum is our biology and xenobiology expert.
Anything you want to know about Qanskan physiology, she can tell you."

"Or at least | can tell you what we know about Qanskan physiology,” McCollum added over her
shoulder. "There are alot of blank spotsthat still need to be filled in."

"But you can extrapolate?' Faraday asked.
"Y ou mean make stuff up on the fly?' McCollum asked blandly. "Sure. No problem."

Faraday smiled to himself. Y oung tech and science types, their heads still mostly in academia's
clouds and thus mostly immune to Living Legend Syndrome. That would be nice for a change.

"That one's Tom Milligan," Hesse continued with the next in line, a man slightly shorter and less
bulky than Beach, with stringy hair and arather half-hearted goatee. "He'll be handling the sensors
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and the various deep-atmosphere probes we'll be using to keep track of him. He's a'so our resident
expert in physics, should we need something esoteric from that field."

He gestured to the fourth tech. "And finally, this is Hans Sprenkle, our psychologist."

Faraday frowned. No one had said anything to him about a psychologist. "Is the Council expecting
us to go crazy out here?’

"Past tense, with this group,” Sprenkle said cheerfully. He was built to the same scale as the other
two men, though with a neatly trimmed moustache instead of Milligan's goatee. "My humble
opinion, of course."

"I didn't know shrinks' opinions were ever humble," Beach commented from the other end of the
control semicircle.

"Y ou haven't read any of the retractions in the professional journals," Sprenkle countered dryly. "It's
amazing how low some people can grovel while still keeping their nosesin the air.”

"Dr. Sprenkle's also in charge of keeping track of the weather on Jupiter,” Hesse jumped back in,
sounding slightly embarrassed. "There are alot of atmospheric storms—"

"Mr. Hesse?' Milligan spoke up.

"Yes?' Hesse asked, frowning at the interruption.

"I'll bet the colonel probably remembers that,” Milligan offered.

Hesse reddened. "Y es, of course," he murmured. "Thank you, Mr. Milligan."

"Any time," Milligan said, turning back to his board. Not only was this group not impressed by
living legends, Faraday decided, but they weren't overly impressed by authority of any kind.

"I nteresting combination of credentias, Dr. Sprenkle," he said. "Psychology and meteorology don't
seem an obvious pairing."

"Actually, the meteorology started as a hobby," Sprenkle said. "But it sure came in handy when |
was applying for this position."

"Asyou see, we don't have alot of room in here," Hesse pointed out. "Even with the second wing,
floor space on Prime is hard to come by. We thought it would be useful if our people could double
up on their areas of expertise wherever possible."

" Sounds reasonable enough,”" Faraday said. "Are Beta and Gamma Shifts equally talented?"
"Ha," Milligan said under his breath. "Rank amateurs, al of them."

"Hardly more than kids, either," McCollum put in.
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"All right, that's enough," Hesse said tartly, sounding even more embarrassed. "l have to apologize
for this behavior, Colonel. Somehow, Alpha Shift seems to have gotten the impression they're the
cream of this particular crop.”

"That'sall right, Mr. Hesse," Faraday said. It was more than all right, actually. In his experience, this
kind of casual camaraderie was the mark of a well-functioning team. Whether the group had picked
it up intraining or had simply clicked together on a personal level, it was agood sign. "So are Beta
and Gamma Shifts composed of rank amateurs?’

"Hardly," Hesse said, glaring at the back of Milligan's head. " As a bonus, they've also managed to
maintain a certain degree of professionalism. If you'd like, we can shuffle the shifts around so that a
different group is on duty when you want to be here."

"No, no, this group will befine," Faraday said soothingly. "l can always send them to their rooms if
It getstoo bad. So if it'stoo late to keep this shift from going crazy, Dr. Sprenkle, why are you
here?"

"Mostly, to monitor Raimey's mental and emotional state," Sprenkle explained. "The Council is
concerned about psychological conflicts as he melds into his Qanskan body."

"Or to be more precise," Hesse added bluntly, "they're worried that he might forget who heis. It's
vital that he not forget where his ultimate loyaltieslie."

Faraday |ooked up at the main display, currently showing the roiling clouds of Jupiter some ninety
thousand kilometers below them. "No, | suppose not," he said quietly.

"Colonel?' Beach called, half turning around. " The surgeons downstairs say they're ready to go."

"Thank you," Faraday said as he stepped past Hesse and sat down in the command chair. Time to say
good-bye to Matthew Raimey.

Or at least, to say good-bye to what Matthew Raimey had been.

It was, Raimey thought, rather like being in a coffin. A thick, form-fitting coffin, lined on every wall
with conduits and pipes and tubing of every thickness imaginable. The kind of coffin that would be
specially designed for the funeral of a master plumber.

The probe passed one of the corridor lights asit rolled along, and he got a quick glimpse of the
particular group of tubes and jars sitting directly in front of hisface. His brand-new digestive
system, the techs had identified it: an external stomach and set of intestines, hanging out therein
front of him where he could keep an eye onit.

What in the world was he doing?

From somewhere at the back of his head came a brief, feedbacklike squeal. "Mr. Raimey?' Faraday's

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Manta’'s%20Gift.htm (27 of 298) [10/18/2004 3:39:27 PM]



Mantas Gift

voice came. "Can you hear me?"
"Just fine," Raimey growled. "I thought you were going to do something about that squeal ."

"We're working on it,” Faraday assured him. "It should be fixed before you reach the rendezvous
point. | just wanted to wish you luck, and to thank you again for your willingness to—"

"Saveit," Raimey cut him off. "Thereisn't any room in here to wave flags."

"Mr. Raimey, thisis Dr. Sprenkle," anew voice camein. "Just try to relax. It's natural for you to be
feeling alittle nervous about this."

"Oh, well, thank you so very much," Raimey shot back, trying hard to be angry. He hated
condescension amost as much as he hated pity, and this Sprenkle character was managing both at
the same time.

But the anger wouldn't come. The best he could do, in fact, was a sort of vague annoyance. They'd
probably already shut down all the glands that were necessary to drive a good, solid anger.

Still ninety thousand kilometers away from the nearest Qanska, and already they'd started stripping
his humanity away from him.

A gift, Faraday had called it back in that pastel blue hospital room. Some gift.
What in the world was he doing?
"It's not too late to change your mind, Mr. Raimey," Faraday said quietly.

Raimey snorted, or at least gave as much of a snort as he could in the tight quarters. "Oh, right," he
bit out. "Forget al the time and effort and the public pronouncements and the millions of dollars.
Let'sjust call the mediaand say, sorry, I've changed my mind. I'll bet the Five Hundred would love
that."

"It doesn't matter what the Five Hundred think," Faraday said. "Only what seems right to you."
"Even now?"
"Even now," Faraday said firmly. "Nothing we've done yet isirreversible.”

The amost-anger faded into an almost-depression. “"No," Raimey said. "Nothing's irreversible.
Except my accident.”

"M atthew—"
"Oh, shut up," Raimey cut him off. "Let's get on with it."

"It's going to be all right, Matthew," Faraday said. "Everything's going to work out just fine." If he
was offended by Raimey's tone, it didn't show in hisvoice.
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Too bad. It would have been nice to offend the man, at least alittle. Being able to offend people was
another part of being human.

Therolling cart carrying the probe continued down the corridor. It hadn't, Raimey noted cynicaly,
even slowed down during the conversation. So much for him having the final say on what happened
with hislife.

But then, what life?

The probe rolled to a stop. There was a moment of tense anticipation; and then, suddenly, there was
the stomach-wrenching return to free fall as it was drop-launched from the station. A moment later
came the vibrating roar of the drive and pressure against his feet. After that came silence, punctuated
every few minutes by the quieter hissing of the maneuvering jets. Faraday had |eft the various
microphones open in the Contact Room, and in the silence he was able to hear snatches of low
conversation from the techs controlling his flight.

It was actually rather peaceful out here, he decided. Rather like how he'd aways expected death to
be. Idly, he wondered what Faraday would say if he told them to call off the project and just let him
drift along this way.

But the peaceful drifting didn't last very long. All too soon, he began to feel the faint vibration as his
capsule started to skim into the Jovian atmosphere. The vibration became a gentle shaking, then a
rougher shaking, and finally a very serious buffeting. "Faraday!" he shouted over the screeching of
the wind around the plastic walls of his flying coffin. "Y ou guys asleep up there?"

"|s something wrong?' Faraday's voice shouted back.

"Y eah, there's something wrong," Raimey snapped. "1'm being bounced around like a preppie at a
bar. They didn't say anything about shaking my teeth out."

"It'sall right," Faraday said. It was impossibleto tell for sure over the wind, but it sounded to
Raimey like there was anew rigidness in the other's voice. "You'rein sort of a holding pattern right
now."

"Holding? For what?'

"For whom," a new, rather Germanic voice put in. "The Qanska who are supposed to meet you don't
seem to have arrived yet."

"Terrific," Raimey growled. "What the hell do we do now?"
"Just sit tight," Faraday said. "Maybe they went to the wrong place. We're looking for them.”

"Yes, but..." Raimey broke off, frowning. There was an odd pressure against his skin. "Faraday?' he
called. "Faraday!"
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"Yes, Mr. Ramey, I'm here."
"There's something happening,” Raimey told him tightly. "What are you doing?"

"Just stay calm," the Germanic voice said; and there was definitely atightnessin histone. "It's under
control."

A strange tingling joined the strange pressure sensation. "What do you mean, it's under control?
What exactly—?"

And then, like the ground on that Aspen ski slope, it suddenly hit him. "Y ou've started it!" he
gasped. "My skin—you've started dissolving my skin!"

"Takeit easy," the German said.

"Takeit easy?" Raimey snarled. "What the hell are you doing? Y ou said the Qanska aren't even here
yet!”

"We thought they were," Faraday said. "We saw a group of them swimming upward in your
direction—"

"Y ou jumped the gun!" Raimey cut him off. His body—nhis helpless, paralyzed body—was being
disintegrated all around him. "Damn you, anyway."

"Mr. Raimey, pull yourself together," the German said. "l mean—"
"Oh, that's funny," Raimey shouted. "That's real funny."

"He didn't mean it that way," Faraday said. "Look, there's a good wide timing margin built into the
operation—"

"What operation?' Raimey countered. The tingling was getting stronger, and he could visualize his
skin vaporizing away, layer by layer. Next would be his muscles, then his organs, then his bones—

"There they are!" another voice shouted suddenly. " Twenty-two by fourteen. Coming up fast."
"Maneuvering to intercept,” someone else said.

"Y ou hear that?' Faraday called. "They're here. It's going to be all right."

The pitch and direction of the noise outside changed as the pod shifted direction.

And asit did so, the tingling sensation faded away. Was his skin all gone? "Hurry," Raimey pleaded.
His voice sounded strange. Was his larynx going, too? "Please. Hurry."

"Deploying remote surgical pod,” another voice called.

"Intercepting,” the first voice said. "Birth canal insertion..."
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There was a sudden thump, a fresh sensation of pressure, and the sound of the wind faded away.
"You'rein," Faraday said. "It won't be long now."

"It'stoo late," Raimey called, his voice a bare whisper now. The last gasp of a dissolving throat.
"Mr. Raimey, hang on," the German insisted.
"Goto hell," Raimey murmured. "All of you, go to hell."

He closed his eyes, and the universe went black.

THREE

There was an odd buzzing in the back of hisbrain as Raimey drifted back toward consciousness. An
odd buzzing, and an even odder sensation tingling through his arms and legs.

It was another minute, and a couple more levels up toward fully awake, before it occurred to him
that he hadn't felt anything in those limbs for the past eight months.

He tried to blink his eyes open. He couldn't tell if it worked. His eyes felt funny, too.

And open or closed, there was nothing to see but darkness. Had he gone blind? "Hello?" he called
tentatively.

There was a dight pause. The buzzing sound in his head cut off, to be replaced by a softer humming.
The hum cut off in turn—"Mr. Raimey?' an unfamiliar voice said. "Oh, wow. Hang on—just a
second.”

The humming came back. |dly, Raimey started counting off the seconds, trying to keep track of them
on hisfingers. Strangely, though, he didn't seem to have any fingers. Trying to blink his eyes
again—he still couldn't see anything—he gave up on the count and instead tried to take inventory of
his situation.

There was precious little for him to work with. He could still feel the pressure of the capsule around
him, and there was a deep rumbling sound that seemed to come from nowhere in particular. Aside
from that, there was only that sensation of having arms and legs again.

Phantom [imb syndrome, perhaps? But that would mean that the limbs were actually gone. He'd only
been unconscious for a few minutes; surely the destruction of his body couldn't be that far along
already.

Unless that was also why he couldn't see anything. Maybe his eyes were gone, too.
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A disembodied brain, floating in atangle of nutrient pipes. It was like something from a bad medical
drama.

Only it wasredlity. His redlity.
What in the world was he doing?

The hum vanished again. "Mr. Raimey, thisis Colonel Faraday," avoice said. It didn't sound very
much like Faraday. Or at least not the way he'd sounded when Raimey had had ears. Were his ears
gone too? "How do you feel ?

"Well, nothing hurts, anyway," Raimey said. "That's one hell of an anesthetic you're using. Are we
going to get on with this soon?"

Faraday cleared histhroat. "Actualy, it'sall over."

Raimey tried to blink his sightless eyes. "That's impossible," he protested. "I can still feel the
capsule. There's pressure all around me."

"What you feel isthe womb of your Qanskan mother," Faraday said. "Is the pressure more or less
uniform around you? Are there any gaps, or places where it feels stronger?’

Raimey concentrated on the sensation. "Neither, | don't think," he said. "It all seems pretty even."

"Good," Faraday said. "That means the connections to your sensory nerves were al done correctly. |
should warn you that your skin will probably feel alittle odd until you get used to it. Actually,
everything's going to feel alittle odd, especially your vision and hearing."

"What vision?' Raimey said tightly. "I can't see anyth—oh."
"That's because you're still inside—"
"Yeah, yeah, | got it," Raimey said crossly, feeling stupid. "How did the operation go, anyway?"'

"Asfar as everyone could tell from here, it went fine," Faraday said. "The remotes worked perfectly,
and all the relevant Qanskan physiology was where the surgeons expected it to be. Of course, there's
no way to know how they did on the motor-nerve connections until you're out."

Raimey tried flexing his muscles. "Well, for what it's worth, it feels like | can move my arms and
legs. Though | guess | can't call them that anymore, can 1?"

"The proper terms are fins and tails," Faraday said. "Fortunately, with the Qanska swallow-type split
tail you at least get two legs worth of movement and feeling. That should be easier to adjust to than
asingle, fish-type tail would have been."

"I guesswe'll find out." Raimey said. "The rest of me feels okay, | guess. How long did the operation
take, anyway? | thought it was supposed to last a whole bunch of hours."
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"Try seventy-three of them," Faraday said. "We started with the surgeons working in three-hour
shifts, then backed it off to two."

" Seventy-three hours?' Raimey echoed. He would have sworn he'd only been unconscious a few
minutes. "l was out for three days?"

"Six, actually," Faraday said. "Y ou slept another three after it was over."

A sudden ripple of heightened pressure ran along Raimey's body, starting at his feet—his tails,
rather—and moving up past his head. "Sounds impressive,”" he commented. "Kind of sorry | missed
it."

"Y ou may eventually end up being the only person in the Solar System who did," Faraday said
dryly. "I understand that The Stars Our Destination Society and the Solar Medical Association are
having a bidding war for rights to the video."

"Great," Raimey said. "Maybe you can put a TV and permchip player on arope and lower them
down to me. Once I've got eyes again, that is."

He frowned as a sudden thought struck him. "Wait a second. If | don't have a human larynx
anymore, how am | talking to you?"

"Y ou're subvocalizing," Faraday said, sounding puzzled. "We've got a throatless mike wired into
your speech center, with a connection to the antenna paralleling your artificial spinal cord. | thought
they went through all that with you."

Another wave of pressure ran up along Raimey's body. "l guess | missed that lesson,” he said.
"What's this Qanska been eating, anyway? Chili and beans?

"What do you mean?’

"I mean I'm getting waves of pressure," Raimey told him. "Like she's passing gas or something."
"Sounds likeit'stime," awoman's voice said faintly in the background.

"Time for what?' Raimey demanded.

"What do you mean, time for what?' Faraday said. "Time for you to be born."

" She's started moving upward,” Milligan reported, peering at the sensor displays. "We've got a
couple of Nurturers standing by in case she needs help.”

Faraday nodded, wondering yet again how an arrangement like this could ever have gotten started.
Qanskan females about to give birth were often too heavy and weak to make their way up to the
more rarefied regions of the upper atmosphere, the layer the Qanska called Level One. At the same
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time, though, newborn Qanska were too small and fragile for the denser atmosphere and pressure of
Level Two, where those same expectant mothers tended to sink to just before the critical moment.

The solution was for one or two of the older females, called Nurturers, to stand by ready to help. If
necessary, the Nurturer would swim beneath the mother and lift her up to Level One where she
could have her baby.

The technique was clearly a common one among the Qanska. A variant of it had saved his and
Chippawas lives, in fact, back at that first momentous contact with the aliens. What Chippawa had
taken to be remoras hanging onto the underside of a shark had actually been a group of younger
Qanska lifting the older one up to meet and protect the Skydiver before it fell degp enough to be
crushed.

It made sense, certainly. The question was how such an arrangement could have started in the first
place, back before the Qanska developed this particular social structure. Was it pure instinct? That
was the general consensus at human think tanks.

Except that the Qanska claimed not to have such things as instincts. Were they lying? Or were they
just so naturally helpful to each other that the birth assistance could predate their social structure?

Or was the species so old that they'd simply forgotten what it was like before civilization?

There was a movement at the corner of his eye, and he turned to see Hesse step through the
doorway. "You'rejust in time," Faraday greeted him. "Mr. Raimey's about to be born."

"We got him loaded just in time, | see," Hesse said. "I don't suppose anyone had a chance to run
through his Qanska language lessons with him."

Faraday frowned at him. There was something edgy in the man's voice. "Hardly. He only woke up a
few minutes ago. We barely had time to bring him up to date when the contractions started.”

"That may be what finally woke him up, actually," McCollum commented, swiveling around to face
them. "What's |eft of the pod sensors registered a couple of small contractions before he came
around."

"Thank you, Ms. McCollum," Hesse said tartly. "I was watching the system monitors." He wiggled
his fingers back over her shoulder. "As| believe you should be?"

The corner of McCollum's mouth twitched, and she turned back to her station without another word.
"Takeit easy, Mr. Hesse," Faraday said quietly. "These people haven't gotten much sleep in the past
couple of weeks."

"Then they should learn to pace themselves." Hesse waved a hand. "Sorry. I'm just... I'm alittle
worried about whether he's going to be able to talk to them. They're going to want to ask him all
kinds of questions as soon as he's born."

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Manta’'s%20Gift.htm (34 of 298) [10/18/2004 3:39:27 PM]



Mantas Gift

"| think they'll be willing to cut him alittle ack," Faraday soothed. "After all, they don't know what
to expect any more than we do."

"Or maybe they do," Hesse countered. "They know alot more than they're letting on. And we know
hardly anything about them."

"That's why Raimey'sthere," Faraday reminded him. "Now, you want to tell me what'sreally
bothering you?"

Hesse's lips compressed briefly. "I'm sorry. It'sjust..."

He sighed in resignation. "The Council has instructed me to reprimand you for your behavior during
pre-insertion activities," he said, the words coming out in the monotone of direct quotation.
"Specifically, for suggesting to Mr. Raimey that he could still call everything off."

"| see," Faraday said, nodding. So that was why Hesse had come in here acting like he had a bad
taste in his mouth.

A taste that was rapidly transferring itself to Faraday's own tongue. "Did they happen to notice that
he didn't back out?

"I'm just the messenger boy, Colonel," Hesse said. "I'm sure they noticed that. They notice
everything."

"Do they a'so micromanage everything?' Faraday asked. "Because if that's what they're planning,
they might as well move up here to Prime for the duration and do it properly. Housing shouldn't be a
problem—my quarters will be empty, for a start.”

Hesse grimaced. "Try to understand how they feel, Colonel. The Five Hundred have put alot of time
and money into Project Changeling. They're naturally alittle nervous.”

"And I've put my name and prestige into it," Faraday countered with precisely measured force. "And
| didn't come out here to be afigurehead or puppet. Y ou tell them that. Either I'm running this show,
or I'm not. There's no middle ground.”

Hesse sighed again. "Yes, sir. I'll tell them.”

"Good," Faraday said, turning back to the monitors. Generally speaking, his Living Legend status
was a pain in the neck, hanging around his shoulderslike a set of runner's weights.

But occasionally, when wielded just right, those weights could become a reasonably effective
weapon.

It wouldn't hold them for long, of course. Not politicians; certainly not politicians at the very upper
level of System government. But it should hold them long enough for him to get this project up and
running, and to set Raimey on a steady course. Faraday hadn't expected to be here much longer than

that, anyway.
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He looked up at the monitor, his throat feeling suddenly tight. Jupiter. Heat, and twisting magnetic
fields, and pressure.

Lots of pressure. Tons and tons of impersonal, inexorable pressure. Pressure that had almost killed
him once.

And Raimey was about to dlide right out into it.

Surreptitiously, Faraday rubbed his myrtlewood ring, and with an effort shoved the memories back
under the mental sod where he'd tried to bury them. He didn't consider himself particularly
claustrophobic, but Jupiter was a special case. A hand that had been once burned, after al, was
forever afterward sensitive to heat.

No, he wouldn't be here long. Not long at all. "Whoa," McCollum spoke up suddenly from her
station. "Colonel; Mr. Hesse? | do believe we've started.”

Raimey could remember, as a child, listening to his grandmother talk about the birth process, or the
"miracle of childbirth," as she'd called it. He couldn't speak for the human equivalent; but from his
current point of view, at least, the Qanskan version of the miracle left alot to be desired.

At first it was just the pressure waves, getting stronger and more frequent until Raimey began to feel
like the last glob of toothpaste in a tube from which the owner was determined to get hisfull
money's worth. But as the minutes ticked by, he noticed he was starting to feel hotter, aswell. In
fact, he was starting to feel uncomfortably warm....

"Mr. Raimey?"'

Raimey tried to blink his eyes. Had he actually dozed off there? "I'm here," he said, trying to shift
his shoulders around to help him wake up.

That was a mistake. Somehow, for some inexplicable reason, the movement sent a ripple of nausea
flooding through him. He could feel his eyes bulging as the mists began to rise across his brain—

"Hold still, Mr. Raimey," Faraday said urgently. "Don't move at all. Just hold perfectly still."
"What isit?' Raimey demanded, relaxing his muscles and letting his body float.
"It's your umbilical cord," Faraday said. "It seemsto be shutting down."

Involuntarily, Raimey's muscles tightened again. His reward was a fresh wave of nausea. "It can't
be," heinsisted. "I'm not out yet. | can't even see the outside.”

"We know," Faraday said. "We don't know if thisis something normal or whether we've got a
problem. Y our life-support system has a small oxygen reserve; we're feeding you atrickle from that
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to keep you from blacking out. But your best bet is to stay as still as you can, conserve your oxygen,
and hang on."

"Terrific," Raimey muttered. "| was better off paralyzed."

"Colonel?' the woman's voice he'd heard earlier came dimly from the background. "We've got
something happening, big time. | think she's ready."

"Mr. Raimey?' Faraday called. "Get ready. We think thisisit."

"I'm glad you think so," Raimey bit out. "l hate to break it to you—" He broke off as a fresh wave of
pressure hit him.

But this wave wasn't like any of the previous ones. Instead of a rippling movement along his body,
this one was all around him, squeezing down hard asif his surrogate mother was trying to crush him.
Not even a chance of muscle movement now. He could feel his eyes bug out further as the taste of
claustrophobia bubbled in his throat—

And then, without warning, the pressure around his head and shoulders abruptly vanished.

And like a mustard-slick sausage being squeezed at one end of its wraparound, he dlid forward
through the birth canal and shot out into the open air.

The open air, and avirtual explosion of light and color.

It was dazzling. Far above him, the undersides of the Jovian clouds were a violent swirl of color,
with hues stretching across a spectrum he'd never seen in any picture or video of Jupiter. Jupiter,
hell—he couldn't recall seeing such arange and variety of colors even amid the lush landscape of
Earth. The other Qanska gathered around him, far from being the drab brown-gray of the Skydiver's
records, were patterned in brilliant stripes and spots of red, green, yellow, and blue that reminded
him of exotic tropical fish. Even the wind flowing around him showed subtle colors, like the fluid
scul ptures he'd played with as a child.

It would have been impressive enough just dropping into it from a probe or shuttle. Coming out of
the total darkness and isolation of a Qanskan womb, it literally took his breath away.

"Mr. Raimey? What's happening?'

Raimey took a cautious breath. Then another, and another. His alien lungs and artificial life-support
system both seemed to be working just fine now. "I'm clear," he called back, stretching out with his
arms and legs.

A stretch that instantly became an awkward flailing. His arms weren't arms at all, he remembered
belatedly, but the pectoral, mantalike fins of a Qanska. What he'd been thinking of as his shoulders
were the leading edges of those fins; and what he'd thought of as hislegs were twitching around
haphazardly as the long flukes of his split tail.
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He'd known all this going in. He'd studied Qanskan physiology and Qanskan structure, and he'd
endured endless and usually boring speculations on what it might be like to become a Qanska.

Not a single minute of it had prepared him for this.

"Hell in buckets,” he growled under his breath, trying to bring his body under control. Hed done a
lot of swimming as akid, but none of those movements were of the least bit of use here. For a
moment his flailing turned him sideways to the prevailing westerly wind, and he winced at the
sudden roar and pressure in his left ear. His momentum continued him on through the turn, and the
roaring dropped to acceptable levels as he ended up facing into the wind.

Spreading hisfins wide, he tried to hold position, but succeeded only in overcompensating and
spinning around the other way. He winced again as the wind roared into his right ear this time, and
changed his goal to completing the turn and putting the wind at his back. But again, his unfamiliarity
with his own muscles and joints betrayed him, and he wound up snout-down, belly-first to the wind
like an upside-down kite. From somewhere nearby he heard arolling rumbling sound, like
punctuated thunder.

And suddenly, a brightly colored object came out of nowhere to slam hard into his left side, spinning
him off course like awayward billiard ball.

"Hey!" heyelled, fighting hard to regain his balance. The momentum of the impact had rolled him
partially over onto his side, and he twisted his whole body as he tried to get alook at whoever this
idiot was who was playing games with him—

And as he did so, something big and dark and torpedo-shaped shot through the space he'd just
vacated. There was another roll of punctuated thunder—

"Raimey, get out of there!" Faraday snapped. "Y ou've got aVVuuka on your tail!

"Moveit, or be lunch!"

FOUR

"A Vuuka?' Raimey gasped, twisting back around to look at the torpedo shape that had overshot
him.

It was aVuuka, all right. A relatively small one, a detached part of his brain pointed out, no more
than five meters long.

Five meters worth of predator, compared to about a meter's worth of Raimey. A single bite on the
fly, like he'd been coming in for, and Raimey would have been ripped in half. Belatedly, he realized
that the Qanska who had slammed into him so annoyingly had in fact saved hislife.
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But that daring move wasn't going to be of any use whatsoever if Raimey didn't get his tail moving.
Already the Vuuka was kicking up a small whirlpool of colored air as he braked and circled around
for another try.

Unfortunately, as Raimey had already noted, moving histail was ahell of alot easier said than done.
Frantically, he began flailing his arms and legs again, trying to visualize and duplicate the smooth
and effortless movements he'd seen on the vids they'd shown him.

He was getting the hang of it—that much was clear. But he wasn't getting it fast enough. Not nearly
fast enough. He didn't dare look around, but he could practically feel the Vuuka's eyeslocking onto
his back.

Getting ready to charge, with nothing but distance between him and his prey...
"Mr. Raimey, areyou listening?' Faraday cut into his thoughts.
"Listening to what?' Raimey demanded.

"The other Qanska," Faraday said. "They're talking to you. Y our Qanskan language lessons,
remember?"’

Raimey frowned. They were talking to him?
Then, suddenly, he got it. The punctuated thunder sounds he'd been hearing were Qanskan speech.

Only one small problem. Like hisvision, his hearing was aso all screwed up. The rolling thunder
didn't sound the least bit like the tonal dictionary and grammar they'd drilled him on back on Earth.
It was richer and fuller, with nuances and shadings that either the human microphones or his own
formerly human ears hadn't been able to pick up. All that memorization, all that sweat and toil, was
going to be good for exactly nothing.

But that was more explanation than he had time for right now. "I can't swim and translate at the same
time," he snapped instead. "What do they want?'

"They'retelling you to dive," Faraday said. "Asfast as you can, as deep as you can."

"And how the hell do they suggest | do that?" he bit back, trying to bend forward for the sort of
surface dive he could have done in a swimming pool at home.

Here, it didn't work nearly so well. But even as he struggled with it, he accidentally rolled onto his
side again; and this time he found himself dlipping into a sharp downward angle.

"Never mind, I've got it," he said, putting some muscleinto it. This, at least, was afamiliar sensation
from his childhood: the effort to push himself degper than natural buoyancy would normally allow
him to go. Pushing hard with fins and tails, he forced his way downward.
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It was a good ten seconds before the utter stupidity of this maneuver suddenly struck him. A five-
meter-long V uukawas considerably heavier than a Qanskan newborn. It had to be paddling like
crazy just to stay up this high. Diving into deeper and denser atmosphere, into the levels where a
predator that size would normally live, was playing straight into its hands.

Or rather, into its mouth.
"Faraday, thisis nuts," he called.

"Just keep going," Faraday said tersely. "Y ou're doing okay right now. Some of the Qanska are
harassing him, trying to slow him down."

Raimey's new head wasn't really built for turning, but as he tried to look over his back he discovered
his eyes could do an amazing amount of swiveling. Another of those half-rolls, and the Vuuka was
in sight again.

There were several Qanska swarming around it, al right, slamming into its sides with the bony
protrusions of their foreheads. Even as he watched, one of them darted straight past the predator's
snout.

"That's the one who shoved you out of the way," Faraday identified the daredevil. "I swear he's
going to get histails bitten off if he's not careful.”

"Never mind that," Raimey snarled, rolling back forward again. The last thing he cared about right
now was someone else's tails. "Where the hell are the—" he searched for the word "—the
Protectors? Aren't they supposed to be up here guarding the babies?'

"They're coming," Faraday assured him. "If you can just—What?"

He broke off. There was some low conversation in the background, but with the blood pounding
through his brain Raimey couldn't make it out. "What's the trouble?' he shouted. "Faraday?"

"No trouble,” Faraday said. "Cut to your left. The Qanska have arranged a surprise.”

Swearing to himself, Raimey waddled his body into aleftward curve. He could see nothing there: no
Protectors, no Breeders, nothing. He continued his curve afew more degrees—

And caught his breath. Rising ponderously through the swirling air beneath and beside him was
another Qanska.

But not the ten-meter-long Protector he'd been hoping desperately to see. Not the young adult, strong
and fast, that he needed to take on the VVuuka and get him out of this mess. This thing was more the
size of asmall neighborhood convenience store, its pectoral fins spanning at least twenty meters. Its
colors were faded, like the paint on an old house, its entire surface distorted by lumps and bulges
until it was almost unrecognizable as a Qanska.

"Y ou wanted a Protector," Faraday said, his voice sounding relieved nearly to the point of smugness.
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"How about afull-fledged Counselor instead?"

Terrific, Raimey thought bitterly. Y es, the newcomer was big, all right. Much bigger than the
attacking Vuuka, and impressive as hell.

But size was hardly the important ledger entry here. The predator was young, fast, and aggressive;
and there was something distinctly decrepit about the way the Counselor tentatively flapped its huge
fins. Just terrific. | need a Wall Street wizard. So what do they send me? A Trade Commission
bureaucrat.

Still, maybe he could at least hide behind it. Leaning into the thickening air, he pushed hisfins for
al they were worth. The big Qanskawas coming up fast—

"Duck!" Faraday snapped.

Startled, Raimey momentarily faltered. But the result was basically the one desired. The sudden loss
of motive power combined with the overly dense air around him sent him popping upward like a
cork. Ducking, sort of, only in reverse.

And once again, the sudden change in direction was just in time. The Vuuka shot past beneath him,
coming close enough for its fins to scratch briefly across his underside.

And continued on to slam full-tilt into the upper left fin of the rising Counselor.

The predator gave a sort of elephantine how! asit bounced off the Qanska, staggering in midair like
abird that had flown into awindow. It started to sink, and for a moment Raimey thought it was
simply going to disappear into the depths where it had come from. On the Qanska, at the point of the
predator's impact, he could see bright yellow-orange blood beginning to seep out onto the faded
color scheme.

But then the Vuuka's flukes twitched and began to beat the air again. The howl cut off, and the
Vuuka drove back up toward the Counselor like a Doberman charging arhino. It opened its mouth
wide asit curved around, giving Raimey a glimpse of several rows of awesomely intimidating teeth.

And zeroing in on the yellow blood, it sslammed teeth-first into the Counselor's fin.

Raimey winced in sympathetic pain. Theinitial trickle of blood became a wide mustard-colored
stream running down the Qanska's side as the Vuuka began to chew its way into the skin. Some of
the blood spattered into the air around the Vuuka's head in the fury of its attack, like a paint sprayer
gone mad.

"Mr. Raimey?' Faraday called anxiously. "Areyou al right?’

"I am, yeah," Raimey called back. The Counselor was still rising, and he could see now that it was
being lifted on the backs of a half dozen smaller Qanska. Maybe that was why there hadn't been any
Protectors around to defend him, he thought with aflash of bitterness. Maybe everyonein the area
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had been pressed into luggage-cart duty.

If so, the Counselor was certainly paying for that decision. The Vuukawas going at his prey like a
boring machine, with no sign of slowing down. Already his head had nearly vanished from sight
below the level of the skin. "This big lumpy help the Qanska sent isin big trouble, though," he added
to Faraday. "The Vuuka's going at him like aworm into a rotten tomato...."

He paused, frowning. Something was wrong here. The Vuukawas still eating into the Counselor's
side, but it was digging in far too fast. Even as Raimey had been speaking its head had disappeared
entirely from sight, and it was moving aimost visibly into its self-dug tunnel.

No. The Vuukawasn't digging down. The Qanska's skin was moving up. Moving up along the
predator's body like multicolored tar, oozing up as it enveloped the Vuuka's body.

What the hell?

And then he remembered. The dark and extremely muddy vid Chippawa and Faraday had taken
from their kydiver bathyscaph...

"Y ou were saying?' Faraday asked.

"Never mind," Raimey murmured. "l think the Counselor's got it under control ."

The punctuated thunder had come back. "They're talking to me again," he told Faraday.
"What are they saying?"

Raimey tried to shrug. The movement merely threatened to flip him over on his side again. "How
should | know?'

"Y ou've had the same language lessons | have," Faraday reminded him.

"Y eah, but | don't have a computer down here to help me," Raimey retorted. "Besides, nothing
sounds the way it did in the lessons."

"Well, you'd better get used to it," Faraday said. "That's what you're going to be listening to the rest
of your life."

You bastard, Raimey thought up at him, clenching his teeth. At least he still had teeth he could
clench with.

But the Counselor was still rumbling; and for the moment, hating Faraday wasn't going to do him
any good. Forcing back his anger, Raimey concentrated on the sounds.

It wasn't as bad as he'd first thought. As he'd already noted, the tonal pattern sounded more varied to
Qanskan ears than to the human equivaent. But now that he could focus his full attention on them,
he was able to hear the core sounds that he'd been taught. He still had no idea what all the extra
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harmonics and other stuff meant, but for now he should be able to get by.

Greetings to you, child of the humans, the Counselor was saying. | am Latranesto, Counselor of the
Qanska. In the name of the Counselors, and the Leaders, and the Wise, | welcome you to our world.

Okay, Raimey thought to himself. Step one completed: He'd understood what they were saying. Now
came the tricky part: trying to talk back. The words he was supposed to say had been pre-chosen by
his instructors back on Earth. It was up to him, though, to hear the alien tonal wordsin his head and
then try to recreate them. "l greet—"

He broke off, startled by the sounds that had emanated from somewhere in his throat and chest.
Yes? Latranesto said. Please continue.

Raimey took a deep breath, feeling the strange sensation of cool hydrogen gas whistling in along his
new body's twin throats as he did so. Clearly, talking Qanskan was going to be alot easier than
anyone had expected, now that he had a set of genuine Qanskan vocal cords to work with. A hell of
alot easier, apparently, than relearning how to swim. "l greet you and your people, Counselor
Latranesto," he started over. "l am honored in turn to be here."

There was aripple of a new sound, something like fingernails scratching on a piece of flat slate. A
sound of respect or greeting? A ritual noise of greeting that they hadn't thought to mention to their
human contacts up in Jupiter Prime?

Or were they just laughing at his accent?

You are welcome among us, Latranesto said. If I may remember in your presence, it has been along
time since my first meeting with your kind.

Raimey frowned. Could this possibly be...?

No, herealized. Latranesto couldn't possibly be the Qanska who had rescued Chippawa and Faraday
and their crippled bathyscaph. That one had |ooked at least twice this size in the Skydiver'svid,
probably even bigger. Besides, that had been twenty years ago. "l do not understand,” he said, trying
to match the other's tone and to pick up some of the nuances he was hearing. It would be niceif he
was getting some of the words right, too. “"When before have you met other humans?

When before have you met other humans, you mean to say, the big Qanska said.

A correction, obviously. Only Raimey had no idea how the Counselor's version differed from his. So
much for this communication stuff being easy. Salesman's cockiness, they'd called thisin business
school, and warned against it. The encounter was long ago, and very brief, Latranesto went on. | was
the Baby who foolishly collided with the machine's cord.

Ah—so that was it. He'd been the baby Qanska who had bounced off the Skydiver's tether line. I
see," he said.
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It was my fault that those humans inside neared death. Latranesto said. | left a taste of my blood on
the cord, which was what drew the Vuuka to attack.

Raimey looked over at Latranesto's fin. Only the Vuuka's tail flukes remained uncovered by the
Qanska's spreading skin, and they had long since ceased to beat at the air.

And Latranesto had a new surface lump for his already impressive collection. "So that was why it
attacked you," he said. "A Qanska four timesits size. It was attracted by your blood."

By blood, and by movement, Latranesto said. That was what drew it to you. By movement and blood
do Vuuka hunt.

Raimey grimaced, remembering all that flailing around as he tried to get his new muscles to
cooperate. "Y ou could have said something,” he said accusingly.

Your words have no clear meaning.

"I mean you should have warned us there would be a predator on my tail the minute | was born,"
Raimey said. "Y ou should have had a Protector waiting, too."

From one of the Qanska under Latranesto's wide belly came a noise that sounded suspiciously like a
harrumph. There is normally no need for a Protector, Latranesto rumbled. Qanskan babies are born
still and quiet, and do not attract the Vuuka.

"Damn and a half," Faraday's voice murmured in the back of Raimey's brain.

Raimey felt hiswhole body twitch. To hear a human voice suddenly interjected into the rumbles of
Qanskan conversation was startling. It felt very... alien. "What?' Raimey demanded.

"The atrophying umbilical cord,” Faraday said. " That makes Qanskan babies dightly air-starved
before birth so that they'll go to sleep.”

Another voice, female-sounding, said something unintelligible in the background. "What was that?"
Raimey demanded.

There was a click of another microphone opening up. "1 said, and then they're shot like a torpedo out
of the birth canal," the voice repeated. Probably M cCollum, the Qanskan expert, Raimey guessed.
"That getsit far enough away from the mother that any predators zeroing in on her movement or any
blood from her afterbirth probably won't even notice the kid. Cool."

"We're glad you're impressed,” Raimey growled. "Can everyone just shut up now? Okay?"

With an effort, he shifted his mind back to Qanskan tonals. "l understand that now," he rumbled to
Latranesto. "I did not understand at the time." He hesitated for a moment, but he couldn't resist. "My
people do not understand the Qanska as well as they think they do."

It is good that you learn, child of the humans, Latranesto said. That iswhy you are here, isit not?
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Raimey felt himself frowning, or what would have been afrown if he'd had a human face to do it
with. On the surface, the comment certainly seemed reasonable enough.

And yet, something about it struck him as being just alittle bit odd. From the words alone, it could
have been straight, sarcastic, indulgent, amused, or even offended. Again, he wished he had a better
handle on the nuances that were clearly going over hishead. "I am here to bring understanding and
harmony between our two peoples,” he improvised, hoping that would cover all the bases.

Of course you are, Latranesto said. And it is time that that harmony should begin.

"I'm ready,"” Raimey said. Distantly, he wished he'd had the foresight to take a few more Salesman's
Technique classes back at school. The people-reading aspects taught there would have been alot
more useful here than all those stock market analysis labs he'd dripped the midnight sweat over.
"What's the first step?’

Before all else, you must learn to survive, Latranesto said. To that purpose, the Counselors, and the
Leaders, and the Wise have chosen a companion for you.

He made a sound like afoghorn with a cold, and from behind him came a much smaller adult
Qanska. Thisis Tigrallo, a Protector, Latranesto identified him. He and your mother, Mirasni, will
look after you until you have learned all of what it means to be a Qanska.

"Thank you," Raimey said sourly, feeling areflexive flicker of embarrassment. Here he was, twenty-
three years old, afull-grown adult human being, and they were saddling him with not just one but
two baby-sitters.

He looked again at the fresh bulge on Latranesto's side, the bulge that had once been aVVuuka. On
the other hand, there were worse things on Jupiter than alittle embarrassment. "l thank you," he said
again, and thistime he meant it. "l am sure | will find their assistance of great value."

Then you will be a Qanska in truth, Latranesto said. You must also become a Qanska in name.
Raimey blinked. "I'm sorry?"

| do not understand sorrow for a name.

"No, that's not what | meant," Raimey said. "I meant—"

"Raimey," Faraday murmured in his ear.

"What?' Raimey snapped, annoyed at the interruption. Again, it was oddly difficult to switch back to
English, even subvocalizing this way.

"I mean your name: Raimey," Faraday said. "It's afemale Qanska's name. An |-sound ending. Male
names end in an O-sound.”
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"That's nice to know," Raimey growled. "Y ou suppose someone might have mentioned thisto me a
little sooner?"

"I'm sorry," Faraday said. "l just assumed the prep team would have told you that."

"Well, they didn't," Raimey said, disgusted with the whole |ot of them. "What else haven't you told
me?"

"I said | was sorry," Faraday said, an edge to his voice thistime. "What else do you want?"

Raimey snorted. But then, what el se should he have expected from a huge, stable, terminally
comfortable operation like SkyLight? His Corporate History classes had demonstrated how, over and
over again, fat and sassy led directly to sloppy and lazy.

Throw the contentious politicians of the Five Hundred into the mix and it only got worse. He should
probably count himself lucky that they'd gotten him to the right planet.

Do you speak to your former people instead of to the Counselor? Tigrallo demanded, swimming a
corkscrew pattern around him. His voice was less deep than Latranesto's, but Raimey could hear the
same range of subtletiesthere.

And if Tigrallo was getting impatient, Latranesto probably was, too. "My apologies," Raimey said,
switching back to tonals and trying mightily to come up with something clever for aname. Clever,
and easier to remember than these jawbreaker types the rest of the Qanska seemed to have.

Tigrallo flipped over on his back and started corkscrewing the other direction. Looking like a mad
Impressionist painter'sidea of a cross between a dolphin and amantaray...

Well, why not? "l have chosen a name, Counselor,” Raimey said. "l wish to be called Manta."
That is nhot a proper name, Latranesto said. You are a male. You must choose a proper male's name.

"But I am not only Qanska," Raimey reminded him. "I am also human. | contend it is proper that |
have a name that is unique among the Qanska."

L atranesto rumbled something. Someone from the group of Qanska underneath him rumbled back,
and the discussion was on. Raimey tried to follow along, but his efforts quickly ended in a dead end.
The conversation seemed composed almost entirely of nuances, with none of the tonal words he
recognized. Either this was a different dialect from the one he'd been taught, or else they'd been
enunciating things very slowly and carefully up to now.

It seemed to go on forever, but eventually the rumblings began to die away. Very well, Latranesto
said at last, switching back to something Raimey could understand. From this day until the passing
into the Deep, you shall be known as Manta.

The passing into the Deep. That one definitely sounded ominous. The Qanskan version of till death
do us part?
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| must now leave you, L atranesto continued. Once again, in the name of the Counselors, and the
Leaders, and the Wise, | welcome you to our home. Use your time and abilities with courage and
strength and wisdom.

"I will do my best," Raimey said. "I hope we shall meet again.”
Perhaps, Latranesto said. Until that day, may you swimin peace and contentment.

The Counselor gave an elaborate ripple of his fins, which was apparently the signal the lifting
Qanska had been waiting for. In unison they ducked out from under him and swam clear of his bulk.
Latranesto dropped like a stone, quickly sinking out of sight in the swirling mass of atmosphere
below.

Come.
The voice had come from behind him. With an effort, Raimey managed to turn himself around.

Tigrallo was hovering there, his fins flapping rhythmically with smooth but powerful strokes. Your
first task isto learn how to find food, the Protector said. You do like to eat, do you not?

Raimey was suddenly aware that whatever passed for a stomach in this new body of hiswas feeling
extremely empty. "You bet,” he said. "Let's go."

Faraday flipped off his microphone and stretched the tension out of hisfingers. For the moment, at
least, things seemed under control. "Well," he said to the room in general. "Evaluations?"

"Nothing like a good heart attack to get a project up and running.” Hesse grunted. "That one was just
too damn close.”

"| seem to remember it was your ideato boost his oxygen flow," Milligan pointed out, an edge of
scorn in hisvoice. "If we hadn't done that, he wouldn't have attracted that Vuukain the first place.”

"Excuse me, Mr. Milligan, but | thought it might be nice to keep him from suffocating before he was
even born," Hesse shot back, his face reddening noticeably beneath his blond hair. "And as long as
we're talking ifs here," he added, shifting his glare to McCollum, "if our vaunted xenobiologist had
told me the umbilical contraction was natural—"

"Don't try to load this one on me,” McCollum objected. "It's been twenty years of pulling teeth just
to find out what we do know about Qanskan physiology. They never said aword about this."

"All right, that's enough,” Faraday interrupted, putting some of that Living Legend authority into his
voice. "All of you. | know it's been atense few days, and | know that we're all tired. But let's be
professionals here. Finger-pointing is for bureaucrats."
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McCollum made aface, but obediently fell silent. Faraday |ooked at Hesse, who also said nothing,
then around at the others. "All right," he said again. "Now. Evaluations?"

"He's adjusting very well to histransformation,” Sprenkle offered. "Almost too well, in fact."
"Meaning?' Faraday asked.

"It's hard to pin down," Sprenkle said, fingering his moustache thoughtfully. "Did you notice how he
seemed to hesitate every time he had to switch back to English?"

"L ots of people do that when they're going between two different languages,” Beach pointed out.

"True," Sprenkle agreed. "But he al'so seemed rather annoyed about having to stop what he was
doing to talk to us. Sometimes borderline hostile, in fact."

"Maybe because we almost got him killed," Milligan muttered.

Hesse turned a glare his direction—"No, | don't think so," Sprenkle said. "Remember that comment
about us not knowing as much about Qanskan physiology as we thought we did?"

"No kidding," McCollum muttered.

"The point is that he seemsto be already picking up an us-versus-them way of thinking," Sprenkle
said. "ldentifying with his new body, and his new people."

"But that's what we want to happen," Faraday said. "Isn't it?"

"Certainly, at least to some extent," Sprenkle said. "H€'ll be miserable the rest of hislifeif he never
considers himself a part of Qanskan society. All I'm saying is that we didn't expect it to start this
soon."

"Maybe there's something else going on," Hesse said. "I've seen parts of Raimey's file. The man has
alot of resentment and anger still festering over his accident. Maybe that dig was part of that anger."

"Who exactly is he angry at?' Beach asked.

"The universein general," Sprenkle said. "Humanity in particular. Raimey is definitely the sort to
hold and nurture a grudge.”

"So hold agrudge at the universe," Beach said, frowning. "But why drag humanity into it? No one
planted that tree in front of him."

"No, but he was showing off for his girlfriend,” Sprenkle said. "For someone like Raimey, that might
be al it takes to start assigning blame."

McCollum snorted under her breath. "This guy wasn't exactly a prize before his accident either, was
he?'
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"Let's not concentrate on his psychological flaws, people," Faraday said mildly. "I'm sure Dr.
Sprenkle could write up an equally flattering file on each of us, too. Besides, if Raimey hadn't been
mad enough at humanity to turn his back on us, he might not be swimming around down there right
now."

"I was just thinking about a cartoon | saw once," Milligan said slowly. "An Old West, cowboys-and-
First-lmmigrants strip. The commander of the fort has called his scout into his office to report. The
scout says, 'l did what you told me, Colonel—I made friends with the natives, learned their ways,
studied their culture.' The colonel says, 'And what do you have to tell me? The scout says, 'Get off
our land.""

"Boy, wouldn't that be a kicker," Beach murmured. "If he went completely native and told usto go
take a collective hike."

"I don't think that'll happen,” Sprenkle said. "Jen, you said the cellular substitution had already
started?"

"Pretty much as soon as the surgeons finished,” McCollum confirmed. "That was alittle faster than
anyone expected, too."

"Right," Sprenkle said. "And yet he's still apparently the same lovable Matthew Raimey that he
always was, resentments and grudges and all. | don't think he's going to lose all connection to
humanity."

"Unlessit's waiting until the transformation reaches his cerebral cortex,” Milligan said. "This could
still blow up in our faces."

"Nothing's blowing up in anyone's face," Faraday said firmly. "Well just have to keep an eye on
him. Was there anything else?"

The others glanced around at each other, but no one spoke. "All right, then,” Faraday said. "When
your duty shifts are over, I'll expect each of you to do a complete analysis of your data and write it

up.”

"In the meantime," Hesse added, glancing at his watch, "the Five Hundred are waiting for word of
the blessed event.”

"Y ou want me to go ahead and forward the conversation?' Beach asked.

"No, thisone Mr. Hesse and | should probably do ourselves," Faraday said, getting to his feet.
"Historic significance, and all that. We'll be in the transmission room if you need us. Stay sharp, and
let us know immediately if there are any problems.”

"He'll befine,” McCollum said, gesturing toward the sensor board. "No one's going to bother him
with his own personal Protector on call.”
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"At least not for the ten minutesiit'll take you to send a message to Earth,” Beach added dryly. "Take
your time."

"Thank you," Faraday said, matching his tone and trying not to let his own private fears show
through. It wasn't the next ten minutes he was worried about. Or the next ten days, or even the next
ten months.

Because Sprenkle was right: Raimey was indeed the type to hold a grudge. What would he say when
he finally learned that no one on Earth cared a stale cracker about whether he got his life back, or
even about his place in the history books?

What else haven't you told me? Raimey had asked a few minutes ago. The question had been half
rhetorical, and Faraday had managed to sidetrack the half that wasn't. What el se haven't you told me?

Faraday grimaced. If he only knew.

FIVE

A wispy strand of bright purple vine rolled swiftly past Raimey to his right, apparently caught in
some particularly brisk breeze. Abandoning the more subtle blue-green leaves he'd been munching
on, he flipped over onto his side, did a swooping turn, and gave chase.

Kachtis, he vaguely recalled the purple foodstuff's name. Or maybe it was chinster, and kachtis was
the other, lighter purple one, the one with the leaves and cone-shaped berries. After eighty-three
ninedays on Jupiter, he still didn't have all these floating plants and near-microscopic groups of
sporelike things completely sorted out.

But he had sampled all of them, or at least all those that grew on Level One. And the purple ones
were definitely the tastiest.

Which was why they usually didn't last long up here among al the hungry Qanskan children and
mothers. Thistime, though, he was determined to beat out the competition.

He was just closing in on the trailing end of the purple when another Qanskan child dropped in from
above and neatly scooped it into his mouth.

"Hey!" Raimey snapped. "That was mine."

"Oh?' the other asked, rolling over on his side to look back at Raimey. "This your private ocean or
something?"'

Great, Raimey groused to himself. Not only a blatant food poacher, but a smart-mouth on top of it.
"Y ou saw me going after that tendril,” he said. "Y ou should have let me haveit."
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"Why?" the other said, rippling his finsin complete unconcern as he flipped histails over to gesture
behind Raimey. "Just because you've got your own personal Protector?’

Raimey rolled onto his side, too, and looked back. Tigrallo was treading air a couple of dozen meters
away, standing his usual stoic guard. "What about it?' he growled, flipping back upright.

"So what did you do?" the poacher asked, dropping his voice conspiratorially. "Get someone's tails
in atwist or something?"

"Maybe he just likes watching over me," Raimey said stiffly. "Or maybe I'm special.”
"Y eah, right," the other child said with a sniff.

The other child. Raimey grimaced. The other child; and that thought still rankled. Raimey was an
adult human being, with more knowledge and sheer life experience than anyone from here all the
way to Jupiter's core could ever hope to have. Hell's bells—a Counselor had dragged histails al the
way up to Level One just to welcome him to the planet. That ought to count for something.

But he might as well forget about that, because the rest of the Qanska sure had. Asfar as everyone
up here was concerned, he was just another normal, everyday child.

"Come on," the other persisted, lowering hisvoice still farther. "What did you do?"

"Pranlo?' adistant female voice caled. "Pranlo? Where are you?'

"I'm over here, Mom," the child called back. "Here with—" He broke off. "What's your name?'
"Manta," Raimey said.

"I'm here with Manto," Pranlo called.

"Not Manto," Raimey corrected him irritably. "Manta."

"Manta?' Pranlo repeated. "What kind of nameisthat?’

"A special name," Raimey said. "Y ou got a problem with that?"

"Well—" Pranlo floundered for a moment. "No, | guess not."

"Pranlo, come back over here with the rest of the children,” the female called again, swimming
toward them. "It's not safe way over there."

"Oh, crosswinds," Pranlo muttered. "Mothers never let you have any fun."

Suddenly, he flipped hisfins. "Wait a second. Mom?' he called. "It's okay. There's a Protector right
here. See?’

"He won't be there very long," the female warned. "The rest of the children are over here."
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"Well, can | stay until the Protector comes back?' Pranlo cgjoled. "l promise to come back when he
does."

"It'sall right, Cintusti," Tigrallo caled. "I'll watch him."

"Well... al right," the female said reluctantly. "But you come straight back when he does, Pranlo.
Understand.”

"Sure."

Reluctantly, Raimey thought, the female turned back to the herd. "Whee!" Pranlo said softly, doing
an excited back flip. "Thisis great. Our own private Protector. Hey, let's get some other kids and
play tagabuck, okay?"

"Well..." Raimey hesitated. He was an adult, damn it, even if he was trapped in aalien child's body.
To play some stupid children's game would be far beneath his dignity. Especially with all those
people up there in the station undoubtedly watching his every move from one of their spy probes.

And yet, even as he opened his mouth to make some excuse, it suddenly occurred to him why he'd
been so surly lately.

He was lonely.

Therealization came like adlap in the teeth. Y es, he swam with the genera herd of children, parents,
Protectors, and Nurturers. And yes, he wasn't unpleasant or unfriendly toward any of them.

But at the same time, most of his conversations were brief and casual. And ninety-plus percent of the
time he stayed at the edge of the herd, or even ranged beyond it like he was doing now.

Mostly, it was just him and Tigrallo. And Tigrallo wasn't very good company.

"It might be good for you," Tigrallo suggested, just loud enough for Raimey to hear. "Tagabuck's a
useful game for learning how to run and dodge. Things you need to know."

Raimey blinked. Tigrallo had never offered a suggestion like that before. He'd hardly even spoken to
Raimey, for that matter, except to offer brief tips about how to do something Raimey was struggling
with. Mostly he'd just hung around in the background, chased away or killed the occasional small
predator, and otherwise left Raimey to his own devices.

Was this just another tip to help Raimey learn how to become a Qanska? Or had he noticed Raimey's
mood, understood the cause for it, and was giving him an excuse to get some badly needed
socialization?

He'd heard alot of speculation during his training as to what kind of intellectual and emotional
makeup the Qanska had, and whether human beings would ever be able to understand them. The
lectures had been one hundred percent bull-manufactured guesswork, because in twenty years of
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talking with the Qanska no one had a clue about what went on behind those dark eyes.

Y et, here was at least a hint that the Qanska had picked up alot more understanding of human nature
than they'd let dlip about themselves. And it didn't take a marketing genius to realize what kind of
potential bargaining advantage that put them in.

Was that what this whole project was ultimately about? Humanity's attempt to even those odds?

Maybe. In which case, who the hell cared how silly he might look back on Prime? He had ajob to
do.

"Why not?' he said. "Sure, Pranlo, let's get a group together. | don't know how to play, though."

"Wel'll teach you," Pranlo said, doing another excited flip. "Come on, let's go meet everyone."

The Contact Room was quiet as Faraday walked through the security door, its lights lowered to the
same "nighttime" level asthe rest of the station. The four people on evening duty were being quiet,
too, lounging comfortably at their stations as they kept watch on Raimey and his Qanskan friends.

Faraday peered around the room, floundering alittle as he tried to put names to the faces. He'd been
introduced to all three shifts when he'd first come aboard the station, of course. But in theten and a
half months since then their paths had seldom crossed, and he'd never been good with names and
faces anyway. Two of the faces were complete blanks; the third he had a vague recollection of.

The fourth, in contrast, was almost painfully familiar.
"Mr. Milligan," he greeted the young man, stepping over to the sensor tech's chair. "Y ou're up late."
"Pandre called in sick this evening," Milligan said. "I volunteered to sit Beta Shift for him."

"Um," Faraday said, pulling his chair over from his usual place by the command board and sitting
down beside him. "Did Mr. Hesse approve?’

Milligan shrugged dlightly. "Mr. Hesse mostly watches things with an eye toward politics. How
Earth and the Five Hundred are affected. | didn't think this qualified."

"Mr. Hesse has a good eye for detail," Faraday pointed out, casting around for some way to stick up
for the man. Hesse was Milligan's boss, after all. He deserved at |east a surface layer of respect.
"That's very valuable in amanager. He also brings a strong enthusiasm for the project.”

"He brings a strong enthusiasm for you, you mean," Milligan countered. " The project I'm not so sure
about."

Faraday grimaced. He'd hoped it wasn't quite that obvious to everyone else. "One and the same,
really."
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"It isnow," Milligan countered. "But what happens to us when you leave? More to the point, what
happens to Raimey?"

Faraday had wondered about that himself. Often. "So what's the big secret?' he asked, running an
eye across the sensor displays. "Things seem quiet enough.”

"They'rein sleep cycle,” Milligan said. "Things were hopping pretty good an hour ago."

Faraday nodded. The Qanskan pattern seemed to be just under seven hours of wakefulness followed
by just under three hours of sleep as they drifted along with the winds. It all synched perfectly with
Jupiter's nine-point-eight-hour rotation.

Though why anyone down there should care about the planet's rotation in the first place was a
mystery. Below the clouds, where all the Qanska lived, they got more heat and radiation from
Jupiter's core than they did from the distant sun.

Still, experiments with Raimey had demonstrated that Qanskan eyes could easily pick out the sun's
location, even through all that muck above them. Perhapsit was built into all living creaturesto
match their rhythmsto their local star, no matter how great or minor its influence on their
environment. "More reindeer games?' he asked.

Milligan blinked. "More what?"

" "They never let poor Rudolph join in any reindeer games,’ " Faraday quoted. "Didn't you ever
watch the classics?

"I liked taking TV sets apart more than | did watching them," Milligan said. "But, yeah, they were
playing for awhile. Raimey's definitely getting his act together, swimming-wise. Oh, and Tigrallo
also had to chase away some more troublemakers."

"Vuuka?'
"No, those smaller ones. The whatcha-call-'em—"

"Sivra?' Faraday asked, frowning. Sivrausually weren't strong enough to swim their way up to
Level One.

"No, the other ones," Milligan said. "Pakra. The scavengers who sometimes get delusions of
predatorhood."

"Ah," Faraday said. "He didn't have any trouble with them, | presume?’
Milligan shook his head. "Not a bit."
"Good," Faraday said. "So | repeat: Why am | here?”’

"| was playing around with the sensor data this afternoon,” Milligan said, swiveling half around to
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tap some keys on his board. "Found something | wanted to show you."

One of the displays showing sleeping Qanska shifted to an overall view of the equatorial region of
Jupiter the station was currently flying over. "Here's Raimey's herd, sitting smack dab on Jupiter's
equator,” Milligan said. "Here's the group of Protectors, running alittle deeper but staying basically
right below them. Here's the herd ahead of them; here's the herd behind them. Almost every Qanska
we've ever seen has been running within a couple thousand kilometers of the equator.”

"Right," Faraday said, cultivating his patience. They knew all this. "So?"

"So why?' Milligan asked. "They've got the whole creaking Jovian atmosphere to play around in.
Why do they all hug the equator that way?"'

"Maybe they're just gregarious," Faraday said. "Or maybe it's more comfortable for them. They get
more sunlight there than they would closer to the poles.”

"Negligible," Milligan said flatly.
"Negligible to us," Faraday countered. "Maybe not to them."

"But athousand kilometers?* Milligan said. "That's an incredibly narrow band, especially
considering Jupiter's size. We sure went out and populated our whole world, and the sunlight makes
alot more difference to us than to them."

Faraday rubbed his eyes. "Mr. Milligan, why are we having this conversation right now?'

"Because | think thisis something worth checking out," Milligan said. "I think we ought to send a
couple of our deep probes into the higher latitudes to see what's out there."

Faraday glanced around the control board. None of the other three techs were looking at them, but
they were obvioudly listening closely to the quiet conversation. "Why don't you bring this up
tomorrow morning?' he suggested. "That way Mr. Hesse and | could hear it together."

Milligan's lips tightened. "Mr. Hesse has already made it clear that he wants to save as many probes
as possible for when Raimey gets bigger and starts going deeper in the atmosphere.”

Faraday nodded cynically. "In other words, you've aready tried this pitch on him," he said. "And
having struck out, you naturally came to me."

"WEell, no, not really," Milligan hedged. "I haven't exactly suggested it. But from things he's said, its
clear he's hell-bent on sticking to whatever grand scheme the Five Hundred have hatched. According
to him, we're not in the pure-research business."

"He'sright, we're not," Faraday murmured. "And those deep-probes cost nearly half abillion dollars
each."

"Y eah, he's mentioned that, too," Milligan said sourly. "But thisisn't just pure research, and it sure
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isn't just for the fun of it. We don't have any ideawhat's out there, except that the Qanska seem to be
avoiding those areas. There could be masses of predators or other dangers, things that could directly
Impact the whole project.”

"Nice speech," Faraday complimented him. "Y ou've been practicing.”

"It's something we need to know," Milligan insisted. He paused, just for a second—"Besides," he
added, dropping his voice still lower, "it could be that the Qanska are hiding it out there."

Faraday looked up at the display. It. The Holy Grail, as Hesse liked to refer to it. The whole point of
Project Changeling. "Or it could be that the Qanska simply cluster their young together for
protection," he said. "Maybe once they're older and larger, they spread out more evenly over the
planet."

"Maybe," Milligan said. "But we won't know until we take alook, will we?"
"Or until we let Raimey take alook," Faraday pointed out. "Let's giveit alittle longer, shall we?"'
Milligan made aface. "In other words, no."

"In other words, not yet," Faraday corrected. "We can always take another look at our options after
Raimey reaches adulthood and is out on his own."

"Which is at least two years away," Milligan muttered. "Longer if he gets picked for Protector duty."

"That'sall right," Faraday soothed him. "We've got time. Thisiswhy Raimey's here, after all. Give
him time, and he'll be able to do afar more efficient search than we ever can. Even with al this
expensive hardware."

"Or at least he will once you tell him about it." Milligan looked sideways up at him. "When are you
planning to tell him, by the way?"'

"When thetimeisright," Faraday said. "And it'll be my problem, not yours. Was there anything
else?’

Milligan glowered at his board. "No. Sir."

"I'll see you in the morning, then," Faraday said, standing up and returning his chair to its usual
place. "And keep a sharp eye out for that Vuukan hunting pack Chang spotted last night. They may
not have given up."

"“I'll watch for them," Milligan promised. "After all, we can't risk losing our secret agent, can we?"
"Exactly," Faraday said, glancing around the room. "Good night, all."
And that was precisely the point, he thought darkly to himself as he walked down the dimly lit

corridor toward his quarters. If Milligan was allowed to launch his probes—if by some miracle he
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was actually able to find Hesse's precious Holy Grail—then what use would the Five Hundred have
anymore for Project Changeling?

The answer was as cold as an accountant's bottom line: none. And Faraday had had more than
enough experience with government to know that when the interest dried up, so did the money. An
hour after Raimey lost his value to Earth, Faraday and the rest of the Changeling team would be
packed and on their way back to civilization.

And there was no way in hell he would do that to Raimey. Not after he'd been the one to talk the boy
into thisin the first place.

So Milligan wouldn't get his survey probes. Not yet. Not until Raimey was old enough to take care
of himself.

They owed him that much.

SIX

"Hey, Mantal Wait up, will you?'

Raimey rolled over onto his side and looked back. Pranlo was swimming rapidly up behind him,
with that dightly wavering stroke that meant he was getting tired. "V uuk-mook, but you're fast.
What's the hurry?"

"Hurry?' Raimey countered innocently. "What hurry? And by the way, what are you lazing around
for?"

"Funny,” Pranlo grunted. "What are we doing out here, anyway?"

"| want to show you something," Raimey said, doing a slow spin to look around them. No one was
nearby, with the usual exception of Tigrallo treading air watchfully below them.

Always there. Except when it really mattered.

He shook the thoughts away. "Come on," he said, turning his back on Tigrallo.
"Where?' Pranlo asked.

"Straight down." Rolling over and flipping himself up to vertical, Raimey started down.

He had come along way, he thought distantly, since his arrival on Jupiter and that first botched
attempt at a swim. He could vividly remember his terrified awkwardness as he'd tried frantically to
elude that Vuukathat had been zeroing in on him.
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Now, in contrast, his movements were smooth and fluid. His fin muscles pushed effortlessly against
the swirling wind, his stomach and buttock muscles contracted hisinternal buoyancy sacs
instinctively, without need of conscious thought or effort.

How long had it been since then, anyway? He didn't know, exactly. Somewhere around two hundred
ninedays, he guessed; just over two of the ninety-nineday groupings that the Qanska quaintly called
dayherds. He could always ask if he were really curious about it; there were Qanska back in the herd
whose job was to keep track of the days.

But time didn't matter that much to him here. Besides, he didn't interact with the rest of the herd very
much any more. At least not with the adults. Not since that terrible day...

"Pranlo?' agirl'svoice called faintly from above him. "Hey, Manta. Wait up, you guys."
"Manta?' Pranlo called. "Wait up, huh? It's Drusni."

"I know it's Drusni," Raimey called back, snapping out of his hovering depression into full-
swimming annoyance. Of course it was Drusni. Every time he turned around, it seemed, there was
Drusni. Floating around chattering about nothing, or pushing her way uninvited into the run of food
he was going for, or bugging him with questions even a newborn should know the answers to. She
was like hiskid sister, plus al hiskid sister's friends, all rolled into a single bubble-pack.

"Oh, come on, Manta," Pranlo cajoled. "She's okay."

"So are Pakrawhen they keep their mouths shut," Raimey muttered. Still, reluctantly, he eased back
on hisdive.

"Whew!" Drusni said as she caught up. "Where are you guys going?"

"It'sasecret," Pranlo said. "Okay, Manta, we're ready. Let's go."

"And | mean secret,” Raimey warned. "Really secret.”

"Yeah, | know," Pranlo assured him.

"| wasn't talking to you," Raimey said, flipping sideways to pin Drusni with aglare.

"Oh, sure," she said with an annoying combination of innocence and earnestness. "Y ou can count on
me."

"Yeah," Raimey muttered, rolling over onto his back again. "Okay, come on."

They headed down together, Pranlo and Drusni chatting cheerfully together as they swam. A couple
of kids, Raimey thought sourly, without a single care in the world.

But then, why shouldn't they be cheerful? Why shouldn't they both be cheerful ?
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After al, they still had mothers.

An extra-fast layer of wind brushed across his stomach. Almost there. "Okay, we're coming up on
it," he told the others. "Get ready." The wind eased off...

And thereit was, directly below them: athick run of green prupsis and red-speckled morchay, with
more of the deliciously purple kachtis mixed in with it than Raimey had ever seen before in hislife.

Obviously more than Pranlo and Drusni had seen before, either. "Wow!" Pranlo gasped.
Drusni, for her part, let out an excited squeak. "How in the world did you find this?*

"Native talent, of course," Raimey said modestly. Which wasn't entirely true, of course. Faraday and
his helpers far above had done some kind of emscan analysis through one of the probes and
suggested he might find a concentration of food plants trapped between layers of extra-fast wind.

Raimey could remember one of the techs going on and on with very learned-sounding stuff about
laminar flow and turbulence layers and such. But he hadn't paid much attention to that part. Faraday
had said food, and he'd been right, and that was all that mattered.

And for right now, at least, it was all theirs. Enough kachtis, he guessed, to fill even Drusni's big
mouth.

It was quickly clear that she intended to put that theory to the test. With another happy squeak, she
dovein, scattering food around her like the water of a pool she was splashing in. Pranlo was right
behind her.

Midlings, Raimey thought with a condescending sniff as he carefully maneuvered through the
dlipstream to one edge of the floating smorgasbord. No sense splashing any of this good stuff out
into the winds and letting the herd ahead of them get it. Flicking out his tongue, he began to
delicately pull the ender purple vines into range of his teeth.

There was a subtle change in the pattern of wind across his back, and he looked over to see Tigrallo
sidle up beside him. "Thisis not wise, Manta," the big Protector warned. "Vuuka and Sivra know

about these clusters, too. They often lurk nearby, waiting for unwary Qanskato appear.” He flipped
his tails emphatically. "And thisone in particular is far too deep for Midlings of your age and size."

"We're hardly Midlings anymore," Raimey countered. "We're nearly Y ouths, you know. Anyway,
isn't that why you Protectors are here? To keep us al nice and safe?"

For amoment Tigrallo was silent. Y ou blame me for Mirasni's death," he said at |ast.

"It doesn't matter," Raimey muttered, turning back to the food. "Anyway, pointing heads doesn't do
anyone any good."

"It does matter," Tigrallo said. "It's been three ninedays now, and you still haven't spoken of it. Yet |
know it's still a problem that lies undigested inside you."
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"What good would talking do?' Raimey demanded. " She's dead because you were too busy chasing
off a couple of incompetent Vuukato go help her. End of story."

"Those incompetent Vuuka, as you call them, might have killed you," Tigrallo said.

"Oh, come on," Raimey growled. "I was swimming tail loops around them. They were biting air the
whole time, and that's all they would have bitten. | wasn't in any danger, and you know it."

"No, | don't know it," Tigrallo said stiffly. "But whether you were or not doesn't matter. What
mattersisthat you are the one the Counsel ors and the Leaders and the Wise have ordered meto
protect. That's my responsibility, and | will fulfill it to the last of my ability."

"Great," Raimey said contemptuously. "Turn off your brain and concentrate on following orders.
Y ou'd have made aterrific bureaucrat.”

"I don't know that word."
Raimey flipped histails. "Forget it."

He turned back to the floating food, trying to block the image of his mother's torn body out of his
mind, awash in the sickening yellow of her own blood as the Nurturers tried futilely to save her life.
But he couldn't.

And even the kachtis had lost its taste.
"Hey, Manta," Pranlo called from somewhere below him. "Come here."

Taking a deep breath, Raimey flipped over and started down, spinning around as he did so to locate
his friend. There he was, flapping against the slipstream wind at the bottom of the food clump.
"What isit?' he asked as he pulled out of hisdive beside him.

"Grab yourself one of these things," Pranlo said. He flicked out his tongue and snagged an
unfamiliar-looking blue-green cluster. "Come on, taste it."

Frowning, Raimey located one and took a cautious bite. It was better even than kachtis. "What are
they?"' he asked.

"Fin-bit if I know," Pranlo said. "Hey, Tigrallo. What are these things?"

"They are called drokmur," Tigrallo said, drifting down to join them. "They aren't usually found this
high up."

"Oh, so thisisthe stuff you adults keep for yourselves," Pranlo said. "Can't say | blame you."
"It's not a matter of keeping anything for anyone," Tigrallo said, sounding annoyed. "Midlings your

age are ssimply not heavy enough to reach the areas where it usually grows."
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"Well, | suppose it's nice to have something to look forward to when we grow up," Pranlo said
around a mouthful.

Tigrallo made a chuckling sound in the back of histhroat. "Among other things, yes."

"Hey, guys," Drusni's voice wafted in from ahead of them. "Y ou try these blue-green things yet?"
"Yes," Raimey and Pranlo called back in unison.

"Matter of fact, we saw them first," Pranlo added. "That means we've got first rights to them."

"Y ou go right ahead and try," Drusni called back.

"Raimey?"' avoice murmured in the back of Raimey's head.

Raimey started, nearly biting his own tongue. "What?' he asked.

It wasn't until the word was out of his mouth that he realized he'd answered in Qanskan tonals
instead of English. He tried to switch languages—

And to his rather startled chagrin, he found he couldn't. His brain, immersed so deeply for solongin
Qanskan, was simply refusing to wrap itself around the proper words.

For amoment he struggled, trying stubbornly to make his brain go there anyway. Then, abruptly, he
changed his mind. Interrupting his meal had been their idea, not his. Why should he get histailsin a
knot just to accommodate them?

To the Deep with it. If they wanted to talk to him, they could jolly well translate for themselves.
"Ask him how far down these drokmur usually grow," Faraday said.
Raimey flicked histailsin annoyance. What was he, anyway, their private messenger boy?

He grimaced. Actually, that was exactly what he was. Finding out about all these things was the
reason he was here in the first place.

"Y ou said these things don't usually get up here," he said to Tigrallo "Where do they usually grow?"
"They are usually found at Levels Three, Four, and Five," the Protector told him.

"Levels Three, Four, and Five," Raimey repeated for the benefit of the eavesdroppers upstairs. " So
usually only Y ouths, Breeders, and Protectors get to eat them?”

"Yes," Tigrallo said. "Manta, | strongly urge you to leave thislevel and rgoin the rest of the herd.
The Vuuka could appear at any time."

"WEe'l go up when we're ready," Raimey said shortly, turning back to his meal. "Y ou get that?' he
added quietly.
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"Yes," Faraday said. "Thank you."

"That'swhy I'm here," Raimey said with atouch of irony in his voice. Though whether Faraday and
his buddies could even pick up such subtleties with their totally inadequate tonal recording
equipment he didn't know. Probably not. Even full-blown sarcasm would probably be lost on them.

He was savoring another bite of drokmur when the rest of it suddenly caught up with him.

Faraday had asked what levels the drokmur grew on. But Raimey had never mentioned levels up till
then.

For that matter, he hadn't even mentioned the word drokmur.

Which meant that Jupiter Prime wasn't just listening in on what he said right now. They were
listening in on what everyone else around him was saying, too.

He did another slow spin, searching the area carefully. It was one of their probes, of course. It had to
be. But if there was one lurking around, he couldn't spot it.

Which left only one other possibility.

Like the kachtis before it, the drokmur suddenly lost its taste. What had Faraday said about this
subvocalizer gadget they'd built into him, anyway? Raimey couldn't remember, exactly, but he knew
he'd gotten the distinct impression that they could only pick up what he himself was saying.

But had Faraday actually said that?

He couldn't remember. And if he couldn't remember a specific statement, chances were suspiciously
high that Faraday hadn't made one.

So in other words, Raimey wasn't just their messenger boy. He was also their self-mobile espionage
probe.

And if they had audio capability, what else did they have?

He dlid his tongue across the rough insides of his teeth in frustration and annoyance. Still, he had to
admit that it made sense. There were probably things their instruments could pick up and analyze
that he himself couldn't.

Though what those things might be he didn't know. Certainly Qanskan sight and hearing were alot
sharper than any human had guessed. But of course, no one had known that when they'd designed
this experiment.

Or had they?

"Manta?' avoice said softly from hisright.
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Herolled over and looked that direction. Drusni had come up beside him, and was gazing at him
with an oddly anxious expression on her face. "It's okay," she said quietly. "l know it hurts. We've
all lost family and friends. It's just the way things are.”

She stroked her fin across his. "But we're your friends. We'll help you get through it."

Raimey took a deep breath. Clearly, she'd completely misinterpreted the reason for his sudden
silence. Typical Drusni, redlly.

Still, even amidst his annoyance at her, he had to admit that the unexpected expression of sympathy
felt kind of good against the rawness of his anger and pain. "Thank you," he said quietly.
"I'm—Iook, | know | pick on you alot. But you and Pranlo—"

"I know," she said, some of her normal cheer peeking through her seriousness. "But friends do that."

She touched hisfin again, only thistime it was more like a playful sap than a stroke. "Come on,"
she said, flipping away from him. "Tigrallo's right—we've got to get out of here."

"Okay," Raimey said. "But not until | clear out this drokmur first."
"Not if | get therefirst," she called over her back. "Race you for it."

Raimey rolled over and headed after her. And wondered at the odd tingling in his skin where her fin
had touched his.

“Well?" Faraday asked.

Beach lifted his hands helplessly. "Near as| can tell, everything's working just fine," he said. "If
there's a glitch in the subvocalizer, it's not showing up on any of the diagnostics. Maybe there's some
interference from the life-support equipment.”

"Not a chance," McCollum insisted, peering closely at her own board. "Besides, it's geared down to
barely atenth its original output. What could it be doing now that it wouldn't have done before?’

At the other end of the board, Sprenkle cleared histhroat. "You're all assuming there's a technical
problem with the equipment,” he said. "Maybe thereisn't."

"Then why isn't he talking to us?' Beach demanded.
"Heistalking to us," Sprenkle pointed out. "He's just talking in Qanskan, not English.”

"That'sright," Beach said in atone of strained patience. Which means he's having trouble with his
subvocalizer."

"Why does it mean that?' Sprenkle asked. "Maybe he's just more comfortable speaking in Qanskan
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now." He paused. "Or maybe he's forgotten how to speak English, even on a subvocalizer."

Beach threw an odd look over his shoulder at Faraday. "Am | the only one in here who doesn't like
the sound of that?' he asked.

"Let'snot panic just yet," Faraday advised. But he could feel the skin starting to crawl at the back of
his neck, too. "Dr. Sprenkle, how could he forget how to speak English? | thought you said his
memory and personality profile were holding steady through the cell replacement process."

"They are," Sprenkle said. "Or at least, they were at the last check six weeks ago. But things do
change, you know. Sometimes without much warning."

There was a sound of footsteps from outside the door. Faraday turned to look—

"Good morning," Hesse said, striding into the Contact Room and glancing around at each of them.
"How are things going?'

"Raimey can't or won't talk English to us," Beach said. "Hans thinks he may be going native."
Hesse's jaw dropped a couple of millimeters. "Really," he said.
"And welcome back," Faraday added. "How was Earth?"

"Just fine, thank you," Hesse said absently, crossing over to stand behind Sprenkle. "What exactly
does 'going native' mean here?'

"Everette is exaggerating a bit," Sprenkle said, sending a slightly vexed look across a Beach. "It
could just be that Raimey didn't feel like changing verbal gearsin the middle of aconversation. He's
never been the type to go out of hisway to be helpful to others, after al, and he knows we can
trandate Qanskan tonals."

"Or it could be the equipment," Hesse said, rubbing his cheek. "Where is he now?"

"Down at the bottom of Level Two," Milligan said, looking over at the image from one of the spy
probes. "He's feeding on some stuff we haven't seen before.”

"Interesting about that, too," McCollum added. "Y ou'd think that as you move farther away from
sunlight you'd get less variety in the vegetation, not more. But thisis plant life that doesn't exist
farther up."

"Maybe it doesn't need sunlight," Hesse suggested, leaving Sprenkle and walking over to look at her
board. "Maybe it lives on the equivalent of those hot sulfur ventsin Earth's deep oceans.”

"Possibly," McCollum said. "The obvious candidate for that role being the radiation from Jupiter's
core. Or the plants could have the kind of life cycle where their main growth occurs at the top of the
atmosphere, after which they go dormant and sink farther down."
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"Well, stay on it," Hesse said, turning to Milligan. "What about the McCarthy setup? That's still
functional, | presume?"

Beach and M cCollum exchanged a quick glance. "No way of knowing," Beach said. "There's no way
to test it gpart from afull activation."”

"Which I'd advise against doing right now," Sprenkle put in quickly. "There's no indication he
knows anything yet."

"I'm aware of that, thank you," Hesse said. "On the other hand, | aso notice there's alot more static
than usual on the audio feed."

"That's just because of the depth he's at,” McCollum said.

"Which is exactly my point,” Hesse said tartly. "If we're starting to lose him before he's even at
Level Three, there's adamn good chance he'll be out of reach well before he does know anything."

He turned a glare on Faraday. "And if in the process he 'goes native,' whatever that means, we could
have a serious problem on our hands."

"So what are you suggesting?' Faraday asked calmly. "That we go ahead and tell him the real reason
he's there?'

Hesse looked back at Sprenkle. "Y ou're the psychologist,” he said, making the sentence an
accusation. "You think he'sin danger of forgetting he's human?'

Sprenkle's lips puckered. "The problemis, of course, that he isn't human," he reminded Hesse. "At
least, not physically."

"But he still has his human memories and personality, right?' Hesse persisted.

"So it appears,” Sprenkle said. "But the physical body does affect mental and emotional states. How
profound that effect is, or how profound it's going to become, there's ssmply no way of knowing."

"If you want my vote, | say wetell him," Beach offered. "And the sooner the better. Thislie's gone
on long enough."

"When Changeling becomes a democracy, I'll let you know," Hesse said icily. He hissed gently
through his teeth, then shook his head. "No, we'll hold off alittle longer. Let him get bigger, give
him the kind of swimming range he'll need for the job. He'll still have accessto Level One for quite
awhile—surely he'll bounce up there at least occasionally."

He made an attempt at a smile. "So. Thank you al for your input.”

He turned and headed for the back corner where the coffee pot and tea samovar were smmering
softly to themselves. Glancing at the techs to make sure their attention was back where it belonged,
Faraday strolled over to join him.
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Hesse got in the first word. "Sorry," he muttered as he drew a mug of coffee. "l shouldn't have
snapped at them like that."

"No need to apologize," Faraday said. "At least, not to me. | take it things didn't go well on Earth?’

Hesse's cheek muscles tightened visibly. "The understatement of the decade,” he said. "The Five
Hundred are becoming impatient with Changeling, Colonel, particularly the faction that pushed
through the scheme in the first place. And | get the impression that impatience extends to the two of
us personally.”

"It's been barely two years," Faraday pointed out, irritated in spite of himself. Asfar as he was
concerned, the Five Hundred's veiled impatience had started midway through Day Two. It was pure
political power-jockeying, and he for one was getting pretty tired of it. "Raimey's hardly past the
Midling stage, for heaven's sake. If they couldn't figure out this was along-term project, they
shouldn't be allowed to cross the street by themselves."

Hesse sighed. "I think it's more a matter of overall political pressure,” he said. "There've been alot
of minor crises of confidence over the past few months, and | get the feeling there's been serious
dlippage in the Five Hundred's support. And not only on Mars and Luna, either."

"And of course, the novelty of Changeling has long since worn off as far as the general publicis
concerned," Faraday pointed out.

"Asthe novelty of such things always does," Hesse agreed sourly. "Especially when you've got
something as exciting as Martian riots going on afew channels over."

Faraday grimaced. "The whole station was following that one," he said. "Plenty of arguments going
back and forth, too. | understand you were actually there?'

Hesse shrugged. "I rode part of the way back here with Councilor Y akamura and got to sitinon a
couple of sessions with his mediation team. | didn't do any of the talking, of course."

"| was rather surprised that Y akamura didn't reveal Changeling's real purpose during the talks,"
Faraday said. "Or did he, and they simply suppressed it from the newsnets?"

"No, he didn't say aword," Hesse said. "No point to it, really."
"No point?' Faraday echoed, frowning.

"Changeling isalong shot," Hesse said grimly. "Long shots are risky things to hang negotiations
on."

"Even so, I'd have thought it would help defuse the situation,” Faraday insisted. "I mean, we are
talking about the ultimate solution to the whole overcrowding problem. Presumably alot cheaper
than developing Titan and Janus, too."
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Hesse shook his head. "Y ou're thinking long-term," he said. "The Martians aren't. All they can seeis
the immediate issue of the Council wanting to pour aton of money into grinding out a few foothold
bases on Saturn's moons instead of upgrading facilities on the colonies we already have."

"I can't say as| entirely disagree with them, either," Faraday said. "Saturn's a mighty long way out."

" So was Jupiter a generation ago," Hesse reminded him. "l dare say that the idea of putting colonies
and stations here wasn't all that popular when it was first proposed.”

"It wasn't," Faraday had to concede. "l can remember when they first started building Jupiter Prime.
From the way Mars and Ceres howled, you'd have thought they were being left to wither on the vine.
Especially since al the surveys proved that no one with half a functioning brain would want to live
this far from Earth."

"And now there are nearly half amillion people living in the Jovian Sector," Hesse said wryly. "And
in that same period Mars's population has more than tripled. So much for withering on the vine."

"The Martians still have apoint,” Faraday said. "The farther out we go, the more expensive the real
estate is to develop. The Five Hundred might well do better to expand the facilities we aready have
instead of pushing for new ones. Certainly the Jovian Sector has lots of room for expansion.”

"True," Hesse said. "But the living space itself is only part of the story. Human beings need frontiers,
Colonel. We need places where the restless and ambitious can go."

"And where the troublemakers can be dumped?' Faraday suggested pointedly.

Under his brand-new Earth tan, Hesse reddened dlightly. "There's some of that, too, | suppose,” he
conceded. "The bottom line, though, is that the Solar System stops at Pluto, and that's not all that far
away anymore. If Raimey doesn't come through..." He shook his head.

"He'll come through," Faraday assured him. "If there's anyway to do it, he will."
"I hope you'reright," Hesse said.

Faraday |looked back at the fuzzy monitors. Yes, he added silently to himself. Sodoll.

SEVEN

The pressures at the bottom of Level Three were stiffer than anything Raimey had yet encountered.
But the temperature was pleasantly warm and there were interesting new foodstuffs to sample.

And best of all, for the moment at least, he was alone. Or at least, as alone as he ever got.

"It's not wise to be down here alone," Tigrallo warned from his perpetual spot at the edge of
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Raimey'svision. "And of all days, this one would be more properly spent with the others of the
herd."

"They won't even miss me," Raimey told him shortly, straining to dive still deeper. To get away
from the herd, and the Babies, the Midlings, and the other Y ouths.

And, most of all, to get away from Drusni.

"They'll be singing the Song of Change in less than a ninth-part,” Tigrallo reminded him.
Asif Raimey needed reminding. "I've already heard it," he said. "Twice."

"But you've never heard it sung for you," Tigrallo said.

"I'll become an adult whether they sing it or not,” Raimey said. "Besides, | don't have a mother to
sing it to me. I'd just be hearing it from strangers.”

"They're hardly strangers,”" Tigrallo said with mild reproof. "Or at |least, they shouldn't be."

"I know, | know," Raimey growled. Tigrallo had been on his tails forever about spending more time
with the herd instead of off by himself.

"That's not what | meant," the Protector said gently. "l was simply trying to point out that there are
many who will gladly sing the Song to you. To you, as well asto the other Y ouths who are without
family."

Raimey flipped histails. "Willingly, maybe, but not gladly. At least, not in my case."

"Y ou know that's not true," Tigrallo said severely. With aflip of histails, he moved closer to
Raimey's side. "The Song isn't thereal problem, isit, Manta? It's something else.”

Raimey turned away from him, a dozen conflicting emotions and frustrations tearing through his
stomach like baby Pakra fighting each other for the scraps of akill. "It's nothing," he said. "I'm just
not feeling like company today, that's all."

He tried to swim away, but Tigrallo stayed right with him. "Isit Drusni?' he asked.

Drusni. Raimey slashed vicioudly at the air with histails. Drusni. Sweet, clumsy, caring, flippant,
vibrant, maddening, radiant Drusni. Half the time she drove him crazy, the other half he couldn't
stand to be away from her.

And try as hard as he could, he couldn't get her out of his mind.
"She's okay," he said, trying hard to sound casual. "Mostly, she'sapain in the throats."

For amoment Tigrallo was silent, but Raimey could feel the air currents as the Protector swished his
tail back and forth. He kept his back to the other, not daring to look and see what kind of expression
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that tail-swishing might be taking. The last thing he needed right now was to have his personal
Protector laughing at him.

"Perhaps,” Tigrallo said at last. There was no amusement or condescension in his voice that Raimey
could detect, not even in his hypersensitive state. "Perhaps not."

"Areyou calling mealiar?'

"Not at all," Tigrallo said, deflecting the challenge calmly. "There may simply be moreto it than
even you redize."

He swished histail again. "It's not so many dayherds since | was a Breeder myself, you know."
"I'm not a Breeder," Raimey insisted. "Not yet."

Tigrallo gave ashrug. "The Song of Change is merely aformality. Physically, you're certainly no
longer a 'Y outh.”

Raimey grimaced. No, he certainly wasn't. He could feel the hormones swirling inside him, playing a
mass game of tagabuck with his thoughts and emotions. It was very much like being fifteen again.

There was only one problem. These were alien hormones, driving him toward alien females. That
alone was enough to make his skin crawl, in an eerily tingly sort of way.

All right; there were two problems, actually. He didn't want to be fifteen again.

"But ceremony or not, we should leave this place,” Tigrallo went on. "Or, if you still insist on
staying this deep, we should find a group of Breedersto swim with. It would be safer."

"| already told you | didn't want company,” Raimey bit out. He turned back to the drifting food—
"Manta?' aclear voice called from somewhere above him. "Manta?'
It was, of course, Drusni.

Raimey's heart sank and leaped at the same time, an amazingly good trick. "Great," he muttered.
"Just what | needed.”

"Manta?' she called again.
"Areyou going to answer her?' Tigrallo prompted quietly.

For along moment Raimey was tempted to say no. The atmosphere seemed especialy murky today,
and if he kept his mouth shut Drusni could search for along time without finding him.

But then she might miss the ceremony, too. And everyone would blame him.

He shook his fins with frustration. No matter what he did, he wasn't going to win this one. "Over
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here," he called with asigh.

"Thereyou are," Drusni said, pushing her way into sight from above and settling in beside him.
"What are you doing down here?"

"Hunting for Pakra eggs," Raimey growled. "How did you find me?"

"Pranlo told me you'd been spending alot of time down here lately," she said, flipping her tails.
"Y ou okay?"'

“I'm fine," he said. "What do you want?"'

"| want you to come up, of course," she said, sounding surprised. "The Song of Change, remember?
It's going to be starting soon."

"I hadn't forgotten," Raimey said. "I just thought I'd give it a pass, that's al." He gestured upward.
"Y ou'd better get back, though."

"Not without you," she said firmly. "Thisis our last big bite before adulthood. The Three Musketta,
remember?"

"Musketeers," Raimey corrected her for about the ninetieth time since he'd introduced her and Pranlo
to the term. "The Three Musketeers."

"Whatever," she said, not taking offense. "Come on, Manta, it'll be fun. I mean, adults honoring us
and children looking up to us with awe? Think of the possibilities. We can play thisone for al it's
worth."

"You go play it," Raimey said stiffly. "I'm not interested."

"Oh, come on," she cgjoled. "Don't you want to grow up to be one of the Wise someday? And get to
go liveon Level Eight?'

Raimey snorted. "Right. Level Eight. Where only the Wise can go, where there aren't any predators
or scavengers, and where a Qanska can live aslong as he can swim."

"Oh, good," Drusni said cheerfully. "Y ou do pay attention during story circle. I've always wondered
about that."

Raimey flipped histailsin ashrug. "Hey, | like the stories," he said. "Even the ones that sound like
wishful thinking."

"Level Eight isn't wishful thinking," Drusni insisted. "Ask any Protector or Nurturer. They'll tell you
about someone they know personally who lives down there."

"Or at |least that they personally know a Counselor who claims to have talked to a L eader, who says
he's seen aWise," Raimey countered. " Sounds pretty bogus, if you ask me."
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Drusni wiggled her fins. "If you think you can chase me off the subject by starting a different
conversation, you're mistaken," she said primly. "Now, what about the Song of Change? Please?'

"I hate ceremonies,” Raimey growled. But he could feel himself weakening in the glow of her gaze.
"Especially this kind. They're always so overpuffed.”

"Why don't you try thinking of it like it's another story?" she suggested. "Just like story circle, only
this one's set to music.”

"But | don't like ceremonies.”
"Please?' she asked again. "For me?"

Raimey ground his teeth together, trying hard not to look at her. But she was impossible not to look
at. So radiant... "Drusni, look. | just—"

"Go!" Tigrallo barked, practically in Raimey's ear. "As fast as you can!"

The Protector flipped around so suddenly that the tip of one of histails slapped across Raimey's
back. Raimey rolled over to glare at him, opening his mouth to say something nasty.

The words jammed sideways in his throats. Swimming straight at them, coming into view through
the haze like avenging ghosts, wiggled a whole group of small, eel-like creatures.

A pack of hunting Sivra.

"Go!" Tigrallo snarled again over his back. Flapping hisfins defiantly, he threw himself straight into
the center of the pack.

"Y ou heard him," Raimey snapped at Drusni, righting himself and slapping at her side with the tip of
hisfin. "Get moving!"

She swam a couple of strokes away, then seemed to falter. "What about you?"' she asked.

Raimey swore under his breath, his own fins locked in place with indecision. Rolling half over, he
looked back at Tigrallo.

The sight froze his blood. The Protector could barely be seen through the cloud of Sivra now
swarming madly around him. Raimey caught a glimpse of one of Tigrallo'sfins asit flapped
violently, the colorful pattern of stripes almost completely obscured by the predators clinging to it.

And bright yellow Qanskan blood was everywhere.

What do | do? the frantic thought raced through Raimey's mind. Should he run? Or should he try to
help Tigrallo? The Song of Change they were preparing up above would presumably contain
instructions for his new societal duties. But that Song hadn't been sung to him yet, and he hadn't paid
very good attention the times he'd heard it sung to others of the herd.
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He stiffened his fins. No. He wasn't just a simple-minded Qanska, who needed some ancient Song to
tell him how to behave. He was human, too; and humans aways knew the right thing to do. A
Protector's job was to guard Qanskan children, whether Babies, Midlings, or Y ouths.

But Raimey was no longer in any of those categories except in name. He was effectively an adult
now... and being an adult didn't mean running like a coward when someone was in trouble. "Hold
on, Tigralo," he called, diving toward the mob scene below. "I'm coming."

"No!" Tigrallo bellowed. But it was aweak and hoarse bellow, full of pain and grim hopel essness.
"Go. Run."

"I'm coming,” Raimey repeated. He leaned hard into the heavy air—
"Mantal" Drusni gasped from behind him. "Help!"

Raimey rolled over and looked back. Drusni, still lingering behind him instead of swimming for the
herd like she'd been told, had been overtaken by two of the Sivra. Even as he flipped around and
charged toward her, one of them got a grip on the trailing edge of her left fin.

She screamed; and as she did, Raimey felt fear and rage flood through him like twin waves of
superheated air, giving him a strength he would never have guessed he could have. "I'm coming," he
called, driving up toward her. "Hold on, I'm coming."

"Hurry!" Drusni pleaded, corkscrewing madly through the air as she tried to shake off the little
predator hanging from her fin like a drab holiday streamer. The second Sivra was darting around her,
trying to get agrip of his own.

He was still trying when Raimey ducked his snout and slammed forehead-first into him.

There was a sound like wet leather slapping onto rock, and with aforlorn little whistling moan the
Sivrafell away into the gloom. Twisting around, Raimey caught the tail end of the other Sivrain his
mouth and bit down as hard as he could.

Qanskan jaw muscles weren't designed for such things, and the bite wasn't nearly as hard as Raimey
would have liked. But apparently it was hard enough. The Sivralet go of Drusni's fin and spun
around toward this new assailant, screaming in rage and pain. For a stretched-out pulse of time they
glared at each other: the five-meter Qanska amost-adult, and the half-meter hunting Sivra

And then the pulse passed, and with aflip of his flat-snake body the Sivra attacked.

Raimey dodged, but he wasn't nearly as maneuverable as the smaller predator. Teeth raked across his
back, drawing blood; and then, as he tried to twist away, the Sivra sank his teeth firmly into the front
edge of hisright fin.

A shiver of pain shot through him. But with the fury still flooding his blood, he hardly even noticed.
He continued his twist, rocking violently back and forth, trying to break the Sivra's grip. But the
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predator hung on doggedly.

And then something flashed past his eyes. Drusni's tails, slashing against the Sivra's body. "Manta!"
he heard her gasp.

"Get away," he snarled at her. "Go."
"No!" she said, slashing at the Sivra again. "Not without you."

Raimey twisted again, harder this time. But the predator's grip didn't loosen. He came to ajerking
halt, twisted back the other direction—

And then, through the pain, he suddenly felt something give. The Sivrawasn't letting go, exactly, but
something about its grip felt different. Pausing in his thrashing, Raimey peered down along the edge
of hisfin.

The Sivrawas still there. But at the point where it had grabbed Raimey'sfin, its drab brownish body
had taken on a new color scheme: blue, with edges of adark red.

The same color scheme, in fact, as Raimey's own skin.

Raimey stared, so fascinated that for amoment he forgot the pain, the danger he wasin, and even
Drusni. He'd seen Qanskan skin growing up around attacking predators before; in fact, he'd seen it
happen his very first day on this planet. But he'd never seen it happen with his own body.

It was the strangest thing to watch, and an even stranger thing to feel. Rather like a scab starting to
itch, he decided, but with a strange sort of stretching sensation added to it as well. The skin had crept
nearly halfway up the Sivra's length now, and the creature had stopped struggling. Dead, Raimey
decided, though still managing to maintain a death-grip on hisfin.

Of course, snugged into Raimey's self-growing cocoon, the Sivra's teeth didn't really have any
choice but to stay where they were. No wonder older Qanska were so lumpy.

A dlap on his other fin jolted him out of his fascinated reverie. "Manta, come on," Drusni panted.
"We've got to get out of here."

Raimey twisted over and looked behind him, suddenly remembering the deadly danger they were
both in. If the other Sivrawere still on the hunt—

But no. This particular pack of Sivraweren't going to be bothering him and Drusni. At least, not any
time soon. They already had their meal well in hand.

He looked away from the predators feast, sickened to his core. "Yes," he told Drusni quietly as he
started swimming upward. "Let's go."
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"What's happening?' Hesse demanded, hovering behind Beach with all the nervous anxiety of a
mother hen watching her latest batch of eggs being readied for Sunday brunch. From the speaker, the
gasps and panting and clipped instructions continued to flow, all of it overlaid with athick layer of
static. "Damn it all, what's happening?"

"I'm working on it, I'm working on it," Beach said, his fingers bouncing across his keyboard like
twin kittens on a serious catnip high as he tried yet another sound-scrubbing program. "The relay
probe's on its way down, but until it clears the cloud-layer turbulence | can't risk deploying the
antennas. We're looking at ten more minutes, tops.”

"He could be dead in ten minutes," Hesse shot back. "Damn it all. What did he think he was doing
down there, anyway?"'

"Avoiding the rest of the herd, probably," Sprenkle said. "If you think about it, he's been doing alot
of that since his mother's death."

"What are you talking about?' McCollum asked. "He and his friends have been practically joined at
the fin for the past eight months."

"Agreed," Sprenkle said. "And all three have been pushing outward from the herd, with Raimey as
the driving force. He's still running away; he's just taking alittle company along with him."

"But isn't that normal?' McCollum argued. "They're nearly adults, preparing to go off on their own.
In alot of Earth species, they'd have been kicked out of the herd already."

"And don't forget that Raimey's been an adult stuck in akid's body ever since Day One," Milligan
added. Like Beach, he was typing busily at his console, working the controls of the relay probe.
"He's going to be straining at the leash even harder."

"Pig drippings," Hesse said sourly. "If he was so anxious to be officially declared an adult, he'd bein
the front row right now at that Song of Change ceremony. He's hotdogging, that's all. Seeing how
deep he can go, and to hell with the consequences. The same idiot stunt he was pulling when he
broke his stupid neck in the first place."

McCollum turned halfway around in her seat. "Y ou're being very quiet, Colonel," she commented.

"Am |?' Faraday asked, gazing at the thrashing snow on the displays. "l was just thinking about
Mirasni. Wondering if Raimey has ever really understood what she gave up so that he could be born
in her son's body."

"I doubt it," Sprenkle murmured. "It's not the sort of question that's likely to even cross his mind.
Raimey's afairly shallow character, when you come right down to it. His number-one focusin life
has always been himself."

"WEell, he sure picks odd ways to demonstrate it," Hesse said with a snort. "He goes charging off
maverick from the herd, and thereby runs square into whatever the hell is going on down there.
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Doesn't sound like self-preservation to me."
"True," Sprenkle agreed. "But self-absorption and self-preservation don't always go together."
Hesse frowned at him. "Are you suggesting he's become suicidal ?"

"Not necessarily," Sprenkle said. "But that doesn't mean he might not give up without afight if death
came staring him in the face."

"Hell," Hesse muttered, looking back at the displays.
"Here we go," Milligan announced suddenly. "Probe'sin range.”

Faraday's eyes flicked across the displays. But there were only Raimey and Drusni, swimming hard,
with no predators anywhere in sight. Whatever had happened, it looked like it was al over, and
they'd made it through all right.

And then, a sudden cold thought squeezed at his throat, and he took a second look at the displays.
Raimey and Drusni were there. But Tigrallo was nowhere to be seen.

"L ooks like they're heading up," Beach said.

"Isheall right?' Hesse demanded anxioudly. "Ms. McCollum?"

"He's swimming smoothly, and | don't see any blood," McCollum reported, gazing at the images.
"L ooks like there's something hanging off hisfin now, but it seems to be covered with his own skin.
Probably a Sivra."

"They're still heading up,”" Milligan reported. "Looks like they're going all the way to Level One."

"I've got him on emscan now," Milligan added. "Heading for the herd, all right. Score one for the
good guys."

"Better make that score two-thirds," Faraday corrected quietly. "Tigrallo's not with them."
There was along, dark silence. "Oh, no," McCollum murmured.

"Maybe he's hanging back as rear guard,” Beach suggested hesitantly.

"No," Milligan said. "I've got him on emscan from the probe. Or at least, what's |eft of him."
"Sivra," Beach muttered. "Damn little bastards."

"Any of them pursuing?' Hesse asked. Even he, Faraday noted, sounded subdued.

"No," Milligan said. "Everything looks clear."

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Manta’'s%20Gift.htm (75 of 298) [10/18/2004 3:39:27 PM]



Mantas Gift

"For now," McCollum said under her breath.
Milligan'slip twisted. "Y eah."
Hesse looked at Faraday. "That was close," he muttered. "Too close. We nearly lost everything."

"That was always the risk we took," Faraday reminded him, a small back corner of his mind noticing
theirony in that statement. The risk they took? "The Five Hundred know that."

"Maybe they did once," Hesse said tightly. "I'm not so sure they do a