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Her namewas Tolly Mune, but they called her dl sortsof things.

Those entering her domain for thefirst time used her title with acertain amount of deference. She had
been Portmaster for more than forty standard years, and Deputy Portmaster before that, acolorful fixture
inthegreat orbital community that was officidly known asthe Port of S uthlam. Downdtairs, planetside,
the office was only another box on the bureaucratic flowcharts, but up in orbit the Portmaster was
foreman, chief executive, judge, mayor, arbiter, legidator, mastermech, and head cop all in one. So they
caled her the P.M.

The Port had started small and grown over the centuries, as S uthlam’s swelling popul ation made the
world an increasingly important market and akey link in the network of interstellar trade for the sector.
At port center was the station itself, a hollow asteroid some sixteen kilometersin diameter, with its parks
and shops and dormitories and warehouses and labs. Six predecessor stations, each larger than the last
and each now outdated, the oldest built three centuries back and no bigger than a good-sized starship,
clung to the Spiderhome like fat metal buds on a stone potato.

Spiderhome was what they called it now, because it sat at the center of the web, an intricate Slver-metal
net cast across the dark of space. Radiating from the sation in al directions were sixteen great spurs.
The newest was four kilometerslong, and building; seven of the originds (the eighth had been destroyed
in an explosion) stabbed twelve kays out into space. Inside the great tubes were the port’ sindustria
zones—warehouses, factories, shipyards, customs gates, and embarkation centers, plus docking facilities
and repair baysfor every class of starship known in the sector. Long pneumatic tubetrains ran through
the center of the spurs, moving cargo and passengers from gate to gate and to the crowded, noisy,
bustling nexus in Spiderhome, and the elevator downdtairs.

Other, lesser tubes branched from the spurs, and still lesser passages from them, crossing and recrossing
the void, binding everything together in a pattern that grew in intricacy each year, as more and more
additions were made.

And between the web strands were the flies—shuttles going up and down from the surface of S uthlam
with consggnmentstoo big or too volatile for the devator, mining ships coming in with ore and ice from
the Frags, food freighters from the terraformed farming asteroids inward they called the Larder, and all
manner of interstelar traffic: luxurious Transcorp liners, traders from worlds as close as Vandeen or as
distant as Caissaand Newholme, merchant fleets from Kimdiss, warships from Bastion and Citaddl, even
alien garcraft, Free Hruun and Raheemai and gethsoids and other, stranger species. They dl cametothe
Port of S uthlam and were welcome.

The oneswho lived in Spiderhome, who worked in the bars and mess hals, moved the cargos, bought
and sold, repaired and fueled the ships, they caled themsalves spinnerets as a badge of honor. To them,
and to the flieswho came calling often enough to be regulars, Tolly Mune was Ma Spider—irascible,
foul-mouthed, rough-humored, frighteningly competent, omnipresent, indestructible, asbig asaforce of
nature and twice as mean. Some of them, those who had crossed her or earned her displeasure, had no
love for the Portmagter; to them she was the Steel Widow.

She was a big-boned, well-muscled, homely woman, as gaunt as any honest S uthlamese but so tall
(almost two meters) and so broad (those shoulders) that she had been considered something of afreak
downgtairs. Her face was as creased and comfortable as old leather. Her age was forty-three locdl,
nearing ninety standard, but she didn’t look an hour over sixty; she attributed that to alifein orbit.



“Gravity’ sthething that agesyou,” shewould say. Except for afew starclass spas and hospitals and
tourist hotelsin the Spiderhome, and the big linerswith their gravity grids, the Port turned in endless
weightlessness, and freefal was Tolly Mune s natura €ement.

Her hair was slver and iron, bound up tightly when she worked, but off-duty it flowed behind her like a
comet’ stail, following her every motion. And she did move. That big, gaunt, raw-boned body of hers
was firm and graceful ; she swam through the spokes of the web and the corridors, hals, and parks of
Spiderhome asfluidly as afish through water, her long arms and thin, muscular legs pushing, touching,
propelling her along. She never wore shoes; her feet were dmost as clever as her hands.

Even out in naked space, where veteran spinnerets wore cumbersome suits and moved awkwardly along
tether lines, Tolly Mune chose mobility and form-fitting skinthins. Skinthins gave only minima protection
againgt the hard radiation of S ulstar, but Tolly took a perverse pridein the deep blue-black cast of her
skin, and swallowed anti-carcinoma pills by the handful each morning rather than opt for dow, clumsy
safety. Out in the bright hard black between the web strands, she was the master. She wore airjets at
wrist and ankle, and no one was more expert in their use. She zipped freely from fly to fly, checking here,
vigting there, attending al the meetings, supervisng the work, welcoming important flies, hiring, firing,
solving any problem that might arise.

Up in her web, Portmaster Tolly Mune, Ma Spider, the Steel Widow, was everything she had ever
wanted to be, equd to every task, and more than satisfied with the cards she’ d drawn.

Then came anight-cycle when she was buzzed from a sound deep by her Deputy Portmaster. “It better
be goddamned important,” she said when she stared at him over her vidscreen.

“Y ou better access Control,” he said.

“Why?

“Hy comingin,” hesad. “Bigfly.”

Tolly Mune scowled. “Y ou wouldn't dare wake me up for nothing. Let’shaveit.”

“Areal bigfly,” he stressed. “Y ou haveto seethis. It sthe biggest damn fly I’ ve ever laid eyeson. Ma,
no fooling, thisthing isthirty kayslong.”

“Puling hell,” she said, in the last uncomplicated moment of her life, before she made the acquaintance of
Haviland Tuf.

She swdlowed a handful of bright blue anti-carcinogens, washed them down with a hedlthy squeeze from
abulb of beer, and studied the holo apparition that stood before her. “ Large ship you' ve got there,” she
sad casudly. “Whet the hdl isit?’

“The Ark is abiowar seedship of the Ecologica Engineering Corps,” replied Haviland Tuf.
“The EEC?’ shesaid. “Youdon't say.”
“Must | repeat mysdf, Portmaster Mune?’

“Thisisthe Ecologica Engineering Corps of the old Federal Empire, now?’ she asked. “Based on
Prometheus? Specidigtsin cloning, biowar—the oneswho custom-tailored dl kinds of ecologica
catastrophe?’ She watched Tuf’ s face as she spoke. He dominated the center of her small, cramped,
disorderly, and too-seldom-visited office in Spiderhome, his holographic projection standing among the
drifting, weightless clutter like some huge white ghost. From time to time abaled up sheet of paper
floated through him.

Tuf was big. Tolly Mune had met flieswho liked to magnify themsavesin holo, so they came across as
bigger than they were. Maybe that was what this Haviland Tuf was doing. Somehow she thought not,
though; he didn’t seem the sort. Which meant he redlly did stand some two-and-a-haf meterstall, agood



half-meter above the tallest spinneret she' d ever met. And that one had been as much afreak as Tolly
hersdf; S uthlamese were a smal people—a matter of nutrition and genetics.

Tuf’ sface gave absolutely nothing away. He interlocked hislong fingers camly on top of the swollen
bulge of hisstomach. “Thevery same,” hereplied. “Y our historical erudition isto be commended.”

“Why, thank you,” she said amiably. “ Correct meif I'm wrong, though, but being historicaly erudite and
all, | seemto recdl that the Federal Empire collapsed, oh, athousand years ago. And the EEC vanished
too—dishanded, recalled to Prometheus or Old Earth, destroyed in combat, gone from human space,
whatever. Of course, the Prometheans till have alot of the old biotech, it' s said. We don’'t get many
Prometheansway out here, so | couldn’t say for sure. But they’ re abit jeal ous about sharing any of thelr
knowledge, I’ ve heard. So, let me seeif I’ ve got this straight. Y ou’ ve got athousand-year-old EEC
seedship there, till functiona, which you just happened to find one day, and you' re the only person on
board and the ship isyours?’

“Correct,” said Haviland Tuf.
Shegrinned. “And I’ m the Empress of the Crab Nebula”

Tuf’ sface remained expressionless. | fear | have been connected to the wrong person then. | wished to
speak to the Portmaster of S uthlam.”

She took another squeeze of beer. “I’ m the puling Portmaster,” she snapped. “Enough of this
goddamned nonsense, Tuf. Y ou' re itting out therein athing that looks suspicioudy like awarship and
happens to be about thirty timesthe size of the largest so-called dreadnaught in our so-called Planetary
Defense Hoatilla, and you' re making one hdll of alot of people extremely nervous. Half of the
groundwormsin the big hotelsthink you' re an aien cometo sted our air and est our children, and the
other haf are certain that you' re aspecid effect we ve thoughtfully provided for their amusement.
Hundreds of them are renting suits and vacuum deds right now, and in acouple of hoursthey’ll be
crawling al over your hull. And my people don’t know what the hell to make of you ether. So cometo
the goddamned point, Tuf. What do you want?’

“I am disgppointed,” said Tuf. “1 have led mysdlf here at great difficulty to consult the spinneretsand
cybertechs of Port S uthlam, whose expertiseisfar famed and whose reputation for honest, ethical
dedling is second to none. | did not think to encounter unexpected truculence and unfounded suspicions. |
require certain dterations and repairs, nothing more.”

Tolly Munewas only half listening. She stared at the feet of the holographic projection, whereasmall,
hairy, black-and-white thing had suddenly appeared. “Tuf,” she said, her throat alittle dry, “excuse me,
but some kind of goddamned vermin isrubbing up againgt your leg.” She sucked at her beer.

Haviland Tuf bent and scooped up the animdl. * Cats may not properly be referred to asvermin,
Portmaster Mune,” he said. “Indeed, the fdine is an implacable foe of most pests and paradites, and this
is but one of the many fascinating and beneficid attributes of this admirable species. Are you aware that
humanity once worshipped cats as gods? Thisis Havoc.”

The cat began to make adeep rumbly noise as Tuf cradled it in the crook of one massive arm and began
to apply long, regular strokes to its black-and-white hair.

“Oh,” shesaid. “A...pdt, isthat the term? The only animas on S uthlam are food stock, but we do get
vistors who keep pets. Don't let your...cat, wasit?’

“Indeed,” said Tuf.

“Wdll, don't let it out of your ship. | remember once when | was Deputy P.M., we had the damndest
mess...some brain-damaged fly logt his puling pet at the same time this alien envoy was visiting, and our
security crews mistook one for the other. Y ou wouldn't believe how upset everyone got.”

“People are often overexcitable,” said Haviland Tuf.



“What kind of dterations and repairs were you talking about?’

Tuf responded with a ponderous shrug. “ Some smdll things, no doubt most easily accomplished by
experts as proficient as your own. Asyou have pointed out, the Ark isindeed amost ancient vessdl, and
the vicissitudes of war and centuries of neglect have left their marks. Entire decks and sectors are dark
and dysfunctiona, damaged beyond the ship’ s admittedly admirable capacitiesfor sdf-repair. | wishto
have these portions of the craft repaired and restored to full function.

“Additiondly, the Ark, asyou might know from your study of history, once carried a crew of two
hundred. It is sufficiently automated so that | have been able to operate it by mysdlf, but not without
certain inconveniences, it must be admitted. The central command center, located on the tower bridge, is
awearisome daily commute from my living quarters, and | have found the bridge itsdlf to be inefficiently
designed for my purposes, requiring me to walk constantly from one work station to the next in order to
perform the multitude of complex duties required to run the ship. Certain other functions require meto
leave the bridge entirely and journey hither and yon about the immensity of the vessdl. Still other tasks |
have found impossible to accomplish, since they would seem to require my simultaneous presencein two
or more |ocations kilometers gpart on different decks. Near to my living quartersisasmall, yet
comfortable auxiliary communications room that gppearsto befully functiond. 1 would like your
cybertechsto reprogram and redesign the command systems so that in future | will be able to accomplish
anything that might need accomplishing from there, without the need of making the exhausting daily trek
to the bridge—indeed, without the need of leaving my seet.

“Beyond these mgjor tasks, | havein mind only afew further aterations. Some minor modernizations,
perhaps. The addition of akitchen with afull array of spicesand flavorings, and alargerecipelibrary, in
order that | might dine on food somewhat more varied and interesting to the paate than the grimly
nutritious military farethe Ark is now programmed to provide. A large stock of beers and wines and the
mechanisms necessary to ferment my own in future, during lengthy deep-space voyagings. The
augmentation of my existing entertainment facilities through the acquisition of some books, holoplays, and
music chips dating from thislast millennium. A few new security programs. Other trifling minor changes. |
will provideyou with aligt.”

Tally Mune listened to him with astonishment. “Goddamn,” she said when he had finished. “Y ou redlly do
have aderdlict EEC seedship, don’t you?’

“Indeed,” said Haviland Tuf. A little stiffly, she thought.

Shegrinned. “My apologies. I [l scramble acrew of spinnerets and cybertechs, scream’em right over to
have alook, and we'll get you an estimate. Don't hold your goddamned breath, though. That big aship,
it'll take quite awhile before they begin to sort things out. I’ d better post some security, too, or you'll
have al kinds of curiogity seekerstramping through your hals and stealing souvenirs.” Shelooked his
hologram up and down thoughtfully. “I’ 1l need you to give my crew a briefing and point them in the right
direction. After that, it' d be better if you got out from underfoot and et them run amuck. Y ou can't bring
that damned monstrosity into the web, it' stoo puling big. Y ou got any way of getting out of there?’

“The Ark isequipped with afull complement of shuttlecraft, al operationd,” said Haviland Tuf, “but |
have scant desire to leave the comforts of my quarters. Certainly my ship islarge enough so that my
presence will not serioudy inconvenience your crews.”

“Héll, you know that and | know that, but they work better if they don’t think someone' slooking over
their shoulders” said Tolly Mune. “Besides, I’d think you' d want to get out of that can abit. You've
been shut up donefor how long?’

“Severa standard months,” Tuf admitted, “athough | am not gtrictly aone. | have enjoyed the company
of my cats, and have pleasantly occupied mysdlf learning the capabilities of the Ark and expanding my
knowledge of ecologica engineering. Still, I will concede your point that perhaps a bit of recreationisin
order. The opportunity to sample anew cuisineis awaysto berelished.”



“Wait'll you try S uthlamese beer! And the port has other diversions as well—exercise facilities, hotels,
sports, drug dens, sensoria, sex parlors, live theater, gaming hals”

“I have some smdl sKill at certain games,” Tuf said.

“And then there’ stourism,” Tolly Mune said. “Y ou can just take the tubetrain down the eevator to the
surface, and dl the digtricts of S uthlam are yoursto explore.”

“Indeed,” said Tuf. “Y ou have intrigued me, Portmaster Mune. | fear | am of a curious temperament. Itis
my great weakness. Unfortunately, my funds preclude alengthy stay.”

“Don’t worry about that,” shereplied, smiling. “We |l just put it on your repair bill, settle up afterwards.
Now, just hop in your goddamned shuttle and bring yoursdlf to, let’ s see...dock nine-eleven isvacant.
See the Spiderhome firt, then take the train downstairs. Y ou ought to be a goddamned sensation.

Y ou' re on the newsfeeds dready, you know. The groundworms and flieswill be crawling dl over you.”

“A decaying piece of meat might find this prospect gppeding,” said Haviland Tuf. “1 do not.”
“Wadl then,” the Portmaster said, “go incognito!”

The steward on the tubetrain wheeled out atray of beverages shortly after Haviland Tuf had strapped
himsdf in for the trip downgtairs. Tuf had sampled S uthlamese beer in the restaurants of Spiderhome,
and found it thin, watery, and notably devoid of taste. “ Perhaps your offerings include some malt
products brewed offworld,” hesaid. “If so, | would gladly purchase one.”

“Certainly,” the steward said. He reached into the cart and produced a squeeze bulb full of dark brown
liquid, bearing acursve logo Tuf recognized as Shan-Dellor script. A card plate was offered, and Tuf
punched in his code number. The S uthlamese currency wasthe caorie; the charge for the bulb
amounted to amost four-and-a-haf timesthe actua caloric content of the beer, however. “Import costs,”
the steward explained.

Tuf sucked his bulb with ponderous dignity as the tubetrain fell down the elevator toward the surface of
the planet below. It was not a comfortableride. Haviland Tuf had found the cost of starclass
accommodeations prohibitively high, and had therefore settled for premiere class, the next best available,
only to discover himsdf crammed into a seet seemingly designed for a S uthlamese child, and asmal

S uthlamese child at that, in arow of eight Smilar seetsdivided by anarrow central aide.

Sheer chance had given him the aide seat, fortunately; without such placement, Tuf entertained grave
doubts about whether he could have made the voyage at all. But even here, it wasimpossible to move
without brushing against the bare thin arm of the woman to hisleft, acontact that Tuf found distasteful in
the extreme. When he st in his accustomed manner, the crown of his head bumped againgt the celling, so
he was forced to hunker down, and tolerate amost annoying tightnessin his neck asaresult. Farther
back on the tubetrain, Tuf understood, were the first-, second-, and third-class accommodations. He
resolved to avoid experiencing their dubious comforts at al codts.

When the descent commenced, the mgority of the passengers pulled privacy hoods down over their
heads, and punched up the persond diversion of their choice. The offerings, Haviland Tuf noted, included
three different musicd programs, ahistorica drama, two erotic fantasy loops, abusinessinterface,
something listed asa* geometric pavane,” and direct stimulation to the pleasure center of the brain. Tuf
considered investigating the geometric pavane, until discovering that the privacy hood wastoo smal for
his head, his skull being unduly large and long by S uthlamese sandards.

“Youthebig fly?’ asked avoicefrom acrosstheaide.

Tuf looked over. The S uthlamese were Sitting in sllent isolation, their heads enveloped by their dark
eyelesshemets. Asde from the cluster of sewards far at the rear of the car, the only passenger ill in the
world of redlity was the man in the aide seat across from him one row back. Long, braided hair,



copper-colored skin, and plump, fleshy cheeks branded the man as much an offworlder as Tuf himsdlf.
“Thehbigfly, right?’

“I am Haviland Tuf, an ecologicd engineer.”
“I knew you were afly,” the man said. “Me, too. I'm Ratch Norren, from Vandeen.” He held out a hand.

Haviland Tuf looked at it. “1 am familiar with the ancient ritua of shaking hands, sir. | have noted that you
are carrying no wegpons. It is my understanding that the custom was originaly intended to establish this
fact. | am unarmed aswell. Y ou may now withdraw your hand, if you plesse.”

Ratch Norren grinned and pulled back hisarm. “Y ou’ reafunny duck,” he said.

“Sr,” sad Haviland Tuf, “1 am neither afunny duck nor alargefly. I would think this much obviousto
any person of norma human intelligence. Perhaps standards are different on Vandeen.”

Ratch Norren reached up and pinched his own cheek. It was around, full, fleshy cheek, covered with
red powder, and he gave it agood strong pinch. Tuf decided thiswas either aparticularly perversetic or
aVandeeni gesture the significance of which escaped him. “The fly stuff,” the man said, “that’ sjust
spinneret tak. Anidiom. They cal dl us offworldersflies”

“Indeed,” said Tuf.

“Y ou are the one who arrived in that giant warship, right? The one who was on al the newsfeeds?”’
Norren did not wait for an answer. “Why are you wearing thewig?’

“I an traveling incognito,” said Haviland Tuf, “though it appearsthat you have penetrated my disguise,
ar.”

Norren pinched his cheek again. “ Call me Ratch,” he said. Helooked Tuf up and down:. “Pretty feeb
disguise, though. Wig or nowig, you're ftill abig fat giant with acomplexion like amushroom.”

“Infuture, | shal employ makeup,” said Tuf. “Fortunately, none of the native S uthlamese have displayed
your perspicacity.”
“They’'rejust too politeto mention it. That’show it ison S uthlam. There s so many of them, you know?

Most of them can’t afford any kind of redl privacy, so they goinfor alot of pretend privacy. They won't
take any notice of you in public unless you want to be noticed.”

Haviland Tuf said, “ Theinhabitants of Port S uthlam that | encountered did not seem unduly reticent, nor
overburdened with el aborate etiquette.”

“The spinnerets are different,” Ratch Norren replied offhandedly. “ Things arelooser up there. Say, let me
giveyou alittle advice. Don't sl that ship of yours here, Tuf. Takeit to Vandeen. WE Il giveyou alot
better pricefor it.”

“Itisnot my intention to sall the Ark,” Tuf replied.

“No need to dickerdaddlie with me,” Norren said. “1 don’t have the authority to buy it anyhow. Or the
sandards. Wish | did.” Helaughed. “Y ou just go to Vandeen and get in touch with our Board of
Coordinators. You won't regret it.” He glanced about, asif he were checking to see that the stewards
were far away and the other passengers till dreaming behind their privacy helmets, and then dropped his
voiceto aconspiratoria whisper. “Besides, eveniif the price wasn't afactor, | hear that warship of yours
has got nightmare-class power, right?'Y ou don’t want to give the S uthlamese power like that. No lying,

| love’em, | redly do, come here regularly on business, and they’ re good people, when you get one or
two of them aone, but there are so many of them, Tuffer, and they just breed and breed and breed, like
goddamned rodents. You'll see. A couple centuries back, therewas abig loca war just on account of
that. The suthieswere planting colonies al over the damned place, grabbing every piece of red estate
they could, and if anybody €l se happened to be living there, the suthieswould just outbreed ’em. We
findly putanendtoit.”



“We?' said Haviland TUuf.

“Vandeen, Skrymir, Henry’ sWorld, and Jazbo, officidly, but we had help from alot of neutrds, right?
The peace treaty restricted the S uthlamese to their own solar system. But you give them that hellship of
yours, Tuf, and maybe they break free again.”

“I had understood the S uthlamese to be a singularly honorable and ethica people.”

Ratch Norren pinched his cheek again. “Honorable, ethical, sure, sure. Great folksto cut dealswith, and
the swirls—know some blistery erctic tricks. | tell you, | got ahundred suthie friends, and | love every
one of em. But between them, my hundred friends must have maybe athousand children. These people
breed, that’ sthe problem, Tuf, you listen to Ratch. They'redl liferoos, right?’

“Indeed,” said Haviland Tuf. “And what, might | inquire, isaliferoo?

“Liferoos,” Norren repesated impatiently. “ Anti-entropists, kiddie-culters, helix-humpers, genepool
puddlers. Rdigiousfanatics, Tuffer, reigious crazies” He might have said more, but the steward was
wheeling the beverage cart back down the aide just then. Norren sat back in his sedt.

Haviland Tuf raised along pae finger to check the seward’ s progress. “1 will have another bulb, if you
please” he said. He hunched over in silence for the remainder of the trip, sucking thoughtfully on his beer.

Tolly Munefloated in her cluttered gpartment, drinking and thinking. Onewall of the room was ahuge
vidscreen, Sx meterslong and three meters high. Customarily, Tolly keyed it to display scenic
panorameas, she liked the effect of having awindow overlooking the high, cool mountains of Skrymir, or
the dry canyons of VVandeen with their swift Whitewater rivers, or the endless city lights of S uthlam itself
gpreading across the night, with the shining slver tower that was the base of the eevator ascending up
and up and up into the dark, moonless sky, soaring high above even starclass tower-homesfour kaystall.

But tonight she had a starscape spread across her wall, and againgt it was outlined the grim metallic
mgesty of theimmense starship called Ark. Even a screen aslarge as hers—one of the perks of her
status as Portmaster—could not really convey the ship’s sheer size.

And thethingsit represented—the hope, the threst—were immeasurably bigger than the Ark itsdf, Tolly
Mune knew.

Off to her Sde, she heard the buzzing of her comm unit. The computer would not have disturbed her
unlessit wasthe cal she had been waiting for. “I'll takeit,” she said. The stars blurred, the Ark
dissolved, and the vidscreen ran with liquid colors for an instant before resolving itself into the face of
First Councillor Josen Radl, mgjority leader of the Planetary High Council.

“Portmaster Mune,” he said. At this merciless magnification, she could see dl thetenson in hislong neck,
the tightness around the thin lips, the hard glitter in hisdark brown eyes. The top of hishead, domed and
balding, had been powdered, but was beginning to sweat nonethel ess.

“Councillor Radl,” shereplied. “Good of you to call. Y ou’ ve gone over the reports?’

“Yes. Isthiscdl shidded?’

“Certainly,” shesaid. “ Spesk fredy.”

He sighed. Josen Rael had been afixture in planetary politics for adecade now. He had first made the
newsfeeds as councillor for war, later had climbed to councillor for agriculture, and for four standard
years he had been the leader of the council’ s mgority faction, the technocrats, and therefore the sngle
most powerful man on S uthlam. The power had made him look old and hard and tired, and thiswasthe
worst Tolly Mune had ever seen him. “Y ou' re certain of the data, then?” hesaid. “ If our crews have

made no mistake? Thisistoo crucid for error, | don't haveto tell you that. Thisistruly an EEC
seedship?’



“Damnright,” said Tolly Mune. “Damaged and in disrepair, yes, but the puling thing is il functiond,
moreor less, and the cdll library isintact. We ve verified it.”

Rad ran long, blunt fingersthrough histhinning white hair. “I should bejubilant, | suppose. Whenthisis
over, | will haveto pretend to be jubilant for the newsfeeds. But right now, al | can think of arethe
dangers. W€ ve had a council meeting. Closed. We can't risk too much getting out until the affair is
ettled. The council was largely in accord—technocrats, expansionists, zeros, the church party, the fringe
factions” Helaughed. “I’ ve never seen such unanimity in al theyears|’ ve served. Portmaster Mune, we
must have that ship.”

Tolly Mune had known it was coming. She had not been Portmaster thislong without understanding the
politics of the society downgtairs. S uthlam had been locked into endless crissdl her life. “I'll try to buy
it for you,” shesad. “ThisHaviland Tuf was afredance trader origindly, before he sumbled on the Ark.
My crewsfound his old ship on the landing deck, in terrible shape. Traders are greedy abortions, every
one of them. That should work for us.”

“Offer him whatever it takes,” said Josen Radl. “ Do you understand, Portmaster? Y ou have unlimited
budgetary authority.”

“Undergtood,” said Tolly Mune. But there was another question to be asked. “ And if hewon't sall?”

Josen Radl hegitated. “ Difficult,” he muttered. “He must sell. A refusa would betragic. Not for the man
himsdlf, but for us, perhaps.”

“If hewon't sdll?” Tolly Mune repeated. “| need to know the dternatives.”

“Wemust havethe ship,” Radl told her. “If this Tuf proves unreasonable, he gives us no choice. The High
Council will exerciseitsright of eminent domain and confiscate. The man will be compensated, of
course.”

“Damn. Y ou're talking about seizing the ship by force.”

“No,” said Josen Radl. “Everything would be proper—I’ ve checked. In an emergency, for the good of
the greatest number, the rights of private property must be set asde.”

“Oh, hell and damn, that’ s puling rationdization, Josen,” said Mune. “Y ou had more common sense when
you were up here. What have they doneto you downstairs?’

He grimaced, and for an instant, he looked alittle like the young man who had worked at her sidefor a
year, when she had been Deputy Portmaster and he third assistant administrator for interstellar trade.
Then he shook his head, and the old, tired politician was back. “1 don't feel good about this, Ma,” he
said, “but what choice do we have? |’ ve seen projections. Mass famine within twenty-seven years unless
we have a breakthrough, and there’ s no breakthrough in sight. Before it comesto that, the expansionists
will regain power and we Il have another war, perhaps. Either way, millionswill die—billions, perhaps.
Againg that, what are therights of thisone man?’

“I| won't argue that point, Josen, though there are those who would, you know that. But never mind. Y ou
want to be practicd, I'll give you some goddamned practical thingsto think over. Evenif we buy thisship
from Tuf legally, there sgoing to be hell to pay with Vandeen and Skrymir and the rest of the dlies, but |
doubt that they’ d try anything. If we grab it by force, though, that’ s a set of coordinatesto awhole
different place—ahard place, too. They can say piracy, maybe. They can definethe Ark asamilitary
craft—which it was, by the way, and a puling world-buster, too—and say we' rein violation of the treaty
and come after usagain.”

“I'll spesk to their envoys personally,” said Josen Radl wearily. “ Assure them that aslong asthe
technocrats are in power, the colonization program will not be resumed.”

“And they’ |l take your puling word? Like goddamned horny hell they will. And will you assure them that
the technocrats are never going to lose power, that they’ Il never have the expansioniststo dedl with



again? How will you do that? Are you planning to use the Ark to establish abenevolent dictatorship?’

The councillor pressed hislipstogether tightly, and aflush crept up the back of hislong, dark neck. “You
know me better than that. Agreed, there are dangers. The ship isaformidable military resource,
however. Let usnot forget that. If the allies mobilize againgt us, we will hold the trump card.”

“Nonsense,” said Tolly Mune. “It hasto be repaired and we have to master it. The technology involved
has been lost for athousand years. We'll be studying it for months, maybe years, before we can redlly
use the goddamned thing. Only we won't get the chance. The Vandeeni armadawill arrive within weeks
to take it away from us, and the others won't be far behind them.”

“None of thisisyour concern, Portmaster,” said Josen Rael coldly. “The High Council has discussed the
issue thoroughly.”

“Don’t try and pull rank on me, Josen. Remember the time you got drunk on narco-blasters and decided
you' d go outside and see how fast urine crystdlized in space? | was the one who talked you out of
freezing off your hose, esteemed First Councillor. Clean out your puling ears and listen to me. Maybe
war isn't my concern, but trade is. The port isour lifdine. Weimport thirty percent of our raw calories
now—"

“Thirty-four percent,” Rael corrected.

“Thirty-four percent,” Tolly Mune agreed. “ And that is going to go nowhere but up, we both know it.
We pay for that food with our technological expertise—both manufactured goods and port profits. We
service, repair, and build more starships than any other four worlds in the sector, and you know why?
Because I’ ve busted my puling bunsto make sure we' rethe best. Tuf himsdf said it. He came here for
repairs because we had areputation—areputation for being ethical, honest, and fair, aswell as
technicaly competent. What' s going to happen to that reputation if we confiscate his puling ship? How
many other traders are going to bring in their shipsfor repairsif wefed freeto help ourselvesto any we
like? What' s going to happen to my goddamned port?’

“It would certainly have an adverse effect,” Josen Rael admitted.
Tolly Mune made aloud crude noise a him. “Our economy will be destroyed,” she said bluntly.

Radl was swesting heavily now, trickles of moisture running down the broad, domed forehead. He
mopped at the moisture with apocket cloth. “Then you must seethat it doesn’t happen, Portmaster
Mune. Y ou must seethat it doesn't cometo that.”

“How?

“Buy the Ark,” hesaid. “I delegate full authority to you, Snce you seem to understand the Situation so
well. Make this Tuf person see reason. The responsbility isyours.” He nodded, and the screen went
black.

On S uthlam, Haviland Tuf played thetourigt.

It could not be denied that the world was impressive, in itsway. During his years as atrader, hopping
from star to star in the Cornucopia of Excellent Goods at Low Prices, Haviland Tuf had visited more
worlds than he could easily remember, but he would be unlikely to forget S uthlam any time soon.

He had seen agoodly number of breathtaking sights: the crystal towers of Avaon, the skywebs of
Arachne, the churning seas of Old Posaidon and the black basalt mountains of Clegg. The city that was
S uthlam—the old names were only digtricts and neighborhoods now, the ancient cities having grown into
one swollen mega opolis centuries ago—rivaed any of them.

Tuf had acertain fondnessfor tal buildings, and he gazed out upon the cityscape by both day and
night—on observation platforms a one kilometer, two, five, nine. No matter how high he ascended, the



lightswent on and on, sprawling acrossthe land endlessly in al directions, with nowhere abreak to be
seen. Square and featureless forty- and fifty-story buildings stood cheek-to-jowl in endless rows,
crowding each other, living in the perpetua shadow of mirrored towers that rose around them to drink
the sun. Levelswere built upon other levelsthat had been built upon il others. The moving sidewaks
crossed and crisscrossed in patterns of [abrynthine intricacy. Benegth the surface ran anetwork of vast
subterranean roads where tubetrains and ddlivery capsules hurtled through the darkness at hundreds of
kays per hour, and beneath the roads were basements and sub-basements and tunnels and underways
and mals and sub-housing, awhole second city that burrowed asfar below the ground asits mirrored
sbling ascended aboveit.

Tuf had seen the lights of the metropolis from the Ark; from orbit, the city swallowed half a continent.
From the surface, it seemed large enough to swallow galaxies. There were other continents; they, too,
blazed by night with the lights of civilization. The seaof light had no idands of darknesswithiniit; the

S uthlamese had no room to spare for luxuries like parks. Tuf did not disapprove; he had adways thought
parksto be a perverse ingitution, designed principaly to remind civilized humanity how raw and crude
and uncomfortable life had been when they had been forced to liveit in nature.

Haviland Tuf had sampled agreat variety of culturesin hiswanderings, and he judged the culture of the

S uthlamese to beinferior to none. It was aworld of variety, of dizzying possibilities, of arichnessthat
partook both of vitaity and decadence. It was a cosmopolitan world, plugged into the network that
linked the stars, fredly plundering the music, drama, and sensoriaimported from other worlds, and using
those unceasing stimuli to endlesdy transform and mutate its own cultura matrix. The city offered more
modes of recreation and more entertainment of more varied sorts than Tuf had ever seenin any one place
before—sufficient choicesto occupy atourist for severa standard years, if one desired to tasteit dl.

During hisyears of travel, Haviland Tuf had seen the advanced science and technological wizardry of
Avaon and Newholme, Tober-in-the-Veil, Old Poseidon, Badur, Arachne, and adozen other worlds
out on the sharpened leading edge of human progress. The technology demonstrated on S uthlam was
equal to the most advanced of them. The orbita eevator itself was an impressive feat—Old Earth was
supposed to have built such constructs in the ancient days before the Collapse, and Newholme had
raised one once, only to haveit fall during the war, but nowhere else had Tuf ever observed such a
colossa artifact, not even on Avalon itself, where such eevators had been studied and rejected on the
grounds of economy. And the didewalks, the tubetrains, the manufactories, al were advanced, and
efficient. Even the government seemed to work.

S uthlam was awonder world.

Haviland Tuf observed it, traveled through it, and sampled its marvelsfor three days before he returned
to hissmall, cramped, premiere-class deeping quarters on the saventy-ninth floor of atower hotdl, and

summoned the hogt. 1 wish to make arrangements for an immediate return to my ship,” he said, seated
on the edge of the narrow bed he had summoned from awall, the chairs being uncomfortably smdl. He
folded large white hands negtly atop his ssomach.

The hogt, atiny man barely half Tuf’s height, seemed nonplussed. “I1t was my understanding that you
were to stay for another ten days,” he said.

“That iscorrect,” said Tuf. “Nonetheless, it isthe nature of plansto be changed. | wish to return to orbit
as soon asis conveniently possible. | would be most grateful if you would see to the arrangements, Sir.”

“There sso much you haven't seen yet!”

“Indeed. Yet | find that what | have seen, however smal asample of thewhole it may be, has been more
then sufficient.”

“Youdon't like S uthlam?’
“It suffersfrom an excess of S uthlamese,” Haviland Tuf replied. “ Severa other flaws might dso be



mentioned.” He held up asingle long finger. “The food is abysmd, for the most part chemically
reformulated, largely without taste, of adigtinctly unpleasant texture, full of unusua and disquieting colors.
Moreover, the portions are inadequate. | might aso be so bold asto mention the constant intrusive
presence of alarge number of newsfeed reporters. | have learned to recognize them by the multifocus
camerasthey wear in the center of their foreheads as athird eye. Perhaps you have observed them
lurking about your lobby, sensorium, and restaurant. By my rough estimate, there seem to be about
twenty of them.”

“You'reacdebrity,” thehost said, “apublic figure. All of S uthlam isinterested in learning about you.
Surely, if you don't wish to grant interviews, the peeps haven't dared intrude on your privacy? The ethics
of the profession...”

“Have no doubt been observed to the letter,” Haviland Tuf finished, “as | must concede that they have
kept their distance. Nonethdless, each night when | have returned to thisinsufficiently large room and
accessed the newsfeeds, | have been welcomed by scenes of myself looking over the city, eating
tasteless rubbery food, vigiting various scenic tourist attractions, and entering sanitary facilities. Vanity is
oneof my great faults, | must confess, but nonethel ess, the charm of this notoriety has quickly palled.
Moreover, most of their camera angles have been unflattering in the extreme, and the humor of the
newsfeed commentators has bordered on being offensve.”

“Eadly solved,” the host said. *'Y ou might have come to me earlier. We can rent you aprivacy shidd. It
clipson the belt, and if any peep approaches within twenty meters, it will jam histhird eyeand givehim a
splitting headache.”

“Lesseadly solved,” said Tuf impassively, “isthetotd lack of animd life | have observed.”
“Vermin?’ the host said, with ahorrified look. “Y ou' re upset because we have no vermin?

“Not dl animasarevermin,” said Haviland Tuf. “On many worlds, birds, canines, and other speciesare
kept and cherished. | myself am fond of cats. A truly civilized world preserves aplace for felines, but on
S uthlam it gppears the popul ace would find them indistinguishable from lice and bloodworms. When |
made the arrangements for my visit here, Portmaster Tolly Mune assured me that her crew would take
care of my cats, and | accepted said assurances, but if indeed no S uthlamese has ever before
encountered an anima of a species other than human, | believe | havejust cause to wonder asto the
quality of the care they are presently recelving.”

“Wehaveanimas,” the host protested. “ Out in the agrifactory zones. Plenty of animas—I’ ve seen
tapes.”

“No doubt you have,” said Tuf. “A tape of acat and acat, however, are somewhat different things, and
require different treatment. Tapes can be stored on ashelf. Cats cannot.” He pointed at the hogt. “These
arein the nature of quibbles, however. The crux of the matter, as| have previoudy mentioned, liesmore
inthe number of S uthlamese than in their manner. There are too many people, Sr. | have been jostled
repeatedly on every occasion. In eating establishments, the tables are too close to other tables, the chairs
areinsufficient to my sze, and strangers sometimes seat themselves beside me and pumme me with rude
elbows. The seats in theaters and sensoriums are cramped and narrow. The sidewa ks are crowded, the
|obbies are crowded, the tubes are crowded—there are people everywhere who touch me without my
leave or consent.”

The host dipped into apolished professond smile. “ Ah, humanity!” he said, waxing € oquent. “The glory
of S uthlam! The teeming masses, the sea of faces, the endless pageant, the drama of life! Isthere
anything quite asinvigorating as rubbing shoulders with our fellow man?’

“Perhapsnot,” said Haviland Tuf flatly. “Yet | find I am now sufficiently invigorated. Furthermore, permit
me to point out that the average S uthlamese istoo short to rub against my shoulders, and has therefore
been forced to content him- or hersalf with rubbing up against my arms, legs, and ssomach.”



The host’ s smile faded. “Y ou are taking the wrong attitude, Sir. To fully appreciate our world, you must
learn to seeit through S uthlamese eyes.”

“I' am unwilling to go about on my knees,” said Haviland Tuf.
“You're not anti-life, are you?’

“Indeed not,” said Haviland Tuf. “Lifeisinfinitely preferableto itsdternative. However, in my
experience, dl good things can be carried to extremes. Thiswould seem to be the case on S uthlam.” He
raised ahand for silence before the host could respond. “More particularly,” Tuf continued, “I have
developed something of an antipathy, no doubt overhasty and unjustified, to some of the individua
specimens of life | have come upon during chance encountersin my travels. A few have even expressed
open hogtility to me, directing a me epithets clearly derogatory of my size and mass.”

“Wadl,” said the hogt, flushing, “I’ m sorry, but you are, uh, ample, and on S uthlamit is, uh, socidly
unacceptable to be, uh, overweight.”

“Weight, gir, isentirely afunction of gravity, and istherefore most mallegble. Moreover, | am unwilling to
concede you the authority to judge my weight over, under, or just right, these being subjective criteria
Aesthetics vary from world to world, as do genotypes and hereditary predisposition. | am quite satisfied
with my present mass, Sir. To return to the matter at hand, | wish to terminate my stay immediately.”

“Very well,” said the hogt. “1 will book passage for you on the first tubetrain tomorrow morning.”

“Thisisunsatisfactory. | would prefer to leave at once. | have examined the schedules and discovered a
ligting for atrain in three standard hours.”

“Full,” snapped the hogt. “Nothing left on that one but second- and third-class seating.”

“I shal endureasbest | can,” said Haviland Tuf. “No doubt the close press of so much humanity will
leave me much invigorated and improved when | depart my train.”

Tolly Mune floated in the middle of her officein alotus position, looking down on Haviland Tuf.

She kept aspecid chair for flies and groundworms who were unaccustomed to weightlessness. It wasa
rather uncomfortable chair, al things considered, but it was bolted securely to the deck and equipped
with aweb-harness to keep its occupant in place. Tuf had pushed over to it with awkward dignity and
srapped himsdlf down tightly, and she had settled in comfortably in front of him, at about the leve of his
head. A man the size of Tuf could not possibly be accustomed to having to look up at anyone during
conversation; Tolly Munefigured it gave her acertain psychologica edge.

“Portmaster Mune,” Tuf said, appearing remarkably unfazed by hisinferior position, “I must protest. |
comprehend that these repeated references to my own person asafly are merely an instance of colorful
loca dang with no opprobrium attached. Still, | cannot but take a certain umbrage at this obvious attempt

to, shal we say, pull my wings off.”
Tolly Munegrinned down at him. “ Sorry, Tuf,” shesaid. “Our priceisfirm.”

“Indeed,” said Haviland Tuf. “Firm. An interesting word. Were | not awed to be in the mere presence of
such an esteemed personage as yoursdlf, and uneasy about giving offense, | might go so far asto suggest
that this firmness approaches rigidity. Politeness forebears me from mouthing any statements about greed,
avarice, and deep-gpace piracy in order to further my end of these thorny negotiations. | will point out
however, that the sum of fifty million sSandardsis severd times grester than the gross planetary product of
agood number of worlds.”

“Smadl worlds” said Tolly Mune, “and thisisalargejob. Y ou’' ve got one hell of abig ship there”

Tuf remained impassive. “1 concede that the Ark is indeed alarge ship, but fear this haslittle bearing on
matters, unlessit is customary for you to charge by the square meter rather than by the hour.”



Tolly Munelaughed. “ Thisisn't likefitting some old freighter with afew new pulse-rings or
reprogramming your drive navigator. Y ou' re talking thousands of hours even with three full crews of
spinnerets on triple-shift, you' re talking massive systemswork by the best cyber-techswe ve got, you're
talking manufacture of custom parts that haven’t been used in hundreds of years, and that’ sjust for sarts.
WE |l have to research this damn museum piece of yours before we start ripping it apart, or we'll never
be able to get it back together. We' Il have to lure some planetside specidists up the eevator, maybe
even go out of system. Think of thetime, the energy, the caories. The docking feesdone—That thing is
thirty kilometerslong, Tuf. You can't get her into the web. We' Il have to build aspecial dock around
her, and even then she'll take up the berths we could have used for three hundred ordinary ships. You
don’t want to know what it would cogt, Tuf.” She did some quick figuring on her wrist computer, and
shook her head. “If you' re here onelocal month, area optimistic projection, that’s nearly amillion calsin
docking fees done. More than three hundred thousand standards in your money.”

“Indeed,” said Haviland Tuf.

Tolly Mune spread her hands helplessly. “If you don’t like our price, you could, of course, take your
businessdsawhere”

“Thissuggestionisimpractical.” said Haviland Tuf. “Unfortunately, assmple asmy requests are, it
appearsthat only ahandful of worlds possess the expertise to fulfill my requirements—a sad commentary
on the present state of human technological prowess.”

“Only ahandful?’” Tolly Muneraised a corner of her mouth. “ Perhaps we have priced our servicestoo
low.”

“Madam,” said Haviland Tuf. *“ Surely you would not be so crass as to take advantage of my naive
frankness”

“No,” shesad. “Asl sad, our priceisfirm.”

“It appears we have reached an embarrassing and knotty impasse. Y ou have your price. |, unfortunately,
do not.”

“I never would have guessed. A ship like yours, | would have figured you to have cdoriesto burn.”

“No doubt | shall soon pursue alucrative career in thefield of ecological engineering,” said Haviland Tuf.
“Unfortunately, | have not yet commenced my practice, and in my previoustrade | had recently suffered
some unaccountable financia reverses. Perhaps you would be interested in some excellent plastic
reproductions of Cooglish orgy-masks? They make unusual and stimulating wall decorations, and are
aso said to have certain mystic aphrodisiac properties.”

“I'mafraid not,” Tolly Mune replied, “but you know what, Tuf? Today isyour lucky day.”

“| fear you aremaking light with me,” said Haviland Tuf. “Even if you are about to informme of a
half-price sde or two-for-one service specid, | am not optimally positioned to take advantage of it. | will
be hitterly and brutally candid with you, Portmaster Mune, and admit that | am presently suffering from a
temporary inadequeacy of funds.”

“I haveasolution,” said Tolly Mune.
“Indeed,” said Tuf.

“You'reatrader, Tuf. You don't redly need aship aslarge asthe Ark, do you? And you know nothing
about ecologica engineering. Thisderelict isof no possible good to you. But it does have considerable
sdvagevaue.” She amiled warmly. “I’ vetaked to the folks downgtairs on S uthlam. The High Council
fdt it might bein your best interest to sdll usyour find instead.”

“Their concernistouching,” said Haviland Tuf.
“WE | pay you agenerous salvagefee” shesaid. “Thirty percent of the ship’s estimated value.”



“The estimate to be made by you,” said Tuf flatly.

“Yes, but that'snot dl. We'll tossin amillion standards cash, over and above the sdvage fee, and we'll
giveyou anew ship. A brand-new Longhaul Nine, the biggest freighter we make, with fully automated
kitchen, passenger quartersfor six, gravity grid, two shuttles, cargo bays big enough to hold the largest
Avaonian and Kimdiss traders sde-by-side, triple redundancy, the latest Smartal ec-series computer,
voice-activated, and even aweapons capability if you want one. Y ou'll be the best-equipped
independent trader in thiswhole sector.”

“Far beit from meto deprecate such generosity,” said Tuf. “The very thought of your offer makesme
want to swoon. And yet, though | would no doubt be far more comfortable aboard the handsome new
ship you offer me, | have come to have a certain foolish sentimentd attachment to the Ark, ruined and
usdlessasitis, it isnonetheless the last remaining seedship of the vanished Ecologica Engineering Corps,
aliving piece of history asit were, amonument to their valor and genius, and yet still not without its small
uses. Sometime ago, as| made my londly way across space as best | could, the whim struck meto give
up the uncertain life of atrader and take up, instead, the profession of ecological engineer. Asillogica
and no doubt ignorant as this decison was, it sill has a certain appea to me, and | fear that my stubborn
natureisagresat vice. Therefore, Portmaster Mune, it iswith the degpest regret that | must decline your
offer. | shal keep the Ark.”

Tolly Mune gave hersdf alittle twist, spun upside down, and pushed off lightly from the celling, so asto
comeright up into Tuf’ sface. She pointed afinger a him. “Damnit to hell,” shesad, “I have no patience
with this haggling over every puling calorie, Tuf. I'm abusy woman and | don't havethetime or the
energy for your trader’ sgames. Y ou' re going to sell—I know it and you know it—so let’ s get this over
with. Nameyour price.” She poked his nose lightly with the point of her finger. “Name,” poke, “your,”
poke, “price,” poke.

Haviland Tuf unstrapped his harness and kicked off from the floor. He was so huge he made her fedl
petite—her, who' d been cdled agiant haf her life. “Kindly cease your assault upon my person,” he said.
“It can have no positive benefit upon my decision. | fear you grosdy misapprehend me, Portmaster
Mune. | have been atrader, true, but a poor one—perhaps because | have never mastered the skill asa
haggler which you wrongly impute to me. | have stated my position concisaly. The Ark isnot for sae.”

“I have a certain amount of affection for you, from my years upstairs,” Josen Ragl said crisply over a
shielded comm+link, “and there’ s no denying that your record as Portmaster has been exemplary.
Otherwise, I’d remove you right now. Y ou let him get back to his ship? How could you? | thought you
had better sense than that.”

“I thought you were apolitician,” Tolly Mune said with a certain amount of scornin her voice. “ Josen,
think of the goddamned ramificationsif | had security grab himin the middie of Spiderhome! Tuf it
exactly inconspicuous, even when he dipsinto hisslly wig and triesto go incognito. This placeislousy
with Vandeeni, Jazbots, Henrys, you nameit, al of them watching Tuf and watching the Ark, waiting to
see what we do. He' s dready been approached by a goddamned Vandeeni agent. They were observed
deep in conversation on the tubetrain.”

“I know,” the Councillor said unhappily. “ Still, something should have...you could have had him taken
urreptitioudy.”
“And then what do | do with him?’ Tolly Mune said. “Kill him and shove him out an airlock? | won't do

that, Josen, and don't even think of having it donefor me. If youtry it, I'll expose you to the newsfeeds
and bring down the whole puling house.”

Josen Rael mopped at his swest. “Y ou' re not the only one with principles,” he said defensively. “1 would
not suggest any such thing. Still, we must have that ship, and now that Tuf isback insdeit, our task has
been made more difficult. The Ark still has formidable defenses. I” ve had scenarios done, and the odds



are good that it might be able to withstand a full-scae assault by our entire Planetary Defense FHotilla.”

“Oh, puling hell, he' s parked abare five kays beyond the terminus of tube nine, Josen. A goddamned
full-scale assault by anybody would probably destroy the port and bring down the elevator on top of
your puling head! Just hold your bladder, and let mework onthis. I'll get himto sdll, and I’ll do it
legdly.”

“Very well,” the Councillor replied. “I'll giveyou alittle moretime. But | warn you, the High Council is
following the affair closdly, and they’ reimpatient. Y ou have three days. If Tuf hasn't thumbed atransfer
dip by then, I’'m sending up some assault squads.”

“Don't worry,” said Tally Mune, “I haveaplan.”

The communications room of the Ark was long and narrow, itswalls covered with arrays of blank, dark
telescreens. Haviland Tuf had settled in comfortably with his cats. Havoc, the boisterous black-and-white
female, was curled up on hislegs adeep, while longhaired gray Chaos, scarcely out of hiskittenhood,
rambled back and forth across Tuf’ s ample shoulders, rubbing againgt his neck and purring loudly. Tuf
had folded his hands atop his paunch patiently as various computerstook his request and reviewed it,
relayed it, checked it, trandferred it, and cross-indexed it. He had been waiting for sometime. When the
geometric pavane on the screen finaly cleared, he was looking at the typicaly sharp features of an ederly
S uthlamese woman. “ Curator,” she announced. “Council databanks.”

“I am Haviland Tuf, of the starship Ark,” he announced.

She amiled. “I recognized you from the newsfeeds. How may | be of help?’ She blinked, “ Ack, there's
something on your neck.”

“A kitten, madam,” he said. “Quite friendly.” He reached up and scraiched Chaos under the chin. “I
require your assstance in asmall matter. As| am but a hopeless daveto my own curiosity, and always
eager to improve my meager store of knowledge, | have recently been occupying mysdlf in the sudy of
your world—its history, customs, folklore, politics, socia patterns, and the like. | have of course availed
mysdlf of dl the sandard texts and popular data services, but thereis one particular bit of information that
| have been hitherto unable to secure. A smdl thing, truly, no doubt laughably easy to find had | only the
wisdom to know where to look, but nonetheless unaccountably absent from all the sources | have
checked. In pursuit of this crumb of data, | have contacted the S uthlam Educationa Processing Center
and your mgjor planetary library, both of which referred meto you. Thus, herel am.”

The Curator’ sface had grown guarded. “| see. The council databanks are not generally open to the
public, but perhaps | can make an exception. What are you looking for?’

Tuf raised hisfinger. “A single smal nubbin of information, as| have said, but | would bein your debt if
you would be so kind asto answer my query and salve my burning curiosity. Precisdly what isthe current
population of S uthlam?’

Thewoman'sface grew cold and clouded. “That information isredtricted,” she said flatly. The screen
went black.

Haviland Tuf paused for amoment before plugging back into the data service he had been employing. “I
am interested in agenerd survey of S uthlameserdigion,” hetold the search program, “and in particular
in adescription of the beliefs and ethical systems of the Church of Life Evolving.”

Some hours later, Tuf was deeply immersed in histext and playing absently with Havoc, who had woken
up feisty and hungry, when Tolly Mun€e' s cal came through. He stored the information he had been
reviewing and summoned her face on another of the room’ s screens. “Portmagter,” he said.

“I hear you'retrying to pry into planetary secrets, Tuf,” she said, grinning a him.
“| assureyou that | had no such intent,” Tuf replied, “but in any case, | am amost ineffectud spy, asmy



attempt wasadismd falure”
“Let’shave dinner together,” Tolly Mune said, “and maybe | can answer your little question for you.”

“Indeed,” said Haviland Tuf. “In that case, Portmaster, permit me to invite you to dine aboard the Ark.
My cuisine, while unexceptiond, is nonetheless more flavorful and considerably more bountiful than the
fareavalablein your port.”

“Afraid not,” said Tally Mune. “Too goddamned many duties, Tuf, | can't leave my station. Don't get
your gutsin an uproar, though. A big freighter just arrived from the Larder—our farming asteroids, alittle
infrom here, terraformed and fertile as hell. The P.M. getsfirg grab at the caories. Fresh neograss
sdlads, tunnel-hog ham steaks in brown sugar sauce, spicepods, mushroom bread, jellyfruit in redl
squirter cream, and beer.” She smiled. “ Imported beer.”

“Mushroom bread?’ said Haviland Tuf. “I do not eat of anima flesh, but the remainder of your menu
sounds most attractive. | shall gladly accept your kind invitation. If you will prepare adock for my arriva,
| will shuttle over in the Manticore.”

“Usedock four,” shesaid. “Very closeto Spiderhome. Isthat one Havoc or Chaos?’

“Havoc,” Tuf replied. “ Chaos has departed on mysterious errands of his own, as cats are wont to do.”
“I've never actudly seenaliveanima,” said Tolly Mune cheerfully.

“I shdl bring Havoc with mefor your eucidation.”

“Seeyou soon,” Tolly Mune closed.

They dined at one-quarter gee. The Crystal Room clung to the underside of Spiderhome, its exterior a
dome of transparent crystaline plasted. Beyond the dl-but-invisble walls of the dome, they were
surrounded by the black clarity of space, fields of cool clean stars, and the intricate traceries of the web.
Below wasthe rocky exterior of the station, trangport tubes tangled thickly acrossits surface, the swollen
slvery blisters of habitats clinging to nexus points, the scul pted minarets and shining arrow-towers of
garclass hotelsrising into the cold darkness. Directly overhead hung the immense globe of S uthlam itsdlf,
pale blue and brown, aswirl with cloud patterns, the devator hurtling up toward it, higher and higher, until
the huge shaft became athin bright thread and then was lost to the eye entirely. The perspectiveswere
dizzying, and more than alittle unsettling.

The room was customarily used only on mgjor state occasions; it had last been opened three years ago,
when Josen Radl had come upstairsto entertain avidting dignitary. But Tolly Munewas pulling out dl the
stops. The food was prepared by a chef she borrowed for the night from a Transcorp liner, the beer was
commandeered from atrader in trangit to Henry’ s World; the service was arare antique from the
Museum of Planetary Higtory; the great ebonfire table, made of gleaming black wood shot through with
long scarlet veins, had room enough for twelve; and everything was served by asilent, discreet phaanx of
waitersin gold and black livery.

Tuf entered cradling his cat, consdered the splendor of the table, and gazed up at the stars and the web.
“Y ou can seethe Ark,” Tolly Munetold him. “There, that bright dot, beyond the web to the upper left.”

Tuf glanced at it. “Isthis effect achieved through three-dimensiond projection?’ he asked, stroking the
cat.

“Hell no. Thisisthered thing, Tuf.” She grinned. “ Don’t worry, you' re safe. That' striple-thick plasted!.
Neither the world nor the elevator islikely to fal on us, and the chances of the dome being struck by a
meteor are asronomicaly low.”

“| perceive asubstantial amount of traffic,” said Haviland Tuf. “What are the chances of the dome being
struck by atourist piloting arented vacuum ded, alogt circuit-tracer, or aburned-out pulse-ring?’



“Higher,” admitted Tolly Mune. “But theingtant it happens, the airlocks will sedl, claxonswill sound, and
an emergency cache will spring open. They’ rerequired in any structure that fronts on vacuum. Port regs.
Sointhe unlikely event that anything happens, we' Il have skinthins, bresther pacs, even alaser torch if
we want to try and repair the damage before the spinnerets get here. But it’ s only happened two, three
timesin all the yearsthere’ sbeen aport, so just enjoy the view and don’t get too nervous.”

“Madam,” said Haviland Tuf with ponderous dignity, “1 was not nervous, merely curious.”

“Right,” she agreed. She gestured him to his seet. He folded himself iffly into it and sat quietly stroking
Havoc' s black-and-white fur while the waiters brought out appetizer plates and baskets of hot mushroom
bread. The savories were of two sorts—tiny pastries stuffed with deviled cheese and mushroom pate,
and what appeared to be small snakes, or perhaps large worms, cooked in an aromatic orange sauce.
Tuf fed two of thelatter to his cat, who devoured them eagerly, before lifting one of the pastries, sniffing
at it, and biting into it delicately. He swallowed and nodded. “Excellent,” he pronounced.

“Sothat’sacat,” said Tolly Mune.

“Indeed,” replied Tuf, tearing off some mushroom bread—awisp of steam rose from the interior of the
loaf when he broke it open—and methodicaly dathering it with athick coating of butter.

Tolly Mune reached for her own bread, burning her fingers on the hot crust. But she persisted; it would
not do to show any weaknessin front of Tuf. “Good,” she said, around the first mouthful. She
swallowed. “Y ou know Tuf, thismeal we re about to have—most S uthlamese don't eat thiswell.”

“Thisfact had not escaped my notice,” said Tuf, lifting another snake between thumb and forefinger and
holding it out for Havoc, who climbed hafway up hisarm to get at it.

“Infact,” said Tolly Mune, “the actud caoric content of thismeal approximates what the average citizen
consumesin aweek.”

“On the strength of the savories and bread alone, | would venture to suggest that we have dready
enjoyed more gustatory pleasure than the average S uthlamese doesin alifetime,” Tuf said impassively.

The sdlad was set before them; Tuf tasted it and pronounced it good. Tolly Mune pushed her own food
around on her plate and waited until the waiters had retreated to their sations by thewadlls. “Tuf,” she
sad, “you had aquestion, | believe.”

Haviland Tuf raised his eyesfrom his plate and stared at her, hislong white face blank and till and
expressionless. “ Correct,” he said. Havoc was looking at her, too, from ditted eyes as green asthe
neograssin their salads.

“Thirty-ninebillion,” said Tolly Munein acrisp, quiet voice.
Tuf blinked. “Indeed,” he said.
She amiled. “Isthat your only comment?’

Tuf glanced up at the swollen globe of S uthlam overhead. “ Since you solicit my opinion, Portmaster |
shall venture to say that while the world above us seems formidably large, | cannot but wonder if itis
indeed large enough. Without intending any censure of your mores, culture, and civilization, the thought
does occur to me that a population of thirty-nine billion persons might be considered, on thewhole, a
trifle excessve”

Tolly Munegrinned. “You don't say?’ She sat back, summoned awaiter, called for drinks. The beer
was thick and brown, with a heavy fragrant head; they served it in huge double-handled mugs of etched
glass. Shelifted hersabit awkwardly, watching the liquid dosh about. “The onething I'll never get used
to about gravity,” she said. “Liquids ought to bein squeeze bulbs, goddamnit. These seem s0
damned...messy—like an accident waiting to happen.” She sipped, and came away with afoam
mustache. “Good, though,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Timeto quit this
damned fencing, Tuf,” she continued as she lowered the mug back to the table with the excessive care of



one unaccustomed to even thistrace gravity. “'Y ou obvioudy had some suspicion of our population
problem, or you would never haveinquired after it. And you' ve been soaking up dl kinds of other
information. To what end?’

“Curiogty ismy sad affliction, madam,” Tuf said, “and | sought merely to solve the puzzle that was
S uthlam, with perhaps the vaguest hope that in study | might come across some means of resolving our

present impasse.”
“And?’ Tolly Mune said.

“Y ou have confirmed the assumption | was forced to make about your excessive population. With that
datum in place, all becomes clear. Y our sprawling cities climb ever higher because you must
accommodate this swelling population even as you struggle futilely to preserve your agriculturd aress
from encroachment. Y our proud port isimpressively busy, and your greet elevator moves constantly,
because you lack the capacity to feed your own population and must import food from other worlds.

Y ou are feared and perhaps even hated by your neighbors because centuries ago you attempted to
export your population problem through emigration and annexation, until stopped violently by war. Y our
people keep no pets because S uthlam has no room for any nonhuman speciesthat isnot adirect,
efficient, and necessary link in thefood chain. Y ou are on the average digtinctly smdler than the human
norm dueto therigors of centuries of nutritiona deprivation and rationing in &l but name, economicaly
enforced. Therefore generation succeeds generation, each smaler and thinner than the lagt, struggling to
subs st on ever-diminishing provender. All these woes are directly attributable to your surfeit of

population.”
“Y ou don't sound very gpproving, Tuf,” Tolly Mune said.

“I intend no criticism. Y ou are not without your virtues. In the main, you are an industrious, cooperative,
ethicd, civilized, and ingeniousfolk, and your society, your technology and especiadly your rate of
intellectual advance, is much to be admired.”

“Our technology,” said Tolly Munedrily, “isthe only thing that has saved our goddamned asses. We
import thirty-four percent of our raw caories. We grow perhaps another twenty percent on what
agricultura land remainsto us. Therest of our food comes out of the food factories, processed from
petrochemicals. That percentage goes up every year. Hasto. Only the food factories can gear up fast
enough to keep pace with the population curve. One goddamned problem, though.”

“Y ou are running out of petroleum,” ventured Haviland Tuf.
“Damned right we are,” said Tolly Mune. “ A nonrenewable resource and dl that, Tuf.”
“Undoubtedly your governing bodies know gpproximately when the famine will come upon you.”

“Twenty-seven standard years,” she said. “More or less. The date changes constantly, as various factors
are altered. We may get awar before we get famine. That’ s what some of our experts believe. Or maybe
we |l get war and famine. Either way we get alot of dead people. We reacivilized people, Tuf, you said
it yourself. So goddamned civilized you wouldn't believe it. Cooperative, ethicd, life-affirming, al that
bladder-bloat. Even that’ s breaking down, though. Conditionsin the undercities are growing worse, have
been for generations, and some of our leaders go so far asto say they’ re devolving down there, turning
into somekind of puling vermin. Murder, rape, dl the violent crimes, the rates go up each year. Within
the past eighteen months, two reports of cannibalism. All that will get alot worse in yearsto come. Rising
with the puling population curve. Y ou receiving my transmisson, Tuf?”

“Indeed,” he said impassively.

The waiters returned, bearing the entrees. Slices of meat were piled high on the platter, till seaming from
the oven, and four different types of vegetables were available. Haviland Tuf allowed hisplate to befilled
to overflowing with spicepods, mashed smackles, sweetroot, and butterknots, and bid the waiter cut

severd thin divers of ham for Havoc. Tolly Munetook athick ham dice herself, and drowned it in brown



sauce, but after the first taste she found herself without appetite; she watched Tuf eat. “Well?” she
prompted.

“Perhgps| can be of some smal serviceto you in thisquandary,” Tuf said, deftly spearing aforkful of
Spicepods.

“You can beabig serviceto us” Tolly Mune said. “ Sdll usthe Ark. It sthe only way out, Tuf. You
know it. | know it. Name your own price. | apped to your goddamned sense of morality. Sdll, and you'll
save millions of lives—maybe billions. Not only will you be wedthy, you'll be ahero. Say theword and
we |l name the goddamned planet after you.”

“Aninteresting notion,” said Tuf. “Y &t, my vanity notwithstanding, | fear you greetly overestimate the
prowess of even thelost Ecologica Engineering Corps. In any casethe Ark isnot for sde, as| have
aready informed you. Perhgps | might venture to suggest an obvious solution to your difficulties?If it
proves efficacious, | would be pleased to alow you to name acity or asmal asteroid after me.”

Tolly Munelaughed and took a hedlthy swallow of beer. She needed it. “ Go on, Tuf. Say it. Tell methis
easy, obvious solution.”

“A plethora of terms cometo mind,” said Tuf. “Population control isthe heart of the concept, to be
achieved through biochemica or mechanicd birth control, sexua abstinence, culturd conditioning, lega
prohibitions. The mechanisms may vary, but the end result must be the same. The S uthlamese must
breed at a somewhat diminished rate.”

“Impossible” sad Tolly Mune.
“That isscarcely s0,” said Tuf. “Other worlds, vastly older than S uthlam, have accomplished the same.”

“Makes no damned difference,” Tolly Mune said. She made asharp gesture with her mug, and beer
doshed on the table. Sheignored it. *'Y ou don't win any prizesfor origind thinking, Tuf. Thisisanything
but anew idea. In fact, we' ve got apalitica faction that has been advocating thisfor, hdll, hundreds of
years. The zeras, we call “em. They want to zero out the population curve. I’ d say maybe seven, eight
percent of the citizenry supportsthem.”

“Mass famine will undoubtedly increase the number of adherentsto their cause,” Tuf observed, lifting a
heavily laden forkful of mashed smackles. Havoc yowled in approva.

“By thenit will betoo puling late, and you damn well know it. Problem is, the teeming masses down there
redlly don't believe any such thing is coming, no matter what the politicians say, no matter how many dire
predictions they hear over the newsfeeds. We ve heard that before, they say, and damned if they
haven't. Grandmother and greet-grandfather heard similar predictions about famine just around the
corner. But S uthlam has dways been able to avoid the catastrophe before. The technocrats have stayed
on top for centuries by perpetually managing to keep the day of collgpse ageneration away. They dways
find asolution. Mogt citizens are confident they always will find asolution.”

“Such solutions as you imply are by their very nature only stopgaps,” commented Haviland Tuf. “ Surely
this must be obvious. The only true solution is population control.”

“Y ou don't understand us, Tuf. Redtrictions againg birth are anathemato the vast mgjority of

S uthlamese. You'll never get any meaningful number of people to accept them—certainly not just to
avoid some damned unredl catastrophe that none of them believein anyway. A few exceptionaly stupid
and exceptionaly idedigtic paliticians have tried, and they’ ve been dragged down overnight, denounced
asimmord, asanti-life”

“I see” said Haviland Tuf. “ Are you awoman of strong religious conviction, Portmaster Mune?’

She made aface and drank some more beer. “Hell no. | suppose I’m an agnostic. | don’t know, | don’t
think about it much. But I’'m aso a zero, though I’ d never admit it downgtairs. A lot of spinneretsare
zeros. Inasmal closed system like the port, the effects of unrestrained breeding soon become damned



gpparent, and damned scary. Downdtairs, it’ s not so puling clear. And the church...are you familiar with
the Church of Life Evolving?’

“I have acertain cursory familiarity with its precepts, “ Tuf said, “of admittedly recent acquigtion.”

“S uthlam was settled by the elders of the Church of Life Evolving,” Tolly Munesaid. “ They were
escaping from religious persecution on Tara, and they were persecuted because they bred so damned
fast they were threatening to take over the planet, which the rest of the Taransdidn’t much like.”

“ An undersandable sentiment,” said Tuf.

“Same damned thing killed the colonization program the expansionists launched afew centuries back.
The church—wal, itsfundamenta belief isthat the destiny of sentient lifeisto fill up the universe, thet life
isthe ultimate good. Anti-life—entropy—isthe ultimate evil. The church believesthat life and anti-life are
inakind of race. We must evolve, the church says, evolve through higher and higher states of sentience
and geniusinto eventual godhood, and we must achieve that godhood in time to avert the heet-death of
the universe. Since evolution operates through the biological mechanism of breeding, we must therefore
breed, must ever expand and enrich the gene-pool, must spread our seed to the stars. To restrict
birth...we might be interfering with the next step in human evolution, might be aborting agenius, a
proto-god, the carrier of the one mutant chromosome that would pull the race up to the next,
transcendent rung on the ladder.”

“I believe| grasp the essentias of the credo,” Tuf said.

“We re afree people, Tuf,” Tolly Mune said. “ Religious diversity, freedom of choice, dl that. We ve got
Erikaners, Old Chrigters, Children of the Dreamer. We ve got Steel Angdl bastions and we' ve got
Melder communes, anything you want. But more than eighty percent of the population still belongsto the
Church of Life Evolving, and if anything, their beliefs are stronger now than they’ ve ever been. They look
around, and they see dl the obviousfruits of the church’ steachings. When you' ve got hillions of people,
you'vegot millionsat geniuslevel, and you' ve got the simulus of virulent crossertilization, of savage
competition for advancement, of incredible need. So, puling hell, it'sonly logica, S uthlam has achieved
miraculous technologica breakthroughs. They see our cities, our eevator, they see the visitors coming
from ahundred worldsto study here, they see useclipsing al the neighboring worlds. They don’t seea
catastrophe, and the church leaders say everything will be fine, so why the bloody hell should anybody
stop breeding!” She dapped the table hard, turned to awaiter. “You!” she snapped. “More beer. And
quick.” Sheturned back to face Tuf. “ So don't give me these naive suggestions. Birth restrictions are
utterly infeasible given our Situation. Impossible. Y ou understand that, Tuf?’

“Thereisno need to impugn my intelligence,” said Haviland Tuf. He stroked Havoc, who had settled into
hislap, surfeit with ham. “The plight of S uthlam has touched my heart. | shal endeavor to do what | can
to relieve your world' sdistress”

“Youll sl usthe Ark, then?” she said sharply.

“Thisisan unwarranted assumption,” Tuf replied. “Yet | shdl certainly do what | canin my capacity as
an ecologicd engineer, before moving on to other worlds.”

The waiters were bringing out the dessert—fat blue-green jdlyfruit swimming in bowls of thickened,
clotted cream. Havoc sniffed the cream and leapt up on to the table for acloser investigation as Haviland
Tuf lifted the long slver spoon they had provided him.

Tolly Mune shook her head. “Take it away,” she snapped, “too damn rich. Just beer for me.”

Tuf looked up and raised afinger. “A moment! No usein letting your portion of thisddightful confection
go to waste. Havoc will surdly enjoy it.”

The Portmaster sipped a fresh mug of brown beer, and scowled. “I’ ve run out of thingsto say, Tuf. We
have acriss here. We must have that ship. Thisisyour last chance. Will you sdl?”



Tuf looked at her. Havoc moved in quickly on the dessert. “My position is unchanged.”

“I'm sorry, then,” Tolly Mune said. “I didn’t want to do this.” She snapped her fingers. In the quiet of
that moment, when the only sound was Havoc lapping at the clotted cream, the noise was like agunshot.
All around the clear crystdline walls, thetal, atentive waiters reached benegth their snug gold-and-black
jackets and produced nerveguns.

Tuf blinked, and moved his head first right, then left, Studying each man in turn while Havoc plundered his
jdlyfruit. “Treachery,” hesaid flatly. “1 am gravely disappointed. My trust and good nature have beenill

“Y ou forced my hand. Tuf, you damned fool—"

“Such rank abuse exacerbates this betrayd rather than justifying it,” said Tuf, with spoonin hand. “Am
now to be secretly and villainoudy dain?’

“We'recivilized people,” Tolly Mune said angrily, furious at Tuf, at Josen Radl, a the goddamned
Church of Life Evolving, and mostly at hersdf for letting it cometo this. “No, you won't be killed. We
won't even stedl that goddamned derdlict of a ship you care so damned much about. Thisisal legd, Tuf.
Y ou're under arrest.”

“Indeed,* said Tuf. “Please accept my surrender. | am aways anxious to comply with al pertinent local
laws. On what chargeam | to betried?’

Tolly Mune smiled thinly, without joy, knowing full well they’ d be calling her the Stedd Widow in
Spiderhome tonight. She pointed down to the far end of the table, where Havoc sat licking cream off her
whiskers. “Bringing illegd vermininto the Port of S uthlam,” shesaid.

Tuf laid down his spoon carefully and folded his hands atop his paunch. “It ismy recollection that |
brought Havoc here with me on your specific invitation.”

Tolly Mune shook her head. “Won't wash, Tuf. I’ ve got our talk recorded. True, | observed that I’ d
never seen alive animd before, but that’sasmple factuad declaration, and no court could possibly
congtrue it as an incitement for you to commit acrimina violation of our hedlth statutes. No court of ours,
anyway.” Her smile was dmost apologetic.

“I see)” sad Tuf. “Inthat case, let us digpense with time-consuming legal machinations. | will plead guilty
and pay the prescribed fine for this minor infraction.”

“Good,” said Tally Mune. “Thefineisfifty sandards.” She gestured, and one of her men strode forward
and gathered up Havoc from the table. “Of course,” she finished, “the vermin in question must be
destroyed.”

“I hate gravity,” Tolly Mune said to Josen Rael’ s smiling, magnified face after she' d finished her report on
the dinner. “It exhausts me, and | hate to think what al that goddamned drag doesto my muscles, my
internd organs. How can you wormslive that way? And dl that puling food! It was obscene theway he
put it away, and the smells...”

“Portmaster, we have more important thingsto discuss,” Rael said. “It' sdone, then? We have him?’

“Wehavehiscat,” shesaid glumly. “More precisdly, | have hisgoddamned cat.” Asif on cue, Havoc
yowled and pressed her face againgt the meshwork plasted cage that the security men had rigged upina
corner of her agpartment. The cat yowled alot; it was distinctly uncomfortable in weightlessness, and kept
spinning out of control when it tried to move. Every timeit caromed off the Side of the cage, Tolly Mune
winced with guilt. “I was sure he' d thumb the transfer to save the puling cat.”

Josen Radl looked upset. “1 can't say | think much of your plan, Portmaster. Why in the name of life
would anyone surrender atreasure the magnitude of this Ark to preserve an anima specimen? Especidly



since you tell me he has other samples of the same type of vermin back aboard his craft?’

“Because he' sgot an emationd attachment to this particular vermin,” Tolly Mune said, with asigh.
“Except that Tuf iseven cagier than | thought. He called my bluff.”

“Destroy the vermin, then. Show him we mean what we say.”

“Oh, be sane, Josen!” shereplied impatiently. “Where does that leave us? If | go ahead and kill the
damned cat, then I’ ve got nothing. Tuf knows that, and he knows that | know that, and he knowsthat |
know that he knows. At least thisway, we' ve got something he wants. We're stalemated.”

“WEell changethelaw,” Josen Radl suggested. “Let me...yes, the penaty for smuggling vermin into port
should include confiscation of the ship used for the smuggling!”

“A goddamned masterstroke,” said Tolly Mune. “Too bad the charter prohibits retroactive laws.”
“I have yet to hear a better plan from you.”

“That' s because | don’t have oneyet, Josen. But | will. I'll argue him out of it. I'll swindle him out of it.
Weknow he's got weaknesses. Food, his cats. Maybe there' s something el se, something we can use. A
conscience, alibido, aweskness for drink, for gambling.” She paused, thoughtful. “ Gambling,” she
repeated. “Right. Helikesto play games.” She pointed afinger at the screen. “ Stay out of it. You gave
me three days, and my time' s not up yet. So hold your bladder.” She wiped his features off the huge
vidscreen, and replaced them with the darkness of space, with the Ark floating againg afied of
unwinking sars.

The cat somehow seemed to recognize the image up on the screen, and made athin, plaintive mewing
sound. Tolly Mune looked over, frowned, and asked to be put through to her security monitor. “Tuf,”
she barked, “whereishe now?’

“Inthe Worldview Hotdl starclass gaming salon, Ma,” the woman on duty responded.

“TheWorldview?’ she groaned. “He would pick a goddamned worm palace, wouldn’t he? What' s that
under, full gee? Oh, puling hell, never mind. Just see that he staysthere. I’'m coming down.”

She found him playing five-sided quandary against a couple of ederly groundworms, a cybertech she had
had suspended for systems-looting a few weeks back, and amoon-faced, fleshy trade negotiator from
Jazbo. Judging from the mountain of counters stacked in front of him, Tuf waswinning handily. She
snapped her fingers, and the salon hostess came gliding over with achair. Tolly Mune sat hersdf next to
Tuf and touched him lightly onthearm. “Tuf,” she said.

Heturned his head and pulled away from her. “Kindly refrain from laying hands upon my person.
Portmaster Mune.”

She pulled her hand back. “What are you doing, Tuf?’

“At the moment, | am assaying an interesting new strategem of my own devising againgt Negotiator Dez.
| fear it will be proved unsound, but we shall see. In alarger sense, | strive to earn afew meager
standards through the gpplication of statistical analysis and applied psychology. S uthlam isby no means
inexpensve, Portmaster Mune.”

The Jazbot, hislong hair gleaming with iridescent oils, hisfat face covered with rank-scars, laughed
roughly and displayed amouth of polished black teeth inset with tiny crimson jewels. “I chalenge, Tuf,”
he said, touching a button undernegth his station to flash his array upon the lighted surface of the table.

Tuf leaned forward briefly. “Indeed,” he said. A long pale finger moved appropriately, and hisown
formation lit up within the gaming circle. “1 fear you are log, Sir. My experiment has been proven
successtul, though no doubt by merefluke.”

“Blast you and your damnable luck!” the Jazbot said, lurching unsteadily to hisfeet. More counters
changed hands.



“Soyou gamewell,” Tolly Mune said to him. “1t won't do you adamned bit of good, Tuf. The oddsin
these placesfavor the house. You' |l never gamble your way to the money you need.”

“I am not unaware of this” Tuf replied.
“Let’stak.”

“We are engaged in talking & this very moment.”
“Let’stak privately,” she stressed.

“During our last private discussion, | was set upon by men with nerveguns, verbaly pummeled, crudly
deceived, deprived of abeloved companion, and denied the opportunity to enjoy dessert. | am not
favorably predisposed to accept further invitations.”

“I'll buy you adrink,” said Tolly Mune.

“Very wel,” said Tuf. Herose ponderoudy, scooped up his counters, and bid farewd | to the other
players.
The two of them walked to a privacy booth on the far sde of the gaming room, Tolly Mune puffing abit

from the strain of fighting gravity. Onceinside, she dumped into the cushions, ordered iced narcoblasts
for two and opagued the curtain.

“Theingestion of narcotic beverages will have scant effect on my decision-making capacities, Portmaster
Mune,” said Haviland Tuf, “and while | am willing to accept your largesse as atoken of redressfor your
earlier perverson of civilized hospitdity, my position is nonetheless unchanged.”

“What do you want, Tuf?" she said wearily, after the drinks had come. Thetal glasses were rimed with
frogt, the liquor cobdt blueand icy.

“Likedl of humanity, | have many desires. At the moment | most urgently wish the safe return of Havoc
to my custody.”

“I told you, I'll swap the cat for the ship.”

“We have discussed this proposal, and | have rgjected it asinequitable. Must we go over the same
ground agan?’

“I have anew argument,” shesaid.

“Indeed.” Tuf sipped at hisdrink.

“Consder the question of ownership, Tuf. By what right do you own the Ark? Did you build it? Did you
have any roleinits creation? Hell no.”

“I foundit,” said Tuf. “ True, this discovery was made in the company of five others, and it cannot be
denied that their claimsto ownership were, in some cases, superior to my own. They, however, are
dead, and | am dive. This strengthens my claim considerably. Moreover, | presently possessthe artifact
in question. In many ethica systems, possession isthe key, indeed ofttimes the overriding determinant of
ownership.”

“There are worlds where the state owns everything of value, where your goddamned ship would have
been saized out of hand.”

“I am mindful of thisand purposdy avoided such worlds when choosing my destination,” said Haviland
Tuf.

“We could take your damned ship by forceif we wanted, Tuf. Maybeit's power that conveys
ownership, en?’

“Itistrue that you command the fierce loyaty of numerous lackey armed with nerveguns and lasers, while
| am done, ahumble trader and neophyte ecological engineer, companioned only by his harmless cats.
Nonetheless, | am not without certain small resources of my own. It istheoretically possiblefor meto



have programmed defensesinto the Ark that would make such a seizure perhaps less easily
accomplished than you imagine. Of course this supposition isentirely hypotheticd, but you might do well
to giveit due consderation. In any case, bruta military action would beillegal under the laws of
Suthlam.”

Tolly Mune sighed. “Some cultures hold that utility confers ownership. Others opt for need.”
“I am not unfamiliar with these doctrines.”
“Good. S uthlam needsthe Ark more than you do, Tuf.”

“Incorrect. | have need of the Ark to pursue my chosen profession and earn alivelihood. Y our world has
no need of the ship itself, but rather of ecologica engineering. Therefore | have offered you my services,
only to find my generous offer spurned and dubbed insufficient. *

“Utility,” Tolly Muneinterrupted. “We have awhole goddamned world of brilliant scientists. You're
nothing but atrader, by your own admission. We can make better use of the Ark.”

“Your brilliant scientigs arelargdy specidistsin physics, chemidry, cybernetics, and other likefields.

S uthlam is not especidly advanced in the areas of biology, genetics, or ecology. Thisisdoubly obvious.
If you possessed such expertise as you imply, firstly, your need for the Ark would not be urgent, and
secondly, your ecological problem would never have been allowed to reach its present ominous
proportions. Therefore | question your assertion that your people would put the ship to more efficient
use. Since coming upon the Ark and commencing my voyage here, | have dutifully immersed mysdlf in
study, and | would be so bold asto suggest that | am now the single most qualified ecologica engineer in
human space, possibly excluding Prometheus.”

Haviland Tuf’ slong white face was without expression; he shaped each pronouncement carefully and
fired them at her in cool savos. Y et, unflgppable as he was, Tolly Mune sensed that behind Tuf’scam
facade was aweakness—pride, ego, a vanity she could twist to her own ends. She jabbed afinger a his
face. “Words, Tuf. Nothing but puling empty words. Y ou can cal yoursdf an ecological engineer, but
that doesn’t mean adamned thing. Y ou can call yoursdf ajelyfruit, but you d till look damned silly
squatting in abowl of clotted cream!”

“Indeed,” Tug said.

“I'll make you awager,” she said, going for thekill, “that you don’t know what the hell you' re doing with
that damned ship.”

Haviland Tuf blinked, and made a steeple of his—hands on thetable. “ Thisis an interesting proposition,”
he said. “ Continue.”

Tolly Mune amiled. “Y our cat againgt your ship,” she said. “I’ ve described our problem. Solveit, and
you get back Havoc, safe and sound. Fail, and we get the Ark.”

Tuf raised afinger. “ This schemeis flawed. Although you set me aformidable task, | am not loath to
accept such a challenge, were the suggested stakes not so imbalanced. The Ark and Havoc are both
mine, though you have unscrupuloudy, abeit legdly, seized custody of the latter. Therefore it gppearsthat
by winning, I smply get back that which isrightfully mine to begin with, whereas you stand to gain agresat
prize. Thisisinequitable. | have acounteroffer. | cameto S uthlam for certain repairs and dterations. In
the event of my success, let thiswork be performed without cost to me.”

Tolly Munelifted her drink to her mouth to give hersdf amoment to consider. Theice had turned dushy,
but the narcoblaster ill had anice sting to it. “Fifty million standards of free repairs? That’ stoo damn
“Such wasmy opinion,” said Tuf.

Shegrinned. “The cat,” she said, “may have been yoursto start with, but now she'sours. But I'll go this
far ontherepairs, Tuf—I’ll give you credit.”



“On what terms and at what interest rate?’ Tuf asked.

“Well do therefitting,” shesad, amiling. “We Il sart immediately. If you win—which you won’t—you
get the cat back, and we'll give you an interest-free loan for the cost of the repair bill. Y ou can pay us off
from the money you make out there—she waved vaguely toward the rest of the universe—"doing your
damned eco-engineering. But we get alien on the Ark. If you haven't paid hadf the money back in five
dtandard years, or dl of itinten, theshipisours.”

“Theorigind estimate of fifty million Sandardswas excessve,” Tuf said, “obvioudy aninflated figure
intended solely to force meto sall you my ship. | suggest we settle on asum of twenty million standards
asthe basisfor this agreement.”

“Ridiculous,” she snapped. “My spinnerets couldn’t even paint your goddamned ship for twenty million
sandards. But I'll go down to forty-five.”

“Twenty-fivemillion,” Tuf suggested. “As| am done aboard the Ark, it isnot strictly necessary that dl
decks and systems be restored to full optimal function. A few distant, dysfunctiona decksare of no
ultimate importance. | will trim my work order to include only the repairs that must be made for my
safety, comfort, and convenience.”

“Fair enough,” shesad. “I’ll goto forty million.”
“Thirty,” Tuf ingsted, “would seem more than enough.”

“Let’ snot quibble over afew million standards,” said Tolly Mune. “You'regoing to lose, so it doesn't
meatter one hot damn.”

“I have asomewhat different viewpoint. Thirty million.”

“Thirty-seven,” shesad.

“’Thirty-two,” Tuf replied.

“Obvioudy, we re going to settle on thirty-five, right? Donel” She stuck out her hand.

Tuf looked at it. “ Thirty-four,” he said calmly.

Tolly Munelaughed, withdrew her hand, and said, “What does it matter? Thirty-four.”

Haviland Tuf stood up.

“Have another drink,” she said, gesturing. “To our little wager.”

“I fear | must decline,” Tuf said. “1 will celebrate after | have won. For the nonce, thereiswork to do.”

“I cannot believe you' ve donethis,” Josen Radl said, very loudly. Tolly Mune had turned the volume up
high on her comm unit, to drown out the constant irritating protests of her captive cat.

“Give mealittle sanity, Josen,” she said queruloudy. “Thisis goddamned brilliant.”

“You've bet thefuture of our world! Billionsand billions of lives! Do you serioudy expect meto honor
thislittle pact of yours?’

Tolly Mune sucked on her beer bulb and sighed. Then, in the same voice she would have used to explain
thingsto an especidly dow child, shesaid, “We can’'t lose, Josen. Think about it, if that wormy thing in
your skull isn't too atrophied by gravity to be capable of thought. Why the hell did we want the Ark? To
feed oursalves, of course. To avoid the famine, to solve the problem, to work a puling biologica miracle.
Tomultiply the loaves and fishes”

“Loaves and fishes?’ the First Councillor said, baffled.

“Timesinfinity. It saclassca dluson, Josen. Chridtian, | think. Tuf isgoing to take atry a making fish
sandwichesfor thirty billion. | think he'll just get flour on hisface and choke on afish bone, but that



doesn't matter. If hefails, we get the goddamned seedship, dl nice and legd. If he succeeds, we don't
need the Ark any more. We win either way. And theway | got thingsrigged, evenif Tuf doeswin, hell
gill owe usthirty-four million standards. If by some miracle he pullsit off, odds are we' |l get the ship
anyway, when he comes up short on his damned note.” She drank some more beer and grinned at him.
“Josen, you' re damned lucky | don’t want your job. Has it ever dawned on you that I'm alot smarter
thanyou?’

“You'realot lesspolitictoo, Ma,” he said, “and | doubt you'd last aday in my job. | can’t deny that you
do yourswdll, however. | suppose your planisviable”

“You suppose?’ shesad.

“There are palitica redlitiesto congder. The expansonistswant the ship itsdf, you must redlize, againgt
the day they regain power. Fortunately, they are aminority. We Il outvote them in council once again.”

“Seethat you do, Josen,” Tolly Mune said. She broke the connection and sat floating in the dimness of
her home. On her vidscreen, the Ark cameinto view again. Her work crewswere dl over it now,
jury-rigging atemporary dock. Permanence would come later. She expected the Ark to be around for a
good few centuries, o they needed a place to keep the damned thing, and even if Tuf did make off with
it by some freakish chance, amagjor expansion of the web was long overdue and would provide new
docking facilitiesfor hundreds of ships. With Tuf paying the bill, she saw no sensein postponing the
congtruction any longer. A long tranducent plasted tube was being assembled, section by section, to link
the huge seedship to the end of the nearest mgjor spur, so shipments of materials and teams of spinnerets
could reach it more easily. Cybertechs were dready insde, linked to the ship’s computer system,
reprogramming to suit Tuf’ srequirements and, incidentaly, dismantling any interna defenses he might
have coded in. Secret orders from the Stedd Widow hersdf; Tuf didn’t know. It wasjust alittle extra
precaution, in case he was a poor loser. She didn’t want any monsters or plagues popping out of her
prize box when she opened it.

Asfor Tuf, her sources said he had been in his own computer room amost continuoudy since leaving the
Worldview’ s gaming salon. On her authority as Portmaster, the council databanks had been authorized to
give him whatever information he required, and he certainly required agreat deal, from the reports she
was getting. He had the Ark’ s own computers data-storming extensive series of projectionsand
gmulations. Tolly Mune had to give him credit; hewasgiving it his best.

The cage in the corner thumped as Havoc crashed againgt its sSide and gave out asmall, hurt mew. She
felt sorry for the cat. Shefdt sorry for Tuf, too. Maybe, when hefailed, she'd seeif she couldn’t get him
that Longhaul Nine anyway.

Forty-seven days passed.

Forty-seven days passed with the work crews working triple-shift, so the activity around the Ark was
constant, unrelenting, and frenetic. The web crawled out to the seedship and covered it; cables snaked
around it like vines; anetwork of pneumatic tubes plunged in and out of itsairlocks asif it wereadying
man in adownstairs medcenter; plasted bubbles swelled out onits hull likefat silver pimples; tendrils of
ged and duralloy crisscrossed it like veins; vacuum deds buzzed about itsimmendity like stinging insects
traling fire; and everywhere, insde and out, walked platoons of spinnerets. Forty-seven days passed and
the Ark was repaired, refinished, modernized, restocked.

Forty-seven days passed without Haviland Tuf leaving his ship for so much asaminute. At first helived
in his computer room, the spinnerets reported, with the smulations running day and night and the data
crashing in al around him. These past few weeks he had most often been seenridinginasmall
three-whedled cart down the thirty-kilometer length of the seedship’ s huge centra shaft, agreen
duck-billed cap perched atop his head, asmall long-haired gray cat in hislap. He took only scant and
perfunctory notice of the S uthlamese workers, but at intervals hewould pull over to recalibrate



instrumentation at scattered random work stations or check the endless series of vats, large and small,
that lined those towering walls. The cybertechs noticed that certain cloning programs were up and
running, and that the chronowarp had been engaged, drawing off enormous amounts of energy.
Forty-seven days passed with Tuf in near seclusion, companioned only by Chaos, working.

Forty-seven days passed during which Tolly Mune talked neither to Tuf nor to First Councillor Josen
Radl. Her duties as Portmaster, neglected during the onset of the Ark crigs, were more than sufficient to
keep her occupied. She had disputes to hear and adjudicate, promotions to review, construction to
supervise, beribboned fly diplomats to entertain before flushing them down the eevator, budgetsto draw
up, payrollsto thumb. And she had a cat to ded with, too.

At firgt, Tolly Mune feared the worst. Havoc refused to eat, seemed unable to reconcile hersdlf to
weightlessness, fouled the air in the Portmaster’ s apartment with her waste products, and indgsted on
making some of the mogt pitiful noises the Portmaster had ever had the misfortune to hear. She got
worried enough to bring in her chief verminologist, who assured her that the cage was spacious enough
and the portions of protein paste were more than adequate. The she-cat did not agree, and continued to
scken, mewing and hissing until Tolly Mune was certain that insanity, either feline or human, wasjust
around the corner.

Findly shetook steps. She discarded the nutritious protein paste and began to feed the creature with the
meset-sticks Tuf had sent over from the Ark. Theferocity with which Havoc atacked them when she
thrust the ends through the bars was reassuring. Once shelicked at Tolly Mune' sfingers after consuming
adgtick in record time; it was astrange sensation, but not entirely unpleasant. The cat took to rubbing up
againg the cage, too, asif she wanted contact; Tolly touched her tentatively, and was repaid with afar
more pleasant sound than the cat had uttered previoudy. The touch of the creature’ s black-and-white fur
was dmost sensuous.

After eight days, shelet it out of its cage. Thelarger confines of the office would be a sufficient prison,
she thought. No sooner did Tolly Mune dide back the cage door than Havoc bounded through, but when
the bound took her sailing clear acrass the room, she began hissng wildly in distress. Tolly kicked off
after her and snatched her as she tumbled, but the cat struggled wildly, clawing long gashes down the
backs of her hands. After the medtech had come and gone, Tolly Mune called through to security.
“Requigition aroom in the Worldview,” she said, “atower room with gravity control. Tell them to set the
grid for one-quarter gee.”

“Who' sthe guest?’ they asked her.
“A port prisoner,” she snapped, “armed and dangerous.”

After the move, she visited the hotdl daily at the end of her work-shift, at first strictly to feed her hostage
and check onitswdfare. By thefifteenth day, she waslingering long enough to soak up afew caories
and give the cat the contact it craved. The beast’ s personality had changed dramatically. 1t made sounds
of pleasure when she opened the door for her daily inspection (athough it till tried constantly to escape),
rubbed up against her leg without provocation, kept its claws sheathed, and even seemed to be growing
fat. Whenever Tolly Mune permitted hersdlf to Sit, Havoc wasin her [ap ingtantly. On the twentieth day
she dept over. On the twenty-sixth she moved in temporarily.

Forty-seven days passed, and by the end of them Havoc had grown accustomed to egping next to her,
curled up on her pillow, her soft black-and-white fur brushing againgt the Portmaster’ s cheek.

On theforty-eighth day, Haviland Tuf called. If he was shocked to see his cat nestled in her 1ap, he gave
no sign. “Portmaster Mune,” he said.

“Giveup yet?’ sheasked him.
“Scarcely,” Tuf replied. “In point of fact, | stand ready to claim my victory.”



It wastoo important a meeting for atele-link, even ashieded tele-link, Josen Radl had ruled. The
Vandeeni might have ways of penetrating the shields. And yet, because Tolly Mune had dedlt with Tuf
firsthand and might understand him in away the council could not, her presence wasimperative, and her
aversion to gravity was considered unimportant. She took the elevator down to the surface, for thefirst
timein more years than she cared to contemplate, and was whisked by aircab to the highest chamber
atop the council tower.

The huge drafty room had a certain spartan dignity. It was dominated by along, wide conference table
with amirror-bright monitor-top. Josen Radl sat in the position of authority, in ahigh-backed black chair
with the globe of S uthlam worked in three-dimensiona rdlief above his head. “Portmaster Mune” he
said, nodding to her as she struggled to an unoccupied seet near the foot of the table.

The room was crowded with the powerful—the inner council, the eite of the technocratic faction, key
bureaucrats. Half her life had passed since the last time she had been summoned downgtairs, but Tolly
Mune watched the newsfeeds, and recognized many of the people—the young councillor for agriculture,
surrounded by under-councillors, his assistants for botanical research, oceanic development, food
processing. The councillor for war and his cyborg tactician. The trangport administrator. The curator of
the databanks and her chief andyst. The councillorsfor interna security, science and technology,
interstellar relations, industry. The commander of the Planetary Defense FHoatilla. The senior officer of the
world police. They al nodded at her blankly.

To hiscredit, Josen Radl dispensed with dl formality. “Y ou’ ve had aweek with Tuf’ s projections and the
seedstock and samples he provided us,” he asked his council. “Well?’

“It’ sdifficult to judge with any degree of accuracy,” said the dataandy<t. “His projections may beright
on target or they may be completely wrong, based on mistaken assumptions. | can't begin to check for
accuracy until, well, I'd say it will take severd plantings a least, severd years. Thesethings Tuf has
cloned for us, these plants and animals and the like, dl of them are new to S uthlam. Until we have some
hard experience with them, to determine how they will flourish under S uthlamese conditions, we can't be
certain how much of adifferencethey’ll make”

“If any,” said the councillor for interna security, a short square brick of awoman.
“If any,” echoed the anay4.

“Y ou're being much too conservative,” the councillor for agriculture interrupted. He was the youngest
man in the room, brash and outspoken, and a the moment his smile looked asthough it might crack his
thin face clean intwo. “My reportsare dl positively glowing.” He had atdl pile of crystal data-chipson
the conference table in front of him. He spread them out and shoved one into aport on his ation; lines
of readout began to scroll down the mirrored table-top, below the polished surface. “ Thisis our analysis
of thething he callsomni-grain,” the councillor said. “Incredible, redly incredible. A gene-tailored hybrid,
completely edible. Completely edible, councillors, every part of the plant. The stalks grow waist high,
like neograss, very high in carbohydrates, crunchy texture, not at al bad with alittle dressing, but
primarily useful asfodder for food animals. The headsyield an excdllent cereal grain with a better
food-to-chaff ratio than nanowhest or Srice. Theyield is easy to transport, stores forever without
refrigeration, isimpossible to bruise, and ishigh in protein. And the roots are edible tubers! Not only that,
but it grows so damn fast that it will give ustwice as many crops per season. Just guesswork, of course,
but | estimate that if we plant omni-grain on the kays we ve got aloted to nanowheat, neograss, and
srice, we'll regp three, four timesthe calories from the same plots.”

“It must have some disadvantages,” Josen Rael objected. It soundstoo good to betrue. If this
omni-grain is so perfect, why haven't we heard of it before? Tuf certainly didn’'t gene-splice it together in
these past few months.”

“Of course not. I’ s been around for centuries. | found areferenceto it in the databanks, believeit or not.
It was devel oped by the EEC during the war, as military fodder. The stuff grows so quickly that it'sidedl



when you’ re not sure whether you' Il be regping the crops you' re sowing or fertilizing them, ah,
persondly. But it was never adapted by civilians. The taste was considered inferior. Not awful or
unpleasant, you understand, just inferior to existing grains. Also, it exhauststhe soil in avery short time.”

“Aha,” said the councillor for interna security. “Soit’'satrap of sorts?’

“By itsdlf, yes. You' d get maybefive years of bountiful crops and then disaster. But Tuf has also sent
along some vermin—incredible things, super-worms and other aerators—and asymbiote, akind of
dime-mold that will grow together with the omni-grain without harming it, living off—get thisnow—Iliving
off air pollution and certain kinds of usdless petrochemica waste, and using that to restore and enrich
the soil.” He threw up his hands. “It’ s an incredible breakthrough! If our own research teams had

devel oped this, we' d have dready declared aholiday.”

“What about the other things?’ Josen Rael asked curtly. The First Councillor’ sface did not reflect any of
the enthusiasm of his subordinate.

“Almost as exciting,” wasthereply. “ The oceans—we ve never been ableto get adecent caloric yield
from the oceans, reldiveto their size, and the last adminigtration practicaly fished them to extinction with
their sea-sweepers. Tuf isgiving usadozen new sorts of fast-breeding fish, and avariety of plankton...”
Hefished around in front of him, found another data-chip, plugged it in. “ Here, this plankton, it will gum
up the sealanes, certainly, but ninety percent of our commerce is subsurface or airborne, so it doesn’t
matter. Thefish will thrive onit, and under the right conditions, the plankton itsaf will grow so thick it will
cover the water to adepth of three meters, like some vast gray-green carpet.”

“Andarming prospect,” said the councillor for war. “Isit edible? By humans, | mean.”

“No.” The agri-councillor grinned. “But when it’s dead and decaying, it will serve admirably asaraw
materia for our food factories, once the petroleum runs out.”

All theway down at the far end of the table, Tolly Mune laughed loudly. Heads turned to face her. “I'll
be damned,” she said. “He gave usloaves and fishes after dl.”

“The plankton’ snot redlly afish,” the councillor said.

“If it livesin the goddamned ocean, it'sa puling fish asfar as|’m concerned.”

“Loaves and fishes?’ asked the councillor for industry.

“Go on with your report,” Josen Radl said impatiently. “Was there anything else?”

Therewas. There was a nutritious lichen that would grow on the highest mountains, and another that
could survive even in airless conditions under hard radiation. “More Larder asteroids,” announced the
agricultura councillor, “without having to spend decades and billions of casterraforming.” Therewere
paragitic food-vines that would infest S uthlam’ s teamy equatoria swamps and gradualy choke out and
displace the fragrant and poisonous native forms that now grew therein profuson. Therewasagran
called snow-oats that would grow on frozen tundra, and tunnel-tubers that could honeycomb even the
frozen earth beneath a glacier with huge airy passages walled by buttery brown nut-meet. There were
genetically improved cattle, pigs, fowl, and fish; anew bird that Tuf clamed would eiminate the leading

S uthlamese agricultural pest; and seventy-nine new varieties of edible mushroom and fungusthat could
be raised in the darkness of the undercities and nourished with human waste products.

And when the councillor had finished his report, there was silence.

“He'swon,” Tolly Mune said, grinning. Therest were dl deferring to Josen Radl, but she was damned if
shewasgoing to sit and play politics. “1I'll be damned, Tuf actudly didit.”

“We do not know that,” said the databanks curator.
“It will be years before we have meaningful satistics,” said the analys.
“There may be atrap,” warned the councillor for war. “We must be cautious.”



“Oh, to hell with that,” said Tolly Mune. “ Tuf has proved that—"
“Portmaster!” interrupted Josen Radl, very sharply.

Tolly Mune closed her mouth; she had never heard him use that tone before. The othersall looked at him
aswdll.

Josen Radl took out a cloth and mopped the perspiration from his brow. “What Haviland Tuf has proven,
beyond any doubt, isthat the Ark isfar too valuable for usto even consider letting it go. We will now
discuss how best to seizeit, while minimizing the loss of life and the diplomatic repercussons.” He caled
upon the councillor for interna security.

Portmaster Tolly Mune listened quietly to her report, and sat through an hour of the discussion that
followed, while they argued about tactics, the proper diplomatic stance, the most efficient utilization of the
seedship, which department ought to take charge of it, and what to say to the newsfeeds. The discussion
promised to last half the night, but Josen Radl said firmly that they would not bregk until the whole affair
had been settled to the last jot and tittle. Food was ordered, records were sent for, subordinates and
specidists were summoned and dismissed. Josen Radl gave orders that they were not to be interrupted
for any reason whatsoever. Tolly Munelistened. Findly, she got unsteedily to her feet. “ Sorry,” she
gpologized, “it’s...it"sthe puling gravity. Not used to it. Where sthe nearest sani...sanitary...ulp.”

“Of course, Portmaster,” said Josen Rad. “ Outsde, the left corridor, fourth door down.”

“Thank you,” she said. They resumed talking as Tolly Mune staggered outside. She could hear their
droning through the door. There was one police guard. She nodded to him, walked off briskly, and
turned right.

Once out of hissight, she began to run.

On the roofdeck she commandeered an aircab. “ The elevator,” she snapped, “and screamit.” She
showed him her priority band.

A train wasjust about to leave. It wasfull. She bumped a starclass passenger. “ Emergency in the web,”
shesad. “I haveto get back in ahurry.” They made arecord ascent, since after al shewas Ma Spider,
and trangportation was waiting in Spiderhome to whisk her to her quarters.

She salled in, sedled the door, turned on her comm, coded it to transmit arecording of her deputy’ sface,
and tried to punch through to Josen Radl. “I’'m sorry,” the computer said with cybernetic sympathy.
“He sin meeting, and cannot be interrupted at thistime. Would you care to leave a message?’

“No,” she said. She sent her own image when she punched through to her foreman out on the Ark. “How
arethingsfloating, Frakker?

Helooked tired, but he managed asmilefor her. “We re going greet, Ma,” he said. “1 guesstimate
ninety-one percent done. Work will be complete in another 9%, seven days, and then it will be just
clean-up.”

“Thework’ sdone now,” Tolly Mune said.
“What?' Helooked baffled.

“Tuf hasbeenlying to us,” she said glibly. “He' sacon man, apuling abortion, and I'm pulling the crews
onhim.”

“| don’'t understand,” the cybertech said.

“Sorry. Details are classified, Frakker. Y ou know how it goes. Just get off the Ark. All of you.
Spinnerets, cybertechs, security, everybody. I'll give you an hour, then I’'m coming over, and if | find
anybody on that derelict except Tuf and his goddamned vermin, I'll ship their rectums out to the Larder
faster than you can say Steel Widow, you got that?’

“Uh, yes”



“I mean now!” snapped Tolly Mune. “ Move, Frakker.”

She cleared the screen, keyed in atop-priority shield, and placed her find cdl. Haviland Tuf, infuriatingly,
had instructed the Ark to screen his calls while he ngpped. It took her fifteen priceless minutesto find the
right formula of wordsto convince theidiot machine that this was an emergency.

“Portmaster Mune,” Tuf responded when hisimage findly materidized before her, wearing an absurd
fuzzy robe belted around his overample scomach. “To what do | owethe singular ddight of your call?’

“Therefitting is ninety percent done,” Tolly Mune said. * Everything important. You' Il haveto live with
anything we left undone. My spinnerets are scuttling off down the web, fast. They’ll dl be gonein, uh,
now it'sdown to forty-odd minutes. When that time' sup, | want you out of port, Tuf.”

“Indeed,” said Haviland Tuf.

“Y ou' re spaceworthy,” she said. “1’ ve seen your specs. Y ou'll rip apart the dock, but there’ sno timeto
pull it down and it'sasmall priceto pay for what you' ve done. Shift to drive and get out of our system
and don’t look back over your shoulder, unless you want to turn to goddamned salt.”

“| fall to understand,” said Haviland Tuf.
Tolly Munesighed. “Sodo |, Tuf, sodo |. Don’t argue with me. Prepare for departure.”

“Am | to make the assumption that your High Council found my humble offering to be a satisfactory
solution to your crisis, so that | have been adjudged winner of our wager?’

She groaned. “Yes, if that’ swhat you want to hear, you give great vermin, they loved the omni-grain, the
dime-mold wasared hit, you win, you're brilliant, you' re wonderful. Now screamiit, Tuf, before
someone thinksto ask the sickly old Portmaster a question and they notice that I’'m gone.”

“Y our haste has left me nonplussed,” said Haviland Tuf, folding his hands camly atop his paunch and
daring a her.

“Tuf,” Tolly Mune said, from between clenched teeth. “Y ou won your goddamned wager, but you'll lose
your ship if you don’t wake up and learn to dance. Get moving! Do | haveto spell it out for you, damn
it? Treachery, Tuf. Violence. Betrayd. Right &t this very moment, the High Council of S uthlamis
discussing dl thefine details of how to grab the Ark and dispose of you, and arguing about what kind of
perfume will makeit smell the best. Now do you understand? As soon asthey finish talking, and it won't
belong, they’ Il give the orders, and security will be converging on you with vacuum deds and nerveguns.
The Planetary Defense Hotillahas four protector-class ships and two dreadnaughts in the web right now,
and if they go on dert, you might not even be ableto run. | don’t want any goddamned space battle
dagging my port and killing my people”

“An underdandable aversion,” Tuf safd. “I shal initiate immediate implementation of departure
programming. Onesmadl difficulty remains, however.”

“What?’ shesad, dl wire-edged impatience.
“Havoc remainsin your custody. | cannot leave S uthlam until she has been returned safely to me.”
“Forget the puling cat!”

“A sdlective memory isnot among my capabilities,” Tuf said. “1 havefulfilled my portion of our
understanding. Y ou must return Havoc or bein breach of contract.”

“I can’t,” Tolly Mune said angrily. “ Every fly, worm, and spinneret in the station knows that damned cat
isour hostage. If | jJump on atrain with Havoc under my arm, it will be noticed, and someoneisgoing to
ask questions. Wait for that cat, and you' rerisking everything. “

“Nonetheless” said Haviland Tuf, “| fear | mustingst.”
“Goddamn you,” swore the Portmaster. She wiped out hisimage with asingle furious snap of her fingers.



When she reached the Worldview’ slofty atrium, the host greeted her with abrilliant smile. “ Portmaster!”
he said happily. “How good to see you. Y ou' re being paged, you know. If you' d careto takethecdl in
my private office...”

“Sorry,” shesaid, “pressing business. I'll check in from the room.” She rushed past him to the elevators.

Outside the door were the guards she had posted. “ Portmaster Mune,” the left one said. “We were
notified to watch for you. You'reto cal in to the security office at once.”

“Certainly,” shesaid. “You two, get down to the atrium, and fast.”
“Isthere aproblem?’

“A big one. A brawl. | don’t think the staff can handleit done.”
“WEe |l take care of it, Ma.” They ran off together.

Tolly Munewent insgde. Theroom was ardlief; only aquarter gee, compared to the full gravity of the
corridors and atrium. It was atower suite. Beyond atriple-thick window of transparent plasted wasthe
vast globe of S uthlam, the rocky surface of Spiderhome, and the brilliance of the web. She could even
seethe bright line that wasthe Ark, shiningintheyelow light of S uldar.

Havoc was curled up adeep on the floater cushion in front of the window, but the cat hopped down
when she entered and came bounding across the carpet, purring loudly. “I' m glad to see you, too,” Tolly
Mune said, scooping up the creature. “But now | have to get you out of here.” Shelooked around for
something large enough to hide her hostage.

The comm unit began to scream at her. Sheignored it and continued to search. “ Goddamn it,” she said
furioudy. She had to hide the puling cat, but how? She tried wrapping her up in atowe, but Havoc didn’t
likethat ideaat all.

The comm unit cleared—a security override. The head of port security was staring a her. “ Portmaster
Mune,” he said, deferentid for the moment, though she wondered how long that would last once the
Stuation became clear to him. “ There you are. The First Councillor ssemsto believe you have some
difficulty. Isthere aproblem?’

“Noneat al,” shesaid. “Isthere any reason for intruding on my privacy, Danja?’

He looked abashed. “My apologies, Ma. Orders. We were ingtructed to locate you immediately and
report on your whereabouts.”

“Dothat,” shesad.

He gpologized again and the screen blanked. Obvioudy, no one had yet informed him that the Ark was
being cleared. Good, that bought her abit more cushion. She moved methodicaly through the suite one
find time, taking agood ten minutes to search everywhere and anywhere for something to stash Havoc
in, before shefinally gaveit up asalost cause. She' d just have to brazen it out, stride to the docks and
requisition vacuum ded, skinthins, and acarrier for the cat. She moved toward the door, opened it,
stepped out...and saw the guards running toward her. She darted back inside. Havoc yowled in protest.
Tolly Munetriple-locked the door and raised the privacy shidd. That didn’t stop them from banging.
“Portmaster Mune,” one of them called through the door, “there was no brawl. Open please, we need to
tak.”

“Go away,” she snapped. “Orders.”

“Sorry, Ma,” hereplied, “they want usto take that cat downdtairs. That' s right from the council, they
w'”

Behind her, the comm unit came on once more. Thistime it was the councillor for interna security hersdlf.
“Tolly Mune,” the woman said, “you are wanted for questioning. Surrender yoursaf immediately.”

“I’'m right here,” Tolly Mune snapped back. “ Ask your goddamned questions.” The guards kept



pounding on the door.

“Explain your return to port,” the woman said.

“I work here,” Tolly Mune said swestly.

“Y our actions are not in accord with policy. They have not been approved by High Council.”

“High Council’ s actions haven’t been approved by me,” the Portmaster said. Havoc hissed at the screen.
“Place yoursdf under arrest, if you please.”

“I'd rather not.” Shelifted asmall, thick table—it was easy under aquarter gee—and sent it salling into
the vidscreen. The councillor’ s square features disintegrated in a shower of glass and sparks.

At the door, the guards had coded in a security override. She countermanded it, using Portmaster’s
priority, and heard one of them swearing. “Ma,” the other one said, “that won’'t do any good. Open up,
now. Y ou can't get by usand it won't take them more than ten, twenty minutesto cancel your priority.”

Hewasright, Tolly Mune redlized. She was trapped, and once they unsealed the door it was adl over.
Shelooked around helplessy, searching for awegpon, away out, anything. There was nothing.

Far away at the end of the web the Ark shone with reflected sunlight. It ought to be clear by now. She
hoped Tuf had had the sense to seal up tight when the last spinneret had departed. But would he leave
without Havoc? She looked down, stroked the cat’ sfur. “ All thistrouble for you,” she said. Havoc
purred. She looked back at the Ark, then at the door.

“We could pump somegasin,” one of the guards was saying. “ The room’ s not airtight, after all.”
Tolly Mune amiled.

She placed Havoc back on the floater cushion, climbed up on achair, and pulled the cover off the
emergency sensor box. It had been along time since she' d done any mech work. It took her afew
moments to trace the circuits, and afew more momentsto puzzle out how to make the sensorsthink the
airseal had been broken. When she did, an aarm claxon began to shrill hideoudy in her ear. Therewasa
sudden hissing and foaming around the edges of the door asthe airseal was activated. The gravity went
out, the air stopped circulating, and on the far sde of the room, a pand did open on the cache of
emergency vacuum gear.

Tolly Mune moved to it quickly. Inside were breather-pacs, airjets, ahaf dozen sets of skinthins. She
dressed and seded hersdf up. “Come here,” she said to Havoc. The cat didn't like al the noise. “Careful
now, don’t claw thefabric.” She shoved Havoc inside a bubble helmet, attached it to alimp set of
skinthins, clipped on abreather pac and turned it al the way up, way past the recommended pressure.
The skinthinsinflated like abaloon. The cat tried her claws againgt the ingde of the plasted helmet and
yowled piteoudy. “I’'m sorry,” said Tolly Mune. Shelet Havoc float in mid-room while she removed the
laser torch from its brackets.

“Who said it wasapuling flse larm?’ she said as she kicked hersdlf toward the window, torch in hand.

“Perhgps you would care for some mulled mushroomwine,” said Haviland Tuf. Havoc was rubbing up
againg hisleg. Chaoswas up his shoulder, long gray tail twitching, peering down at the black-and-white
cat asif heweretrying to remember just who that was. *Y ou appear to betired.”

“Tired?’ Tolly Mune said. She laughed. “1 just burned my way out of astarclass hotdl and crossed
kilometers of open space, flying on nothing but airjets and using my feet to tug dong acat inan
over-inflated pair of skinthins. | had to outdistance the first security squad they scrambled from the
dockside ready-room, and use alaser torch to cripple the ded the second bunch came cruising up on,
dodging their snares the whole time, till pulling your damned cat. Then | got to spend a haf-hour
crawling around on the outside of the Ark, knocking on the hull like abrain-damage case, dl thetime



watching my port go insane with activity. | lost the cat twice and had to chase her down again before she
floated off to S uthlam, and whenever | migudged an arblast, off we went. Then apuling dreadnought
came heaving up a me. | got to enjoy the suspense of wondering when the hell you' d raise your defense
sphere, and got to relish the exciting pyrotechnics when the flotilla decided to test your screens. | had a
nice long time to ponder whether they’ d see me, crawling around like so much vermin on the skin of
some damned animal, and Havoc and | had this great conversation about what we' d do when it occurred
to them to send in awave of security on deds. We decided I’ d speak sternly to them and she' d scratch
their eyes out. And then you finally notice us and drag usinside just as the goddamned flctillais opening
up with plasmatorpedoes. And you think | might be tired?’

“Thereisno cdl for sarcasm,” said Haviland Tuf.

Tolly Mune snorted. “Do you have avacuum ded?’

“Y our crew abandoned four in their haste to depart.”

“Good. I'll take onewith me.” A glance a theingrumentstold her that Tuf finally had the seedship under
way. “What' s happening out there?’

“Theflotillacontinuesto hound me,” said Tuf. “The dreadnaughts Double Helix and Charles Darwin
pursue, with their protector escorts close astern, and a cacophony of commanders clamor at me, making
rude threats, stern martia pronouncements, and insgncere entregties. Their effortsareto no avail. My
defensive screens, now that your spinnerets have so excellently restored them to full function, are more
than equal to any wegponry inthe S uthlamese armory.”

“Don'ttestit,” Tolly Mune said sourly. “Just get into drive as soon as I’ m gone, and get the hell out of
here”

“Thisissound advice,” Haviland Tuf agreed.

Tolly Munelooked at the banks of vidscreens along both walls of the long, narrow communications room
that they had refitted as Tuf’ s control center. Sumped in her chair and crumpled under the gravity, she
suddenly looked and felt her age.

“What will become of you?’ Tuf asked.

Shelooked at him. “ Oh, that’ sa choice question. Disgrace. Arrest. Remova from office—maybetria for
high treason. Don’'t worry, they won't execute me. Execution isanti-life. A penal farm on the Larders, |
suppose.” She sighed.

“I see” said Haviland Tuf. * Perhgps you might wish to reconsider my offer to furnish you with
trangportation out of the S uthlamese system. | would be only too glad to take you to Skrymir or Henry’s
World. If you wished to remove yoursdf further from the site of your infamy, | understand that \VV agabond
isquite plessant during its Long Springs.”

“You d sentence meto alife under gravity,” she said. “No thanks. Thisismy world, Tuf. Those are my
own puling people. I'll go back and take what comes. Besides, you' re not getting off the hook that
eadly.” She pointed. “Y ou owe me, Tuf.”

“Thirty-four million sandards, as| recdl,” Tuf sad.
She grinned.

“Madam,” said Tuf, “if | might so bold asto ask—"
“I didn’t doit for you,” shesaid quickly.

Haviland Tuf blinked. “My pardon if | seem to be prying into your motives. Such isnot my intent. | fear
curiosity will be my downfal someday, but for the nonce | must inquire—why did you do it?’

Portmaster Tolly Mune shrugged. “Believeit or nat, | did it for Josen Radl.”



“The First Councillor?” Tuf blinked again.

“Him, and the others. | knew Josen when he was just starting out. He' s not abad man, Tuf. HE snot
evil. None of them are evil. They’ re decent men and women, doing their best. All they want to doisto
feed their children.”

“| do not understand your logic,” said Haviland Tuf.

“| sat at that meeting, Tuf. | sat there and listened to them talk, and | heard what the Ark had doneto
them. They were honest, honorable, ethical people, and the Ark had aready turned them into cheats and
liars. They believein peace, and they were talking about the war they might haveto fight to keep this
puling ship of yours. Their entire creed is based on the holy sanctity of human life, and they were blithely
discussing how much killing might be necessary—starting with yours. Y ou ever study history, Tuf?’

“I make no specid clamsto expertise, but neither am | entirely ignorant of what has gone before.”

“There' san ancient saying, Tuf. Came out of Old Earth. Power corrupts, it went, and absol ute power
corrupts absolutely.”

Haviland Tuf said nothing. Havoc bounded onto his knees and settled down. He began to stroke her with
ahuge pale hand.

“The dream of the Ark had aready begun to corrupt my world,” Tolly Munetold him. “What the hell
would the redlity of possession have doneto us?| didn’t want to find out.”

“Indeed,” said Tuf. “ A further question suggestsitsdf.”

“What' sthet?’

“I now control the Ark,” Tuf said, “and therefore wield near absolute power.”

“Oh, yes” Tolly Mune said.

Tuf waited, saying nothing.

She shook her head. “I don’'t know,” she said. “Maybe | didn’t think things through. Maybe | wasjust
making it up as| went dong. Maybe I’ m the biggest damned fool you'll find for light-years.”

“Y ou do not serioudy believethis” said Tuf.

“Maybe | just figured it was better you got corrupted than my own people. Maybe | think you're naive
and harmless. Or maybeit wasinginct.” She sighed. “I don’t know if thereissuch athing asan
incorruptible man, but if thereis, you' re the one, Tuf. The last goddamned innocent. Y ou were willing to
lose the whole thing for her.” She pointed at Havoc. “For acat. Damned puling vermin.” But she smiled
asshesadit.

“l seg," said Haviland Tuf.

The Portmaster pulled hersalf wearily to her feet. “Now it’ stime to go back and make that speechto a
less gppreciative audience,” she said. “Point meto the deds and tell them that I'm coming out.”

“Very well,” said Tuf. Heraised afinger. “ One further point remainsto be clarified. Asyour crewsdid
not complete dl of the agreed-upon work, | do not think it equitable to charge me the full price of
thirty-four million standards. | suggest an adjustment. Would thirty-three million five-hundred thousand
standards be acceptable to you?’

She stared a him. “What difference doesit make?’ she asked. “Y ou' re never coming back.”
“| beg to differ,” said Haviland Tuf.

“Wetried to stedl your ship,” she said.

“True. Perhapsthirty-three million would befair, the rest being considered a pendty of sorts.”
“You'reredly planning to return?’ Tolly Mune said.



“Infiveyears” said Tuf, “thefirst payment on the loan will be due. By that time, moreover, we will be
ableto judge what effect, if any, my smal contributions have had upon your food crigs. Perhgps more
ecological engineering will be necessary.”

“I don't believeit,” she said, astonished.

Haviland Tuf reached up to his shoulder and scratched Chaos behind the ear. “Why,” he asked
reproachfully, “are we dways doubted?’

The cat did not reply.



